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About Vredeseilanden/VECO
Vredeseilanden is a Belgium-based, international NGO with 40 years’ 
experience in sustainable agricultural development, renowned for its 
expertise on sustainable farming practices and efforts to strengthen 
farmer organisations. We support our partner organisations through 
8 VredesEilanden Country Offices (VECOs). That is why, outside 
Belgium, the organisation is mainly known as VECO.

VECO’s main focus today is on developing sustainable agricultural 
chains, from local to international levels. We conduct programs 
through seven regional offices, in partnership with organized farmer 
groups, NGOs, research institutes, government agencies and private 
sector actors (traders, processors, retailers) in 20 different countries.

We play a facilitating role among the relevant stakeholders to develop 
common strategies, based on close analysis and monitoring of mar-
kets and bottlenecks. The aim is to improve functioning and increase 
benefits to all parties within each chain - especially to improve the 
livelihoods of farmers - and beyond the chain, to influence a more 
enabling environment.
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Background
Sustainability concerns have always been 
central to Vredeseilanden's programmes. In 
our earlier food security programmes we 
wanted to contribute to food security by 
promoting policies and services that would 
facilitate large-scale adoption of sustaina-
ble farming practices and technologies.    

In 2007, we made a shift from a food secu-
rity agenda to one focused on market access 
for smallholder family farmers through 
inclusive value chain development. Our con-
cern for sustainability remained central, 
but we lacked clarity on how to define ‘sus-
tainability’ in the context of a value chain 
development programme, how to make sus-
tainability in its many dimensions actually 
happen and how to measure progress.  

In practice, we developed a bias towards 
economic aspects of sustainability – how 
to link farmers and their organisations to 
markets, how to develop their entrepre-
neurial skills, how to increase their prof-
its, and the like. Increasingly, we felt that 
we were sidelining equally important eco-
logical and social aspects, such as how to 
intensify farming in ways that help preserve 
soil and water resources, how to help farm-
ers cope with the threats posed by climate 
change, how to distribute value generated 
in the chain fairly, how to avoid jeopardiz-
ing food security, and so on.   

Therefore, in 2011, we decided to embark on 
what came to be known as our ‘sustainabil-
ity trajectory’. The objectives of this trajec-
tory were to:

1. Clarify our views on sustainable agriculture 
and value chain development in the form 
of an explicit vision;

2. Create the motivation to deal with sustain-
ability and adopt common language and 
understanding of the vision throughout 
the organisation;

3. Put this vision into practice by screening 
all our value chain development interven-
tions against it. 

To this end, a vision was formulated, a ‘road 
show’ (series of motivational workshops) 
was staged at different locations worldwide 
to motivate personnel and partner organi-
sations, screening tools were developed, 
and a Colloquium (‘The Farmer Effect‘) was 
organised. 

The primary tools were one for sub-sec-
tor screening1 and one for screening value 
chain interventions. The purpose of the sub-
sector screening was to verify whether our 
choices of sub-sectors – made some years 
ago – were the ‘right’ ones in terms of their 
suitability to: 1) put our vision into prac-
tice; 2) perform our roles as described in 
our mandate; and 3) pursue our mission of 
contributing to the empowerment and via-
ble livelihoods of family farmers, men and 
women, at scale. In future, when deciding 
whether and how to support farmers of a 
certain country/region in a new sub-sector, 
we will screen the sub-sector against the 
criteria listed in the tool before starting to 
negotiate with the farmers on future coop-
eration and support. 

The purpose of the chain intervention 
screening was to check the extent to which 
our interventions and their impacts are con-
tributing to the development of sustain-
able livelihoods – sustainable in the many 
dimensions of the word – by family farm-
ers, at scale and lasting. This screening 
tool would allow us to identify chain-spe-
cific shortcomings and challenges, and help 

us adjust our interventions accordingly. In 
future, this tool will be applied to iden-
tify the potential sustainability impacts of 
the interventions we plan when we become 
involved in new value chains. 

After developing the two tools, we con-
ducted our first round of screenings. Every 
sub-sector and all value chains in which 
we are active were screened. The exercise 
helped us to draw lessons and identify a 
number of shortcomings and challenges. 
What we have learned is now helping us 
to adjust our interventions towards greater 
and more sustainable impact. It may lead us 
to question some of our sub-sector choices 
in the future.

This document is a reflection of the process 
and describes the methodology we devel-
oped to detect the 'hot spots’ for sustain-
ability in the value chains we support.  It is 
an ongoing process and in coming years the 
tools will be improved for further use.      

The following pages briefly present:

1. Our vision of sustainable agricultural value 
chains;

2. The sub-sector screening – the tool, how 
it was used, how the information was ana-
lyzed, plus the critical issues identified;

3. The chain intervention screening – here 
too, the tool, its use, the analysis, and 
the major findings and challenges;

4. A concluding reflection on the process we 
went through, its outcomes and the chal-
lenges ahead; 

5. Some observations on the tools, and sug-
gestions as to how they can be improved.

Time line of the sustainability trajectory in 2011:
Jan-March: Formulation of a vision on sustainability 

March – July:  Road show in the different VECOs 

Mid June: Sub-sector screening

Early September: Value-chain sustainability screening

October: ‘The Farmer Effect’ Colloquium on 

Sustainability and Family Farming

January February March April May June July August September October November December

(1) Throughout this document, we use the term ‘sub-sector’ to refer 
to the various industries that exist in the agricultural sector. 
For instance, the quinoa sub-sector of Peru, the ‘safe vegetable’ 
sub-sector of Vietnam, the maize sub-sector of Uganda, and so 
forth.  
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1. Our vision
The end of an era
We are living at a turning point. Our eco-
nomic model, based on increasing use of 
scarce resources, surpasses the limits of the 
planet. Business as usual is no longer an 
option. The consequences of this dead-end 
model are felt globally today: financial cri-
sis, environmental crisis, food crisis, climate 
change and an expanding gap between the 
poor and the rich. 

The beginning 
of a new era
On a global scale, individuals, businesses 
and leaders from all kinds of sectors are 
searching for new production and consump-
tion models in order to offer an answer to 
worldwide problems of unsustainability. The 
goal is well known, however the road to get 
there is often unclear. Successful initiatives 
are found everywhere. The challenge is to 
propagate the successes on a larger scale.

