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Global agriculture is a story of small farms. 
Globalisation and particularly the food price 
crises of the past fi ve years have brought 
small-scale producers back into the spotlight, as...
 ●  keys to reducing rural poverty and 

achieving the MDGs
 ● pillars of global food security
 ●  a source of secure supply for agribusiness
 ● stewards of biodiversity
 ● part of the solution to climate change

Introduction

These huge expectations from the 
world’s half a billion small producers, 
against a resource squeeze and the end 
of the era of cheap food, come at a time 
of rapid changes in rural areas ushered 
in by globalisation, urbanisation and 
modernisation. And the expectations 
continue to grow, with modern value 
chains, certifi ed products, carbon 
markets, and payments for ecosystem 
services all expected to ‘empower’ the 
poor in markets.

A global Knowledge Programme and 
associated Learning Network – of 
farmers’ leaders, researchers, the 
private sector and civil society – 
was established in 2009–10 as a 
collaboration between Hivos, IIED and 
Bolivia-based Mainumby. The purpose 
of the programme has been to generate 
knowledge on small producer agency in 
the globalised market, and understand 
how the majority of small-scale 
producers fi nd and use agency to shape 
decisions, and act on them, in a rapidly 
changing world. 

A focus on value chains and inclusive 
business has a lot of promise, but also 
risks new elitism in development policy. 
The Programme calls for a focus on the 
80-90 per cent who are not formally 
organised in the market, for whom the 
most important institutions are all likely 
to be informal: markets, organisations, 
policies.

The insights from this programme 
present a major challenge to 
governments, businesses and CSOs 
in shaping policies and interventions. 
Details of the resources available from 
the programme are found in this fl yer. 
All publications are available for free 
download from

http://www.iied.org/small-producer-
agency-globalised-market

www.hivos.net/Hivos-Knowledge-
Programme/Themes/Small-
Producer-Agency 

www.mainumby.org.bo/
investigaciones/pequenos-
productores-y-mercados
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Global studies

Filling knowledge gaps has been a major concern of the Knowledge Programme 
since its inception. The programme commissioned papers on overarching themes. 
How has the debate on small farmers and globalisation evolved over time? How have 

small-scale farmers reacted in the face of extremely rapid economic modernisation, or 
under alternative ‘popular’ socialist systems? Do we have the right approach to policy 
and markets for the new rural generations?

Changing Perspectives: 
Small-scale farmers, markets 
and globalisation
Sophia Murphy 

2010

ISBN 978-1-84369-872-2

This paper maps and summarises the debate 
on small-scale farmers and their relationships to 
globalised and globalising markets. It describes 
fi ve broad narratives on how different actors see 
small-scale farmers in the context of globalising 
markets and explores how the 2007-2008 global 
food crisis and its aftermath have challenged 
these narratives.

SPANISH VERSION
Cambio de perspectivas: agricultores de 
pequeña escala, mercados y globalización

2012

Changing Perspectives: 

Knowledge ProgrammeSmall Producer Agency in the Globalised Market

Changing Perspectives: Small-scale farmers, markets and globalisation
Sophia Murphy

Knowledge ProgrammeSmall Producer Agency in the Globalised Market
The Knowledge Programme Small Producer Agency in the Globalised Market aims to map, elicit and integrate knowledge on the dilemmas confronting small-scale producers in global, regional and national markets. The programme works with different actors to bring new voices, concepts and insights into the global debate. It thereby seeks to support the development community, including policy makers, producer organisations and businesses in their search for better informed policies and practices. The programme  is lead by the Humanist Institute for Development Cooperation (Hivos) and the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), and integrates a global learning network, convened by Mainumby Ñakurutú in Bolivia.

Changing Perspectives: Small-scale farmers,  markets and globalisation
This paper, the first in a series from the Knowledge Programme Small Producer Agency in the Globalised Market, maps and summarises the debate on small-scale farmers and their relationships to globalised and globalising markets. It documents views on small-scale farming as the process of globalisation evolves and analyses how small-scale farmers have navigated the changes brought about by globalisation. The paper describes five broad narratives on how different actors see small-scale farmers in the context of globalising markets, and explores how the 2007-2008 global food crisis and its aftermath have challenged these narratives.

