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With Fostering Agricultural Revitalization in Myanmar (FARM), the
first project it has financed in Myanmar, IFAD is scaling up the best
parts of regional and global projects, both its own and those of other
organizations. For example, FARM has introduced a new method to
complement pre-existing extension services. This is benefiting both
farmers and landless microentrepreneurs across the project area.

At the heart of FARM’s innovation is the establishment of Knowledge
Centres (KCs). Built on the structure and network of public extension
services, the KCs are staffed by a ministry extension worker —

the KC Manager. The KC Manager brings together farmers and
microentrepreneurs in common interest groups, and helps them make
the most of newly available extension services.

The project is building the capacity of the Ministry of Agriculture,
Livestock and Irrigation to broker these services. This approach makes
it easier for communities to access knowledge, technology, inputs,
financial services, contract farming, value chain integration, and market
information.

As a consequence, farmers learn to grow more better-quality produce
and adapt to new, more profitable markets. The entire project is focused
on a market-oriented, bottom-up approach, ensuring communities are
closely involved from the very start of the process. In this way, they
receive what they know is most important.
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Forward contracting high-value crops for export




The Myanmar Agri Foods Company, which the KC has linked with farmers,
exports some of the vegetables it processes to Japan. The Japanese
market has very specific demands for products, especially for the okra that
the company supplies, as it is used for hospital meals.

U Myint Khaing, in the Si Pin Thayar Knowledge Centre, signed a contract
to grow okra on the half acre where he grew tomatoes last year. Myanmar
Agri Foods Company provides him with inputs and advice, and has
committed to a purchase price. When the okra reaches a specific size, it is
picked and graded. The company then takes the selected produce to its
freeze-packing facility in preparation for export to Japan.

Although the harvest is not over yet, U Myint Khaing has already earned
900,000 MMK (about US$810) this year. This is a substantial jump from
last year’'s 150,000 MMK (about US$135) earned from growing tomatoes.
But he expects to make 1,500,000 MMK (about US$1,350) by the end of
the season — ten times last year’s amount.

It is no surprise that he will expand the okra crop to a greater portion
of his fields next year. News of his success has made the rounds in the
community, leading other farmers from the surrounding area to visit his
field and sign agreements with Agri Foods.

Mr Sato, Myanmar Agri Foods Company’s agricultural expert in the Nay
Pyi Taw area, is grateful to the KC Manager for two reasons: “They brought
the farmers together and invited us over to talk to them; and at the time of
harvest, we use the Knowledge Centre as a crop collection point,” he says.



Seed World, a rice seed production company, is one of the businesses that A guaran
KC Managers have linked to the FARM project. Building on this partnership,

U Whee Phaun — KC Manager for Hman Taw Knowledge Centre — arranged a
visit with Seed World’s general manager. U Whee Phaun spread the word by
telling rice farmers at KC meetings, and visiting or calling those who were not
present. In this way, he brought a large number of rice farmers in the area to
meet with Seed World.

U Khin Maung Yin, a local rice farmer, wanted to learn new seed-production
techniques to increase his yield. After signing a contract with Seed World,
he received seeds and a sizeable financial contribution towards labour
costs based on his field’s size. Seed World also gave him technical advice,
including recommendations for specific inputs. Since U Whee Phaun lives
in the KC building nearby, he also visits U Khin Maung Yin’s field regularly to
check in.

At the time of transplanting, U Khin Maung Yin was not convinced Seed
World recommended the appropriate technique. Instead of transplanting by
hand, they suggested using a rice transplanter, which sows the rows farther
apart. He finally gave it a try, and much to his surprise his yield actually
increased.

Once the harvest was completed, U Khin Maung Yin gave a previously
agreed amount to Seed World as an in-kind payment for the initial
investment. He was free to sell the remainder as he pleased. However, when
Seed World offered to buy that remaining portion at a price of 12 per cent
above standard market rates, U Khin Maung Yin sold them his entire harvest.

U Ko Ko, Seed World’s general manager, is also happy with the arrangement.
Thanks to the link created by FARM and the facilitation provided by the KC
Manager, he has expanded his supply of seed while ensuring the quality is up
to his standards.
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The FARM project builds links between KC Managers — and therefore
the farmers and microentrepreneurs in the KC area — and government
extension services. To plan the year’s activities, KC Managers receive
inputs from village representatives and then report them to the FARM
project. This participatory/bottom-up approach involves the farmers and
entrepreneurs in a meaningful way, unlike the more common top-down
approach (where decisions are taken at a higher level without asking
communities for input).

The project area is made up of five townships split among 50 KCs. In
the Aung Za Ya Knowledge Centre, landless villagers requested training
in livestock management. Following similar requests from other KCs,
the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Irrigation organized training for
livestock extension workers at the township level.

U Min Thu Htay is one of 21 members of a common interest group

(CIG) belonging to Aung Za Ya Knowledge Centre. At the livestock
management training, he learned the benefits of raising goats. “They offer
more advantages than cows, and can treble in numbers in one year,”

he says. Daw Yu Zana Htwe, the KC Manager, helped CIG members
apply for a 200,000 MMK (about US$180) loan under the FARM project’s
Rural Business Fund component. U Min Thu Htay then used his loan to
purchase goats. He will gradually pay the money back to the CIG over a
year, at which point it will be made available to another member.
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Like many in her village, Daw Su has been making brooms for a long
time. When the KC was established, she started attending meetings
with her peers, as well as people from other nearby villages. At
these meetings, with the help of staff from the FARM project, the KC
Manager explained how organizing in CIGs could help the villagers

— farmers and landless — to receive training and funding, and reach
new customers. After forming their CIG, members first discussed
among themselves what was most important to them. Then the KC
Manager helped them obtain what they wanted.

Daw Su’s CIG brings together 18 landless microentrepreneurs.
They requested support in accessing the money available through
the project’s RBF. Consequently, they received help writing an
application for a loan from the RBF, as well as basic business
training from the KC Manager and FARM’s rural finance specialist.

In April 2016, Daw Su’s CIG received 200,000 MMK (about US$180).
With her share of the money, she bought more raw materials at a
time of year when they were cheap. Then she enlisted her family to
help deal with the increased volume (her daughter is pictured here
on the right).

Thanks to this strategy, the business was profitable. She paid back
her loan in six months, and this money then became available

to other members of her CIG. During the next cycle, all 18 CIG
members applied for and received loans from the RBF, either
individually or as part of small groups.
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