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SPARK’s service introduced standards of 
effective management, governance and 
operation into these entities, which did not 
perceive themselves as business structures at 
the time. The manual will attempt to depict 
this pioneer transformation in order to inform 
any similar or complementary future effort 
led by SPARK, its partners or any other actors 
interested in the further development and 
positioning of agricultural cooperatives as 
vehicles for economic growth.
The manual is mainly based on SPARK’s 
experience in Rwanda from 2012 to date, 
but also on its work in Yemen, Burundi and 
South Sudan. Although based on practices 
developed in particular contexts, the manual 
aspires to offer universal advice and provide 
recommendations valid beyond one country’s 
situation. 

The context 
SPARK started working with agricultural 
cooperatives in Rwanda in 2012, at a time 
when the Government set out to constitute 
and consolidate cooperatives as major actors 
of agricultural production (contributing with 
a 32% share to the entire country’s GDP). 
Back then, other organizations assisting 
cooperatives were mainly focusing on 
increasing yields and quality, while only a 
few were addressing business aspects such as 
processing, value addition and competitiveness 
on national and international markets. The 
SPARK programme was quite unique, aiming 
to enhance the business skills and competitive 
capacity of existing agribusinesses to generate 
income and jobs. 

The purpose of this manual is to document and present a service designed by 
SPARK as part of its assistance in guiding the transformation of agricultural 
cooperatives from farmers’ associations to business income generators. This 
service has been based on the potential of cooperatives to become successful 
resilient leaders in economic development and employability, and at the same 
time promote the values of joint ownership, equal participation, transparency 
and solidarity among their members.

1 The Purpose

The current trends
As a direct result of increased opportunities 
and incentives by government and donor 
programmes, the number of cooperatives in 
Rwanda grew from 919 (in 2005) to 8,406 
(in September 2017), currently including 
over 3.5 million members1.  In addition, the 
entire ecosystem has evolved to include new 
structures, policies, actors and efforts, creating 
a dynamic and changing environment in which 
effective support models have had to preserve 
their relevance and complementarity to the 
progressing needs of farmers, cooperatives, 
value chain actors, and sector policy and 
decision-makers. Such a setting requires 
services designed according to evidence 
stemming from comprehensive research and 
assessment, applied knowledge based on 
field experience, excellent familiarity with 
local actors and the flexibility to create resilient 
business models. And this is exactly how 
SPARK’s service to cooperatives has evolved 
over time and in different contexts, fine-tuning 
and adapting its approach to the ever-
changing needs of this growing market. 

1  National Policy on Cooperatives in Rwanda, Ministry of Trade and Industry, 
August 2018, p. 17.
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The manual has been developed with the aid 
of generous inputs provided by SPARK’s staff 
in the field, already existing materials collected 
as assessments, reports and evaluations, but 
also testimonials of beneficiaries and partners. 
The assignment has been strategically guided 
by both the regional management office and 
SPARK Headquarters. 
The manual focuses particularly on offering as 
much practical advice and concrete guidance 
as possible (in different forms) in order to 
reduce time, effort and resources, and thus 
motivate and advance the much needed 
assistance to cooperatives, including SPARK’s 
future plans.

Therefore, the manual depicts the process 
starting from the identification and capacity 
assessment of value chains and cooperatives 
to determining the exact capacity building 
needs and presenting different methods 

and tools that help cooperatives realize 
their growth potential. In addition to being 
focused on cooperatives’ internal structures 
and competences, it pays attention to the 
external context and roles of partners, 
other agricultural actors, policy-makers and 
service providers. Its particular value may be 
identified in presenting, wherever relevant, the 
development of concrete assistance models, 
again based on the improvements introduced 
by SPARK as a result of practical testing of the 
types of assistance that work and best suit the 
context and the beneficiaries’ needs. 
Last but not least, its Annexes provide a 
number of useful operational forms, tools, 
checklists, formats of plans, agendas, 
evaluations, reports, etc. These are made 
available in order to illustrate and support 
the induction of new staff (either SPARK’s 
or anyone else’s) into this type of project, 
and thus support its efficient take-off, cost-

This manual has been written on the basis of over 7 years of SPARK’s hands-on 
experience in the design and delivery of development services to agricultural 
cooperatives, mainly in Rwanda. Its main goal is to capture the reality and 
practical features of SPARK’s service in order to inform and facilitate any other 
similar or complementary endeavour by SPARK or other actors interested in the 
development of cooperatives, in Rwanda or elsewhere.