Hivos 
Raamweg 16 
PO Box 85565  
NL- 2508 CG 
The Hague 
The Netherlands 
info@hivos.net 
www.hivos.net

Mainumby Ñakurutú
Victor Sanjinez  No. 2628 
Edificio Madrid 
Piso 6, of. 6B 
La Paz 
Bolivia 
ogied759@gmail.com        
www.mainumby.org.bo/

International Institute for 
Environment and Development 
(IIED)
80-86 Gray’s Inn Road 
London WC1X 8NH
United Kingdom
info@iied.org 
www.iied.org

Small-scale farming and youth in 
an era of rapid rural change
Felicity Proctor and Valerio Lucchesi

2012

ISBN 978-1-84369-845-6 

This paper provides an overview of the 
demographic changes and trends in employment, 
specifi cally that of youth. It refl ects on the 
aspirations of rural youth and identifi es some of 
the drivers and innovations that have engaged 
youth in agriculture. Finally, it identifi es some 
emerging policy implications that address 
small-scale farming and youth in an era of rapid 
change.

SPANISH VERSION
Agricultura de pequeña escala y juventud 
en una era de rápidos cambios en el medio 
rural

2012

Small-scale farming and youth in Small-scale farmers in China 
in the face of modernisation and 
globalisation
Jikun Huang, Xiaobing Wang and 
Huanguang Qiu

2012

ISBN 9781-1-84369-869-2

This paper provides insights into small-scale 
Chinese farming in the face of modernisation 
and globalisation. The paper is based on current 
literature and on information, existing data and 
research works from the Center for Chinese 
Agricultural Policy, and a primary survey on 
youth’s perceptions of farming.

SPANISH VERSION
Agricultores de pequeña escala en China 
frente a la modernización y globalización

2012

Small-scale farmers in China Small-scale farmers under socialist 
governments: Venezuela and the 
ALBA People’s Trade Agreement
Lucia Michelutti 

2012

ISBN 978-1-84369-870-8 24

In the past few years socialist politics have once 
again emerged as a force in Latin America. The 
ALBA-PTA set out to operate along the principles 
of solidarity and cooperation. But do small-scale 
farmers have better opportunities to improve or 
exercise their individual and collective agency in 
policies and markets?

SPANISH VERSION
Los agricultores de pequeña escala 
bajo gobiernos socialistas alternativos: 
Venezuela y el Acuerdo Comercial 
de los Pueblos del ALBA

2012

Small-scale farmers under socialist 

Knowledge ProgrammeSmall Producer Agency in the Globalised Market

Knowledge ProgrammeSmall Producer Agency in the Globalised Market
The Knowledge Programme Small Producer Agency in the Globalised Market aims to map, elicit and integrate knowledge on the dilemmas confronting small-scale producers in global, regional and national markets. The programme works with different actors to bring new voices, concepts and insights into the global debate. It thereby seeks to support the development community, including policy makers, producer organisations and businesses in their search for better informed policies and practices. The programme  is led by  the Humanist Institute for Development Cooperation (Hivos) and the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), and  integrates a global learning network, convened by Mainumby Ñakurutú in Bolivia.

Small-scale farmers under socialist governments: Venezuela and the ALBA People’s Trade Agreement
The Bolivarian Alliance for Our Americas People’s Trade Agreement (ALBA-PTA) was established between Venezuela and Cuba in 2004 and now incorporates several other Latin American and Caribbean countries. Venezuela and ALBA are interesting to study from the perspective of producer agency as both attempt to give voice to  previously marginalised groups such as peasant farmer organisations. This paper, the fourth in a series  from the Knowledge Programme Small Producer Agency in the Globalised Market, examines some of the social, economic, political and cultural aspects of ALBA-PTA in relation to small farmers’ agency in two cooperatives: one promoted by the government and the other a long-established autonomous organisation. Building also on insights provided  by the ALBA experience in Bolivia and Nicaragua, it explores contradictions in rhetoric and practice related to food security and food sovereignty. It assesses whether small-scale farmers in ALBA countries are benefiting from policies or public and private institutional arrangements that empower them to enter and stay in markets,  what opportunities exist for them to exercise agency and to make better-informed choices about the markets in which they operate, and whether and how they influence policies.

