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Update 

Welcome to our second Newsletter! It reports on new 

insights gained into heterogeneity among small-scale tree 

crop farmers; the second series of learning platforms in 

Ghana and South Africa; a workshop with the Ghana Agri-

cultural Associations Business & Information Centre 

(GAABIC) in Accra to develop a value proposition for work 

with oil-palm farmers in Ghana; and the Lead Farmer 

project with the South Africa Subtropical Growers’ Associ-

ation (Subtrop) and Agricultural Research Council (ARC) in 

South Africa to promote peer-to-peer learning among 

macadamia farmers. For more detailed information 

please contact project leader Mirjam Ros via e-mail: 

m.a.f.ros-tonen@uva.nl or one of the team members 

listed under Who’s who, or check the reports on our web-

site (https://inclusivevcc.wordpress.com/home/)). 

 

Insights into tree crop farmer heterogeneity  

Policymakers and value chain actors are increasingly 

aware that ‘small-scale farmers’ are not all the same. 

They differ in household characteristics, institutional sup-

port, access to resources and production and marketing 

strategies, hence smallholders face different opportuni-

ties and production constraints. Gaining insight into the 

diversity among them is therefore key for policies and 

value chain collaborations that aim to improve livelihoods 

and create sustainable and food secure farming systems.  

A baseline survey among 167 tree crop farmers in Ma-

khado, Muthale and Thulamela (Limpopo Province, South 

Africa); 148 cocoa and oil palm farmers in the Eastern 

Region; and 60 cocoa farmers in the Ashanti Region (Gha-

na) was a first step towards uncovering this diversity. It 

showed that tree crop farmers in both countries are an 

ageing population (generally over 50) who perceive them-

selves as food secure (although with seasonal challenges 

for some in Ghana). With 6-8 ha land on average, small-

scale tree crop farmers own more land than the <2 ha 

generally mentioned for smallholders in the literature.  

Whereas tree crop farmers in South Africa and oil palm 

farmers in Ghana are predominantly male, cocoa farms in 

Ghana are run by both males and females, whereas wom-

en dominate oil palm processing. Small-scale macadamia 

farmers in South Africa are generally homogenous; avo-

cado farmers are more diverse in terms of assets, mone-

tary endowment and product diversification. In South 

Africa heterogeneity is mainly explained by age, gender, 

full- or part-time orientation, and crop choice. Gender and 

crop choice also explain differences among small-scale 

cocoa farmers in Ghana, along with geographical location 

and landholding size. Differences among oil palm farmers 

depend on the value chain in which they engage. Multiple 

oil palm value chains co-exist, hence the sector 

accommodates both peasant and entrepreneurial farming 

styles – with some farmers alternating between the two.  

For more information see the infosheets and MSc theses 

on https://inclusivevcc.wordpress.com/publications/ . 

Capacity building 

Capacity building is integrally part of the inclusive VCC 

project and targets MSc and PhD students, farmers and 

those who work with them, and consortium partners. 

First, Northern and Southern partners jointly supervise 

PhD and MSc students and build their capacities in trans-

disciplinary research and reporting. Students from various 

countries enrolled in the Master and Research Master 

International Development Studies at the University of 

Amsterdam (UvA) provide strong inputs to the pro-

gramme through their MSc thesis projects. In Ghana, 

these students make intensive use of local student assis-

tants, thus further building research capacity. Their en- 

Fig. 1. Cocoa farming as a ‘joint venture’ of spouses 
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gagement in the project enables these research assistants 

to do their own Master at UENR on topics of relevance to 

the project, thus generating further spin-offs.  

Second, through action research with farmers, research-

ers are responsive to their capacity needs. Capacity build-

ing occurs mainly through the Learning Platforms. These 

create a platform for farmers, value chain actors, NGOs 

and government agents to engage in cross-level and peer-

to-peer learning, knowledge sharing and networking. They 

also promote new, inclusive methodologies (e.g. partici-

patory scenario building) and institutional options for 

knowledge sharing and learning, while providing an op-

portunity to validate the results of research. In South 

Africa, farmers received training in water harvesting tech-

niques, whereas macadamia farmers will be further 

trained in business and leadership skills through the Lead 

Farmer project (partnership ARC-Subtrop). 

