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are not lending in sufficient quantities; NGOs 
and informal lending fill some of the gap, but 
nowhere near enough. The result is a massive 
gap in funding for agriculture that is locking 
millions of farmers in a poverty trap. 

Although it is widely recognised that state-
run banks were inefficient and largely failed to 
reach the poor,147 the private sector on its own 
cannot do the job either. The costs and risks of 
providing small loans to poor rural people are 
very high, and if a principle of full cost recovery 
is applied then finance institutions will end up 
charging unaffordably high interest rates, if 
indeed they enter the market at all. 

Governments have a role to play in establishing 
and supporting farmer associations (which can 
reduce the risks and transaction costs entailed 
in lending to individual farmers); providing 
microfinance institutions with resources for staff 
training, systems development, product revisions 
and branch expansion; providing capital 
through subsidised and commercial loans for 
lending to rural borrowers; and loan guarantee 
schemes (another form of subsidy). Indeed, 
access to financial services should be seen as 
a public good and governments should allocate 
resources to ensure that poor farmers, especially 
women, are able to borrow affordably. 

In Kenya, the Ministry of Agriculture’s Strategic 
Plan for 2008-12 recognises that “inadequate 
credit to finance inputs and capital investment 
is a main cause for [sic] low productivity in 
agriculture” and that it is “impossible for most 
farmers to access credit” – but then allocates 
just KShs 110 million to enhancing access 
to credit in 2008-09 – 0.8 per cent of the 
Ministry’s budget.148 

The credit programmes that exist in Kenya 
reach only a small number of farmers: 

Katiryo village replied: oxen, ploughs, tractors, 
seeds, wheelbarrows, improved breeds of 
cattle, fertiliser, pesticides, sprayers and 
herbicides. The group recognised inputs  
could only be provided at a cost to the 
government but said they needed them to  
help get them started.145 

Unfortunately, the government’s provision of 
inputs to farmers under NAADS is being badly 
implemented. They tend to be provided to just one 
member in each group – usually the chairperson 
or another farmer holding a leadership position – 
who is usually the best-off. Other farmers have to 
wait their turn, which may take years. The inputs 
are provided as loans, and farmers usually pay 
back only 70 per cent of the cost, but the price at 
which the inputs are provided is routinely much 
more than on the open market. 

Farmers complain that the reason for this is 
that government officials inflate the cost and 
sometimes pocket the difference. In Katiryo 
village, women farmers were offered a cow 
under NAADS for Shs 1 million, four times the 
local market price. Chickens were offered at 
Shs 10,000 when they could be bought for Shs 
3,000. Some farmers are forced accept these 
costs since, without access to other loans, it is 
the only way to acquire these goods.146 

Rural credit – ‘almost  
non-existent’ 
Without access to loans at low interest 
rates, farmers are unable to invest in future 
production, expand their farming or take a risk 
and diversify into producing new crops. Yet if 
there is a credit crunch in the developed world, 
there exists a full-blown credit crisis in rural 
areas of the developing world. 

Governments are failing to invest resources in 
providing credit to farmers, while private banks 
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endowed enterprise-oriented farmers”.152 The 
programme is much needed but has so far 
reached only 36,000 farmers, according to 
government figures.153

In Malawi “credit is almost non-existent now”, 
a World Bank official informed ActionAid.154 
The most recent government survey shows 
that only 14 per cent of households in rural 
areas have loans, though the figures are 5 per 
cent in Salima and 13 per cent in Machinga.155 
Malawi’s Growth and Development Strategy for 
2006-2011 earmarks K10.3 billion (US$70.5m) 
for agriculture and food security (excluding the 
subsidy programme), within which a tiny figure 
of K22.4 million (US$153,000) (less than 1 per 
cent) is allocated to “facilitating access to credit, 
equipment and technology to assist in value 
creation”.156 

A senior MOAFS official told ActionAid 

•	 The Agricultural Finance Corporation 
(AFC) was set up by the government at 
independence to provide long-term credit 
but has been plagued by mismanagement.149 
The government says it has recently 
recapitalised it and has disbursed loans 
totaling KShs 5 billion, but this is to just 
27,000 farmers.150 

•	 The AFC lends only to farmers with more 
than five acres and clients are required to 
raise 20 per cent of the project cost.151 The 
rural mobile banking programme of Kenya’s 
Equity Bank, which received donor support 
at the set-up and pilot stages, scaled up to 
40,000 new customers in 120 villages within 
a few years. 

The government’s Kilimo Biashara programme, 
launched in 2008 as part of an input subsidy 
programme, provides farmers with loans at a 
10 per cent interest rate and is aimed at “better-

Donors have provided minimal aid directly to 
agricultural credit in recent years, amounting 
to just US$64 million to all countries in 2007, 
according to OECD figures.157 This amounts 
to just 1 per cent of all agricultural aid. In the 
years 2003-07, donors allocated a tiny US$7.3 
million in aid to ‘agricultural financial services’ to 
Kenya, but nothing to Uganda and Malawi.158 

The OECD’s ‘policy guidance’ for donors 
notes: “For the past two decades… most 
donors have provided very little funding 
for rural finance and as part of structural 
adjustment programmes many partner 
countries [sic – developing countries] have 
ended their substantial involvement in this 
area of activity. This has left a vacuum 
in the supply of seasonal credit for small 

producers… In much of the developing world 
today, the inability of poor rural households, 
particularly female members, and enterprises 
to access credit on competitive terms to invest 
in new economic opportunities means that 
their incomes are lower than they need to 
be.”159 In other words, donors know there is a 
shortage of agricultural credit but failed to take 
steps to support governments to address this.

