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Making agribusiness work for development 

Over the past decade, the members of AgriProFocus, their partners and other stakeholders in the 

agri-food sector have put great efforts and resources into improving food and nutrition security by 

developing and supporting farmer entrepreneurship in low and middle income countries. Great 

results have been achieved through a range of different approaches. But many challenges remain, 

and new ones emerge. Trends such as population growth, urbanisation, migration, climate change, 

scarcity of natural resources as well as changes in regional and domestic markets, efficiency of value 

chains and sustainability shape the everyday reality of farmer-entrepreneurs. Their challenge is not 

just to reach a higher productivity and run their farm as a business, but to turn these development 

challenges into business opportunities.  

The Aid to Trade policy of the Dutch government has led to stronger engagement of and emphasis on 

the private sector. The globally agreed Sustainable Development Goals similarly aim at ending hunger 

and poverty by letting private sector development, trade and investment go hand-in-hand. The 

AgriProFocus network has evolved as a unique multi-stakeholder network representing the growth 

Diamond model in the agri-food sector: farmer entrepreneurs, private sector enterprises, 

governments, knowledge institutions and civil society organisations. Active in 13 countries in Africa 

and South East Asia, and linking 22.000 agribusiness professionals worldwide. Members of the 

AgriProFocus network are convinced of the need for working and learning together in networks and 

partnerships, in order to create more impact and large-scale, sustainable social change. Despite the 

sometimes different interests and perspectives, and despite the fact that budget cuts have led to a 

growing competition. Because no single member can overcome the following obstacles:  

 Limited cooperation and coordination. Many stakeholders still work in silos and are unaware 

that they are duplicating efforts or are in competition with each other. The limited 

cooperation between key stakeholders - for example governmental bodies, development 

agencies, private sector - is a lost opportunity for good efforts to be replicated or scaled –up; 

 Limited incentives and finance for pre-competitive (mapping, trend-analysis, competence 

based coalition building etc.) and post-competitive (knowledge management, learning, 

reflection etc.) activities  

 Limited sharing of experiences between agri-food stakeholders for learning and developing 

knowledge on best practices and business models, as well as limited connections with 

knowledge institutes in their country and beyond; 

 Short term interventions without a clear exit-strategy (‘projects approach’) too often do not 

lead to sustainable change at system level.  

AgriProFocus members also note that the majority of current partnerships are designed primarily as 

funding mechanisms. The typical donor-grantee model with multiple sub grantees is no longer 

sufficient to address challenges that require not just participation, but active buy-in from multiple 

sectors. Therefore, the ambition is to turn AgriProFocus into a collective impact network. Which can 

be distinguished from other partnerships through five key conditions: a common agenda, shared 

measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and a backbone 

organization. The members are convinced that AgriProFocus, building on its 10-years experience, can 

deliver on this ambition. 
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Focus on entrepreneurial farmers   

The members of AgriProFocus all work with entrepreneurial farmers and enterprises in agricultural 

value chains (farm enterprises and other agribusinesses). The level, scale and intervention point of 

their practices may be different (some work with smallholder farmers and focus on improving 

livelihoods of marginalized groups, where others focus on urban consumers and take a commercial 

approach in identifying trade and investment opportunities), but all AgriProFocus members recognize 

that agri-entrepreneurs - often young and female - play a pivotal role in sustainably transforming agri-

food systems.  

The AgriProFocus network sees an opportunity and a need to focus its collective attention on agri-

entrepreneurs that are or have the potential to be truly business driven and market oriented, have a 

willingness to grow, are innovative and contribute to development issues of food and nutrition 

security, inclusiveness and sustainability. These agri-entrepreneurs are the real ‘change makers’ in the 

sector.  

The transformative potential of ‘change makers’ can be much better realized through a more 

effective support system, in which various stakeholders work together, learn together and use their 

collective experience to shape the agenda together. By orchestrating its network of members, as well 

as with the Dutch “top sectors” and other key stakeholders that partner with these entrepreneurial 

farmers to make their agribusinesses work for development, AgriProFocus creates the ecosystem that 

supports this change. By bringing the different perspectives, knowledge, experiences, resources, 

competences and skills of the network together, the network as a whole can be more effective in 

supporting these change makers. This helps both entrepreneurs in being more successful in 

developing their business, helps in scaling up promising business models, contributes to more 

systemic impact and further strengthens the work of the AgriProFocus members.  