Hivos 
Raamweg 16 
PO Box 85565  
NL- 2508 CG 
The Hague 
The Netherlands 
info@hivos.net 
www.hivos.net

Mainumby Ñakurutú
Victor Sanjinez  No. 2628 
Edificio Madrid 
Piso 6, of. 6B 
La Paz 
Bolivia 
ogied759@gmail.com        
www.mainumby.org.bo/

International Institute for 
Environment and Development 
(IIED)
80-86 Gray’s Inn Road 
London WC1X 8NH
United Kingdom
info@iied.org 
www.iied.org

Small-scale farmers under socialist governments:  Venezuela and the ALBA People’s Trade Agreement

Lucia Michelutti
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Provoking debate

IIED, HIVOS and collaborating 
organisations have hosted a travelling 
series of seminars across Europe, to 
explore and stimulate the debate on 
smallholders and markets. 

The ‘provocations’ looked at some of the 
big assumptions, impacts, benefi ts and 
risks of common approaches taken by 
the development community to ‘make 
markets work’ for small-scale farmers. 

Wider global participation was 
encouraged through working in two 
languages, and through livestreaming, in 
partnership with One World Media.

Producer agency and the agenda to 
‘make markets work for the poor’
The Hague. 28 September 2010 
In partnership with ESFIM 
www.esfi m.org 

This provocation aimed to inject new knowledge 
and insights into the topic of ‘producer agency’ 
and the agenda for ‘making markets work for the 
poor’.

Producer agency and the agenda to 

Making markets 
work for 
smallholders or 
wage labour?
Manchester, 
25 May 2011
In partnership with 
the University of 
Manchester 

Development efforts to make agricultural markets 
work for the poor tend to focus on supporting 
small-scale producers. But what about the 
millions of poor rural workers employed in 
plantations and large farms?

Making markets Rights-based 
versus 
market-based 
development: 
a false 
dichotomy for 
small-scale 
farmers?
Stockholm, 
3 March 2011
In partnership with SIANI www.siani.se, 
Sida www.sida.se and SCC www.sccportal.org 

A rights-based approach is the starting point 
for most development cooperation. But markets 
are increasingly seen a tool for alleviating rural 
poverty. Can rights-based and market-based 
approaches be reconciled? 

Pro-poor business, development 
and smallholder empowerment
Brussels, 22 June 2011
 In partnership with Richard Howitt, MEP, 
UNRISD www.unrisd.org
and Vredeseilanden
www.vredeseilanden.be 

The private sector is adopting new approaches 
that claim to be more inclusive of small-scale 
producers and enterprises. But to what extent do 
such models actually deliver on their promises?

Pro-poor business, development Making markets work for the poor: 
contents and discontents
Paris, 30 March 2011
In partnership with SNV
www.snvworld.org and IRAM www.iram-fr.org

New ways of integrating poor people into markets 
and collaborating across value chains are rapidly 
emerging. This provocation brought together 
policymakers, academics and practitioners to share 
their insights into the contents and discontents of 
approaches to make markets work for the poor.

Making markets work for the poor: 

Rural youth 
today, farmers 
tomorrow?
The Hague, 
24 May 2012

Engaging rural youth 
in agriculture is key 
in an era of rapid 
rural change. But are 
today’s policies and institutions up to the 
task?
today’s policies and institutions up to the 
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Other contributions to the debate

Videos 
Changing perspectives in Latin 
America 
Cambiando perspectivas en 
América Latina
16 min. 45 sec.

Spanish with subtitles in English

Cooperate to compete? Add value to products? 
Become part of value chains? Change policies 
and regulations? Some of the dilemmas facing 
small-scale farmers are highlighted in this video 
of four case studies from Bolivia, Guatemala, 
Nicaragua and Peru.

http://www.iied.org/small-producer-agency-
globalised-markets-video-0 

Changing mindsets 

5 min. 30 sec.