A review of 262 World Bank agricultural aid 
projects to Africa between 1991 and 2006 
found that precisely none were free-standing 
rural credit projects while only 38 had some 
credit or financial services activities. Even 
then, many of these were part of structural 
adjustment loans, intended mainly to develop 
the private financial sector.160 

box 8: donors give (virtually) no credit to farmers
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International Food Policy Research Institute 
notes that increased investment in research 
is also vital in Kenya, where increased land 
demand has forced smallholder farmers to 
transfer inappropriate technologies into new 
environments. A combination of effective 
research and extension services is found to 
provide the greatest returns to spending – for 
every million Kenyan shillings spent on ARD, an 
additional 103 people could be lifted above the 
poverty line.167 

•	 In Uganda, government spending on 
research is low and falling. In 2000-03, 
research accounted for around 20 per cent 
of sectoral spending,168 but is now projected 
to fall to just 7 per cent by 2010. The ratio 
of agricultural research to agricultural GDP 
grew from 0.06 per cent in 1990 to 0.71 
per cent in 2000 but is still well below the 
Maputo Declaration target of 1 per cent, and 
considerably lower than the average ratio 
for Africa.169 A government publication calls 
for greater public investments in methods 
to improve soil fertility, disease and pest 
control, irrigation, basic storage and post-
harvest technologies.170 

•	 In Malawi, spending on ARD is very low at 
around 2 per cent of the agriculture budget, 
a proportion which has been static in the 
past five years. Over a longer time-frame, the 
allocation to ARD has significantly declined 
– it stood at 8 per cent during 1996-2000 
and 7 per cent during 2001-04.171 The 
government says that ‘major investments’ 
are needed and that these will come from 
the sector-wide strategy plan172 – however 
the plan is unclear on how much will be 
spent on research, and there are no signs 
this will actually be more than the current 
allocation.

•	 In Kenya, the government allocated KShs 2.7 
billion to the principal research institute (KARI) 

researchers that the key area for the 
government to invest in was credit. “There’s 
no credit budget line in the ministry any more. 
People would become independent if they 
had access to credit. The government could 
play a bigger role in beefing up savings and 
credit organisations and help increase their 
capitalisation.”161 

Agricultural research and 
development – underfunded 
and weak 
Investing in agricultural research and 
development (ARD) is vital for imparting 
knowledge to farmers and developing improved 
crop varieties and techniques to increase 
yield, manage water or use natural resources 
sustainably in what are often very fragile 
environments. The CAADP programme makes 
ARD one of four priorities, and commits African 
countries to double their annual spending  
on agricultural research within 10 years –  
to US$4.6 billion by 2015.162 

Although there are no publicly available 
figures assessing progress towards this goal, 
ActionAid’s analysis of the three countries under 
review suggest that this is simply not happening. 
Developing countries as a whole spend just 
0.5 of their agricultural GDP on research and 
development.163 This failure is likely to continue to 
lock many countries into low yields, and worse, 
leave them unprepared to cope with the massive 
effects of climate change on rainfed agriculture in 
the next 10 to 20 years.164

The failure to spend adequately on ARD flies 
in the face of the evidence that good ARD 
expenditure has high returns, on average 
40-50 per cent.165 In Uganda, investments in 
agricultural research can improve productivity 
substantially – for each additonal shilling 
invested, 12 shillings can be returned.166 The 
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technology for use by them. 

Sustainable agriculture given 
short shrift
There is a close connection between lack 
of investment in appropriate research 
and extension, and continuing donor and 
government focus on conventional agricultural 
intensification through increased use of 
synthetic fertilisers and bio-technology. The 
recent World Bank/UN-sponsored IAASTD 
global assessment concludes that investing 
in sustainable and agro-ecological farming 
practices makes agriculture more resilient, 
adaptive and capable of eliminating hunger 
and rural poverty in the long term, while also 
increasing yields – albeit more slowly than 
through conventional means.177 

Sustainable approaches, which require lower 
use of external inputs and greater labour 
intensity, are also far more cost-effective 
for poor farmers, and frequently reduce risk 
(although care needs to be taken that increased 
labour requirements don’t fall disproportionately 
on women). Poor farmers value the fact that 
yields from sustainable farming are more secure 
and predictable, as well as larger.1789 

Sustainable techniques have the added pay-off 
of improving climate resilience and reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions. However, they 
are knowledge-intensive, and require a shift 
in spending from emphasis on private goods 
such as input subsidies to public goods such as 
research and extension. Since women and the 
poorest farmers typically have far less access to 
inputs anyway, a shift in government spending 
towards developing and promoting sustainable 
agriculture could be highly pro-poor. To date, 
however, experimentation with sustainable 
agriculture in Malawi, Kenya and Uganda 
remains small-scale.

in 2008-09, which amounts to 11 per cent 
of the agriculture budget. Government plans 
envisage spending KShs 3 billion in 2011-12, 
or around 8 per cent of the budget.173 The 
World Bank notes that over the last decade, 
Kenya’s ARD spending has averaged 2.6 per 
cent of agricultural GDP, which is higher than 
the sub-Saharan average of 0.62 per cent, 
but still “far too low to produce significant 
changes in agricultural development”.174  

There have been some recent successes in 
ARD work. Uganda’s National Agricultural 
Research Organisation is often highly regarded 
for producing technologies for improving crop 
productivity, and claims to have developed 
over 200 improved varieties for cereals such 
as maize, legumes and root crops, and to have 
disseminated over 70 strategies for the control 
of poultry and livestock diseases.175 The Malawi 
government says its research service has 
approved 17 new technologies to be used by 
farmers.176 

However, overall, all three countries’ ARD 
programmes are weak, especially in designing 
research for the real needs of small farmers – 
particularly the ‘low-value’ crops typically grown 
by women – and in actually disseminating 

Figures obtained by ActionAid showing the 
budget breakdown of Uganda’s National 
Agricultural Research Organisation, the 
country’s principal research institution, 
show that nearly a third of the organisation’s 
entire expenditure is accounted for by 
import taxes and VAT on donor-funded 
imports, mainly machinery and vehicles – 
Shs 7 billion out of a Shs 24.6 billion budget. 
After salaries have been paid, just over Shs 
3 billion is left for actual research projects.179 
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Donors spent US$5.7 billion on aid to 
agricultural research during 1998-2007, 
according to OECD figures. But only 13 per 
cent has gone to the 49 Least Developed 
Countries (LDCs) where hunger and poverty 
are deepest. The United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development notes that “the 
low level of donor support for agricultural 
research in LDCs makes it very difficult for 
LDC governments to sustain sufficient public 
investment in agricultural research”.180 In 2007, 
donors significantly increased their spending 
on ARD, to US$712 million, but still less than a 
third was allocated to the LDCs.

