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TRANSFORMING FOOD SYSTEMS

INCLUSIVE TRADING SYSTEMS

SAFE FOOD
FOOD SECURITY 
SUSTAINABLE WATER 
MANAGEMENT

ACE  Area Co-operative Enterprise

BSF  Belgian Food Security Fund

DIFACOS Doho Irrigation Farmers’ Cooperative Society

FFVs  Fresh Fruits and Vegetables

GAP  Good Agricultural Practices

IMM  Inclusive Modern Markets

LOMIA  Lower Moshi Irrigators Association

MOU  Memorandum of Understanding

NARO  National Agriculture Research Organization

NGO  Non-Governmental Organization

SACCO  Savings and Credit Cooperative

SIFAV  Sustainable Initiative for Fruits and Vegetables

SGSLAs  Solidarity Groups Savings and Lending Associations

SRI  System of Rice Intensification

SSD  Subsector Development

TAHA  Tanzania Horticulture Association

UCA  Uganda Cooperative Alliance

UNFFE  Uganda National Farmers Federation

VECO  Vredeseilanden Country Office

VECO EA  VECO East Africa
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    STOP THE PRESS: 
    OUR REBRAND
Vredeseilanden has changed its name to Rikolto. The decision to change the name was motivated by 
the organisations transition into an international network organisation. All regions are launching 
the new brand name and VECO East Africa will become Rikolto in East Africa in December 2017. 
Rikolto is the Esperanto word for ‘harvest’. We want farmers to have better harvests, and we want to 
harvest great new ideas and solutions to improve our food systems.  

For further information please contact:
Nele Claeys, Rikolto, Blijde Inkomststraat 50, BE – 3000 Leuven, Belgium
Tel: +32 16/31.65.80
Email: nele.claeys@rikolto.org
Internet: www.rikolto.org
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Introduction
VECO East Africa is part of the Belgian NGO Vredeseilanden, an 
organization whose mission is to support smallholder farmers 
around the world. There are currently 15 VECO offices that pro-
vide support and financial assistance to 134 partner organisa-
tions, made up of approximately 80,000 farming families. 

Global Mission
Vredeseilanden envisions a world with production and consump-
tion systems, that allow poverty and hunger to be eradicated 
and that do not burden our planet more than it can bear. There-
fore, Vredeseilanden enables and supports smallholder farmers 
to take up their role in rural poverty alleviation and to contrib-
ute to feeding a growing world population in a sustainable way.

This mission is focused on one significant question that faces 
us all:  What will we eat tomorrow? 

This is a crucial question for consumers, farmers, agri-food 
companies and policy makers alike. For some, it is about the 
choices they make to improve our food system. For others, facing 
food shortages, it is a ‘literal’ question they struggle with every 
day. And for VECO, it is a means with which to invite everybody 
to join in a conversation, about finding solutions for the worlds 
food systems, and ensuring they are sustainable.

Smallholder farmers remain one of the key actors we work with, 
along with supermarkets, retailers, policy makers and consumers, to 
guarantee affordable, quality food for all. We believe that we can-
not do this alone: building bridges between different stakeholders 
in the food system continues to be at the core of VECO’s work. 

Structures to deliver Strategies
Vredeseilanden has always been focused on long-term strategies 
that deliver sustainable outcomes for people and the planet. 
In order to deliver on our mission we have transformed over 
the past 3 years to a network organisation where decision-
making takes place through 8 regional offices that manage the 
organisation together building on the same values. VECO East 
Africa is one of these Regional Offices and has an ambitious 
strategy that is focused on the key food system challenges 
facing Tanzania and Uganda.

VECO East Africa Strategy to 2021
We will work with smallholder farmers in East Africa to enable 
them to break free of poverty and invest in their organisations 
for future growth. 

We will achieve this by developing opportunities for smallholder 
farmers to invest in inclusive, sustainable agricultural trade.

We will be co-investors with government, private sector 
and others in farmer organisations and work using business 
principles.  We will not be a charity.

By 2021 VECO East Africa will be known by government, donors, 
businesses and NGAs as the innovation specialist in:

• Enabling smallholder farmers to benefit from structured 
trading systems.

