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Fitness for agroecology
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Filling the gap: Farmer Research Networks

• Diverse farmers participate in the 
whole research process.

• Research is rigorous, 
democratized, and useful, 
focused on AEI knowledge 
creation that provides practical 
benefits to farmers based on their 
social and biophysical context.

• Networks are collaborative and 
facilitate learning and knowledge 
sharing
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The FRN hypothesis
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The evidence – FRN examples

AEI Burkina Faso 
- Groundswell

Bambara 
groundnut FRN 
INERA

Drylands Kenya
Univ Eldoret

Farmer knowledge 
Mali, Burkina
AMEDD NGO

FIPS–Africa
Kenya

FRN Legume integration
Tz, RECODA

FRN NGO Kenya 
AGRISS NGO

FRN Uganda
PKWI Farmer org

Networking for seed, Mali
ICRISAT

Organic peanut FRN Bolivia
Fundacion Valles NGO

Pathways to AEI Mali
Wageningen Univ

Quinoa FRN
Bolivia
Proinpa NGO

Sustainable AE crop protection – Mw, Tz

Women’s Fields, Niger
FUMA Gaskiya, farmer org

Yapuchiris, Bolivia
Prosuco, NGO

Cereals FRN
VEDCO NGO

Post-harvest handling FRN

Watershed FRN
NAFORRI, research

Best bets, Malawi
LUANR

SFHC, Malawi

Multipurpose 
Legumes FRN, 
KALRO



Drylands FRN, Kenya 
Farmers restoring degraded landscape

• University of Eldoret and West 
Pokot agropastoralist communities

• Invested 2 years in building trust 
with community groups

• Entry points:
- Soil and water conservation
- Crop and diet diversification

• Engage with local government 
leadership to influence policy



P’KWI FRN, Uganda
Farmer organization leading FRN research

• Farmer organization works 
with researchers – shifting 
power relations

• Entry point: cassava disease 
control

• Experimentation
• Collective action
• Engagement with local 

government
• Follow-up: whole farm 

systems



Best Bets, Malawi

• Farmer groups, university and 
students, extension service, 
development NGOs

• Entry point: soil health
• Innovations on legumes
• Diversification
• Niche-specific

• Follow-up
• Seed systems
• Landscapes
• …



Does it work? The evidence 1.

Contributions to this conference that are the 
joint work of farmers, researchers and others 
working in FRNs



Does it work? The evidence 2.

Richardson et al. (2021) Farmer 
research networks in principle and 
practice. International Journal of 
Agricultural Sustainability  1-18, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14735903.2
021.1930954

https://doi.org/10.1080/14735903.2021.1930954
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Meaningful engagement 
of farmers in all stages 

of research

Farmers get respect, 
credit.

Farmers, researchers 
and others gain new 
skills and attitudes

Farmer centred research 
is changing the research 

landscape

Joint learning how to 
nurture systems 
agroecologically

Agroecology is not a goal 
but a decision making 

frame setting directions 
for change

Women and young 
people are essential for 

sustaining a just 
agroecological transition

Systems approaches are 
needed at multiple 

scales

Farmer centred research 
requires a change in 

mindset of researchers

Does it work? The evidence 3.



Challenges

• Slow process of changing minds, building trust and 
negotiating what to focus on

• Working with researchers and universities that have ingrained 
research approaches

• Multiple interests and motivations regarding data
• Networking has limits
• Systems focus and monitoring can seem overwhelming
• Farmer-centred research for agroecology is not the same as 

conventional participatory technology development

[Farmers] have been taking advice from officers 
for years, but when they gain confidence, it is 
better. Before, they would not even talk; they 
felt they didn’t know. The system was telling 
them what to do. Can an uneducated woman 
stand before the others and say what she 
knows?



In conclusion

2. Farmer-centred and FRN research is not the only research needed to support 
agroecological transition. But it is a practical and necessary part.

What would it take to put farmer-centred  research at the heart of food and 
agriculture transition in the region?

1.  FRNs can deliver farmer-centred 
research in support of 
agroecological transitions.
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Thanks!
⊷ sara.namirembe@gmail.com
⊷ r.coe@cifor-icraf.org

Thanks to farmers and all collaborators 
in FRNs.

mailto:sara.namirembe@gmail.com
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