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The May 2011 Feed the Future (FTF) Research Strategy outlines a research strategy based on 
international public goods accompanied by targeted investments which benefit Focus Country producers 
and consumers that serve as economically stabilizing regional market hubs with local impact and scale 
applicability. This strategy results in three guiding research themes: advancing the productivity frontier, 
transforming production systems, and enhanced nutrition and food safety. According to the May 2011 
strategy, innovative research and partnerships will help address these themes to support agricultural 
systems that most effectively and efficiently harness fundamental biological, physical, and socio-economic 
processes in ways that meet the needs of the poor and the hungry.  

This note discusses the potential for evaluations of FTF programs in Haiti and Tanzania to contribute to 
a broader learning agenda.  It then sets out some ideas on additional examples of ways in which FTF 
might be able to generate some knowledge that could increase agricultural productivity.   

LEARNING FROM FTF WORK IN TANZANIA AND HAITI 

Tanzania Policy Reform 

The FTF initiative in Tanzania aims to increase government awareness of policy alternatives that promise 
to improve agricultural productivity for small-scale farmers and women farmers in particular, including 
the AgCLIR analysis’ support of the Government of Tanzania’s Improving the Land Act. 
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This is a complex, multi-faceted program and rigorously measuring its exact impact would be extremely 
challenging. One can imagine keeping careful track of interactions with policy makers but it will always 
be difficult to know for sure what the impact of the program was on actual policy decisions. Even after 
the policy decision is undertaken it will be difficult to know what the impact of the policy is on ultimate 
welfare because many things are going on in the Tanzanian economy and society, making it difficult to 
sort out causal factors. It is worth noting that the program could have both positive and negative effects. 
Conceivably, liberalizing markets might risk negative consequences if people get into debt trouble. 
Recent papers on micro-finance have emphasized the mixed impact of such programs on beneficiaries.   
 
While the whole project should be subject to continuous monitoring for accountability purposes, from a 
learning standpoint, it might be best to focus on a component that would naturally be implemented in a 
step-wise fashion across Tanzania rather than try to use quantitative impact evaluation techniques to 
evaluate the project as a whole. A spatial regression discontinuity design might be used or possibly a 
randomized order of phase in. Outcome measures could include changes in women’s access to credit, 
their investment in agricultural technology, their consumption, and their capacity for household 
decision-making. It would also make sense to monitor potential negative effects such as women’s levels of 
debt. 

Haiti Watershed Initiatives 

The WINNER FTF program in Haiti includes multiple components: 1) At the farm-level, the program 
seeks to modernize agriculture by providing seeds, fertilizer, plowing services, and credit. It also offers 
extension services to promote agriculture intensification and create farm work for displaced persons. 2) 
At the level of markets, it seeks to establish mango systems (through market development and post-
harvest technology) and develop key value chains (through public-private partnerships that link farmer-
based organizations with agribusiness). 3) At the community-level, it seeks to invest in improved resource 
management by building rural infrastructure and creating community-level watershed management 
plans.  
 
From an accountability perspective, it would be useful to monitor various processes and outcomes to get 
a sense of whether the net present value of increased output from the project exceeds the cost of 
implementation. I calculate the per farmer costs at about $2000, suggesting that an annual output gain of 
$200 per farmer would be a reasonable target.  

From a learning perspective, it would make sense to focus on a small number of questions of potentially 
general interest and try to learn as rigorously as possible about them. For example, one could imagine a 
randomized trial examining the impact of different terms for credit and plowing services. 

Assessing the impacts of the watershed management component would be more difficult, since there is 
no clear counterfactual: watershed ecosystems vary considerably across regions, and there may be too few 
treatment and comparison watersheds to generate credible results (even using a spatial regression 
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discontinuity design). It may be possible to design a multi-arm trial that tests different approaches to 
generating community-level management plans. Outcomes might include appropriate policing of rules 
and regulations and community member adherence to agreed rules. It is not clear if this could 
realistically be done in this context. 

A PROCESS FOR GENERATING KNOWLEDGE TO INCREASE PRODUCTIVITY 

Thinking beyond these two projects, FTF could create a process which uses an open RFP to solicit 
proposals explicitly to generate learning on questions relevant to meeting the FTF goal of supporting 
agricultural systems that most effectively and efficiently harness fundamental biological, physical, and 
socio-economic processes in ways that meet the needs of the poor and the hungry.  There are advantages 
to structuring a learning effort in as open a way as possible. Implementers can propose whatever way 
seems best to address key sector issues rather than necessarily being tied to evaluation of larger FTF 
programs, which are complex, multi-faceted, and may well be subject to implementation constraints that 
render rigorous impact evaluations challenging.  