• Developing sustainable business development services that 
farmers want to pay for.

• Developing incentives (supply and demand side), that lead to 
sustainable production and consumption.

Our approach
We have three key approaches:

1. Fostering Innovation.  VECO pilots innovations and 
models at different levels with the purpose of deepening 
understanding on how to bring about transformational 
changes in the food systems.

2. Supporting enabling environment.  We work with partners to 
influence improvement of food policy & regulation frameworks, 
market and services provision mechanisms,  access to financial 
services and for societal change. VECO sees multi- stakeholder 
platforms (such as value/supply chains, sector platforms, 
landscape management partnerships, etc.) as key to enhancing 
democratic governance and transparency in the food system.

3. Strengthening partners capacities for collective action. 
Our innovative approach for supporting smallholder farmers 
helps them organize themselves. They are then able to build 
the necessary capacities to create economies of scale through 
the development of inclusive and sustainable food chains. We 
connect actors in food markets, sectors and landscapes.
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“The DNA integral to 
the character of VECO 
is that of a facilitator 
for multi stakeholder 
initiatives that enable 
development of inclusive 
business opportunities.”
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VECO’s East African Programme
VECO East Africa has now completed their 
2014 to 2016 program which focused on 
inclusive development in the horticulture  
and grain sectors.

Achievements
VECO can be proud that its interventions broadly accomplished 
the main objectives against the backdrop of environmental and 
political changing environments in both Uganda and Tanzania.  
These achievements are:

• Smallholder farmers experienced a rise in income.

• Farmer organisations in fresh fruit and vegetables have 
strengthened their position in the chain.

• The resilience of rice farmers has improved thereby reducing 
their vulnerability.

• There was more sustainable use of natural resources 
especially in water management.

• Improved food security for small farmers both in grains and 
horticulture.

Vredeseilanden is a Belgian NGO working in 15 
countries with small farmers to improve their 
livelihoods through economic interventions and 
by strengthening the voice of these farmers in the 
global market place. Our vision is of a world where 
production and consumption systems, allow pover-
ty and hunger to be eradicated, with the aim that 
these systems do not burden our planet more than 
it can bear.  Our mission is therefore to enable 
and support smallholder farmers to take up their 
role in rural poverty alleviation and to contribute 
to feeding a growing world population in a sus-
tainable way.

In 2016 we managed a budget of € 13,276,255 
globally. Whilst 18% of our resources consist of 
private gifts, especially from Belgium, together 
with donations we receive from sports events. 
An increasing number of Vredeseilanden offic-
es raise their own funds through foundations or 
governments in their region. VECO belongs to an 
international network of multi-sectorial groups 
that include companies, governments and other 
organizations that defend the interest of farmers’ 
families and or advocate for more sustainable 
small-scale agriculture and the consumption of 
sustainable products. 
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GRAINS

Tanzania
VECO’s rice programme in Tanzania contributed towards an 
increase in income for farmers from TZS 3.5 million per annum 
in 2014 to TZS 3.9 million per annum in 2016. We have been 
able to verify this through a variety of data collection sources 
including focus group discussions, and farmer organization 
records. This income growth is in line with productivity growth 
of nearly 50%, with farmers reporting a harvest of 26 bags per 
acre in 2016, up from 18 bags in 2014. 

Linkage to market means reduced 
vulnerability and improved food security
VECO’s work centred around supporting farmers and their 
organisations with methods that help provide access to markets 
both local and international. As a result Tanzanian rice farmers 
have improved their resilience and increased their income levels 
through access to wider markets, resulting in their ability to 
diversify their income sources. The increased income and food 
security enabled farmers to invest in other livelihoods with data 
showing increases in assets, especially livestock.  

More sustainable use of natural resources 
As with many other parts of the world, East Africa is facing 
increasing issues in relation to access to water, coupled with 
unpredictable weather patterns. In response to this an important 
element of our work is ensuring improvements in production. An 

“With the overall objective of support-
ing agricultural food chains to become 
sustainable and inclusive for small holder 
farmers, VECO’s progammes for grains in 
the region have had a significant impact 
in 2016.”

external evaluation of our work found that progress has been 
made in environmental sustainability especially in relation to wa-
ter management. This is attributable to the introduction of a rice 
intensification (SRI) pilot initiated by VECO, which was successful 
in terms of increased productivity and water management. 