Between 2003 and 2007 donors allocated 
US$70 million to Kenya, US$15 million to 
Uganda and US$10 million to Malawi for ARD; 
this amounts to 10 per cent, 6 per cent and 4 
per cent respectively of all agricultural aid to 
those countries.181 

The G8 states claim to have disbursed 
over US$900 million in spending on ARD 
during 2008 and the first half of 2009.182 
The European Commission announced 
a new ARD strategy in December 2008 
worth around €80 million, most of which 
will go to the Consultative Group on 
International Agriculture Research (CGIAR 
– an international partnership for agriculture 
research).183 DFID has also announced that it 
is committing £400 million to ARD, including 
forestry and fisheries, over five years.184 It 
remains unclear what the money will be spent 
on, with general commitments to fund both 
traditional breeding and biotechnology.185  
The UK government has said that £150 million 
of the £400 million will go to CGIAR and 
that “some of the money that we have made 
available to the CGIAR is being used to help 
provide research into possible new genetically 
modified crops”.186 

box 9: aid to agricultural research and development
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Donors have an essential role in helping 
governments plan and finance the ambitious 
agriculture investments needed to halve hunger 
and poverty. Donors are ‘extraordinarily influential’ 
in agriculture-based countries – for 24 sub-Saharan 
African countries, aid averages 28 per cent of 
agricultural spending.187 Yet ActionAid’s research 
shows that donors are not working adequately 
with governments to support them in spending 
resources devoted to agriculture effectively. 

Some of the blame lies with ineffective 
government policies, but much lies with donors 
themselves, who have historically played a 
key role in the marginalisation of agriculture 
ministries and now bypass them, citing poor 
administrative and policy capacity. After 
massive declines in aid to agriculture in the 
past three decades, donors must keep their 
promises to increase aid to agriculture, notably 
their recent pledge to mobilise up to US$22 
billion, and also to improve the quality of aid  
to agriculture in line with their Paris Declaration 
commitments.

Donors’ performance against 
the Paris Declaration
The Paris Declaration on aid effectiveness agreed 
in March 2005 commits donors to respect 
developing country leadership over development 
policies (‘ownership’), to align their policies to 
developing country strategies (‘alignment’) and 
to better coordinate and complement their aid 
programmes (‘harmonisation’).188 

The Paris Declaration is welcome in itself, 
but does not address some key issues, such 
as the imperative of involving intended aid 
beneficiaries (ie, people) in aid design; rather, 
it is solely focused on relationships between 
governments.189 It also sets no targets on 
gender equality, which is fundamental for 
progress in agriculture.190 

Donors claim to be improving the quality of their 
aid, including agricultural aid, partly as a result of 
the Paris Declaration. But a recent report by the 
Global Donor Platform for Rural Development 
(a group that donors themselves established in 
2003) highlights some fundamental problems 
with current agricultural aid policy:
•	 It notes bluntly that “farmers and rural 

communities have been largely excluded 
from agricultural policy processes” such as 
PRSPs, sector-wide approaches and donor 
joint assistance strategies. “Stakeholder 
involvement… seldom moves beyond 
‘window-dressing’ wherein CSOs and other 
actors are invited to the table but lack any 
real possibility of influencing events,” another 
Donor Platform report confirms.191 

•	 “In spite of a generalised commitment to 
alignment and harmonisation, continued 
proliferation of donor-led processes, at both 
international and national levels, is a serious 
concern.” The paper points to the complexity 
of international aid processes, the growing 
role of non-Development Assistance 
Committee donors and other emerging 
donors, and proliferation/fragmentation as 
particular problems.

•	 It also states that sector-wide approaches 
“have accomplished little in terms of 
promoting a sector-wide policy process”, 
and have remained siloed within the confines 
of ministries of agriculture.

•	 The report also criticises governments and 
donors for the ‘mismatch’ between the 
importance of agriculture for the livelihoods 
of poor people and the actual focus of 
spending, saying that “policy priorities and 
budgetary allocations do not always  
reflect this”.192 

The World Bank recently noted (referring to 
all aid, not just agricultural aid) that “concrete 
actions to advance aid effectiveness are 

4.	Donors are failing to spend 		
	 resources effectively
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lagging”, and that there is “a lack of progress 
towards Paris targets”.193 

ActionAid’s analysis is that there are particular 
problems with the predictability and coordination 
of agricultural aid – both of which are Paris 
Declaration commitments – that are undermining 
food security in developing countries. 

Predictability
Despite donors’ pledges to increase aid 
predictability, only 45 per cent is delivered 
on schedule.194 This makes it harder 
for developing countries to spend as 
planned and account for its resources to 
its citizens, reducing the value and impact 
of aid resources.195 The results of such 
unpredictability are particularly acute in the 
agriculture sector, which is highly seasonal. 

Country analysis confirms such problems:

Uganda
The predictability of aid flows from donors, 
“remains a challenge”, the Ugandan 
government notes.196 Its 2008 public financial 
performance report states that there has been 
a “deterioration” in the predictability of budget 
support, which is rated ‘D’, the lowest rating. 
Government figures show that donors have 
disbursed 56 per cent, 146 per cent and 61 per 
cent of their budget support commitments (for 
all aid) in the last three financial years. 

These deviations are explained by a mix 
of poor government and donor policy: 
government delays in complying with donor 
conditions and delays in securing parliamentary 
approval for loan components, and delays in 

“My biggest problem is that I do not have enough land. Also I don’t 
know why my maize, beans and cotton get pests and my harvest is  
so poor. The worst is that next season is likely to be similar to this 
one. I have no seeds left for planting.” 
Edisa Were, smallholder farmer

Edisa Were looks after  
11 children. Like most other 
marginalised women 
farmers in her area, she is 
unaware of the 
government’s National 
Agricultural Advisory 
Services programme, 
despite the fact it was set  
up to help farmers like her. 