An open approach could attract many high-quality proposals, many likely to be collaborations between 
NGOs and academics. Many, but not all, might use randomized controlled trials. It is hard to predict in 
advance where the most exciting innovative ideas will come from. To obtain the best proposals, it would 
be desirable to allow flexibility in the set of countries that were eligible and the set of questions and 
approaches that could be proposed.  Proposals could be judged on their potential to yield scalable 
approaches to increase agricultural productivity and meet other FTF goals. One set of criteria for judging 
proposals could be the rigor and credibility of the results. Ideally, the selection panel would include 
people from within USAID, people from developing countries with expertise in agriculture, and people 
with expertise in evaluation and research.  

The most common evaluation design for new seeds, etc. has been to assess gains in productivity on 
researcher-managed plots. More evidence is needed on which interventions are effective when farmers 
manage their own plots and may lack access to complementary inputs or accurate technical information.  
Collaborations between natural and social scientists may be useful in such efforts. 
 
One example of this type of approach is USAID’s Development Innovation Ventures (DIV). DIV uses a 
three stage structure – small initial grants to develop an idea, grants in the $1M range to rigorously test 
proposed new approaches, and larger grants to help transition successful ideas to scale. 

SOME POTENTIAL EXAMPLES 

FTF has already identified a host of important issues in the field.  The following are a few examples of 
additional areas where more knowledge could potentially lead to increased agricultural productivity.   
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This list is not meant to be comprehensive but as a brainstorming effort to raise potential ideas to 
supplement those already identified.   

1. Examining a variety of approaches to motivating and monitoring agricultural extension workers. One 
could imagine incentives linked to outcomes, such as adoption of a certain crop, incentives linked to 
verification of visits to farmers, or incentives linked to farmers’ satisfaction measures.  One possible 
approach for testing incentive systems for extension workers would be to use GPS tracking technology to 
ensure that agricultural extension agents in fact went to the field.  
 
Testing various theories about the content of agricultural extension. Does it make sense to try to boil 
everything down to a small number of simple messages and focus on those using a more participatory 
approach? Does it make sense to focus on “progressive farmers”? Female lead farmers? Does a “big push” 
approach makes sense or should resources be spread more evenly? One could also test the impact of cell 
phone reminders.  
 
Randomizing different approaches to agricultural extension to different farmers and then comparing a set 
of outcomes across the farmers. For example, one could look at sustained adoption of a new crop, new 
seeds, or fertilizer. (Measuring farm profits requires more effort, but might be appropriate in some 
settings.) 
 

2. Finding ways to encourage adoption of technology with fixed costs. In some cases, it is efficient to apply 
the equipment to more land than a single farmer owns, but what are the right organizational and 
contractual forms?  Is it most efficient for one person to own equipment and sell services? Or are 
cooperatives the most appropriate arrangement, as in the case of cooling units for dairy farmers? An 
interesting question for future evaluations would be if markets, either rental markets or credit markets 
with collateral, could be used to help people acquire irrigation equipment. A project currently underway 
tests whether collateralized loans for purchase of water storage tanks will enable Kenyan dairy farmers to 
maintain a steady supply of water over time, thereby increasing milk production and providing the 
financial resources to service the loan. It might also make sense to look at a variety of potential structures 
for setting up cooperatives designed to allow farmers to share certain equipment such as dairy cooling 
facilities or tractors. 
 

3. Finding ways to increase use of fertilizer, irrigation, and improved seeds in environments where use seems 
suboptimal, perhaps using techniques from behavioral economics including reminders and time-limited 
discounts. 

 
4. Finding ways that farmers can better utilize the labor over the year. In environments without irrigation, 

farmers are much more active in some parts of the year than others. Finding ways to allow them to work 
effectively during other times of the year may be important. Strategies might include better transport or 
assistance with temporary migration.  

 
5. Finding ways to address contract enforcement issues that inhibit contract farming.  
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6. Finding ways to improve agricultural product quality, including certification programs and introduction 

of technologies for verifiable quality assessment. 
 
7. Improving transport services to rural areas.   This could include evaluation of rural road programs, new 

approaches to rural road maintenance, or finding ways of spurring commercial public transport on 
existing roads. 

 
8. Strategies for helping land and labor move out of agriculture to alternative uses when that is efficient: 

• Developing mechanisms for compensating farmers for selling land and resolving hold-up 
problems when multiple plots have to be sold for roads or development 

• Helping people migrate when efficient 

9. Exploring ideas proposed by Ted Miguel for reallocating aid funds in response to weather shocks as a way 
of addressing food security issues. 

 