2 Executive Summary

effectiveness but also the harmonization of 
working standards and performance quality. 
Given the above, the manual should be read 
as an operational workbook – it aspires to 
inform, encourage, and increase effectiveness 
and efficiency of services to agricultural 

cooperatives, leaving the choice of final 
approach open to those interested in pursuing 
this topic in any concrete setting. 
 

 Irish Potato farming cooperative in Rwanda
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The new policy context required that 
cooperatives be professionalized and 
constituted as legal (business) entities. This 
groundbreaking change affected unprepared 
and unsupported farmers’ associations, who 
lacked the knowledge, awareness, tools and 
resources to implement this transformation 
independently. Moreover, the available 
assistance and institutional support was also 
underdeveloped – even the state agencies 
were unequipped to facilitate the required 
transformation.

The starting premise was that cooperatives 
could be viable only if they were based 
on an economic and business foundation, 
and could cope with market forces and 
competition. Cooperatives should have strong 
organizational and governance structures that 
ensure an active and inclusive decision-making 
process and participation of all the members. 
However, all this was missing in the beginning. 

The most challenging task in the long run was 
to change the mindset of the members of 
cooperatives – voluntary groups based more 
or less on solidarity needed to become profit-
oriented business structures with efficient and 
standardized operations. Besides, they had 
to develop the competences and practices 
necessary for upholding this transformation.
When SPARK entered the market, a number 
of existing cooperatives had already received 
considerable technical support and trainings, 
and were able to produce a surplus for 
marketing. What they struggled with was 
taking the next step in professional business 
operation and improving their competitive 
position through better management, 
planning, and identifying and addressing 
market opportunities. On the other hand, 
support models could not be simply adopted 
from the common enterprise development 
programmes, as cooperatives are found and 
run based on the participation, solidarity 

The increasingly important role of cooperatives in Rwanda as major actors in 
agricultural development and economic growth has been introduced through 
a top-down approach, by ministerial decisions. Originally, the existing 
cooperatives were mainly groups of farmers cooperating on a voluntary basis 
and without a clear structure.

3 Introduction

and shared ownership and interests of all of 
their members. Taking into consideration a 
complex of other specific challenges of the 
target area (high poverty, food security/
insecurity, lack of infrastructure, large youth 
population, inadequate educational profiles, 
underdeveloped financial services, limited 
entrepreneurship culture, etc.), it was clear from 
the beginning that a unique approach would 
be required in order to deliver meaningful, 
sustainable and transferable results. 
Seven years in, SPARK has completed 
its 4-year flagship project “Cooperative 
Support Programme (CSP)” (May 2013 – 
March 2017) targeting 100 co-ops and 
generating 1,832 direct jobs. Based heavily 
on lessons learned and best practices of 
the CSP project, SPARK continued assisting 
co-ops through other projects and in new 
geographical areas (Burundi, Yemen, South 
Sudan). Currently, the on-going project in 
Rwanda, “Irish Potato Value Chain Financing 
(IPoVaF)” (2018-2019), aims to improve 
access to digital finance for farmers in order 
to increase productivity, income and jobs. It 
capitalizes on the experience gained so far, 
ranging from the most relevant considerations 
to the most effective practices, outputs and 
recommendations, and thus once again tests 

in practice and improves the quality of the 
designed service that supports cooperatives on 
their way to resilience and self-sustenance.

CSP results
During the life period of the programme, about 

1,834 jobs were created in the 99 supported 

cooperatives, representing a 79% increase from 

the beginning of the programme. The CSP MIS 

monitoring data indicates a 27.78% increase of 

marketable surplus adding to the national and 

cooperative community’s food security from the 

CSP supported cooperatives. 

The growth and sustainability evaluation 

indicates that 43.4% of CSP co-ops already meet 

operations costs without external grants and 

are investing profits earned towards acquiring 

production assets like land, machinery and 

equipment as well as training their members. 
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The basic steps of this process are the 
following:
1. Identifying target product value chain(s)
2. Mapping and determining the selection 

criteria for cooperatives
3. Examining other (strategic) considerations.