What does this mean 
for agriculture? 
Sustainable Agriculture: an agriculture 
that fulfils the needs of today´s generation 
without jeopardizing the ability of future 
generations to satisfy theirs.  

Family farming is the cornerstone for sus-
tainable agriculture. There is growing evi-
dence that organised family farmers are 
capable of clearing a way for themselves 
to carry out their mission as a cornerstone 
of society. Recent studies, especially those 
produced by the IAASTD project of the 
World Bank and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, 
show that small-scale agriculture usually 
provides a much better answer to today’s 
challenges than large-scale, mechanised 
agriculture.

Organised family farmers have some espe-
cially creative and flexible ways of dealing 
with uncertainty and making do with the 
little they have. In that sense, they have 
the perfect entrepreneurial profile. The only 
things they lack in order to transform their 
farms into successful businesses are capital 
and other resources. 

In order for a transition to sustainable fam-
ily farming to succeed, all players in the 

chain – not only farmers – have to coordi-
nate better: Government, knowledge insti-
tutions, the private sector, consumers, 
development organisations and civil society 
all have their own role and responsibility in 
the transition process. 

Governments are responsible for provid-
ing the frameworks in which family farm-
ing can develop. Knowledge institutions 
such as universities, colleges and research 
institutes not only focus on investigation, 
knowledge building and distribution; they 
also play an important part in (co-)inno-
vation. Businesses also have to invest in 
sustainable family farming to make it work. 
There can be no sustainable agriculture 
without consumers who are guided by val-
ues of sustainability; a consumer who pur-
chases sustainable food has an enormous 
influence on the policy and practice of 
farmers and businesses in the food sector. 
Finally, civil society in general and devel-

opment organisations in particular play 
the important role of mediators in the tran-
sition towards sustainable family farming.
Read the full version of our vision on sus-
tainable family farming in annex 2.

Definition of sustainability related to 
value chain development interventions  

We are not striving for a sustainable chain 
in the sense that we expect farmers to be 
active in that specific chain forever; rather, 
we expect that our chain-related interven-
tions will result in sustainable economic 
profit for the farmers, taking into account 
the ecological and social aspects of sus-
tainability as well. By empowering them-
selves and their organisations, farmers will 
be able to succeed in whatever chains they 
are involved in the future. 

An economically viable chain intervention 

is a chain intervention that generates profit-

ability for all actors of the chain; it increases 

their income, generates more income stabil-

ity and creates job opportunities; in short, it 

contributes to their financial and economic 

sustainability.

A chain intervention is environmentally 
safe when it results in chains that minimise 

damage to natural resources, mitigate climate 

change,  and recover and preserve agricultural 

ecosystems.

A socially fair chain intervention promotes 

more equity in the distribution of wealth, more 

social equity and gender equity; in this pro-

cess, it recognises that family farmers’ partici-

pation and empowerment in decision making 

affecting the development of the chain is 

essential.

A culturally acceptable chain intervention 
respects and supports the cultural identity of 

different human groups that operate and inter-

act in the chain.

Formulation of sustainable chain interventions:
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2. Screening  
the sub-sectors

Why?
The purpose of the sub-sector screening 
is to verify whether the sub-sectors that 
we work on are ‘the right’ ones for us. Key 
questions therefore are whether, and to 
what extent, in these sub-sectors, we can: 

1. Put our vision into practice; 

2. Play our role as described in our mandate 
– empowering farmers and their organi-
sations, linking them to various stake-
holders, and building evidence to back 
up advocacy; 

3. Pursue our mission of contributing to the 
empowerment and viable livelihoods of 
family farmers, men and women, at scale.

What?
Revisit the sub-sectors based on a set of 
criteria related to: 

•	 The	economic	impact	of	the	sub-sector	on	
small-scale farmers;  

•	 Our	mandate	and	role;	

•	 Vredeseilanden's	core	themes	of	sustain-
ability, food sovereignty, gender equity 
and advocacy. (We selected these specific 
themes because we judged them to be 

of strategic importance in pursuing our 
mission).

How?
To this end, a sub-sector screening tool was 
developed. See Box 1. The complete tool 
can be found in Annex 3.

Data collection and entry
For each of the criteria in the tool, the VECO 
team – supported by local resource persons 
particularly knowledgeable of the sub-sec-
tor under scrutiny – were asked to rate both 
the current situation and the potential for 
change, using a score from 1 to 5. A score 
of 1 would stand for ‘no constraint’ what-
soever in the current station. Or, regarding 
the potential for change, a score of 1 would 
mean that VECO and its partners wouldn’t 
come across any obstacles or difficulties in 
addressing the situation. A score of 5, on 
the other hand, would stand for ‘huge con-
straints’ in either the current situation, or 
regarding the potential for change.    

The screening was to be done by means of a 
quick desk study, making use of the exper-
tise of staff and resource persons, exist-
ing studies of the sub-sector, and so forth. 
Apart from scoring, the teams were also 
asked to provide relevant qualitative infor-
mation to back up their scores.

Analysis
Next, a team of resource persons critically 
reviewed the screenings and, where nec-

essary, solicited additional information. 
In this way, they were able to form their 
own opinions on the scores given and, most 
importantly, identify major challenges.       

Conclusions
We concluded that, at least for now, it 
remains possible to execute our mandate 
and pursue our mission in all selected sub-
sectors. All commodities are culturally well 
accepted and make considerable contribu-
tions to the incomes of large numbers of 
small-scale family farmers (or have a clear 
potential to do so). They all have mar-
ket potential because of high and grow-
ing demand from domestic and/or export 
markets. It is possible to increase supply 
through sustainable intensification and 
expansion, and value can be added through 
product quality improvement, processing, 
packaging and branding. A higher share 
of the value thus added can be retained in 
farmer hands through collective action by 
farmer groups and cooperatives. In most 
sub-sectors, we could see initiatives to 
develop multi-stakeholder platforms for 
sub-sector and chain governance, and scope 
for advocacy exists everywhere.   

Nonetheless, several challenges that 
deserve our attention could be identified 
across most of the sub-sectors:  

•	 The	development	of	strong	farmer	organisa-
tions and movements remains a prime con-
cern. Everywhere there are farmer groups, 
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or often even cooperatives, but, in most 
cases, these are still weak – they are rel-
atively new, have few members, are not 
always representative of farmers at large 
(and, therefore, do not always have much of 
a social basis), and suffer from underdevel-
oped organisational, technical, advocacy, 
bargaining and financial capacities. There 
is little if any aggregation of these groups 
into larger entities, and alliances with like-
minded organisations remain underdevel-
oped. In other words, there is no solid, 
well-organised movement yet. 