Third, consortium partners have gained from joint activi-

ties where novel methodologies were applied and new 

research identified. An example is the value proposition 

workshop with GAABIC (see elsewhere in this Newsletter). 

 

Learning platforms 

In August 2016, over 150 farmers, extension officers, buy-

ers, processors and researchers participated in one of the 

three learning platforms organised in Ghana and South 

Africa. Learning platforms provide a space for knowledge 

co-creation and collaborative learning. They involve 

stakeholders with various perspectives, experiences and 

expertise who jointly define, share and discuss solutions 

to issues that farmers are facing. This year the theme was 

‘changemakers as brokers of knowledge, innovations, 

resources and access to markets’.  

The project team identified several types of changemak-

ers: purchasing clerks (PCs) and district and regional offic-

ers of cocoa and oil-palm-buying companies; lead and 

chief farmers; representatives of institutions such as the 

Oil Palm Research Institute (OPRI) in Ghana or Subtrop in 

South Africa; and input suppliers. Changemakers among 

individual farmers (M/F) were “shakers and movers” for 

being innovative in either technologies applied, network-

ing for support, or helping organise farmers in saving 

groups or associations. During the platforms, the change-

makers were interviewed about their motives and experi-

ences. Having a vision, a network, and a drive to change 

farmers’ life for the better came to the fore as change-

makers’ most important characteristics. 

In order to make knowledge exchange more relevant to 

the farmers, the learning platforms were organised at 

district/provincial level. This was already the case in South 

Africa, but meant a change in Ghana, where the first 

learning platform was held in Accra. This change implied 

that the workshop was held in the local language (Twi), 

with actors closer to the farmers.  

Particularly in Tepa (Ashanti Region) the presence of high-

ly motivated changemakers from the private sector, gov-

ernment and communities resulted in genuine knowledge 

sharing which enthused all participants. Active engage-

ment of professionals from the Cocoa Health and Exten-

sion Division (CHED) of the Ghana Cocoa Board (Cocobod), 

the Departments of Agriculture (MoFA), extension offic-

ers, licensed buying companies and government officials 

from the District Assembly ensured that farmers found a 

real platform to discuss their concerns about e.g. the 

mass spraying programme. They also shared knowledge 

of innovations ‘from below’. Particularly soap makers 

from the Central Region were excited to learn about how 

adding colour to soap could make it resemble ‘Omo’.  Fig. 3. Learning Platform participants in Tepa (Ashanti) 

 

Fig. 4. Innovation from below: adding colour to soap 

made from palm oil (Tepa, Ahanti Region, Ghana). 

 

Fig. 2. Proposal writeshop in Ghana 

 



 

Peer-to-peer learning in Lead Farmer project 

In South Africa, the introduction of a new statutory levy 

for macadamia nuts positively affected the project in two 

ways. First, boundary partner Subtrop is now partly re-

sponsible for developing policies for opening up the tree 

crop sector to black small-scale farmers. Second, the team 

is excited and grateful that it received, as part of this poli-

cy, additional financial support (EUR 13,800 for year one) 

from Subtrop’s SAMAC Transformation project fund for an 

action research Lead Farmer project to be carried out by 

the ARC. The Lead Farmer project will provide tailor-made 

trainings to seven farmers (M/F) in leadership and busi-

ness skills and macadamia production and marketing. The 

farmers were selected together with farmer representa-

tives and officials from the Vhembe District Municipality 

Department of Agriculture. The aim is to have a good 

representation of different farmer profiles, based on gen-

der, age, commercial orientation, commitment to farm-

ing, potential, study group participation and investment. 

The project aims to promote peer-to-peer learning by em-

powering these farmers to become self-reliant and act as 

role models for other aspiring farmers. The project team 

is involved in developing tailor-made production plans 

with each farmer and farmer training. For the second year 

(still to be awarded) the project aims to develop a moni-

toring system with value chain actors and agricultural 

extension officers. By building capacity amongst extension 

officers, this pilot project aims to promote a system of 

continuous monitoring and to stimulate a more adaptive 

and individualised approach to extension.  