PHOTO: vibeke quaade/ms ActionAid 
denmark
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Uganda
Donors provided 17 per cent of Uganda’s 
total revenue in 2007-08.197 Aid accounts for 
a third of Uganda’s agricultural spending; 
this includes 68 per cent of expenditure of 
the main agricultural ministry (the MAAIF).198 
Donors have provided 60 per cent of the 
funds for the cross-government PMA 
between 2005 and 2008.199 A senior aid 
official says that donors are prepared to 
spend around US$200 million on agriculture 
in the next four years, once the government 
has plans in place.200 

The World Bank is providing a US$200 
million Poverty Reduction Support Credit 
to support Uganda’s Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Paper (PRSP) and has until recently 
been funding two agriculture projects – a 
US$45 million project to support reform of 
NAADS and a US$12 million project, which 
ended in 2009, to support agricultural 
research. The EU provided €80 million in 
aid for ‘rural development’ from 2003-07 
and is providing €60 million for 2008-
13, amounting to 14 per cent of its aid to 
Uganda over the period.201 

Malawi
Government figures show that donors 
provided US$544 million in aid to Malawi in 
2007-08 with DFID, the World Bank and the 
EC the largest donors.202 Aid constituted 29 
per cent of total government expenditure in 
both 2006-07 and 2007-08. Only 18 per cent 
of all aid is provided in the form of general 
budget support – the method preferred by 

government. General budget support is 
provided by just four donors; by contrast a 
full 67 per cent of aid is in the form of projects 
provided by 17 different donors.203 

Around US$47 million – or 10 per cent of aid 
allocatable by sector204 – was for agriculture 
in 2007-08, the EC, Norway and DFID 
being the largest of nine donors to the 
sector. There are around 25 donor-funded 
agriculture and food security-related projects 
in Malawi.205 The EC has made agriculture 
and food security one of two priority areas 
for its aid to Malawi, and is providing €105 
million to agriculture and food security out of 
€436 million total aid for 2008-13.206

Kenya
Kenyan government figures show that donors 
provided KShs 5.9 billion of the government’s 
agriculture spending in 2008-09, amounting 
to 25 per cent of the agriculture budget. 
The projection for 2010-11 is that they will 
contribute KShs 7.4 billion, or 23 per cent of 
agriculture spending.207 Agricultural aid to 
Kenya amounted to just 8 per cent of all aid to 
the country in 2008-09; most went to roads, 
irrigation and education.208 Over 40 per cent 
of agricultural aid is in the form of loans not 
grants.209 The EC is providing €99 million to 
agriculture and rural development over 2008-
13, a quarter of its total aid to the country.210 
The World Bank’s main agriculture project, 
approved in 2009, is a US$82 million credit for 
the Agricultural Productivity and Agribusiness 
project, which supports improving research 
and extension.

Box 10: agricultural aid to uganda, malawi and kenya
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sector ministries is often significantly different to 
that provided to the Ministry of Finance, causing 
problems in budgeting.216 

As for donors using government procedures, 
the Ugandan government notes that while 
donors use government procedures in all 
their budget support, for project support the 
average use of government procedures is just 
10 per cent. Overall, donors use government 
procedures for 47 per cent of all their aid, but 
their own procedures for 53 per cent.217 One 
DFID official told ActionAid: “Donors don’t  
trust the government system in its procurement 
policies. The government doesn’t always use 
aid funds for the earmarked purposes. There 
are also transparency and accountability 
problems.”218 

Coordination
Agricultural aid programmes are particularly 
poorly coordinated among donors, a fact 
recognised in 2003 with the creation of the 
Global Donor Platform for Rural Development. 
Yet there is little evidence of major success in 
the agricultural sector. The OECD’s 2008 survey 
notes that donors fielded more than 14,000 aid 
missions to the 55 countries studied. In Vietnam 
alone, this amounted to 752 missions in 2007 – 
more than three per working day. 

Of these missions, less than one in five was 
coordinated with another donor. Only 47 
per cent of all aid was delivered through 
common approaches such as sector-wide 
approaches, and in reality much of this aid 
still remains earmarked for specific donor 
projects.219 In-country efforts to decentralise 
government policy-making and budgets have 
further complicated support to agriculture, with 
many donors now working directly with local 
and regional bodies and by-passing central 
government altogether. 

some donors’ internal procedures.211 Donor 
performance on disbursements of project aid 
is worse – averaging less than 50 per cent; 
the government also notes that “projects have 
distorting effects on budget allocations”.212

Malawi
In Malawi the government and donors have 
drawn up a Development Assistance Strategy 
covering the period 2006-11, intended to 
promote the Paris Declaration principles. The 
document was frank in recognising various 
weaknesses on both the government and 
donor side. The government suffers from “weak 
leadership and poor technical capacity” in 
some sectors, as well as poor public financial 
management systems and lack of clear 
guidelines on the use of missions and technical 
assistance. Donors, meanwhile, often provide 
poor information on their activities, have not 
aligned their funding cycles to government 
procedures, and conduct individual monitoring 
exercises in parallel to government procedures, 
creating extra burdens on government.213 

In 2007-08, only one donor (Unicef) disbursed 
project funds within plus/minus 10 per cent 
of the projections provided to the Ministry of 
Finance at the beginning of the year. Overall, 
donor performance was worse than the year 
before, when three donors were within the 10 
per cent band.214 The government concedes, 
however, that “such poor performance may not 
be blamed solely on the donors”, and that in 
some cases the government’s failure to meet 
conditions or make disbursement requests on 
time may contribute to this.215 

The Malawi government says that some donors 
provide different data to the Ministry of Finance 
than to the IMF during missions to monitor 
the macro-economic programme. And that 
information provided by some donors to the 
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coordination, has been agreed and is 
awaiting finalisation. There is some urgency 
to this approach. Until now, donors have 
made widespread use of parallel project 
implementation units, which are set up 
outside government systems with terms of 
reference and salary structures normally set 
by donors. There are 51 such units in Malawi 
and at least four in the agriculture sector.220 
This can mean duplication of reporting 
structures and management systems, while 
problems can also arise from ministry staff 
working as coordinators, but on government 
salary scales in charge of highly paid 
expatriate staff.