Agriculture is still a small-farm story:  half a 
billion farmers, working on plots of less than two 
hectares, produce a signifi cant proportion of 
the world’s food. Globalisation, and particularly 
the food price crises of the past fi ve years, 
have placed high expectations on small-scale 
producers as part of the answer to creating a 
more sustainable food future, reducing poverty 
and adapting to climate change. But are these 
expectations compatible with farmers’ realities, 
opportunities and aspirations? Through the 
voices of farmers themselves, researchers and 
development practitioners, this video underlines 
the main dilemmas facing small-scale producers 
today and highlights the change in mindsets 
required in order to achieve better policy, 
development and business interventions.

http://www.iied.org/small-producer-agency-
globalised-market

Capacity.org
Issue 44: Markets, smallholders and 
empowerment
April 2012

This edition of capacity.org was built around the 
Knowledge Programme and the ‘Provocation’ 
series. 

Articles include:
●   Making markets work for smallholders?

●   The challenge of political empowerment

●   The woes of rural wage labour

●   Empowering women pays

●   The price of empowerment

●   What future for Vietnamese bamboo?

●   Contract farming can work

www.capacity.org 

Opinion paper
Transforming agriculture in Uganda: 
nine points for action
Morrison Rwakakamba

May 2012

Agriculture is hugely important in Uganda: it 
employs 68 per cent of the population, underpins 
millions of livelihoods and contributes to the 
economy. Yet agricultural productivity is declining 
and farmers are having a tough time. Even when 
local and global food prices are riding high, 
farmers are not pocketing the windfall. How 
can this sector provide much-needed jobs for 
Uganda’s expanding population when existing 
farmers are struggling to get by? What can 
be done to transform the sector and boost 
productivity? A nine-point action plan suggests a 
route forward.

”

“

There are many organisations to support agriculture in Uganda — the Uganda National Farmers Federation (UNFFE), Empowering Small Holder Farmers in Markets (ESFIM), the Hivos Knowledge Programme, and public institutions such as the National Agricultural Advisory Services, the Uganda Coffee Development Authority, the Cotton Development Authority, the Dairy Development Authority and the National Agricultural Research Organization, as well as countless other policies and initiatives. Yet agricultural productivity is declining. Real growth in agricultural output declined from 7.9 per cent in 2000–2001 to 0.7 per cent in 2007–2008.1 This rate of growth falls far short of the annual rise in average gross domestic product (6.5 per cent), population (3.4 per cent), and the 6 per cent target set by African governments under the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme.2 
Meanwhile, production costs are rising at a higher rate than what can be recouped from local, regional and even global markets. Farmers are forced to scale up productivity and source resilient and profitable markets — often with limited access to information and no strong producer organisations in place to negotiate their interests. Associations that are meant to help farmers are weak, uncoordinated and suffocating under the weight of elite and political capture. 

Blocks and barriers
Many other political factors pose further barriers to productive agriculture, not least of which is the lack of clear agricultural governance. Policy documents are as numerous as the institutions that run them and those 

Agriculture is hugely important in Uganda: it employs 68 per cent of the population, underpins millions of livelihoods and contributes to the economy. There are plenty of institutions, policies and initiatives in place to support the sector. Yet agricultural productivity is declining and farmers are having a tough time. Even when local and global food prices are riding high, farmers are not pocketing the windfall. How can this sector provide much-needed jobs for Uganda’s expanding population when existing farmers are struggling to get by? What can be done to transform the sector and boost productivity? A nine-point action plan suggests a route forward. 

institutions appear to work independently and often compete against one another. 

The government assigns little money to agriculture — just five per cent of its annual budget, or less3 — and this is often misspent. For example, the media reports financial irregularities in how the National Agriculture Advisory Services (NAADS) programme is implemented. This programme is meant to help farmers adopt improved technology and management practices, but the 2008 Auditor General’s report reveals that only 37.1 percent of the total US$107 million spent on NAADS between 2001 and 2006 may be considered useful expenditure.4 
Equally problematic is the fact that many programmes and policies are often blind to context. For example, in 2010, while I was chief executive officer at the Uganda National Chamber of Commerce, we proposed a youth venture fund that was welcomed by the Ministry of Finance Planning and Economic Development (MFPED). It was delivered but the conditions were so stringent that many young farmers struggled to meet them.