Gender and youth
The transformation of the region into a dynamic and prosperous 
environment for agriculture will depend on an environment 
that inspires both women and youth to invest. Traditionally the 
small farm in East Africa is one where the “man” looks after 
his farm, women do all the work and youth leave the small-
holding and migrate to the city. Whilst this is a stereotype not 
true in every community, historically there has been a lack of 
investment in women and youth through their exclusion in the 
management of small farms.

There is a slow trend towards some women taking leadership 
roles in organizations, women generally report that they feel 
they are acquiring equal access to making decisions, being 
elected, and accessing credit. Though men still dominate many 
interactions, the external evaluation showed gradual increase in 
women’s empowerment in VECO’s field sites. 
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Uganda
The Uganda programme has contributed to a 60% increase 
in income for the farmers we work with under the Belgian 
Government program.  In total VECO has supported farmers to 
earn over € 3.1 million from their farms. VECO achieved this by 
strengthening the position of rice farmers and reducing their 
vulnerability through supporting a more sustainable use of 
natural resources, and ultimately contributing towards improved 
food security through its pilot schemes. 

Supporting the development of an 
enabling policy environment
VECO’s work has significantly contributed to positive changes in 
the policy environment. Initial efforts to set up a national rice 
platform were challenging however this led to the private sector 
millers developing their own association. Organic development 
of an initiative is usually better than donor led development.  
VECO therefore supported the Uganda Rice Millers Association 
to engage on import policy work and more significantly to 
contribute to a rice investment and profitability study.  VECO 
has also collaborated with IITA on their related studies.  These 
studies are expected to influence future investments in the rice 
sector in the coming years. 

Supporting savings and lending 
institutions, at community level.
VECO is proud to have been able to make significant contribu-
tions to the policy environment for agricultural finance through 
collaboration with UNFFE, UCA, and others.  This was supported 
by a combination of funding from the Belgian Government and 
Cordaid.  A study on agri-finance models for smallholder farmers 
in Uganda was completed and disseminated to over 100,000 
people through workshops and national media. The case studies 
that were part of the study formed part of the reference mate-
rials used by UCA in 2016 to influence the development of the 
Tier 4 Microfinance Institutions and money lenders act which 
was approved in July 2016.  We will continue to support UCA to 
ensure that this Act delivers inclusive and sustainable benefits 
to Cooperative Associations. 

Access to markets strengthens the 
position of small-holder farmers.
VECO also provided support through training in methods for 
the identification of new traders and markets, resulting in a 
strengthened position for farmers in the rice value chain. The 
farmer organizations have all been supported in growing their 
membership through offering a number of key and sought after 
services; the main one being access to better markets. This led 
to over 50% increase in membership.

Future work on grains in East Africa
VECO will start a new 5 year program from 2017 to 2021 which 
will be initially funded by the Belgian and UK Governments.  
We will work on:

1. Strengthening partners’ capacities for collective action, 

2. Supporting an enabling environment and 

3. Fostering innovation for an inclusive and sustainable food 
system. 

VECO aims to expand beyond the rice sector by entering 
the pulses sector as there are significant opportunities for 
developing inclusive business which can benefit poor and 
marginalised farmers.
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VECO also invests globally in 
sustainability networks that 
aim to influence the way 
in which food is produced 
and consumed.  One such 
network is the Sustainable 
Rice Platform and VECO 
will be piloting the SRP 
sustainability tool in East 
Africa from 2017 onwards.
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 GRAINS INFOGRAPHIC
 UGANDA 
 2014 - 2016

Grains

10,838 No. of farmers reached 

105% Increase in membership 
in farmer organisations

 38% No. of women in farmer 
organisations 

69% Increase in farm yields

€3,100,000 Annual Income of 
farmers supported  

60% income increase 

88% Degree of Food Security
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 TANZANIA 
 2014 - 2016

Grains

6,448 No. of farmers reached 

33% Increase in membership 
in farmer organisations

 29% No. of women in farmer 
organisations 

69% Increase in farm yields

€7,400,000 Annual Income of 
farmers supported  

11% income increase 

98% Degree of Food Security
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HORTICULTURE

Tanzania
“Demand for fruit and vegetables is very high 
but production is expensive. VECO has helped 
overcome this by improving knowledge and 
supporting us to access start-up capital.”

certification. Global GAP certification and improved capacities 
to negotiate, has enabled farmer organisations to improve 
prices by 20%. This has resulted in buyers having more respect 
for farm organisations.

