Empowering and Engaging Rural People with the Market: AsiaDHRRA Experience

1.Who are we

The Asian Partnership for the Development of Human Resources in Rural Asia or AsiaDHRRA is a regional partnership of eleven (11) social development networks and organizations from ten (10) Asian nations. All affiliates are involved in the development of human resources in rural areas which accounts for its DHRRA names. 

How it all began

It all goes back to a historic meeting of kindred minds and spirits. AsiaDHRRA traces its earliest roots to the 1974 Development of the Human Rural Resources in Asia Workshop (DHRRAW) which was held in Swanganiwas, Thailand. About one hundred and twenty (120) rural development workers and practitioners gathered to engage in dialogues that focused on the challenges and responses to rural development. At the end of the eventful three-week workshop, a call for continuous dialogue among the participants was made. As such, a support structure, the Center for the Development of Human Resources in Rural Asia (CenDHRRA), was created to facilitate the sharing and exchanges across the Asian region. Since then, different forms of dialogue and sharing were done to strengthen the movement. In 1994, the movement which was effectively supported by CenDHRRA formally evolved into its present state, a regional network of country DHRRAs known as AsiaDHRRA. After more than two decades, the regional network is now composed of DHRRAs from Indonesia, Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, South Korea, Taiwan-ROC, and Japan.

Our reason for being: AsiaDHRRA’s vision, mission & goals

ASIADHRRA envisions Asian rural communities that are just, free, prosperous, living in peace and working in solidarity towards self-reliance. To contribute to this long term vision, it aims to play the role of a promoter and catalysts of relationships with various partners through the people to people dialogue and exchange approach; of a mobilizer of resources for human resource development in the rural areas; and of facilitator of processes and opportunities for the strengthening of solidarity and kinship among Asian rural communities.

2. Efforts on Marketing at the Regional level

As a regional network, the most significant contribution of AsiaDHRRA is the formation of a regional federation of farmers – the Asian Farmers’Association for Sustainable Rural Development or AFA,  a regional  alliance of farmer federations and organizations in ten Asian countries, representing 9 million farmers. Established in May 2002, its formation was a fruit of a three-year five Farmers’ Exchange Visits (FEVs) organized by AsiaDHRRA.The farmers’ exchange visits focused on sustainable production technology, trading and marketing as well as in federation building. In July 2006, in partnership with AFA, AsiaDHRRA organized another farmer exchange visit focusing on pro-small farmer marketing system. The exchange visit looked into various direct producer – consumer marketing arrangements in Japan.

The network also conducted studies on alternative agricultural trading and marketing initiatives. Five good practices on marketing from four countries and one at the regional level was chosen to highlight workable features of alternative agricultural marketing model. The first draft was presented during a parallel forum with the WTO in Hongkong last December 2005.

The network together with its strategic PO partner AFA, also launched series of in-country consultations and campaigns on fairer and just agricultural trade thru posters, issue papers, signature campaign, workshops. A Regional workshop among farmers, NGOs and government trade negotiators on Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) was also undertaken to provide venue for farmer and NGO leaders to influence country representatives to WTO on issues related to food sovereignty, fairer and just agricultural trade.

AsiaDHRRA also mobilized its DHRRA members to share country experiences in joining WTO (particularly the impact of their accession to WTO to farmers) to other DHRRA members and partners in Vietnam and Cambodia – both applying for membership to WTO. 

3. Country Level efforts on marketing

The DHRRA members in ten countries are into varying stages of building capacity of rural people – both men and women (primarily farmers, fisherfolks, Indigenous Peoples)

The network consider access to land and natural resources as the first step for farmers and fisherfolk to become important players in the market. Without access to land, farmers are mere farmworkers who have no significant decision in the production and marketing of its produce. Thus NGO members of AsiaDHRRA particularly in the Philippines and Indonesia, are supporting farmers to secure access and ownership over land  and natural resources through advocacy and on-ground implementation of agrarian reform, community-based coastal resource management  and through ancestral domain mapping for the indigenous peoples. These programs are implemented through principled partnership with concerned government agencies.

Most NGO members of AsiaDHRRA are into Cooperative Development and some are into Microfinance. Through the cooperative marginalized sectors are able to leverage on their number and resources to compete in the market. Some cooperatives are now engaged in trading and marketing various crops like paddy, coconut, corn, banana, mango, vegetables etc. 

In Taiwan, TaiwanDHRRA provide support to Taiwan Wax Apple Development Association (TWADA) on research and product development of their wax apple. 

In Indonesia, InDHRRA (local name BINADESA) provide technical and market linkaging support to Aliansi Petani Indonesia (API). Concretely, Binadesa provide relevant market information (e.g. Price in Jakarta and other major markets). 