A nine-point action plan
How can we overcome the existing problems and exploit opportunities to transform the agriculture sector in Uganda? I propose a nine-point plan that focuses on reforming policies to support smallholders, adopts better strategic thinking and makes support more relevant.

1. Coordinate policies and services. The planning and implementing agricultural projects is scattered over a wide range of ministries, agencies 

Transforming agriculture in Uganda: nine points for actionl   Morrison rwakakaMba

Opinion
MAY 2012

Small Producer Agency in the Globalised Market

OpinionSmall Producer Agency in the Globalised Market

Opinion

Morrison Rwakakamba is the chief 
executive officer of Agency For 
Transformation, a think and do tank on 
agricultural and environmental policy, 
based in Uganda.
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Briefi ng 
Small-scale farmers’ agency: 
how the poor make markets work 
for them
June 2012

Many of the people attending the 2012 Earth 
Summit (Rio+20) in June see promise for 
sustainable development through private-sector 
initiatives — and expect that improved links 
to markets can reduce poverty among half a 
billion small-scale farmers who feed much of 
the developing world. But most of the ‘inclusive 
business’ models already set up to do that are 
reaching only a narrow minority of farmers. To 
get the future right for the other 90 per cent, 
policymakers, businesses and nongovernment 
organisations must ask the right questions. 
Instead of thinking about how to make markets 
work for the poor, we must look at how the poor 
make markets work for them.

http://pubs.iied.org/G03384.html?k=how the 
poor make markets work for them

Small-scale farmers’ agency: how the poor make markets work for them

A small-farm story
Agriculture is still a small-farm story: half a billion farmers, working plots of less than two hectares, produce a significant proportion of the world’s food — estimated at more than 90 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa, and 50 per cent in India. Poverty reduction, too, is closely linked to small farms. Three quarters of the world’s 1.2 billion poor people live in rural areas, and most are small-scale producers who depend partly or completely on agriculture and natural resources for their livelihoods. 

Since the food crisis of 2007–2008 and its aftershocks galvanised interest in the future of agriculture, small-scale farmers have risen high on international agendas. Surging commodity prices have underlined the vulnerability of the world’s food supply to global change, and lent immediacy to the challenge of feeding a growing population under tightening environmental constraints. On top of these challenges, globalisation has opened borders and exposed small-scale farmers directly to the opportunities and risks that come with direct exposure to world markets.
Governments, donors and the development community at large, as well as many in the private sector, have embraced the need to support small-scale farmers in agricultural markets; and recent G8 negotiations 

Many of the people attending the 2012 Earth Summit (Rio+20) in June see promise for sustainable development through private-sector initiatives — and expect that improved links to markets can reduce poverty among half a billion small-scale farmers who feed much of the developing world. But most of the ‘inclusive business’ models already set up to do that are reaching only a narrow minority of farmers. To get the future right for the other 90 per cent, policymakers, businesses and nongovernment organisations must ask the right questions. Instead of thinking about how to make markets work for the poor, we must look at how the poor make markets work for them.

and discussions leading up to Rio+20 have all heard the argument that private companies should play a much greater role in sustainable development. Advocates of ‘market-based’ development argue that, through market inclusion, small-scale producers can survive and even prosper in the face of major shifts in agriculture and food markets ushered in by globalisation. In this new agenda, small-scale producers are seen not only as the key to reducing rural poverty, but also as a pillar of global food security, stewards of natural resources and biodiversity, and part of the solution to climate change. 
For international businesses, establishing relationships with small farmers is a chance to secure supplies of agricultural produce, and develop new markets for seeds and other farm inputs. Some of the world’s biggest companies, including Walmart and Unilever, have announced ambitious goals to bring small-scale farmers into their supply networks. 