•	 In Kenya, donors are organised in a 
Harmonisation, Alignment and Coordination 
group, which has registered improvements in 
the coordination of agricultural aid in recent 
years. However, donors were still promoting 
over 30 separate projects just in the two 
largest agriculture ministries in 2008-09.221 

 

ActionAid’s country analysis shows that, 
although there have been recent steps to 
improve agricultural aid coordination, many 
problems remain.

•	 In Uganda, one problem with coordination 
arises from the still high level of project 
support to agriculture, which accounts for 
around half of agricultural aid to the country. 
Some donors, notably the US and Japan, 
are refusing to provide budget support, 
partly for fear of losing control over how the 
money is spent, and partly due to concerns 
that the government spends large pots of 
money inefficiently. Government officials 
say that budget support is most useful, and 
recognise that major reforms need to take 
place in the agriculture ministry, but are left 
in a no-win situation.

•	 In Malawi, agricultural aid is also mainly 
in the form of projects but a sector-wide 
agricultural strategy, which should improve 

Women smallholder farmers 
in Chiranyama village, 
Rumphi District, Malawi. 

PHOTO: graeme williams/panos/
actionaid
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This evaluation was followed by the Bank’s 
World Development Report 2008, which sought 
to return agriculture to the heart of the global 
development agenda and demonstrate that the 
Bank had learnt from the failure of past policies. 
The Bank regards this report as its de facto 
agriculture strategy, and has since published an 
action plan (2010-12) which it claims builds on 
the report. 

Sadly, the plan signals little change at the 
Bank. Despite plans to scale-up funding to 
between US$6.2 and US$8.3 billion annually, 
including through a new global trust fund for 
agriculture and food security, the focus remains 
solely on promoting economic growth through 
agriculture, rather than on food security.225 
The Bank also continues to push its demand-
driven model, which means that key agricultural 
services will remain beyond the reach of many 
smallholder farmers. 

Women barely feature in the plan, beyond 
vague promises to integrate the Bank’s 
gender action plan into its agriculture 
programme over the next three years.226 
Agriculture was one of four sectors included 
in the Bank’s four-year gender action plan 
(Gender Equality as Smart Economics) 
launched by World Bank President Robert 
Zoellick in 2007, and was supported by 
specific resources and tools developed by a 
gender and agriculture thematic group. 

A recent review by the Bank’s Independent 
Evaluation Group found that, while the Bank 
has been going backwards on gender overall, 
limited gains have been made in the agriculture 
sector.227 Specifically, the review found that 
more projects included a gender focus (up 
from 58 per cent to 71 per cent) and that the 
contribution and resources of the gender and 
agriculture thematic group was likely to have 

Key donors not learning 
from experience in 
agriculture sector 
In efforts to improve aid effectiveness in recent 
years some key donors have produced a 
series of evaluations of their agricultural aid that 
have generally found its impact to be weak, 
unsustainable and lacking focus on the farmers 
most in need of support. Despite this, the signs 
are that they are not making the necessary 
changes to improve the focus and impact of 
their agriculture policies.

The World Bank: business  
as usual despite acknowledged 
failings
The World Bank has traditionally been the 
largest donor in the agriculture sector and 
plans to increase support by up to 17 per cent 
over the next three years. The Independent 
Evaluation Group of the World Bank undertook 
a major review of the Bank’s aid to African 
agriculture from 1991 to 2006 and produced its 
report in October 2007.222 

The report concluded that agriculture had 
been neglected by donors, but also that Bank 
projects “have not been able to help countries…
develop a long-term strategic approach to 
address the basic factors that create food 
insecurity – that is to help countries increase 
agricultural productivity sufficiently to arrest 
declining per capita food availability”.223 

The report also contained alarming information 
on the Bank’s neglect of women farmers. It 
found that, despite the majority of farmers being 
women, none of the 71 project documents 
reviewed ever specified a farmer’s sex. Of these 
71 documents, only two specifically linked 
gender to agriculture objectives and had gender 
specific sub-components with indicators to 
measure the project’s impact on women.224 

“We speak with one voice and encourage each other to work hard as 
we help each other in any way possible. As a result, I harvest more 
every year and hunger is no longer an issue in my family.”
Regina Chinguwo, smallholder farmer, Malawi
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productivity and diversification.231 
•	 Agricultural aid to Tanzania has 

sometimes achieved “excellent impacts” 
notably in increasing productivity and 
access to credit, although “limited by 
the lack of a coherent rural development 
approach”.232 

•	 Aid to India is reported to have increased 
agricultural yields, “but failed to make a 
wider impact on the economic situation of 
rural poor [sic] and other groups in India”. 
In particular “it was a challenge for most 
of the rural development and agricultural 
projects to reach the poorest of the poor 
in the targeted communities, and also 
to include women in income-sharing 
schemes”. The evaluation concludes that: 
“despite positive results from some of 
the EC-financed projects… the impact of 
these projects is small when measured 
against the scale of the environmental 
and social challenges that India faces”.233 

 
In March 2010, the Commission announced a 
new EU policy framework to assist developing 
countries in addressing agriculture and food 
security challenges. This framework will 
be approved by EU Member States in May 
2010.234 While the framework recognises the 
importance of smallholder farmers and in 
women in tackling hunger, and the need to 
support to demand-led agricultural research, 
extension and innovation, it fails to set out 
concrete plans for EU support to these areas. 
ActionAid’s view is that the Commission 
must put pressure on EU Member States to 
ensure that a rights-based approach and the 
right to food drives EU agriculture and food 
security policies, and that a long-term vision 
and pro-poor strategy for global food security 
is in place, supported by increased aid and 
technical support in agriculture and rural 
development.235 

been a significant factor. It is clear that future 
progress will depend on continued championing 
at the highest level, dedicated resources, and 
ongoing monitoring.

The European Commission 
An evaluation of the EC’s aid to rural and 
agricultural development covering the period 
1995-2005 was published in June 2007.228 
It concluded that EC aid, despite some 
successes, was “limited… fragile… or hardly 
visible,” and that “interventions aimed at 
increasing agricultural production and yields 
tend to have positive results, but only in 
concise areas or regarding specific products… 
There is little information on impact [sic] of EC 
interventions on agricultural productivity and 
on producers’ income.”229 The report notes 
that integration of women in rural development 
programmes has improved, although there is 
still little indication that women themselves are 
involved in programme design.