Reduced vulnerability with utility and 
improved food security.
Fresh fruit and vegetable farmers in the piloted areas previously 
depended on traditional crops like coffee & cereals. VECO’s 
interventions have resulted in their being able to diversify 
into producing crops for local and export markets giving them 
further options of reducing market risks and vulnerability. The 
resulting increased income has supported gains in food security.

More sustainable use of natural resources.
The majority of fresh fruit and vegetable farmers have adopted 
environmental sustainability practices with 63% adopting at 
least two sustainable measures in the pilot period. This can 
be attributed to VECO’s focus and training in good agriculture 
practices (GAP).

VECO’s interactions aimed at supporting horticultural development in 
the region, have focused on access to support services that included 
agricultural extension, access to greater markets, GAP certification, 
business development and financial services. This all works towards the 
greater goal of strengthening agricultural food chains and giving access 
to farmers to what we term as inclusive modern markets.

Fruit and vegetable farmers have improved their income through 
their increased capacity to meet the requirements of higher 
value markets. In Arumeru the sales have grown from $60,000 
in 2013 to over $210,000 in 2016

The reduction of the rejection rate of fresh fruit and vegetables 
from 27% in 2013 to 5% in 2016 has also increased the income 
of the farmers.  Average increase in income per capita we 
observed was 20% in 2016.

40% of the farmers involved in horticulture are youth below age 
35. Women have also improved their incomes as they engage in 
the production of high value vegetables from kitchen gardens 
and plots.

A strengthened position in the chain
The farmer organisations who are working with fresh fruit and 
vegetables have strengthened their position in the chain. 
Farmers now have options and can exercise choice.  Arumeru 
and Moshi farmers can now choose to sell to eight different 
companies working in the pilot areas. Previously they only 
sold to the export company that sponsored their global GAP 
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Uganda
“Chillis have changed my life”

Impact
VECO supported over 1500 farmers to form Cooperative groups 
that targeted new markets.  The impact has been that over 
€7,400,000 has been earned by these farmers and they now 
have complete food security.

Climate Smart Agriculture
The Kaboosa Irrigation Scheme project which cost VECO over 
USX 450 million is the new hope of the community. About 
60 farmers had already been connected to the solar powered 
system but with a reservoir that can hold up to 2400m³ of 
water, the irrigation system could accommodate two hundred 
more. VECO has therefore contributed to increased climate 
change resilience of the communities in the districts in which 
they operate. “Farmers have been harvesting 2-3 tons of Onions 
per acre but with the irrigation system, it is projected that 
farmers would harvest more than 5 tons per year”. 

The farmers also learnt how to manage the production 
and post harvest phases better, especially the more 
efficient use of seed, fertilizer and pesticides.  
This significantly reduces the carbon footprint 
of their farming and also generates higher 
profits – a real win-win result.  These good 
agricultural practices were developed into 
a formal system which we call a quality 
management system.

This is now a showcase pilot which has 
attracted the interest of the national 
government, which was possible through 
additional funding from the Belgian govern-
ment for a Synergy Project.

Market Linkages
Onions and chillis were selected after assessing market opportu-
nities and trade links were developed with large supermarkets in 
the region like Nakumatt, and Tusky’s as well as a Kenyan based 
exporter Mace Foods. Quality improvements can be attributed 
to the introduction of good agricultural practices (GAP) which 
were achieved and institutionalised through installing a quality 
management system that fulfills global food quality standards. 

Gender and Youth
Onions and chilli were also chosen for their potential to attract 
women and youth.  This is difficult to achieve for many cash 
crops as men often dominate where there is significant income 
to be obtained.  The result of 43% of farmers being women is 
therefore a significant achievement.  