These steps are outlined separately for easier 
presentation; however, it goes without saying 
that they are often interwoven or happen 
simultaneously as one phase feeds into another. 

I.1 Targeting the Right Product 
Value Chain
Chronologically the first project, CSP in 

Rwanda, targeted cooperatives from 4 priority 
value chains (maize, potato, beans and 
horticulture). The selection was done according 
to a rapid value chain assessment followed 
by market opportunity identification per 
selected commodity. The selection has been, 
and should always be, further re-examined 
and validated through a series of consultations 
with beneficiaries (farmers) and stakeholder 
meetings. Even then (at the very beginning 
of the service development) it was clear that 
precise and measurable evidence was needed 
to substantiate the identification of the value 
chain, as a crucial step ensuring the relevance 
of the proposed intervention. The following 

selection categories and criteria should be 
taken into account in this process:

• Competitiveness: Potential demand 
(domestic and regional), Value addition 
opportunities, Perceived quality

• Sector maturity: Availability of processors 
(formal/informal), Market & job 
opportunities, Agriculture investment secured

• Cross-cutting issues: Women’s income 
opportunities, Inclusion of persons with 

disabilities, the youth, and the rural poor, 
Reduction of food insecurity.2

The stakeholder dialogues should be organized 
with the purpose of ensuring complementarity 
with other existing government and donor 
programmes and their priority areas. Also, the 
exact geographical area of intervention should 
be determined at this stage. 

2  Illustration from the CSP Proposal, p. 1

What do we look for?

If one had to describe the service SPARK has designed in order to support the 
transformation of cooperatives into self-sustained agribusinesses by singling out 
only one of its features, it would most probably be its concreteness. As a rule, 
the support targets a certain number of existing cooperatives by offering them 
specific and growth-relevant knowledge, skills and opportunities, and helping 
them implement what they have learned in their own concrete settings. 
In order for this to be achieved, a matching between cooperative development 
and the exact type of capacity building and assistance has to be done with 
precision and complementarity, and based on evidence gathered and analysed 
combining research rigour with the familiarity of the local context (from 
legislation to everyday practices of farmers). 

4 Supporting Cooperatives
Chapter I
Supporting Cooperatives Inception

Category 
Weight

Criterion 
Weight Product Score

Category & Criteria

Horticulture Maize Potatoes Cassava Beans Wheat

A Competitiveness (subtotal) 3 9 11 17 10 16 11

1 Potential demand domestic 30% 2 3 5 3 4 3

2 Potential demand  regional 20% 1 2 5 1 5 3

3 Value addition opportunities 30% 4 4 3 4 3 2

4 Perceived quality 20% 2 2 4 2 4 3

B Sector maturity (subtotal) 3 7 12 10 9 6 8

1   Availability of processors 
(formal/informal) 

30% 2 4 3 4 2 3

2      Market & Job opportunities 50% 4 3 3 3 3 2

3       Agriculture Investment secured 20% 1 5 4 2 1 3

C Cross-cutting issues (subtotal) 2 8 11 10 11 14 7

1       Women's income opportunities 20% 4 2 3 4 4 2

2       Inclusion of the youth & rural 
poor

30% 3 4 3 4 5 2

3       Reduction of food insecurity 50% 1 5 4 3 5 3

TOTAL   24 34 37 30 36 26

     Overall Perentage 48% 68% 74% 60% 72% 52%

Value chain ranking matrix

1 Negligable 2 Low 3 Average 4 High 5 Highest
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Lesson Learned
Not everything could be achieved within one 

project – in most cases, it is much better to focus 

on one value chain only. This may vary from 

one situation to another (there are examples 

of interconnected value chains) but the general 

advice is to look at the feasibility of involving 

more than one value chain (more than one 

commodity) and examine the pros and cons of 

such a selection. 

I.2. Selection of Cooperatives 
The sample basic criteria to be used in the process 
of mapping and selecting co-ops involves, but is 
not limited to, the following categories:
• Organization: is legally registered for more 

than 1 year  
• Accounting: has a recording system and tools  
• Management: has a manager and an 

accountant  
• Production: produces one or more of 

the targeted crops, applies improved 
production  methods, and has a surplus 
available for marketing 

• Active representation: gender, persons with 
disabilities, the youth.  