In particular the review noted that, although 
EC aid had improved since the last evaluation 
in 1994, “the relevance of such programmes 
to reducing poverty at a general level is 
restricted by their poor efficiency. Thus even 
if used on a large-scale, they fail to achieve 
significant global impact.” The review also 
noted that “the food situation has improved 
in visited countries but no formal links can be 
established between the EC interventions and 
this improvement”.230 

Some other recent EC evaluation reports 
of aid to particular countries and regions 
mention the performance of agricultural aid, 
showing mixed results: 
•	 An evaluation of aid to Ghana claimed that the 

EC’s rural development projects had increased 
access to safe water and sanitation, but have 
been “less effective” in improving agricultural 
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DFID: international leadership not 
reflected in the agriculture sector
The UK’s Department for International 
Development is regarded as a leading 
international donor, with eradicating poverty 
its core mandate. Given its strengths, it is 
disappointing that the volume of DFID’s aid to 
agriculture has been consistently low over the 
last decade (even when funding through general 
budget support is taken into account) and 
that its agriculture policy has not been linked 
to related policy areas such as food security, 
vulnerability or gender equality.236  237  

In 2009, DFID commissioned a review of its 
agriculture policy, which asked whether its 
2005 policy was still relevant. The reviewers 
concluded that “the focus needs to be 
broadened from a narrow one on growth to 
something that encompasses the problems 
facing poor farmers more broadly”.238 

The reviewers pointed out that gender is not 
viewed as an area for direct intervention in 
agriculture by DFID, and noted that areas 
where agriculture overlaps with gender were 
not included in the review.239 It is telling that 
the paper’s authors conclude that “…renewed 
emphasis could also be given to crucial 
crosscutting issues such as gender.”240 

Likewise, a July 2009 assessment of DFID’s 
gender equality action plan notes some 
progress in health and education, but also 
that DFID pays scant attention to women in 
agriculture.241 The plan talks extensively about 
the importance of service delivery in social 
sectors for women, but there is virtually no 
mention of women’s role as small-scale farmers 
or how DFID could help target them. 

As DFID itself says, “...we also need to make 
the increased focus on gender equity more 

consistent across the organisation...” In 
ActionAid’s view agriculture must be the next 
focus, given its importance to the world’s 
poorest and most vulnerable people.

Possibly building on these reviews, the UK 
government’s 2009 White Paper does include 
recognition of women and other vulnerable 
farmers, and commits the government to 
ensuring that agriculture and food security 
are given the highest international attention. 
Yet the White Paper is still skewed towards 
technological solutions for scaling-up 
productivity on commercial farms. This offers 
little promise for women smallholder farmers 
and those whose input, credit, research and 
extension needs are markedly different to those 
of larger scale commercial farmers.
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5.	Government failure to spend 	
	 resources effectively

Within developing countries, ministries 
of agriculture often lack clear vision, are 
particularly weak and isolated, and often 
inefficient. Providing more resources to 
agriculture must go hand-in-hand with major 
institutional upgrading. Walter Odhiambo, 
senior agricultural economist at the African 
Development Bank, has written that “there are 
ample resources within countries that could be 
mobilised for agricultural and rural development 
and that what lacks [sic] are appropriate policies 
and strategies to mobilise resources”.242 

ActionAid’s research has discovered a long list 
of issues for governments to address. 

Structural problems
Governments often recognise the weaknesses 
of their agricultural ministries. The Ugandan 
government states that the poor performance 
of agriculture in recent years is partly due to 
“a sub-optimal MAAIF [Ministry of Agriculture, 
Animal Industries and Fisheries] structure; 
inadequate numbers and low skill levels of 
service personnel along with associated 
low personnel productivity; high transaction 
costs arising from the isolated and scattered 
location of MAAIF and its departments; weak 
coordination mechanisms with an inoperative 
management information system; a low sector 
budget allocation reflecting the low status of  
the ministry; and weak farmer institutions”.243 
These problems are often compounded by a 
lack of transparency, meaning it is difficult for 
the public, parliament and even civil servants  
to effectively influence and scrutinise budgets 
and activities.

Weak coordination produces duplication 
of projects. Kenya’s Ministry of Agriculture 
concedes there has been “overlapping and 
duplication of roles, and coordination has been 
weak”, between the various ministries engaged 

in agriculture.244 Uganda is pursuing various 
agriculture-related strategies – the Plan for the 
Modernisation of Agriculture; Prosperity For All 
and the Rural Development Strategy – which 
tend to have almost identical objectives with 
overlapping mandates, but with unclear and 
parallel implementation arrangements meaning 
duplication and waste.245 

There are also sometimes discrepancies 
between priority areas identified in government 
policy plans and actual disbursements, 
meaning that budgets are not actually spent 
where governments say they will spend them.246 
Governments often don’t know where to spend 
agriculture funds, in the face of competing 
priorities and conflicting advice from donors, 
academic institutes, the private sector, civil 
society groups and others.247 

Overly centralised, top-
down decision making
Some governments have decentralised 
agricultural decision making to local 
government level, so that decisions about 
priorities and funding can be made where the 
need is greatest. However, many budget and 
policy-making processes remain top-down, with 
little real involvement from farmers, especially 
women farmers. 

Over 90 per cent of Malawi’s agriculture 
budget is spent by central government, leaving 
very little available to districts. The districts of 
Machinga and Salima, where ActionAid has 
conducted field research, received just K80 
million and K100 million respectively in 2008-
09.248 The government has acknowledged that 
the Ministry of Agriculture has a “top heavy and 
administratively bloated structure”, with each 
head office post supporting just five posts at 
district level.249 
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The cooperatives and producer organisations 
that used to give small farmers some organised 
voice in policy making either no longer exist or 
have been much weakened in most countries. 
In their absence, governments ‘consult’ farmers 
on their own terms. In Malawi for instance, 
farmers are supposed to input into annual 
budgets by expressing their opinions to frontline 
agriculture workers, who then incorporate 
those views into district implementation plans. 
However, civil society groups have long pointed 
out that farmers’ views are rarely reflected in 
these plans. 