•	 There	is	little	collective	action	–	in	the	
form, for instance, of collective purchas-
ing of inputs, marketing and processing – 
by these farmer organisations.

•	 In	general,	there	is	little	state	support	in	
the form of market regulation, infrastruc-
ture development and public services. There 
are very positive developments in some 
countries and sub-sectors – for instance, 
the vegetable sector in Vietnam and the 
coffee industry in Ecuador. But in most 
cases, verbal commitments are not trans-
lated into concrete support, at least not 
to any degree worth mentioning. Or, 
sound policies may be in place but remain 
poorly implemented. This situation can be 
observed across the world, but is most pro-
nounced in Africa where, under the CAADP, 
governments committed themselves to allo-
cate 10% of their national budgets to the 
agricultural sector, but in reality these  
commitments remain words on paper.

•	 There	are	several	upgrading	issues	–	for	
instance, related to the volumes produced 
by farmers, the regularity of supply, prod-
uct quality, and so forth.

•	 In	most	countries	and	sub-sectors,	there	
are initiatives to get better coordination 
of various stakeholders off the ground. But 
in most cases they have not yet led to the 
development of durable platforms for regu-
lar multi-stakeholder dialogue and decision 
making. 

•	 As	a	result	of	all	the	above,	farmers	con-
tinue to have little ‘voice’. They are hardly 
empowered.

•	 All	sub-sectors	suffer	from	persistent	gen-
der inequities related to access to and 
control over production resources (land, 
capital, labour) and services (most criti-
cally, credit); workload and income sharing; 
and decision-making power, at the level 
of individual households as well as com-
munities, farmer organisations and multi-
stakeholder platforms. 

•	 Most	commodities	are	food-cum-cash	crops.	
What’s more, many of them are major sta-
ple crops. Still, problems of food security 
can arise. At household level, for example, 
when farmers sell most of their crop soon 
after harvest because of urgent cash needs. 

•	 In	all	countries	and	sub-sectors,	climate	
change poses severe risks to farmers – 
increased unpredictability of rainfall, pro-
longed droughts, growing frequency and 
intensity of floods and storms. We need 
to study and understand the anticipated 
impacts of climate change and the adap-
tation measures required much better, for 
all sub-sectors in which we work. 

•	 Many	smallholder	farmers	continue	to	prac-
tice low-input agriculture, which mines the 
soil. Elsewhere, sub-sectors are moving 

towards high-external input agriculture, 
with excessive use of inputs. Neither of 
these are sustainable modes of farming. It 
remains a challenge to intensify agricul-
tural production in ways that are ecologi-
cally sound, at scale.  

Next steps
We took these observations and challenges 
along as we embarked on the screening of 
our interventions (see next chapter), and 
discussed them with partners and relevant 
stakeholders. 

We regard some of these challenges as major 
constraints that should be monitored very 
closely and, in the not too distant future, 
could constitute a reason for disengagement 
from the sub-sector. For example:

•	 We	are	unclear	about	the	mid-term	climate	
change adaptation potential of some of the 
commodities, such as maize in large parts 
of semi-arid Africa.

•	 While	in	some	countries	and	sub-sectors,	
governments show considerable degrees 
of initiative and are clearly responsive to 
advocacy, other sub-sectors suffer from an 
almost complete lack of any sort of sup-
porting environment – which makes it dif-
ficult to scale up positive experiences.  

•	 Some	sub-sectors	suffer	from	strong	compe-
tition from imports, which calls for protec-
tionist measures and other forms of support 
to domestic industries. But this remains 
hard to address, because of prevailing free-
trade regimes and the existence of vested 
interests.

For economic impact.
Does this commodity: 

•	Have	market	potential?

•	Benefit	from	a	supporting	environment	(policies,	services	…)?		

•	Generate	income	increases	for	small-scale	farmers,	in	the	long	term,	

and at scale?

For Vredeseilanden's mandate and role. 
In this sub-sector:

•	Is	it	possible	to	facilitate	multi-stakeholder	processes?

•	Is	it	possible	to	set	up	pilots,	generate	evidence	and	use	it	to	back	up	

advocacy and up-scaling?

•	Are	there	strong	farmer	organisations?	Or	is	it	possible	to	build	such	

organisations and movements?

For Vredeseilanden's core themes. 
•	Advocacy:	The	sub-sector	offers	scope	(opportunities,	space	and	

potential) for  advocacy by farmer organisations in function of an 

enabling environment.  

•	Food	Sovereignty:	The	sub-sector	doesn’t	endanger	food	security	and	

sovereignty at national/regional level.  

•	Gender	Equity:	The	sub-sector	doesn’t	exclude	women	and	rewards	them	

fairly for their labour input.

•	Sustainability	-	cultural:	The	sub-sector	is	culturally	accepted.	

•	Sustainability	-	ecological:	The	sub-sector	makes	use	of	agro-ecological	

practices. 

•	Sustainability	-	ecological:	The	sub-sector	helps	farmers	adapt	to	climate	

change. 

•	Sustainability	-	ecological:	The	sub-sector	helps	mitigate	greenhouse	

gas emissions. 

Box 1: Sub-sector screening tool criteria
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3. Screening 
the chain 
interventions and 
their impacts on 
their contribution 
to sustainable 
development

Why?
The purpose of this screening is to check 
the extent to which our interventions and 
their impacts contribute to the develop-
ment of sustainable livelihoods by family 
farmers, at scale and lasting. 

More specifically, we want to verify whether 
and to what extent:

•	 Our	interventions	lead	to	empowerment 
and long-term economic gain for small-scale 
family farmers, in ways that are ecologically 
sound, socially just and culturally adaptable;

•	 the	institutional environment facilitates 
lasting impact and up-scaling.

The screening will allow us to identify any 
shortcomings and challenges, and adjust 
our interventions accordingly.

What?
Submit all our value chain interventions 
and their impacts to a screening centred on 
the economic, ecological, socio-cultural and 
institutional dimensions of sustainability.

How?
We developed a chain intervention screen-
ing tool, consisting of a scoring sheet with 
93 criteria covering 21 principles of sustain-
ability across all 4 dimensions. The princi-
ples are shown in Box 2. The complete tool 
with all 93 criteria can be found in Annex 4. 