These are merely the initial filtering eligibility 

criteria applicable in the first round of 
the selection. However, a more rigorous 
assessment and analyses of the performance 
and needs of co-ops are conducted for next 
rounds of selection based on increased level of 
relevance of the offered support.

i) Cooperative management, 
organisational structure and governance 
This criterion concerns the preliminary 
identification, organizational level, ownership, 
and management structure of the assessed 
cooperatives. It should also look at the 
experiences and documents guiding the 
cooperatives’ strategies and action plans, 
and ways of involving their members in the 
whole cooperative life (decision-making, 
transparency and accountability). 

Key criteria for assessing the cooperatives’ 
maturity involve gauging whether a 
cooperative:
1. is driven by a common cooperative goal 

that has brought its members together 
2. has a cooperation initiative that is or can 

be economically viable, and effectively 
contributes to improving the economic 
conditions of its members 

3. is exercising good governance and 

management principles 
4. has a clear and inclusive decision-making 

process. 

Illustration 3

ii) Financial management 
This aspect should be analysed mainly by 
focusing on both capital and human resources, 
business record-keeping, financial reports and 
control mechanisms (internal and external). It is 
necessary to check supporting documents and 
existing management systems to confirm the 
assessment.

Note
When the Irish Potato farmers’ cooperatives 

were assessed in Rwanda, it turned out that 92% 

of them did not have standard management, 

financial, administrative procurement or 

human resources policies and procedures, or 

professionally kept and managed business 

records. Hardly any of them had a system for 

regular business operations planning, monitoring 

and evaluation, except for the few who were 

doing basic manual bookkeeping as a result 

3 Illustration CAM TOOL

of capacity building interventions from the 

government or NGOs including SPARK. 

iii) Market supply and business   
development 
This is where market supply/access and related 
business maturity performances of cooperatives 
need to be examined. The assessment should 
focus on the supply operations management 
and market position (ownership of resources, 
accessibility, transport, value chain operators, 
pricing, supply volumes, market demand, clients, 
productivity cycles, business planning, business 
relations with suppliers, marketing plans, etc.). 
It should also look at the business incentives 
provided by cooperatives to attract suppliers 
and clients.

iv) Access to finance 
When analysing a cooperative’s ability to access 
financial resources, one should focus on external 
financing needs, finance sources (including 
membership fees and contributions, profitability) 
and access, financial relations with other chain 
players, financial education (financial literacy, 
savings strategies, insurance services), and 
access to financing technologies and investment 
plans. 

1312

Cooperative 
support
manual



Note
Most of the individual farmers prefer to borrow 

money from local informal lenders and pay 

back on harvest. For the most part, the informal 

money lending system is built on trust between 

borrowers and lenders. Study findings have 

also shown that smallholder potato farmers 

find it extremely difficult to access finance 

on an individual basis due to their scattered 

geographical scope of operations. Smallholder 

farmers can obtain credit practically only when 

they take part in groups (self-help groups 

or cooperatives), and this is true even when 

they benefit from economies of scale and 

other collective benefits. It has also transpired 

that the financing of individual smallholder 

farmers by formal lenders (FLs) or other chain 

operators becomes extremely hard due to higher 

transaction costs and estimated risks for formal 

borrowers as well as loan costs.  Thus, farmers 

are often obliged either to make minimum 

investments using their own savings or other 

community saving structures, or use cooperatives 

as their financing insurance towards FLs. 

Illustration 4

Potato farmers’ reasons for not using 
formal financial services     
 
Reasons for not using 
formal financing

# of 
respondents 
by category 
of answers

%

Risks for defaulting due 
to climate changes or 
other production failures 
uncontrolled factors

82 61,2

Heavy financing 
requirements from FIs

64 47,8

Not aware of financing 
possibilities by FIs

28 20,9

External financing not 
needed 

22 16,4

FIs and financing services 
are far from producers 

19 14,2

Financing options not 
favoring producers 

14 10,4

I.3. Identification of Other 
(Strategic) Considerations
In addition to the above tangible and mostly 
quantifiable criteria, there are considerations 
of a more strategic and sensitive nature that 
should be taken into account. These are not 
elaborated into concrete and exact aspects 

4 Table 32, IPoVaF Assessment, p. 42.

to be looked into during each inception 
phase, but mainly concern the values each 
cooperative brings to its own community. These 
aspects may include (but are certainly not 
limited to):
• the potential of involving the youth and 

women, including the disabled and other 
marginalized people

• the position of a cooperative in its external 
relationships with other partners 

• the position of a cooperative in its 
relationships with other community actors

• the potential of a co-op for socioeconomic 
transformation of its members and the 
surroundings communities. 