Developing the poor?
The wide interest in market-based approaches to supporting small-scale producers has driven a wave of public-private partnerships. There has been considerable advance in our understanding of how to adapt business models for inclusion of small-scale farmers. But not all analysts agree that building 

Policy 
pointers 
l  Delegates to the Rio+20 

summit have high 
expectations of the private 
sector including linking 
smallholders to modern 
markets through ‘inclusive 
business’.

l  Evidence suggests that 
value-chain initiatives 
usually reach only a small 
percentage of small-scale 
farmers.

l  Improving the performance 
of informal markets 
may provide broader 
development outcomes 
for both small-scale 
producers and low-income 
consumers compared 
with working with formal 
markets and value chains. 

l  Development programmes 
should view ‘the poor’ as 
active economic agents 
rather than as beneficiaries 
of their interventions; and 
understand how small-
scale farmers make their 
own decisions in the 
face of big changes in 
agrifood markets and rural 
economies.

Briefing
JUnE 2012

Small Producer Agency in the Globalised Market
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A Global Learning 
Network at work

Actors who work closely with small-scale 
farmers – in farmer federations, in trade, in 
support functions and in research – are in 
the best position to reshape the debate. 
The Knowledge Programme facilitated 
a learning space where academics, 
practitioners and business people could 
refl ect through research and debate in 
their countries or in international and 
global meetings and events.

The Learning Network was convened in 
April 2010 and brought together leaders 
and practitioners from the worlds of 
academia, farming and agribusiness, 
from Latin America, Asia and Africa. 

Members have produced new insights 
and studies to contribute to redefi ne 
the terms of the debate. The fi ndings 
of these national studies have been 
compiled in Regional documents.

Innovating to compete: 
Smallholder farmers’ agency and 
markets in East Africa
Bihunirwa Medius, Henry Kinyua, 
Mainza Mugoya,Mohammed Shariff and 
Morrison Rwakakamba

November 2012-11-21 

ISBN: 978-1-84369-894-4

Network members in Africa:
Henry Kinyua  Kenya: 
Technoserve

Bihunirwa Medius  Uganda: 
Kabarole Research and Resource Centre (KRC)

Mainza Mugoya  Kenya, Uganda: 
Eastern Africa Farmers’ Federation

Morrison Rwakakamba  Uganda: 
Agency for Transformation

Mohammed Ahamed Shariff  Uganda: 
Kabarole Research and Resource Centre (KRC)

Innovating to compete: 

Knowledge ProgrammeSmall Producer Agency in the Globalised Market

Innovating to compete: Smallholder farmers’ agency and markets in East Africa
Bihunirwa Medius, Henry Kinyua, Mainza Mugoya, Mohammed Shariff and Morrison Rwakakamba

Africa

Smallholder farmers’ decisions 
in globalised markets: Changes in 
India, Indonesia and China
Saleela Patkar, Ronnie Natawidjaja, 
Caecilia Afra Widyastuti, Sanjeev Asthana, 
Satender Singh Arya, Srikantha Shenoy

November 2012

ISBN: 978-1-84369-893-7

Network members in Asia:
Satender Singh Arya  India:
National Skills Foundation of India

Sanjeev Asthana  India:
National Skills Foundation of India

Ronnie S. Natawidjaja  Indonesia:
Center for Agrifood Policy and Agribusiness 
Studies Padjadjaran University

Srikantha Shenoy TV  India:
Initiatives for Development Foundation (ID F)

Caecilia Afra Widyastuti  Indonesia:
Chamber of Commerce

Smallholder farmers’ decisions 

Knowledge ProgrammeSmall Producer Agency in the Globalised Market

Small-scale farmers’ decisions in globalised markets: Changes in India, Indonesia and China
Saleela Patkar, Ronnie Natawidjaja, Caecilia Afra Widyastuti, Sanjeev Asthana, Satender Singh Arya, Srikantha Shenoy

Asia

How do small producers in Latin 
America position themselves to 
engage with markets? 
Diego Muñoz and Jorge Viaña