Data collection and entry
For each of the criteria, the VECO teams with 
partners and chain actors were asked to rate 
both the current situation and the poten-
tial for change – preferably during a regular 
chain stakeholder meeting2. As in the sub-
sector screening tool, the rating was done 
using a score from 1 to 5. Here too, a score 
of 1 would stand for ‘no constraints’ and a 
score of 5 for ‘huge constraints’. 

The teams were to make use of data gath-
ered during earlier chain and livelihood 
analyses and information in monitoring 
reports, and could also make use of sec-
ondary resources and tools, such as our 
Environmental Screening Tool. 

To back up their scores, they also wrote a 
narrative that described the prevailing sit-
uation, any constraints, and potential for 
change, plus a description of interventions 
planned to tackle the constraints and move 
forward.

Analysis
Next, a team of resource persons reviewed 
the screenings, asked for additional infor-
mation and suggested changes to the scores 
where necessary.  Then they went on to ana-
lyze the findings. Central questions were:

foto: Dirk Musschoot

(2) Due to time constraints, not all VECO teams managed to involve 
partners and chain actors. In some cases, the screening was 
done by VECO programme staff based on the results of previ-
ous livelihood studies and environmental screenings , in other 
cases selected partner staff were involved. Yet other teams did 
manage to conduct the screening during regular meetings of 
chain actors.
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•	 How	far	are	we,	currently,	from	meeting	
the sustainability criteria?

•	 Are	the	proposed	interventions	the	right	
ones? Can they move us closer to meeting 
the sustainability criteria?

To answer these questons, the resource per-
sons developed their own scoring system:

Score Current 
situation

Score Planned 
interventions

-1 Major 
constraints; 
criteria are not 
met

-1 No interventions 
planned, or 
interventions 
are off-track

1 Progress has 
been made but 
constraints 
remain

1 Interventions 
are okay, but 
more focus 
or additional 
interventions 
are needed

2 Criteria have 
been met; 
there are no 
constraints

2 The right set of 
interventions is 
in place

(Note that a score of 1 could also mean that 
not enough information is available to make 
a reliable appraisal)

As noted above, the screening tool con-
sisted of 21 principles and 93 criteria. To 
keep the analysis and presentation of 
results manageable, these principles and 
criteria were re-organized and reduced to a 
set of 13 clusters (see Box 3).

Conclusions
For every chain, the analysis was visual-
ized in the form of a bar diagram. All anal-
yses and bar diagrams were submitted to 
the VECO teams for final consultation and, 
eventually, action in the form of adjust-
ments to the interventions.

On the next page (page 10) we present an 
example of one such chain-specific bar dia-
gram – for the quinoa value chain that we 
work on in Peru – along with a narrative 
summary of the analysis that was submitted 
to the VECO Andino team.

Note that the diagram reflects the scores 
given to the set of interventions planned 
by the team, not the situation that cur-
rently prevails in the chain.  Thus, it sup-
ports the main purpose of this screening 
exercise, which is to stimulate  the teams 
and partners to reflect on the sustainability 
impacts of their interventions (e.g. the red-
coloured items require special attention). 
The tool thus assists the team to determine 
where further information gathering as well 
as actions are necessary to achieve sustain-
ability within the value chain.

Box 3: Analysis of screening 
data – the clusters used

For the ecological dimension:
•	Prospects	 for	 long-term	 income	

increases, taking into account the mar-

ket potential of the product and feasi-

bility for farmers

•	The	farmer	organisations	as	business	

entities 

For the socio-cultural dimension:
•	Respect	for	people’s	cultural	identity

•	Building	(on)	people’s	natural,	physical,	

financial, human, social and political 

assets

•	Empowerment	of	farmers

•	Fairness	–	in	terms	of	the	sharing	of	

risks, costs and benefits among chain 

actors, and job creation, wages and 

working conditions, etc.   

•	Gender	equality

•	Food	security

For the ecological dimension:   
•	Conservation	of	the	natural	resource	

base (impact of the product’s life cycle 

and an agro ecological approach)

•	Resilience	to	climate	change

For the institutional dimension:
•	Linkages	and	platforms

•	The	supporting	environment	(policies,	

services, infrastructure)

•	Political	 influence	 of	 the	 farmer	

organisations

For the ecological dimension:
•	Interventions	have	a	positive	impact	on	the	

environment
•	An	agro-ecological	approach	is	applied
•	Interventions	are	building	resilience	to	cli-

mate change-related risks
•	The	institutional	environment	supports	sus-

tainable farming

For the socio-cultural dimension:
•	Interventions	respect	and	support	people’s	

cultural identity
•	Interventions	promote	gender	equity
•	Interventions	benefit	the	whole	community
•	Interventions	work	with	small-scale	family	

farmers who have the assets to participate 
in value chains (and interventions help build 
these assets)

•	Interventions	don’t	shift	power	relations	to	
the disadvantage of family farmers and other 

vulnerable groups (ethnic minorities, women, 
youth, etc.)   

•	Interventions	contribute	to	the	empowerment	
of small-scale family farmers

•	The	chain	does	not	endanger	food	security

 For the economic dimension:
•	Interventions	 lead	 to	 long-term	 income	

increases for small-scale family farmers
•	Interventions	impact	(positively)	on	a	large	

number of farmers
•	The	commodity	has	good	market	potential
•	Participation	of	economic	farmer	organisations	

in chains improves the position of farmers in 
these chains

•	Consumer	requirements	and	private	sector	
standards are feasible for small-scale family 
farmers to meet

For the institutional dimension:
•	Chain	governance	is	transparent	and	the	insti-

tutional environment (trade regimes, policies, 
services, linkages, multi-stakeholder platforms, 
trading practices, etc.) and physical environ-
ment (infrastructure) facilitate value chain 
development

•	The	institutional	environment	facilitates	inclu-
sion of small-scale family farmers

•	Farmer	organisations	represent	the	economic	
and political interests of small-scale family 
farmers

•	Services	are	accessible	to	small-scale	family	
farmers and their organisations

•	Structures,	policies	and	regulations	–	at	local,	
national and regional levels – support the 
inclusion of small-scale family farmers

Box 2: Chain intervention screening tool – principles

foto: Dirk Musschoot
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Screening the chain: the example 
of the quinoa chain in Peru

Quinoa is an indigenous crop, culturally very 
well accepted. Many guinoa ecotypes exist, 
which makes the crop adaptable to a wide 
range of weather conditions. The crop’s cli-
mate change adaptation potential is very 
high.