Kenya, with its long history of farmer 
cooperatives, is a partial exception. The 
Kenya National Farmers’ Union has increasing 
influence over government policy, but this 
is still limited. Parliamentary oversight over 
budget formulation is weak, while surveys 
reveal that over half of Kenyans are not even 
aware of the district development committees 
that coordinate development activities at sub-
national level.250 

An evaluation of Uganda’s PMA in 2005 
concluded that at local level, “the annual 
planning process… appears a top-down 
exercise dominated by technicians and political 
leaders, with farmers in a passive role”.251 
Women, in particular, were severely constrained 
in participating in PMA planning, due to 
inappropriate timing and duration of meetings, 
which conflicted with their childcare or domestic 
work responsibilities. ActionAid’s own research 
shows that women commonly face these 
barriers to influencing agriculture policy and 
spending.252 

Compounding this is the long-standing problem 
in some countries of patronage politics, 
whereby presidential and cabinet policy and 
funding has often favoured certain groups and 

agriculture production systems, rather than 
being explicitly pro-poor.253 

Underspending of existing 
budgets
The agriculture funds that actually reach poor 
farmers are far less than the budget figures 
suggest. Most ministries fail to spend the money 
they are allocated:
•	 In Uganda, around one third of agriculture-

related budgets are unspent; actual 
spending has in recent years varied from 
57-79 per cent.254 The Ministry of Finance, 
one of the largest recipients of funds under 
the government’s PMA, disburses 53-75 per 
cent of the funds allocated to it.255 

•	 In Malawi, the disbursement rate for 
development projects (ie, spending that 
does not include ongoing recurrent costs 
such as salaries), and which are mainly 
donor-funded, averaged 40-60 per cent in 
2007-08.256 

•	 Kenya’s actual spending rate for 
development expenditure averaged 66 per 
cent across the six ministries responsible for 
agriculture in 2006-07.  

This under-spending is due to various factors, 
notably late donor disbursements, bottlenecks 
in government and donor procurement 
processes, and inadequate capacity to 
implement programmes.257 The Ugandan 
government says that the erratic release of 
funds from donors partly explains its own poor 
disbursement rates. 

An independent evaluation in Uganda found that, 
while countries such as Germany and the UK 
disbursed all their aid commitments, the World 
Bank, the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development and the African Development Bank 
all had disbursement rates of less than 50 per 
cent, leading governments to discount the value 

“The maize crop you see here, I planted the variety HB 624 and it is 
not doing well compared to this other plot with HB 614. The problem 
is, we are forced to take what is there, our preferences and choices 
notwithstanding.”
William Kiprop, smallholder farmer, Kenya



54 Fertile ground  How governments and donors can halve hunger by supporting small farmers

meaning the government itself is funding just 
K1.1 billion of development spending from its 
own budget.265 In 2007-08, the proportion of 
development spending was even less – 23 
per cent (K4.9 billion out of a total budget of 
K21 billion  – equivalent of US$34 million out 
of US$144 million).266 

•	 In Kenya, development spending amounted 
to KShs 9.2 billion (US$120 million), or 28 per 
cent of the agriculture budget in 2008-09, of 
which 65 per cent was funded by donors.267 
The Ministry of Agriculture notes that “the 
low level of the development budget has 
been cited as a major constraint to overall 
agricultural production and performance”.268

 
Corruption
Despite evidence that types of corruption are 
less prevalent in agriculture than other sectors, 

of aid by up to 30 per cent when planning future 
activities.258 Much of this money is delayed, but 
some simply never turns up.

Little capital/development 
spending
While ministries, research institutes and 
extension services need staff, they also need 
resources to carry out their roles effectively. 
Currently, most funds spent on agriculture 
comprise recurrent expenditure (mainly salaries) 
rather than development or capital expenditure 
(funds spent on projects that could improve 
extension services, develop infrastructure for 
agriculture, or on agricultural research): 
•	 In Uganda, less than 20 per cent of the 

MAAIF’s budget is capital spending. But 
of that small amount, which is all provided 
by donors, some 45 per cent is unspent 
because of late donor disbursement 
or delays caused by administrative 
requirements. This means that the amount 
of money actually spent was just Shs 7.15 
billion (£2.4 million) in 2008-09, around 
66 pence for each of Uganda’s roughly 
3.6 million farm households. Furthermore, 
the government notes that all the capital 
spending goes through around 30 projects, 
presumably government-run, many of which 
are “hangovers from ancient projects kept 
going to facilitate field activities”.259 Some 
other MAAIF projects “have had the same 
outputs year after year and often these do 
not show what the project is actually doing 
or intends to do”.260 

•	 In Malawi, just 23 per cent of the agriculture 
budget is capital spending: K7.3 billion 
(US$50 million) out of a total agriculture 
budget of K32.2 billion (US$221 million) in 
2008-09 – the rest is recurrent expenditure 
(mainly consisting of the subsidy 
programme).261 Of the K7.3 billion, K6.2 
billion (US$42 million) is funded by donors, 

Salaries comprise a large proportion of 
recurrent agriculture budgets, indicating 
not that individual salaries are high (they 
are often pitifully low) but that staff often 
have very little money to spend carrying out 
research, delivering extension services or 
consulting with farmers to develop robust 
national agriculture plans. 

In Kenya, salaries amounted to around 
30 per cent of total agriculture spending 
in 2008-09262. In Uganda, MAAIF notes 
that the wage to non-wage expenditure 
ratio in the ministry is “very high”, in some 
departments reaching almost 80 per cent, 
“which indicates insufficient operational 
funds for a programme to function 
effectively”.263 Travel costs, within Uganda 
and abroad, account for 23 per cent of 
MAIFF’s recurrent budget after salaries have 
been deducted.264 

box 11: high salary costs
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‘leakages’ of project funds varying from 4 to 
69 per cent.276 In the study of funds and inputs 
transferred from central government to eight 
districts around the country, less than 10 per 
cent of animals intended to benefit farmers were 
actually provided. Four districts spent nearly all 
the funds officially allocated to them, but three 
districts spent less than 30 per cent.277 

ActionAid’s research shows it still affects the scale 
and quality of government support to smallholder 
farmers.269 As mentioned above, input subsidies 
are especially vulnerable to corruption since they 
create multiple opportunities and incentives to 
defraud the system. The Food and Agriculture 
Organization identifies tracking and analysing 
government budget expenditure as an essential 
tool in advancing the right to food, not least 
because public monitoring reduces the risk  
of corruption.270 

Women smallholder farmers are particularly 
affected because they have less income 
to purchase alternative agriculture support 
services where these are not provided because 
of leaks or corruption in the agriculture system, 
and likewise have less money to pay for bribes 
where these are imposed. 