Forthcoming 

Network members in Latin America:
Lorenzo Castillo  Perú:
Junta Nacional del Café

Luis Galleguillos  Bolivia:
Audita Consulting

Falguni Guharay  Nicaragua:
Servicio de Información Mesoamericano sobre la 
agricultura sostenible (SIMAS)

Alberto Monterroso  Guatemala:
Organización para la Promoción Comercial y la 
Investigación

Claudia Ranaboldo  Bolivia:
Rimisp – Centro Latinoamericano para el 
Desarrollo Rural

Nico Tassi  Bolivia:
Anthropologist

Latin 
America

Convening the global network—Mainumby Ñakurutú in Bolivia
The Global Learning Network has been convened from Bolivia by Diego Muñoz
For more information on the work of the Network, see ‘A Global Learning Network at Work’ at http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/G03094.pdf 
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How do small producers in Latin 

America

a global learning  

network at work

Small-Scale producer agency  

in the globaliSed market

reShaping the debate

globalisation and particularly the food crises of 2007-

2008 and 2010-11 have renewed interest in agriculture 

and small-scale producers. much of this interest 

has focused on connecting producers to markets. 

governments, donors and the development community 

at large, as well as many in the private sector, have 

embraced the “pro-poor market” concept with the 

expectation that, through market inclusion, small-scale 

producers can survive and even prosper in the face of 

the major changes in agriculture and food markets that 

globalisation has ushered in. 

In this new agenda, small-scale producers are being described 

as: key to reducing rural poverty and achieving the Millennium 

Development Goals; a pillar of global food security; a source 

of increased supply for agribusiness, and a new market for 

seeds and other inputs; stewards of biodiversity; part of the 

solution to climate change; and, beneficiaries of business, 

NGO and donor programmes for ‘inclusive business’ and 

‘making markets work for the poor’. 

A new global learning network has been established 

to critically reflect on this agenda. The network provides a 

space that combines action research and learning on some of 

the critical challenges that small-scale producers are facing 

Find out more at: www.iied.org/sustainable-markets/key-issues/market-governance/small-producer-agency-globalised-

market, www.hivos.net/Hivos-Knowledge-Programme/Themes/Small-Producer-Agency, www.mainumby.org.bo/

investigaciones/pequenos-productores-y-mercados/

in globalised markets. How do small-scale producers make 

good choices in the face of the new opportunities and risks 

associated with these powerful external agendas? How can 

they build the capacities to act on those choices – in other 

words, their agency? Has producer agency been overlooked 

in the push to ‘link them to markets’? How are producers 

engaging with pro-poor market interventions and how are 

they trying to get better deals? The network is a central pillar 

of the Knowledge Programme ‘Small producer agency in the 

globalised market’.

The Network was convened in April 2010 following regional 

processes during the preceding nine months. It brings together 

leaders and practitioners from the worlds of academia, farming 

and agribusiness, from Latin America, Asia and Africa, bringing 

added value through the sharing of insights across roles and 

regions. The Network has organised its work around three 

major themes. The intention is to bring new insights to reshape 

the debate by producing, integrating and disseminating 

knowledge on each of these three themes, through the lens of 

producers’ agency. This requires challenging our own ideas, 

assumptions and actions. 

Regional and bilateral trade agreements are playing a major 

role in organising and regulating agriculture and setting the 



Small-scale farmers’ agency: 
how the poor make markets work for themselves

Book 
Small producer agency in the globalised market: 
Making choices in a changing world

Bill Vorley 
Ethel del Pozo-Vergnes 
Anna Barnett

November 2012

ISBN: 978-1-84369-895-1

International expectations for the world’s 
half-billion small farms are growing, 
against a very dynamic backdrop. Small-
scale farming is expected to contribute 
solutions in areas ranging from poverty 
reduction and food security to climate 
change adaptation. Most of the ‘inclusive 
business’ models and value chain 
interventions already set up to do that 
are reaching only a narrow minority of 
farmers. To get the future right for the 
majority there is a need to ask the right 
questions. Instead of thinking about how 
to ‘make markets work for the poor’, we 
must look at how small-scale farmers 

make markets work for them. Farmers 
themselves are facing and effecting rapid 
changes in markets, in land and other 
resources, and in the demographics of 
rural communities.