 

Value proposition for an oil palm processors’ association 

On 19 August 2016 Anna Laven (KIT) moderated a small 

workshop at GAABIC’s office in Accra to develop a value 

proposition for an oil palm processors’ association. There 

is no support structure for oil palm like in the cocoa sec-

tor, hence GAABIC is developing plans to create such an 

association in Kwaebibirim District (Eastern Region). The 

goal of the association would be to enhance the proces-

sors’ productivity, innovative capacity and negotiation 

power. The Strategyzer – Business model Canvas was 

used to define the activities (‘customers’ jobs’), pains and 

gains of the women processors, with the gains being 

those challenges (‘pains’) that can be turned into oppor-

tunities for change. Based on that analysis, a value propo-

sition was developed to improve the quality of palm oil, 

create a better market for oil palm processors, and raise 

living standards through the organisation of oil palm pro-

cessors at the village level. The association envisages 

providing capacity building, financial services, creating 

relations with buyers for value chain finance, joint mar-

keting, and creating an information database. The work-

shop report can be found on the Inclusive VCC website. 

 

Insights from MSc research 

Students enrolled in the Master and Research Master 

International Development Studies of the University of 

Amsterdam make a strong contribution to the pro-

gramme. Through their 10-weeks’ fieldwork, they address 

questions that emerge during the implementation of the 

programme. Their theses are freely downloadable from 

the Inclusive VCC website. Here are some major insights.  

Advanced VCC in Ghana’s cocoa sector (i.e. VCC which 

invests in relationships with farmers and promotes certi-

fied production) has more impact on farmers’ livelihood 

assets and autonomy than conventional VCC that focuses 

on the mere buying of farmers’ produce (Deans 2015). It 

also creates space for deliberation through which farmers 

negotiate access to agricultural inputs, financial support 

and knowledge with purchasing clerks, particularly when 
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Fig. 6. The Strategyzer – Business model Canvas used by 

GAABIC to develop a value proposition for an oil palm 

processors’ association in Kwaebibirim District 

 

Fig. 5. Peer-to-peer learning: female tree crop farmer 

explains how she mobilises institutional support 

(Thulamela, Limpopo Province, South Africa). 

 



these are locally present (Kooijmans 2016). Companies 

differ however in providing opportunity structures. Em-

powerment outcomes among farmers of similar agency 

can therefore differ greatly (Le Guillozic 2016). Since mul-

tiple value chains co-exist in the oil palm sector, farmers  

operate between entrepreneurial and peasant modes of 

farming. Alternating between the two modes creates 

possibilities to adapt production factors to farmers’ 

knowledge and resource availability (Manley 2016). VCCs 

in the oil palm sector differ significantly regarding risk-

sharing, the direction of resource flows and local embed-

dedness (Guo 2016).  

Research in South Africa showed that macadamia farmers 

are a group of educated, male, part-time farmers who 

face risks when engaging in international value chains. 

Consequently, macadamia VCC fails to transform South 

Africa’s market structure thus far (Jaskiewicz 2015). Avo-

cado farmers are more diverse regarding assets, monetary 

endowment and product diversification. They participate 

in both national and international value chains, facing 

entry barriers and risks in the latter. The multiple value 

chains offer possibilities to exercise agency in marketing 

(Chawiche 2015).  

 

TREEFARMS project 

The Resource Management Support Centre (RMSC), 

UENR, Rural Development Youth Association (RUDEYA) 

and UvA won the proposal submitted to the Food & Busi-

ness Applied Research Fund of WOTRO Science for Global 

Development. The project looks at opportunities for im-

proved production, processing and marketing of non-

timber forest products in small-scale tree farms. The pro-

ject has a collaborative learning component with a focus 

on knowledge co-creation among academic and non-

academic partners. We expect that this component will 

create a lot of synergies with the inclusive VCC project.  

Who’s who? 