1514
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This means that a methodology has been 
developed and tools prepared and provided 
combining general and local knowledge. 
These constitute a framework in which the 
assistance takes place. However, the framework 
is understood as guidance and support to the 
human dimension of everyday work, which 
mostly happens in the field. According to 
trainers and coaches, there are no two identical 
cooperatives among hundreds of them. 

So, the methodology for creating a framework 
of providing assistance to cooperatives has 
been developed relying on the following pillars:

1. Assessment of the learning needs of 
each cooperative (according to capacity 
assessment)

2. Provision of tailor-made trainings 
(responding to the identified needs)

3. Proximity coaching (making sure the 
knowledge will be implemented in practice)

4. Dissemination, multiplication (creation 
of standardized tools, ToTs, informing 
the membership, web-platform design, 
stakeholders’ meetings and round-table 
discussions).

 

II. 1.  Identification of Cooperative  
  Individual Learning Needs
Apart from the findings of the overall 
assessment performed as part of the selection 
process, once the participating cooperative 
has been identified and selected, it should 
undergo another, more focused and 
more detailed entry examination with the 
sole purpose of determining its concrete 
needs, which will be matched later on 
with complementary types of support. This 
assessment is performed against the Capacity 
Assessment Checklist  in order to investigate 
particular areas of interest and identify gaps 
in knowledge, skills and capacities, which will 
subsequently become the main training and 
coaching topics. 

The Capacity Assessment Checklist covers 
the following categories:

a) Cooperative Management, Leadership   
 and Good Governance
b) Financial Management
c) Access to Finance
d) Access to Market and Management
e) Business Development and Profitability.

It is important to note that the categories of 

assessment should be adjusted depending on 
the value chain, the level of development of the 
selected cooperatives, the focus area (priority 
of intervention), and other circumstances and 
specificities of the target market/country. 

For example, due to the specificity of its 

value chain, the IPoVaF project included the 

examination of the Irish Potato Collection 

Centres as one of its main functions in the 

needs assessment. Also, given the project’s 

intervention focus, the needs assessment paid 

special attention to the ability of coop members 

to use mobile applications and cashless 

payments (which will not be possible unless the 

support focuses on access to finance through 

mobile technologies). 

On quite a different level, the needs assessment 

in Yemen had to include the question of 

general literacy of cooperative members in the 

examination and, consequently, in the offered 

capacity building (as the need for it appeared to 

be of substantial relevance).  

How do we do it?

SPARK’s current methodology has been developed through years of working 
with different projects and actors concerning cooperative development. Its 
improvements over time have resulted from SPARK’s orientation towards goals 
as well as its flexible and adaptable approach responsive to circumstances, 
rather than the other way around. In more concrete terms, SPARK opened up 
its programme and resources to local community needs. It made sure to identify 
those needs on the basis of evidence and scientific tools, but instead of making 
one response (to fit all), it enabled practical responses respecting the dynamics, 
the complexity and the true concerns of local farmers. And in even more concrete 
terms, SPARK provided each cooperative with the exact assistance it needed, in 
the right way and at the right time. 

Chapter II
Supporting Cooperatives 
Methodology
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a) Cooperative Management, Leadership 
and Good Governance 
The issues to be examined under this category 
go to the very essence of the development of 
cooperatives – this is where the understanding 
of their true purpose and the commitment and 
values shared by all members are evaluated. 
The assessment includes examining the 
co-ops’ government model, transparency, 
accountability and member participation. 
Also, this is where the question of joint interests 
has to be raised – whether all or the majority 
of members are there for the right reason. 
What may prove particularly interesting in 
this segment is to see whether members of 
cooperatives share the cooperative goal 
of working together in order to respond to 
common problems and achieve a better 
position in the market. 