VECO Peru invests strongly in reviving tradi-
tional agro-ecological practices and promotes 
desaponification technologies that reduce 
water consumption and pollution.

Long-term income prospects are good, 
because of strong and growing demand on 
both domestic and export markets. Peru and 
Bolivia currently produce 85% of total world 
production. VECO supports agro-ecologi-
cal intensification of quinoa cultivation to 
increase supplies.

Farmer organisations are still weak, and not 
aggregated into larger entities or allied to 
like-minded organisations. As a result, farm-
ers have little voice and their market position 
remains relatively weak. To remedy this situ-
ation and help farmers retain a larger share 
of the value generated in the chain, VECO 
Peru invests in multi-stakeholder interaction, 
local product transformation, multi-faceted 
capacity building of and cooperation between 
farmer organisations, and alliance building. 
However, some of these interventions have 
been formulated rather vaguely. Hence, the 
‘orange’ for interventions related to empower-
ment and fairness.

Food security is not an immediate concern. 
Still, problems could arise if the quinoa indus-
try becomes too export-oriented. Already, 

high retail prices are putting quinoa out of 
the reach of many domestic consumers. So 
far, VECO has not yet invested in advocacy for 
some sort of price ceilings to support domes-
tic consumption. All the more reason to justify 
a modest score for our performance under the 
‘fairness’ cluster.

The Peru authorities have export-promotion 
programmes in place. They also support pro-
duction, although this support is largely lim-
ited to seed research. We couldn’t find much 
evidence of VECO advocacy on government 
policy and budgetary allocations.  Nor of a 
regional (Andean) approach in our program-
ming.

Quinoa chain actors largely act in isolation 
from each other. VECO ‘supports dialogue 

and coordination‘, but this is formulated too 
vaguely. Here too, no evidence of a roadmap 
with concrete, well-sequenced actions to get 
multi-stakeholder platforms off the ground 
could be found. (Note:  This doesn’t mean 
that there are no concrete actions,  but based 
on the information gleaned from the screen-
ing report, this was the conclusion. It is now 
up to the country team to work on it (if such 
actions do not exist) or to react (if the conclu-
sion was incorrect).  

As for gender equity, some major constraints 
remain unaddressed – for instance, women’s 
heavy workloads are not tackled – or actions 
are vague and insubstantial, as in ‘we promote 
fair sharing of revenue’. Hence, the red score 
for gender equity.

Peru quinoa
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General conclusions
We analyzed 34 out of a total of 39 
Vredeseilanden value chain development 
projects. We also aggregated the results 
across chains and countries, and visualized 
them in the form of pie charts, as shown 
below. Note that the green, orange and red 
parts of the pies stand for the percentages 
of chains that scored 2, 1 and -1 respec-
tively. For every aspect of sustainability, 
we have visualized the results in  two pie 
charts: one for the current situation (data 
collected in 2010) and another for the sit-
uation we expect to result from the inter-
ventions we have planned in the 2011-2013 
programme.

The 2010 pie charts show that the current 
situation is quite problematic, with lots 
of red and orange, across all dimensions. 
Yet the interventions planned by the VECO 
teams and partners do have the potential to 
move things in the right direction, as vis-
ualized by the 2011-13 pie charts on the 
right-hand side.

However, a caveat is required here. The 
2011-13 diagrams do not show us how the 
situation will actually look in 2013. They 
merely tell us that we consider our inter-
ventions to be on the right track. Positive 
outcomes are far from guaranteed. A lot will 
depend on how well we implement our inter-
ventions, how true some of our assumptions 
will prove to be (for instance, assumptions 

about market potential and trends), how 
responsive chain actors and governments 
will be, and how well we monitor and con-
tinue to adjust our interventions.

Specific challenges and shortcomings could 
only be captured by breaking down the four 
dimensions into their various components 
(the 13 categories mentioned above), as 
visualized in the bar diagrams that follow 
over the next few pages.

This breakdown helps us  to make an inter-
nal assessment of how we are dealing with 
each dimension of sustainability in our pro-
gramme. Based on the findings, we can 
decide on concrete actions to achieve the 
sustainability criteria in our value chains.

SOCIAL (2010)

27%

37%

36%

ECOLOGICAL (2010)

52%

13%

35%

INSTITUTIONAL (2010)

50%
43%

7%

ECOLOGICAL (2011-2013)

6%

38%
56%

INSTITUTIONAL (2011-2013)

39%

4%

57%

SOCIAL (2011-2013)

33%
59%

8%
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50% 47%

3%

ECONOMIC (2011-2013)

35%
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Economic dimension
Long-term income
The commodities on which we work all 
have market potential – high and grow-
ing demand from domestic and export mar-
kets. But current supply can´t meet demand, 
either in terms of quantity or in terms of 
quality. Farmers and their organisations are 
trying to address this through productivity 
increases (intensification and better post-
harvest management), quality improvement 
targeting specific market segments, and 
collective marketing, processing and certi-
fication.

These initiatives can help safeguard long-
term income perspectives, but a number of 
challenges for sustainability and upscaling 
remain:

•	How	to	develop	linkages	with	companies	
that are lasting, fair and help boost farmer 
resilience to various risks, including those 
related to climate change.

•	Lack	of	platforms	for	sustainable,	inclusive	
chain governance.

•	The	 cost	of	 conventional	 certification	
procedures.

•	Under-resourced	public	services.

•	Lack	of	price	regulation	mechanisms.		

•	 Competition	 from	 imported	 products	
because of lack of support to the domestic 
sector (in the form of protectionist meas-
ures, infrastructure development, services), 
and regional integration that is based on 
mere competition instead of solidarity and 
complementarity. 

Farmer Organisations as business entities
Farmer organisations do want to develop 
into viable business entities but most of 
them still have some way to go – mem-
bers are few, they are dealing with sev-
eral internal  governance and management 
issues, and collective business and nego-
tiation skills are underdeveloped. We help 
them improve their skills, develop economic 
services to members and non-members alike 
(savings & credit schemes, storage facili-
ties, marketing, processing, etc.), expand 
their client base and link directly to actors 
further down the chain. Apart from these 
internal issues, farmer organisations are 
also confronted with several external, insti-
tutional challenges including:

•	Poorly	developed	infrastructure	and	pub-
lic services.  