Facilitating Linking, Learning & Leadership 

The AgriProFocus network is not an implementer itself; it brings implementers together to strengthen 

their individual and collective impact. The role of AgriProFocus staff is to facilitate the processes of 

linking, learning and leadership in the network. Through these three strategic pillars AgriProFocus 

offers unique added value to the members, the broader network in each of the countries we work in, 

and to donors and funders. 

Linking 

AgriProFocus members work through the network to be able to have access to each others resources, 

contacts, expertise, tools and knowledge. The AgriProFocus secretariat organizes overviews of what 

each network-member has to offer and strategically connects their resources, knowledge, expertise 

and professionals within the network. This ‘network intelligence’ provides members with 

opportunities to more easily find partners, knowledge and expertise. The AgriProFocus also organizes 

strategic linkages with other networks. By linking the resources of network members, the network as 

a whole can contribute to more efficient, more effective, more integral and more long term support 

for change makers. And by doing so AgriProFocus illuminates the important work of each the 

members and strengthens partnerships and cooperation within the network. The linking services are 

aimed at three different levels:  
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 Linking network members to each other – facilitating exchange of information and resources, 

creating ‘network intelligence’, linking Dutch members to affiliate-members at country level. 

 Linking change makers to the network and vice versa – to create more effective support for 

entrepreneurial change makers and facilitating exchange of best practices;  

 Linking the network to change opportunities – mapping and orchestrating what the AgriProFocus 

network can offer in addressing change and facilitating the building of competence based 

member coalitions and strategic linkages with other networks to capture these opportunities. 

Activities & products: 

 Change makers showcase portfolio 

 Network maps on specific trends, issues, topics identified by members or donors 

 Business2network matchmaking events and activities  

 Online platform with member profiles and resource databases 

 Member coalitions and member partnerships around identified opportunities 

Learning 

As a neutral network, AgriProFocus creates spaces for network members to learn from the real life 

experience of change makers, to learn with and from each other to broaden and deepen their scope 

and perspective. Collectively, the members build a strong, evidence based knowledge base on how 

agribusiness works for development. The multi-stakeholder characteristic of the network offers 

unique opportunities to collect and embed tacit and explicit knowledge from different stakeholders. 

This will enable members and other actors in the agri-food sector to take a systems lens to further 

improve practice and policies. Through the learning activities AgriProFocus facilitates members to 

explore, create and strengthen opportunities for synergy and joint action. The AgriProFocus 

secretariats organizes this learning environment and facilitates these multi-stakeholder learning 

processes, while all the knowledge (tacit and explicit) is brought in by the members. Strengthening 

the learning activities of AgriProFocus creates additional opportunities for further synergy with the 

work of the Food & Business Knowledge Platform and a more effective flow of knowledge between 

practitioners and knowledge workers. The strategic link with the YEP program is used to identify 

young experts. 

Activities & products: 

 Agribusiness Works for Development Monitor (annually describing trends, challenges, 

opportunities in each of the countries we work in, based on a multi-stakeholder consultation 

process) 

 Agribusiness Works for Development Newsletter (periodic e-letter with the latest news about 

projects of members, results, relevant knowledge sources and upcoming activities on 

Agribusiness for Development) 

 Innovation Labs – learning workshops with change-makers in specific value chains or on specific 

challenges on sector or agri-food system level 

 System mapping and gap analysis 

 Shared measurement system on making agribusiness work for development 

 Masterclasses on multi-stakeholder cooperation & system thinking 
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Leadership 

AgriProFocus creates leverage for individual members by facilitating them in collectively shaping the 

discourse on how agribusiness can work for development, and building a strong case how change 

makers can best be empowered. With a strong evidence base on how agribusiness works for 

development, AgriProFocus has a unique potential to influence policymakers, funders, companies, 

and partners through thought leadership. The in-network intellectual capacity rivals that of global 

think tanks. To deliver on this potential the AgriProFocus secretariat creates spaces to reflect on 

current practices and policies (under Chatham House rules to encourage openness and information 

sharing). Rather than react to government policies and funder’s strategies, AgriProFocus members 

pro-actively build their collective potential to influence policymakers, donors and partners through 

intentional thought leadership. AgriProFocus members jointly identify systemic solutions and 

synthesize learning to establish thought leadership positions on complex challenges. The linking and 

learning services of AgriProFocus create the opportunity to capture and disseminate the learnings of 

members to advance better ways of solving development challenges together. From their experiences 

and building on evidence based cases of change makers, our members jointly shape the discourse at 

national, regional and global level and inspire others to get engaged. In doing so our leadership 

activities offer members leverage and improved visibility and credibility.  