The aspect of sharing a cooperative goal goes 
hand-in-hand with the question of existing 
incentives for members – members should be 
aware that there is an added value to their 
participation and membership as they create 
a much needed sense of joint ownership and 
solidarity within co-ops.  

Note
The IPoVaF baseline report has shown that only 

11% of the assessed co-ops offer any kind of 

incentive to their members (!) 

When it comes to governance, it is to be 
expected that the support service will be 
provided to the cooperatives who have 
passed the necessary threshold of being 
legally established and registered as well 
as having the main governance structures 
in place (Assembly, BoD, Advisory Board). 
These should all be checked during the needs 
assessment and the governing documents 
should be re-examined. Also, the level of 
engagement of these structures as well as the 
adherence of leaders to cooperative rules 
(accountability) should be evaluated. Again, 
particular attention should be focused on 
the communication between the leadership/
management and the membership, and conflict 
resolution. 

b) Financial Management
Financial management is the weakest 
performance area of cooperatives. Co-ops 
lack the knowledge, procedures, staff, and 

understanding necessary for establishing clear, 
simple but professional systems of record-
keeping, financial planning, reporting and 
budgeting. This speaks to the still low awareness 
within cooperatives about their business mission, 
but also to the still existing opportunities for 
funds misuse and operating with no evidence 
or procedures and with wide discretion given to 
managers. 

SPARK’s support service has been paying 
particular attention to establishing an effective 
financial system within cooperatives for several 
reasons:

• Transparent income and spending 
information (towards membership, donors, 
government) provides verifiable data on the 
economic relevance of cooperatives

• Reliable data allow for easier and more 
effective budgeting and financial planning

• Financial results based on transparent 
procedures strengthen the internal 
cohesion and resilience of the cooperative 
membership.

• Although a great deal of progress has been 
made from no bookkeeping or only manual 
bookkeeping at the outset, it is evident that 
this area still lacks the necessary regulations, 

policies and procedures, from recruitment 
to filing supporting documents. All of the 
mentioned aspects need to be examined in 
the process of identifying gaps (needs) that 
should be addressed by the support service. 

c) Access to Finance
It is clear from the preceding paragraph that most 
cooperatives encounter formidable obstacles 
to presenting and providing evidence of their 
financial health (even when there is some), 
especially to rigid financial institutions operating 
under strict administrative requirements. The roots 
of the problem should be identified on both 
sides – the co-ops often fail to provide evidence 
of their financial capacities because they are 
managed by poorly educated managers 
who cannot respond to rigorous financial 
institution requirements, but on the other hand 
the financial institutions look at cooperatives 
through corporate lenses. 

When the Capacity Assessment and 

Management Matrix (CAM) was first developed 

by SPARK with the purpose of examining 

whether a cooperative is “finance-ready”, 

both cooperatives and financial institutions 

had to undergo training on how to use this 
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tool. Also, it was clear that co-ops required 

a variety of new and different financial 

products than those regularly offered by 

FLs to their corporate clients. SPARK offered 

trainings in credit risk assessment to FLs in 

order to provide loans in agriculture and to 

producer organizations. Therefore, it is fair to 

conclude that FLs are similarly not prepared to 

immediately respond to the new reality in the 

financial assistance market. 

There is a notion that FLs have always used the 

excuse that cooperatives are risky due to non-

existent collateral (fixed assets). However, 

farmers who borrow money from friends and 

local microbanks pay around 30% interest and 

do not find it a problem. The main issue behind 

the FLs’ reluctance to take on cooperatives as 

clients is the fact that FLs also do not have the 

capacity to understand the agriculture sector 

(staff who understand agriculture). 

What needs to be duly noted here is that any 

future intervention involving cooperative 

access to finance should not refrain from 

“matchmaking” and provision of tailor-made 

financial services/products – i.e. direct contact 

and involvement of FLs in negotiating special 

terms and financial products responding to co-

ops’ needs and structure.  