•	Access	to	affordable	credit,	which	remains	
particularly problematic.

•	Absence	of	multi-stakeholder	platforms	for	
chain governance. We actively support the 
development of such platforms but their 
sustainability remains an issue. 

foto: Nele Claeys
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Socio-cultural 
dimension
Respecting people´s cultural identity  
The selected commodities are major income 
earners, culturally well accepted by both 
producers and consumers. No specific inter-
ventions are required but, where possible, 
we build on local structures and make use 
of indigenous know-how. Some points of 
attention though, are:

•	What	is	the	impact	of	our	interventions	on	
the local, traditional socio-cultural tissue?   

•		In	our	drive	to	turn	farmers	and	pastoral-
ists into ‘entrepreneurs’, we risk overlook-
ing the complex, multi-dimensional nature 
of human beings and could end up under-
mining their overall wellbeing.

Building people´s assets  
Farmers have accumulated a lot of know-
how but continue to face many constraints 
related to land, water, capital, labour, 
technology levels and particular types of 
knowledge and skills – such as how to get 
organized, how to manage collective enter-
prises, how to engage in advocacy and 
negotiate well, plus particular technical 
skills.

In general, we manage to identify and ana-
lyze the many strengths and weaknesses 
of farmers´ asset portfolios rather well. We 
build on their strengths and tackle weak-
nesses through specific, well-focused 
interventions – for instance, we develop 
well-defined skills, introduce new labour-
saving technologies and focus our advo-
cacy efforts on access to affordable credit. 
However, a number of challenges remain:

•	We	do	not	always	manage	to	focus	our	
interventions on some of the most limiting 
constraints, including volatile and unfair 
producer prices, inequalities in land dis-
tribution and tenure insecurity.

•	We	still	need	to	develop		adequate	strat-
egies to tackle the growing youth exodus 
problem.

•		How	to	mainstream	HIV/Aids	in	value	
chain development work? How to avoid 
the exclusion of PLHIV and other chroni-
cally ill people?

Empowerment and fairness
Jobs are created, both in the chains and 
elsewhere in the local economies. But 

wages and working conditions are poor and 
the distribution of income, costs and risks 
among chain actors remains unfair, with 
farmers at the losing end. Increasingly, 
farmers are  represented by farmer organi-
sations that interact with other chain actors 
and engage in policy advocacy. Still, the 
position of farmers remains weak. Reasons 
include the relative weakness of farmer 
organisations and malfunctioning platforms 
for stakeholder interaction. We try to rem-
edy the situation through:

1. Multi-faceted capacity building of local 
farmer groups and organisations  – includ-
ing their organisational, management, bar-
gaining and advocacy skills.

2. ́ Moving them up the ladder´ by supporting 
their collective marketing and processing 
initiatives, and developing shorter (yet still 
viable) chains.

3. Increasing their political leverage through 
aggregration into larger entities and alli-
ances with like-minded organisations.

4. Supporting the establishment and improve-
ment of multi-stakeholder platforms for 
dialogue and chain governance.

A number of gaps and challenges remain, 
related to:

•	The	time	and	energy	required	to	build	strong	
farmer organisations and movements.

•	The	responsiveness	of	authorities	to	pro-
farmer advocacy.

•	The	narrow	self-interest	of	chain	actors	–	
which undermines initiatives such as plat-
forms for equitable and sustainable chain 
governance.

•	The	agenda	of	these	multi-stakeholder	plat-
forms. How to move them beyond mere 
exchange and get into chain governance 
with concrete agreements on ‘hot’ issues 
related to prices, cost and risk sharing, 
services to famers, and the like.

•	The	sustainability	of	these,	now	often	VECO-
driven, platforms. 

•	 Strategies	for	achieving	a	more	equitable	
distribution of risks, costs and income over 
chain actors. Typically, strategies include 
upgrading, multi-stakeholder dialogue and 
collective action by farmers. What role do 
we see for price regulation by the state?

•	Strategies	for	boosting	farmers´ability	to	
innovate and cope with multiple stresses 
and shocks, including those related to cli-
mate and food crises.

•	The	poorest	farmers	often	lack	the	resources	
(land, capital) to participate meaningfully 
in value chains. Markets and value chains 
may create jobs for them but wages remain 
low and working conditions poor (unsafe, 
unhealthy). What strategies are required 
to address this situation? 

Food security
Food security at the level of individual 
farmer households shouldn’t be a problem. 
After all, most of the commodities that 
we support are food-cum-cash crops, we 
encourage farmers to continue growing sta-
ple crops and develop diverse income-gener-
ating activities, and we help them increase 
their income from cash crops through pro-
ductivity increases, quality improvement 
and collective marketing and value addi-
tion. However, some important concerns 
and challenges remain:

•	Farmers	have	many	expenses.	They	need	
cash, often urgently. Unless we develop 
mechanisms to help them meet these cash 
needs, farmers will continue to sell their 
produce at low prices soon after harvest, 
which not only counteracts efforts to get 
collective marketing off the ground but 
may even lead to periodic household food 
shortages, as farmers have to buy food at 
higher prices later in the year.

•	Farmers	face	many	vulnerabilities,	both	
long-standing and relatively new ones. We 
need to develop strategies to boost farm-
ers´ resilience to price volatility, climate 
change and the chronic food price crisis.

•	We	need	to	look	beyond the food security of 
the households that operate in the chains. 
Local and even national or regional food 
security can be undermined if expansion, 
intensification and commercialisation draw 
too many resources (land, labour and capi-
tal) away from staple crop production, or 
if the chain becomes too export-oriented.

Gender equality
The situation varies strongly from one coun-
try and sub-sector to another, but the pre-
vailing picture is one of persistent 
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gender inequities related to access to/con-
trol over production resources (land, capi-
tal), access to services (credit), fair sharing 
of revenue and workload (already heavy and 
often increasing because of our interven-
tions) and decision-making power in house-
holds and farmer organisations. Important 
shortcomings and challenges remain in our 
interventions:

•	Our	intentions	to	‘mainstream	gender’	are	
not always translated into concrete strat-
egies and action.

•	Our	 interventions	are	not	always	well-
focused. For instance, we want to advance 

women´s participation in the farmer organ-
isations through ‘awareness raising and 
leadership training for women’ but leave 
the key obstacle of women´s heavy work-
load unaddressed. How will women find 
the time to attend meetings and train-
ing sessions, let alone take on leadership 
responsibilities?