This book presents the results of a three-
year Knowledge Programme led by IIED, 
Hivos and a global Learning Network, it 
integrates knowledge of researchers and 
practitioners working or trading directly 
with small producers across three 
continents. It focuses on agency — how 
small-scale farmers navigate formal and 
informal, global and local markets, their 
strategies, interests, expectations and 

limitations, and how they make choices 
in the dynamic context of a restructuring 
agrifood sector. From this perspective, 
globalisation and modernisation appear 
not to be sweeping the world economy 
clean, but spreading in parallel with 
vibrant informal and local economies.

This book challenges our institutions 
and the development community, both in 
terms of our assumptions on the roles of 
smallholders and agribusiness and how 
we go about the process of generating 
knowledge and developing effective 
policies and interventions.
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International expectations for the world’s half-billion small farms are growing, against a very dynamic backdrop. Small-scale farming is expected to contribute solutions in areas ranging from poverty reduction and food security to climate change adaptation. Most of the ‘inclusive business’ models and value chain interventions already set up to do that are reaching only a narrow minority of farmers. To get the future right for the majority there is a need to ask the right questions. Instead of thinking about how to ‘make markets work for the poor’, we must look at how small-scale farmers make markets work for them. Farmers themselves are facing and effecting rapid changes in markets, in land and other resources, and in the demographics of rural communities. 
This book presents the results of a three-year Knowledge Programme led by IIED, Hivos and a global Learning Network, it integrates knowledge of researchers and practitioners working or trading directly with small producers across three continents. It focuses on agency — how small-scale farmers navigate formal and informal, global and local markets, their strategies, interests, expectations and limitations, and how they make choices in the dynamic context of a restructuring agrifood sector. From this perspective, globalisation and modernisation appear not to be sweeping the world economy clean, but spreading in parallel with vibrant informal and local economies. 

This book challenges our institutions and the development community, both in terms of our assumptions on the roles of smallholders and agribusiness and how we go about the process of generating knowledge and developing effective policies and interventions.

A vital source of information and analysis to question mainstream narratives about ‘making markets work for the poor’ and to rethink development priorities and strategies in a crisis-ridden world.
Peter Utting, Deputy Director, United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD)
Responds to the diversity of small farmers, and celebrates their fl exibility in face of the challenges of rural transformation. In emphasising the agency of small farmers operating in informal markets, the book treats them as economic actors rather than as the passive recipients of poverty programmes.

John Conroy, Crawford School of Public Policy, Australian National University

An extremely valuable, timely and useful contribution to the extraordinarily complex debate of how to connect the small, informal and unsupported agricultural unit to agricultural markets.
Julius Sen, International Trade Policy Unit, London School of Economics

SM
A

LL PR
O

D
U

C
ER

 A
G

EN
C

Y
 IN

 TH
E G

LO
B

A
LISED

 M
A

R
K

ET            V
O

R
LEY, D

EL PO
ZO

-V
ER

G
N

ES, BA
R

N
ETT

HIVOS_Book_Cover(5mm spine).indd   1

16/11/2012   10:25



About the Knowledge Programme
Since its inception in 2009, the Knowledge Programme Small Producer Agency in the Globalised Market has promoted cross fertilisation between the work 
of the Learning Network, the work done by commissioned researchers and the material from the series of Provocative Seminars in order to contribute to 
reshaping the debate. Our purpose has not been to provide answers, but to challenge the current crisis narrative that reinforces top-down interventions that 
do not address the realities of small-scale farmers. Asking the right questions, focusing on small-scale farmers’ realities and capabilities, on how they make 
choices and act on them - in other words, their ‘agency’ - was a central thread of the programme’s collective work. If we want to get the future right for the 
80-90 per cent of farmers not formerly organised in the market, the question is not ‘how to make markets work for the poor’ but rather ’how the poor make 
markets work for themselves’. The globalisation of insights may allow more informed and differentiated policy, business and development interventions.
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