In the Philippines, PhilDHRRA is an active member of a marketing umbrella (UMFI) which provide product development support as well as facilitate the entry of farmers and indigenous peoples product in the supermarket chain in the Philippines. 

In Malaysia, Era Consumer, an active member of DHRRA network Malaysia, have set-up various community centers which offers capacity building of Women related to livelihood development. Most of these women were able to engage in small-scale livelihood activities.

In Cambodia, CamboDHRRA is exploring cooperation with their European partners relative to the export of herbs and other organic product.

Marketing Arrangements

There are various marketing arrangements emerging in different countries: Below are some of the existing marketing arrangements:

1. Cooperative Trading & Marketing – members of the cooperative sells their product to the cooperative then the cooperative do some quality control and packaging then sell the product with some margin to major market.

2. Contract  Growing – usually corporation provides the technology and the stock (e.g. Chicken) to individual farmer or small group of farmers. The corporation also purchase the product produced by the farmer.  

3. Marketing Contract with Corporation – a corporation enters into a marketing contract with a cooperative focusing on certain product e.g. Corn, etc. The corporation usually prescribe the quality standard to be followed by the cooperative. 

4. Commodity Clustering – some NGOs facilitate the consolidation of farmers based on the crop they are planting. An example is the formation of an organic rice cluster. Through the cluster, farmer are able to achieve the needed scale to compete with the market.

5. Joint venture – some individual enterpreneur enter into a business venture with farmer groups. Under the joint venture agreement, risks and benefits are defined and governed by certain agreements.

6. Marketing thru Individual Rural Enterpreneur – most farmers sell their product to a middleman who does the quality control and packaging

4. Lessons and Learnings

1.The entry point for farmer to get access and benefit from any market engagement is through land ownership. Without access and control over land, farmers cannot decide on what crop to plant, what technology to use and where to sell their produce.  

2.Critical factor in the determination of appropriate agra-enterprise management arrangement is the type of existing crop, its productivity status and labor requirement considering economy of scale. In plantation type of farm planted   to commercial crop like rubber, the emerging option is to manage it through cooperative rather than divide the land individually. For other crops which does not entail much coordination in the production and marketing, individual or family farming can be the best management option.

3. Heterogenous / Sectoral -focused organizing is proven effective for advocacy purposes but not in engaging the market. Farmers' association composed of various type of farmers (e.g. Rice farmers, corn farmers, vegetable farmers etc) can be an effective vehicle for addressing common issues of farmers like agrarian reform, food security, WTO related issues. However, farmers association with heterogenous membership in terms of crops is not the best form of social infrastructure to engage in the market. 

  Commodity-based multi-stakeholder organizing is an emerging option in the light of growing trade liberalization.

4.Monocropping is a response to market demand which at times forfeit the objective of biodiversity/environment protection. Most NGOs advocate for diversified farming as well as integrated farming system. Unlike monocropping system, the diversified and integrated farming at times does not ensure the economy of scale needed for marketing purposes. Balancing scale and biodiversity is a challenge for NGOs and POs.

5.Incentive to shift to sustainable agriculture through output price mechanism is more potent strategy than mere input subsidy and technology promotion thru demo. farm

6.Management of  Agra-based Enterprise requires the right mix of home-grown farmer entrepreneur, professional managers,crop and industry experts

7.Managing an agri-based enterprise composed of small homogenous cooperative is more vulnerable than big multi-sectoral primary coop.

8. There is a need to explore new forms of management structures and institutions for rural enterprises.  Collective management is problematic.  In the end, the fate of any rural enterprise rests on the shoulder of individual managers.

9. Rural enterprise development is a multi-stage process where succeeding phases are built on the achievement of previous stages

10. To be successful, rural entrepreneurs, whether individual or group, must learn to contend with the normal operational problems of doing business.

11. Because it is multi-dimensional, complex process, rural enterprise development requires the coordinated effort of many actors, that is, it requires convergence.  

12. The institutional development component of rural enterprise development is a long term and costly process.

5. Moving forward

Below are some suggested action points for NGOs and POs towards enhancing the capacity to link small farmers to the market:

1. Country Mapping and Assessment of NGO-PO marketing initiatives

· Inventory of products produced by farmers' group

· Mapping of existing marketing mechanism e.g. UMFI in the Philippines, direct consumer-producer distribution centers in Japan etc.

2. Series of Regional multi-stakeholder workshop on marketing towards possible formation of mechanism on marketing e.g. Price Information monitoring mechanism, capacity building on quality control, product development etc.

3. Continuing Advocacy on agricultural trade by supporting issue-based national and regional bodies promoting fairer and just agricultural trade

4. Capacity building of NGOs and POs on marketing thru exhanges and dialogues