•	In	some	sub-sectors	and	chains,	women´s	
positions may seem rather favourable – at 
present. But what will happen as intensifi-
cation, mechanisation and commercialisa-
tion continue and the commodity becomes 
more profitable, or certain tasks become 
more appealing? Won´t men take over – as 

we can already observe, for instance, in sit-
uations where we have introduced diesel-
operated oil presses? We need to reflect on 
this and put anticipatory strategies in place 
to protect women’s positions.
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Natural resource 
management

Climate change
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Ecological dimension
Natural resource management
Two different trends can be observed. On 
one hand, there is extensive, low external 
input agriculture, which mines the soil, con-
tributes to deforestation and results in low 
productivity levels. On the other hand, there 
is high external input agriculture character-
ized by virtual monocultures, excessive use 
of inputs, draining of water resources and 
loss of genetic diversity. Neither of these 
two developments is sustainable.

In our chain interventions, we continue to 
promote sustainable intensification, based 
on agro-ecological practices – such as ter-
racing, crop rotation, intercropping, using 
animal manure for fertilization, and so on 
– combined with judicious use of industrial 
fertilizers, pesticides and other external 
inputs.  Important shortcomings and chal-
lenges remain:

•	At	times,	the	measures	that	we	promote	are	
not part of a comprehensive approach and/
or neglect to tackle specific key constraints.

•	In	some	countries,	the	state	actively	sup-
ports sustainable intensification, which 
facilitates implementation and replication 
at scale. In other countries, that is not the 
case yet and we need to invest strongly 
in advocacy.

Coping with climate change
We have already started to pilot and pro-
mote a wide range of climate change adap-
tation measures including drought-tolerant 
breeds and varieties, crop diversification, 
soil and water conservation practices, 
small-scale irrigation and so forth – as well 
as some measures that contribute to mit-
igation, such as fuel-efficient stoves and 
hydrogen tractors. But several questions, 
gaps and challenges remain:

•	Area-specific	climate	change-related	risks	
and their impact on local livelihoods and 
our chains remain poorly understood.

•	Often,	we	carry	out	isolated	measures,	nei-
ther part of a livelihoods approach nor 
of a comprehensive, well-focused climate 
action plan.

•	Some	measures	may	even	be	questionable.	
For instance, does the irrigation of second-
ary crops constitute a sound use of increas-
ingly scarce water resources?

•	On	the	other	hand,	promising	measures	with	
a lot of potential to increase farmer resil-
ience, such as specific forms of weather-
index based insurance, remain unexplored.

•	We	need	to	get	into	advocacy	for	the	inte-
gration of climate change-related risks into 

government and private-sector policies and 
development plans.

•	Finally,	we	need	to	reflect	critically	on	the	
mid- to long-term adaptation potential of 
some commodities – for instance, maize 
in semi-arid Africa. We may have to revisit 
some of our sub-sector choices in the light 
of an enhanced understanding of climate-
change risks and impacts.
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Institutional 
dimension
Institutional environment and political 
influence of farmer organisations

With a few notable exceptions, most of the 
sub-sectors and chains that we work in con-
tinue to suffer from an environment that 
can hardly be called supportive. Policies 
don’t favour the inclusion of small-scale 
farmers in markets, at least not under fair 
terms and conditions. Rural infrastructure 
remains underdeveloped. Public services are 
under-funded and private services remain 
inaccessible and expensive.

Local farmer groups have little if any politi-
cal influence because they lack a large sup-
port base and therefore, credibility and 
legitimacy, have poorly developed advo-
cacy and negotiation skills, and are nei-
ther aggregated into larger entities nor 
linked to larger political farmer organisa-
tions and like-minded allies. We invest in 
the multi-faceted capacity building of these 

local farmer organisations, support their 
gradual aggregation and help them seek 
alliances with other organisations for advo-
cacy on policy change – with a strong focus 
on credit for small-scale farmers (men and 
women) and their organisations.  Key chal-
lenges are:

•	State	responsiveness	varies	strongly,	with	
clearly positive developments in some 
countries while elsewhere, exclusive, free-
market economics remain the norm.

•	We	need	to	develop	a	regional	approach	to	
programme development and advocacy – 
which will include advocacy for pro-poor 
forms of regional integration, based on 
complementarity and solidarity instead of 
mere competition.

•	As	already	noted	above,	we	also	need	to	
get into advocacy for the integration of 
climate change-related risks into policies 
and plans.

Linkages & platforms
Existing linkages are mostly informal, 
farmer-trader linkages. We link farmers to 
other chain actors further down the chain 
and try to formalize these linkages, for 
instance, in the form of contracts.

Platforms may exist, but often only at 
national, sub-sector level, and do not func-
tion well. Local-level platforms are under 
development, usually VECO-driven. Major 
challenges are:

•	How	to	make	these	platforms	sustainable?

•	How	to	move	the	agenda	of	these	platforms	
beyond mere exchange of information and 
get agreements on the bigger, usually more  
contentious, chain governance issues such 
as those related to pricing, services, and 
so forth.

Next steps
After the analysis was completed, every 
VECO team received a dossier containing 
the chain-specific bar diagrams, the bar dia-
grams showing overall trends across each 
dimension of sustainability and its compo-
nent criteria, and the critical observations 
and challenges that came out of the anal-
ysis.

The VECO teams then consulted with their 
respective partners and chain actors on 
the analytic findings. Once agreement was  
reached on the critical challenges, the 
Chain Intervention Frameworks (CIFs) – our 
main instruments for planning, monitoring, 
and learning about our chain interventions 
– would be adjusted accordingly.  

For instance, in the quinoa chain in Peru 
(see page 10), the country representative 
indicated that a gender strategy would be 
developed and incorporated into the CIF. 
Advocacy for price regulation in support of 
domestic consumption would be considered 
too.

Linkages & 
platforms

FO: political 
influence

Supportive 
environment
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4. Conclusions
Achievements
Our major goal was to bring the ‘S’ in its 
multiple dimensions back into our SACD 
interventions (Sustainable Agricultural 
Chain Development). The entire organisa-
tion, from head office to the VECO country 
teams, and our partners and chain actors, 
worked hard to make this happen. We 
believe we have succeeded, and this in a 
very short time span, less than a year.

Concretely, we managed to:

•	 Develop	 and	pilot	 two	 comprehensive	
screening tools.