Activities & products: 

 Diner Pensants - Chatham House sessions with members to identify and reflect on burning issues 
they encounter in their daily practice related to making agribusiness work for development 

 Bottleneck identification and joint analysis of what works and doesn’t work 

 Change Labs on key challenges, with reflection workshops, scenario planning and prototyping 

activities 

 Putting identified bottlenecks and opportunities on relevant (inter)national agenda’s 

 Policy Briefs 

 Annual Leadership Summit 

 Joint Campaigns 

Thematic focus 

The overall ambition on making agribusiness work for development and the strategic choice of using 

enterprises in local agricultural value chains for markets as the focal point of our work, also leads to a 

more clearly defined thematic agenda for AgriProFocus. This agenda is based on the 3 policy pillars of 

the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs: 

1. Eradicating hunger and malnutrition 

2. Promoting inclusive and sustainable growth in the agricultural sector 

3. Achieving ecologically sustainable food systems 

Based on the ambition of making agribusiness work for development, a key issue for AgriProFocus is 

to identify business models that deliver on these challenges. And taking these business models as a 

starting point, learning what are key elements for success, or the obstacles preventing success. On the 

level of the individual entrepreneur, the enterprise, the partnerships in the value chain and the 

broader system. 
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Based on member-consultations, AgriProFocus has translated the three Food Security policy pillars of 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs into four themes: 

1. Small farmer-inclusive agri-entrepreneurship – business models that improve the 

inclusiveness, fairness, durability and financial sustainability of relationships between small 

farmers on one hand and downstream agribusiness (processors, exporters and retailers) on 

the other. 

2. Climate resilient agri-entrepreneurship – business models for new products and services to 

manage and mitigate the effects of a changing climate  

3. Circular economy agri-entrepreneurship – business models on reducing post-harvest losses, 

using rest- and by-products and recover the materials and energy from used products  

4. Nutrition sensitive agri-entrepreneurship – business models for the production of nutritious 

foods 

The focus is on business models to ensure that the change is sustainable, is driven by the market and 

not only supported through grants and subsidies. Work on cross-cutting issues like gender in value 

chains, youth entrepreneurship, multi-stakeholder cooperation and financing of agribusiness 

innovations will create further synergy and cross-fertilization in our change agenda.  

Membership & Network Support  

AgriProFocus is currently administered by a network support structure that consists of an 

international secretariat based in the Netherlands and country coordination teams. Formally, 

AgriProFocus is a foundation under Dutch law and membership is only possible for members in the 

Netherlands. 

Membership and governance 

Over the last years the AgriProFocus network has set up country secretariats in 12 countries, building 

on the Southern partnerships of our Dutch members. There is a growing request to formalize the 

domestic ownership felt by Southern organisations for the AgriProFocus network in their country. This 

is a clear indication of the added value of the AgriProFocus approach of multi-stakeholder 

cooperation at country level. In 2018 a proposal will be ready how to organize this, for instance with 

affiliate-memberships. In that same proposal the current AgriProFocus membership will be reviewed, 

since some members have suggested to start offering different membership types, based on levels of 

support and influence in the network related to linking, learning and leadership activities. 

AgriProFocus will optimize it governance to remain an agile organization. To make the governance 

more effective AgriProFocus will transition into a structure with an oversight committee and 

programmatic advisory councils where members give input and guidance on the programmatic 

activities of the network. 

National coordination and regional linkages 

The country coordination teams facilitate, coordinate and orchestrate network activities. The national 

networks also form the basis on which we further develop regional linkages and cooperation. We tap 

into regional dynamics and opportunities and build on strong regional value chains. What 

AgriProFocus offers at national level will be relevant at regional level as well: exchange of knowledge, 

linking and learning through the facilitation of regional events. To better reflect the neutrality of the 
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network, the country secretariats, at present fully hosted by Dutch members, will in the coming years 

gradually obtain a legal registration, while remaining part of the international AgriProFocus network. 