The Synergy Project
The Synergy - Climate Change 

Adaptation and Mitigation in Uganda, 
was a two –year Belgian Government 
funded project and implemented 
in a partnership with five Belgian 
NGOs based in Uganda and 8 
Ugandan partner NGOs with a 
commitment to address climate 
change adaptation and mitigation 

in Uganda at both national NGOs 
and level and ultimately sustainably 

increase resilience smallholder 
livelihoods to climate change.
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VECO  also invests in sustainability networks that aim to 
influence the way in which food is produced and consumed. 
Another sustainability network that VECO is part of is the 
Sustainable Food Lab which held its Annual Summit in Arusha 
during 2016. One of the learning journeys for this summit was to 
visit VECO supported groups which are investing in passion fruit 
as an alternative to coffee. As Melikiory A. Kimaru, a 23 year old 
passion fruit farmer, stated at the meeting with the delegates: 
“Being together allows us to do collective marketing and get 
access to services”. His remark was followed by a funny shout-out 
of one of the older ladies: “Yeah! Passion pays!”. The whole room 
burst out into laughter. This enthusiasm for passion fruit is now 
spreading across the Region and this initiative has now won two 
Uhuru Torch awards.
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 UGANDA 
 2014 - 2016

Horticulture

1,564 No. of farmers reached 

100% Increase in membership 
in farmer organisations

 43% No. of women in farmer 
organisations 

€1,400,000 Annual Income of 
farmers supported  

100% income increase 

100% Degree of Food Security

 TANZANIA 
 2014 - 2016

Horticulture

1,501 No. of farmers reached 

400% Increase in membership 
in farmer organisations

 33% No. of women in farmer 
organisations 

€1,700,000 Annual Income of 
farmers supported  

20% income increase 

100% Degree of Food Security

 HORTICULTURE INFOGRAPHIC
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VECO EAST AFRICA FINANCIAL REPORT
INCOME
Source of Income Amount 

                           E 
%

Belgian Government core funds 763,991 47

Belgian Government Synergy project 323,965 20

UK Government 348,246 22

Belgian Fund for Food Security 54,678 3

IDH (with Colryt Group and Special Fruit) 72,929 5

Kilimanjaro Classic cyclists 23,422 1

11.11.11 12,370 1

Belgium Provinces and other donors 16,504 1

Total Income 1,616,104 100.00

We thank our donors and partners for their continued support and commitment to 
transform agricultural systems in East Africa
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VECO EAST AFRICA FINANCIAL REPORT
OUR INVESTMENTS

VECO East Africa continued its investment in the two main 
programmes: Inclusive Modern Markets which focuses 
on horticulture development and the Staples Sub Sector 
Development program which has now expanded with UKAID 
funding to include rice, beans and maize. VECO’s investments 
are now nearly € 1.6 million per year. The analysis of this 
expenditure is shown below:

Activity/ Category Amount 
(Euros) %

Transfer to partner organisations            343,807 21

Services Provided            711,357 483

Personnel costs            531,737 33

Total Expenditure 1,586,901 100

Transfer to partner organisations represent the performance 
based annual grants awarded in the year. Services provided 
includes direct technical support to partners and services 
procured to enable VECO to provide its core services Personnel 
costs are VECO’s costs for the Uganda, Tanzania and Regional 
Office teams. We currently have 21 staff

Administration costs globally were 8% of all funds raised.   
VECO remains an organisation committed to Value for Money.

Annual Expenditure

Staples Sub
Sector Development

programme
55%

Agricultural Policy 
Development
programme
4%

Inclusive Modern 
Market Development
programme
41%
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“We support Maasai 
women to produce, 
store and trade their 
maize and as a result 
get a better deal for 
their hard work” 
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Belgium

VECO East Africa

VECO West Africa

VECO RD Congo

VECO Vietnam

VECO Indonesia 

VECO Andino

VECO Mesoamerica

Where we are



VECO East Africa
Plot 15A, Sekou Toure Road

Uzunguni Area, Ben Bella Street
P. O. Box 14665

Arusha, Tanzania 

+255 27 254 5070
eastafrica@rikolto.org

www.rikolto.org/eastafrica 