•	 Identify	shortcomings	in	these	tools.

•	 Screen	all	the	sub-sectors	and	value	chains	
that we work in, and identify a number 
of key challenges for our interventions. 
This is now helping us to adjust our Chain 
Intervention Frameworks (CIFs) accordingly, 

in consultation with our partners and chain 
actors. 

Furthermore:

•	 The	many	lessons	that	we	have	managed	
to draw over the past year can be applied 
immediately to any new sub-sectors and 
value chains in which we might want to 
start working. The screening tools can be 
deployed on any new projects from the 
early identification stage onwards.  

•	 A	very	important	achievement	is	the	fact	
that sustainability has been brought back 
into focus in the organisation, and that the 
staff and partners have been confronted 
with their limited knowledge of certain 
hot issues of sustainability (such as cli-
mate change).  

Challenges
There are, of course, also a number of chal-
lenges ahead of us. These include:

•	 How	will	we	maintain	momentum	over	the	
months and years ahead?

•	 How	well	will	we	implement	the	adjust-
ments to our CIFs? Will our adjusted strat-
egies really make those diagrams move out 
of the orange and into the green?

•	 How	can	we	sharpen	and	simplify	the	tools?

•	 How	can	we	integrate	the	many	tools	we	
use: livelihood analyses, value chain analy-
ses, impact appraisals and, now, sub-sector 
and chain intervention screenings? How do 
we avoid unnecessary replication?

•	 And,	maybe	most	importantly	…	how	can	
we help our staff and partners to perceive 
these screenings as an essential part of 
their core tasks, and not some sort of extra 
burden?

foto: Jelle Goossens
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5. Observations 
on the tools

During the screening and the analysis, the 
VECO teams and the analysts made a num-
ber of observations on the screening tools 
and the process that we went through, from 
data collection to analysis. These observa-
tions are listed below. They can help us to 
continue improving the tools, the use of the 
tools and the subsequent analysis.

Specific observations 
on the sub-sector 
screening

Generally the tool was received well, and 
helped our teams acquire a better under-
standing of the sub sectors and their bot-
tlenecks. Yet it requires some adjustments 
and fine-tuning.

Although the tool was meant to be applied 
at sub-sector level, the analysts observed 
that several teams failed to distinguish 
between the sub-sector and the particu-
lar chain that they work in. They supplied 
information relevant to the chain, but not 
necessarily to the sub-sector as a whole. 
This suggests that they may be so closely 
engaged in one particular chain that they 
have lost sight of the sub-sector as a whole. 

Some guidance is required here,  along with 
some further study of the sub-sectors by the 
teams.

Some teams wondered whether and how the 
screening would allow us to draw conclu-
sions on the sub-sector. It is definitely true 
that the tool in its present form does not 
clearly state what exactly would constitute 
a reason for disengagement. For instance, 
if we have strong doubts on its climate 
change adaptation potential, or if a govern-
ment fails to put a favourable institutional 
environment in place, then why and for how 
long should we maintain our presence?  

Specific observations 
on the chain 
intervention 
screening
The tool was assessed to be very useful, 
although some teams judged it to be too 
long and time consuming.

Looking at the results, some chains 
remained in the ‘orange’ or even ‘red’ zones 
with respect to many of the sustainability 
criteria. A lot of challenges were identified. 
These could be too many to handle all at 
once, and this was sometimes confronting 
for the teams. How are we to prioritize the 
most urgent ones?

General observations
Some concepts are not clearly understood 
by teams and partners and require better 
and more uniform understanding to be built 
across teams. These include climate change 
adaptation versus mitigation, resilience, 
agro-ecological farming and (agro)biodiver-
sity.

The screening exercises were not always car-
ried out as planned, in cooperation with 
local resource persons, partners and chain 
actors. There could be several reasons for 
this. One explanation could be that some 
staff didn’t perceive these screenings as an 
essential part of their core responsibilities, 
but rather as an extra task. This could make 
them spend less time and energy on it than 
was hoped. On the positive side, some of 
these colleagues spoke of this in retrospect 
as ‘a missed opportunity to discuss sus-
tainability issues with the chain actors and 
jointly decide on what action to take’.

On the other hand, we should ask ourselves 
whether it is such a good idea to involve all 
actors at all stages of the screening, even 
when looking into the more contentious 
issues? Won’t this lead to ‘safe, middle-of-
the-road’ scores and narratives, 
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aimed at keeping the peace, instead of truly 
(self-) critical screenings that could lead to 
a breakthrough? We have to keep in mind 
that the most important expected result 
of the screening exercise is to detect the 
hotspots of sustainability within the value 
chains.

Possibly, the scoring system was not always 
well understood in the same way by all. 
We discovered discrepancies between the 
scores and the accompanying narratives 
of the tool. Some teams were very critical 
(self-critical), giving low scores even where 
a higher one would be perfectly justified. 
Other teams were way too generous, giving 
high scores even where the situation clearly 
called for a much lower one. Clearly, they 
should not be treated in a mechanical sort 
of way – as in ‘one plus one equals two’ – 
or be used for cross-country comparisons. 
At best, the scores can be indicative, and 
invite further scrutiny at the analysis stage.

For the resource persons who did the anal-
ysis, the narratives provided by the teams 
were often more helpful than the scores 
as such. The qualitative information was 
absolutely necessary to arrive at a proper 
understanding of the current situation, its 
constraints and potential for change, and 
the interventions that could be undertaken 
to address them.   

Of course, an analysis too will always remain 
a somewhat subjective exercise. Some 
resource persons may be more demanding, 
others more lenient. Or they may simply 
emphasize different aspects. It’s important 
for the resource persons to operate as a 
team, frequently meeting each other in the 
course of the analysis, to present findings 
and consult one another.

Finally…	 there	 is	 quite	 a	 bit	 of	 replica-
tion within and between the sub-sector 
and the chain intervention screening tools, 

as well as earlier livelihood analysis, value 
chain analysis and impact assessment tools. 
Similar criteria are used, similar questions 
are asked. True, each of the tools has its 
own purpose. Still, some sort of integration 
could be looked at, if only to avoid unnec-
essary redundancies.

6. Annexes
Following annexes can be downloaded from our website
www.veco-ngo.org/hotspotsofsustainability
Annex 1: powerpoint presentation of road show
Annex 2: vision text
Annex 3: sub sector screening tool
Annex 4: sustainable chain
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