International secretariat 

The international secretariat develops and guides the implementation of the network’s global 

strategy. The secretariat supports scouts for programmatic opportunities around linking, learning and 

leadership that the network as a whole, often through a coalition of network members, can take part 

in. It supports the creation of strategic partnerships with other networks to respond to these 

opportunities. The international secretariat also manages the network support structure (strategy, 

business development, knowledge management, communication, HRM, financial administration etc.) 

and assures monitoring and evaluation. In order to be effective in its work the network support 

offices at country and global levels have to function as a learning organisation as well. They 

continuously have to observe, experiment, share, analyse and reflect to improve practices. 

Financial strategy 

For AgriProFocus to create added value for the network as a whole it is key to focus our work on the 

challenges and needs individual members cannot effectively address. Because of changes in the 

funding framework most of our members feel less able to provide core-funding to AgriProFocus, 

instead they now need services that fit in the project logic of their activities. This logic currently 

pushes country coordination teams in the role of a service provider, sometimes in competition with 

other members, which endangers the needed focus on collective challenges and the neutrality of our 

network and therewith the continuity of our network. Simultaneously, AgriProFocus recognises the 

need to be more coherent and programmatic in our way of working. To reach financial sustainability 

this means AgriProFocus needs to diversify its financial strategy by implementing three principles: 

 Using DGIS program funding as a multiplier for member investments; 

 Strategic and coherent programming and program funding; 

 Innovating revenue models together with members; 

A vibrant network requires active participation and financial investments from members. At the same 

time there is a strong rationale for public funding, initially for process (i.e. secretariat functions, 

supporting the involvement of developing country participants) and latterly for delivering the specific 

outputs that will be developed by the network. AgriProFocus will apply with DGIS for a program grant 

of 2,4 million euros annually for the period of 2018-2022. This means a continuation of the current 

funding. Given the higher ambitions of the network and the stronger set of activities and products, 

this means that additional funding needs to be acquired. This also means that the multiplier on the 

DGIS funding will significantly increase. AgriProFocus sees 4 different revenue streams: 

 Program funding from donors (national, bilateral or multilateral governments, investors, 

international agencies, etc.) for linking, learning and/or leadership programs implemented by 

and for the network as a whole. The programs are developed by the network secretariat, 

often through active engagement of (coalitions of) members. 

 Activity/service funding by members in projects implemented by members or member 

coalitions, in which AgriProFocus offers linking and learning services and facilitates access to 

the network. Funding is always based on full-cost recovery, where currently part of the costs 

are being covered by DGIS core funding. AgriProFocus will innovate its revenue models based 

on further identification of member needs and network opportunities. 



 

 
7 

 In-kind funding by members in all activities of AgriProFocus. Members invest considerable 

time from their staff in participation in AgriProFocus events. This is a clear indication for the 

added value the network brings to the members. AgriProFocus will make this in-kind 

investment of every member visible in its annual report. 

 Fees and in-kind contributions of non-members for activities and services that are delivered 

by the AgriProFocus network. The services are often elements of projects implemented by 

member coalitions.  

The network as a whole will create programmatic activities (on country, regional and/or global level) 

strictly focusing on linking, learning and leadership opportunities. In these programs the whole 

network is engaged, we can only do this because we are a network. AgriProFocus will make a clearer 

distinction between these programmatic activities and projects of the network-members/coalitions 

which are facilitated by the secretariats, in order to create access to the network for members. Within 

this scope country coordination teams provide various linking, learning and leadership services to 

these programs and projects. Underlying these revenue models are the membership fees that 

guarantee engagement and commitment of members to sustaining and strengthening the network 

and its relevance on both country and international level. 

To make this happen AgriProFocus needs to build on transparency and accountability and increase 

cost awareness to achieve cost effectiveness and efficiency. The network coordination team can 

create more synergy by sharing expertise and capacities between country networks and sharing a 

flexible pool of experts. Members need to be recognized for their role and contribution in the 

coalitions they take part in and the network needs to celebrate its success with the members and 

donors that make them possible. This way the AgriProFocus network becomes an even more strategic 

partner for DGIS, RVO and embassies, and an attractive partner for new international donors. 

Developing this strategic relationship will take time, and also requires investments. This means that in 

the coming two years AgriProFocus will invest in developing the new programmatic approach, 

strengthen the services and output on learning and leadership and further professionalize the 

network support organisation. The DGIS funding of total 12 million for 2018-2022 is conditional to 

make this happen, but commitment, active participation and investment of members are the real 

drivers of this development. 

 
 
 
 