Team members: 

 Dr Mirjam A.F. Ros-Tonen, Associate Professor University of 

Amsterdam (UvA), the Netherlands, Project Leader 

 Dr Yves van Leynseele, Lecturer International Development 

Studies UvA, postdoctoral researcher 

 Dr Anna Laven, Senior advisor KIT Sustainable Economic 

Development and Gender, Amsterdam, the Netherlands 

 Martha Ataa Asantewaa MSc, PhD student subproject liveli-

hood trajectories of cocoa and oil palm farmers in Ghana 

 Malin Olofsson MSc, PhD student subproject livelihood 

trajectories of macadamia and avocado farmers in South Af-

rica 

 Kwabena Asubonteng MSc, PhD student subproject tree crop 

farmers in sustainable landscapes 

Consortium members 

 Prof. Daniel Obeng-Ofori, University of Energy and Natural 

Resources (UENR), Sunyani, Ghana 

 Dr Mercy Derkyi, Lecturer Dept. of Forest Science, School of 

Natural Resources, UENR, Sunyani, Ghana 

 Mr William Kotey, President of the Ghana Agricultural Asso-

ciations Business & Information Centre, Accra, Ghana 

 Dr Aart-Jan Verschoor, Senior Manager at the African Re-

search Council (ARC), Petroria, South Africa 

 Dr Petronella Chaminuka, Principal economist, Agricultural 

Research Council, South Africa. 

 Prof Isaac Oluwatayo, Associate Professor, University of 

Limpopo, Polokwane, South Africa. 

 Dr Bart de Steenhuijsen Piters, Head of the Sustainable 

Economic Development and Gender Unit at the Royal Tropi-

cal Institute (KIT), Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

Associated partners (in alphabetic order): 

 Ago Eco Louis Bolke (Boudewijn van Elzakker) Ghana/The 

Netherlands 

 Cocoa Research Institute Ghana (CRIG) (Dr Gilbert Anim-

Kwapong) 

 Dept. of Agriculture, Limpopo Provincial Dept (Dr N.D. 

Nthakheni and Dr K.A. Tshikolomo), South Africa 

 Kumasi Institute of Tropical Agriculture (KITA) (Mr Samuel 

Owusu-Takyi), Ghana 

 Lindt Cocoa Foundation (Dr Piera Waibel), Kilchberg, Switzer-

land 

 Oil Palm Research Institute, Ghana (Dr Sylvester Kuuna Dery) 

 Resource Management Support Centre (RMSC), Forestry 

Commission, Ghana (Mr Edward Obiaw, Ms. Valerie Fumey-

Nassah) 

 South Africa Subtropical Growers’ Association (Subtrop) (Mr 

Gerhard Nortjé, Ms. Nomvuyo Matlala, Ms. Elsje Joubert)  

 United Nations University, Institute for Natural Resources (Dr 

Elias T. Ayuk) 

 Utz Certified, The Netherlands (Mr Henk Gilhuis) 

 World Cocoa Foundation, Accra, Ghana (Mr Sona Ebai) 

PhD supervision 

 Dr Mirjam A.F. Ros-Tonen (for Martha, Malin, Kwabena) 

 Prof. Dr Joyeeta Gupta (for Martha and Malin) 

 Prof. Dr Isa Baud (for Kwabena) 

 Dr Karin Pfeffer (for Kwabena) 

 Prof. Dr Daniel Obeng-Ofiri (for Martha and Kwabena) 

 Dr Bart Steenhuijsen-Piters (for Martha and Malin) 

In memoriam 
It is with great sadness that we had to announce two 
bereavements in a short time. In April this year, our 
PhD student Kwabena Asubonteng suddenly lost his 
wife, Alice Abena, at the age of 34. On 27 October 
Mrs. Rosaline Baatuolkuu Obeng-Ofori, married to 
Prof. Daniel Obeng-Ofori (UENR), unexpectedly 
passed away due to heart failure. Two lives have 
ended far too early. They were, and still are, mourned 
deeply by many. The funeral rites for Mrs. Obeng-
Ofori will be performed on 16-17 December 2016. 
 