Senior researchers and aid officials interviewed 
for this study believe that significant proportions 
of the agriculture budget in Kenya and Uganda 
simply go missing.271  272 An analysis of Ugandan 
government agriculture projects by the Economic 
Policy Research Centre in Kampala revealed 

Reports by Uganda’s Auditor-General, 
by the Parliamentary Public Accounts 
Committee and in the media all testify to 
the continued misuse of public resources, 
including in agriculture.273 Corruption also 
remains a major problem in Kenya, despite 
improvements made by the Anti-Corruption 
Commission. A senior civil servant told 
ActionAid researchers that there is 
‘widespread pilferage’ compounding the 
‘gross inefficiencies’ in the agriculture sector 
ministries.274 The greatest avenues for 
corruption are during the procurement and 
supply of goods and services and at the 
point of service delivery. 275

Janet Atai, 54, a chicken 
farmer in Aitaritoi village, 
Pallisa District, Uganda,  
with chickens given to her  
as part of the National 
Agricultural Advisory 
Services programme. 

PHOTO: James Akena/ActionAid
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ActionAid believes that by scaling-up support 
to smallholders to at least US$40 billion per 
year globally, world leaders can deliver a 50 per 
cent reduction in hunger and poverty by 2015 
– the most fundamental of the UN Millennium 
Development Goals. 

At the UN Millennium Review Summit this year, 
supporting women farmers must be the focus 
of coherent, well-costed national plans to 
make a five-year breakthrough against hunger, 
backed by government allocations of at least 
10 per cent of the budget to agriculture. For 
their part, donors must commit to underwriting 
all credible national plans for halving hunger, 
covering any shortfall beyond developing 
country governments’ own budgetary effort. 

The focus of public investment should be 
shifted to low-cost, sustainable techniques that 
reduce climate risk and are most likely to benefit 
women and poor farmers. 

IN DEVELOPING AND IMPLEMENTING 
NATIONAL PLANS TO HALVE HUNGER BY 
2015, GOVERNMENTS SHOULD:
•	 Enable and finance the systematic 

involvement of women and smallholder 
farmers in agricultural policy making. 

•	 Collect and provide comprehensive 
sex-disaggregated data in the agriculture 
sector that is timely, accessible, available 
and comparable.

•	 Strengthen financial management 
in agriculture ministries, including by 
upgrading budgeting, procurement and 
management systems. Empower national 
anti-corruption agencies, parliaments 
and audit offices to step up scrutiny and 
enforcement; and fully implement freedom of 
information laws.

•	 Increase the levels of domestically 
generated resources (tax) that are 

gathered and allocated to agriculture.
•	 Develop a more pro-poor and pro-

women balance of policies for 
agriculture development, including 
through increased spending on extension 
and research, supporting sustainable 
techniques for increasing yields, expansion 
of rural financial services, and measures  
to overcome constraints specific to  
women farmers.

Focus on women farmers
•	 The growing burden of unpaid work must 

be addressed. Improved investments in 
infrastructure along with greater investments 
in labour-saving technologies are needed, 
especially as environmental degradation 
intensifies. Expanding early childhood 
education or paying welfare benefits directly 
to mothers would have dual benefits for both 
women and children. 

•	 Research and development must focus 
on developing improved varieties of the 
crops grown by women, including those 
hitherto largely ignored, and involve women 
in research design, for example through 
participatory plant breeding. 

•	 Extension services must be targeted 
specifically at women (untargeted 
services will benefit men) and involve their 
participation; this should include training 
more female extension officers but also 
training male officers to meet the needs 
of women farmers and equip them with 
communication skills and transport to reach 
often remote women farmers.

•	 Women need more secure tenure and 
increased access to land. Governments must 
redistribute land to women. In addition they 
must eliminate all policies and practices that 
discriminate against women in matters of land 
rights. Where law reforms have been passed, 
these need to be effectively implemented.

	� Conclusion and 
recommendations
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•	 Governments must ensure that rural women 
can access financial services, including 
credit at all levels, at interest rates that are 
affordable to smallholder women farmers. 

•	 Women farmers and farmworkers must 
be involved in the design of all such 
programmes and services.

In supporting national plans, 
donors should: 
•	 Keep their promises to increase overall aid 

and improve the quality of aid as per the 
Paris Declaration and Accra Agenda for 
Action. Ensure that no credible national 
plan for investing in agriculture goes 
unimplemented for want of funds. 

•	 Immediately ensure that all aid is on budget, 
while over the mid to long term working 
towards providing budget support directly 
to governments alongside support to public 
and parliamentary budget scrutiny. 

•	 Provide multi-year, predictable and 
guaranteed flows, without attaching 
conditionalities other than those necessary 
to meet fiduciary responsibility, and provide 
accurate and timely public information on 
these flows. 

•	 Support countries’ efforts to strengthen their 
tax systems, including through international 
efforts to improve tax transparency and 
cooperation, so that countries can increase 
their revenue base and spending on 
agriculture.

•	 Provide direct support to women 
farmers’ groups and smallholder farmer 
organisations, and to governments to 
improve the gender impact of their policies 
and spending through the use of tools such 
as gender budgeting and collection, and 
monitoring of sex-disaggregated data.
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“My biggest problem now is the back-breaking 
exercise of watering the vegetables using buckets 
in the morning and evening. If I can get a 
water pump, pipes, rubber and other irrigation 
equipment I can produce more vegetables for  
my household and [for] sale in schools.”

 
Regina Jackson, a smallholder farmer in Simatwa village, West Pokot, Kenya