Ideally, cooperatives should rely on capital 
gathered by membership fees and retained 
profit (sales surplus). A savings culture should 
be introduced and promoted. So, when 
identifying capacity gaps, these aspects should 
be explored as well. In addition, financial 
policies and strategies should be examined in 
comparison to the existing financial products 
offered by FLs. 

d) Access to Market and Management
It is fair to say that cooperatives quite often 
lack a strategic approach to marketing in 
terms of mapping, analysing and planning 
how to penetrate local and regional markets. 
They rarely have developed business plans 
and marketing strategies and, even if they 
do, they rarely implement them (those are 
mainly the result of external assistance, 
which has lead to dependence culture of 
cooperatives). This means that marketing and 
business planning are among the pressing 
needs of co-ops, in order for them to develop, 
maintain and expand business relations with 
buyers and partners, and to retain them. The 
needs assessment should look into the entire 

value chain, pricing policies, product quality, 
demand and supply systems, payment models, 
and business plans (if there are any). All of 
these features should be examined in the needs 
assessment of marketing as a potential area of 
improvement. 
The baseline report on IP cooperatives has 
shown that only 26% of them have marketing 
plans. Also, the preferred payment modality is 
still cash payment on delivery.

e) Business Development and Profitability
The assessment of the business performance 
of cooperatives (at the end of the CSP project) 
has identified that one of the major gaps to be 
addressed by any further intervention is the 
fact that very few cooperatives ensure supply 
through formal contracts. Lack and deficiencies 
of business plans, lack of knowledge in 
performing cash and profit analyses, and no 
existing strategy of attracting and retaining 
the membership all hamper planning and 
establishing control over their own business 
development. It is clear that the needs 
assessment has to pay particular attention 
to the way business planning processes are 
operationalized in order to identify what type 
of response would suit the gaps noted in this 
area (for instance, the capacity of a co-op for 

Return on Investment estimation, cost-Benefit 
analysis, profit sharing or usage, innovation, 
product development, long-term development 
or strategic plans). 

II. 2. Provision of Tailor-made 
Trainings (Responding to Identified 
Needs)
SPARK develops its training programmes 
in order to respond to the identified needs. 
It is important to note that the prepared 
needs assessment reports should be sent to 
cooperatives in order to get their feedback 
on findings and reach an agreement that the 
assessment has accurately captured the state of 
affairs within each assessed category and that 
it presents a solid base for further planning of 
the way forward. For that purpose, it is standard 
practice to organize a validation workshop in 
order to present the needs assessment findings, 
get feedback from co-ops, and finalize the 
reports. 

II. 2.1. Training Modules
Over the years, the programme for cooperatives 
has evolved according to lessons learned and 
recommendations, experience gathered during 
fieldwork, and the changing context, level of 
maturity, and existing support services offered 
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to cooperatives by other actors. 
By the end of the CSP project, the following 
subject areas had been formulated into learning 
modules:

1. Governance and leadership 
This should always be the first module to be 
taught, as it establishes the main principles 
of the cooperative structure, but also lays 
the foundations for the modules to follow. In 
addition, this is usually the segment where most 
of the fundamental improvements are required 
as a precondition to any further capacity 
building. The learning topics include 5: 
• Introduction to an agricultural cooperative 
• Being a member of an agricultural 

cooperative 
• Organs of a cooperative, the roles and tasks 
• Cooperative coordination and organization 
• Governance challenges
• Strategy of decision-making 
• Settlement of disputes 
• Cooperative planning and budgeting.
The exact training content should be adjusted 
according to the particular needs and gaps 
identified in the assessment. 

5 Annex 3: Training manual, Cooperative Management, Good Governance 
and Leadership.

2. Entrepreneurship and marketing
This is the second module, which should be 
adapted according to the particular needs 
and gaps identified in the cooperative 
marketing, entrepreneurship and business plan 
development assessment.
The training module entitled “Marketing, 
Entrepreneurship and Business Plan Writing”, 
and currently used for IPoVaF, was adapted 
from the 3 Modules used in CSP: My Farm 
Enterprise 6, Marketing and Entrepreneurship, 
and Financial Management. The learning topics 
covered by this new adapted module include: 
• Entrepreneurial qualities and skills 
• Basic business principles 
• Business plan concept 
• Market assessment 
• Marketing strategies development 
• Business and action plan writing 
• Financial plan. 

3. Financial Management
The aspects covered by this module are 
practically interwoven with all the other 
programme segments, as solid internal financial 
management leads to increased transparency 
and trust among members, informed decision-
making, improved planning and business 

6 Annex 4: My Farm Enterprise Training Module.

development measures, easier access to 
external and internal finance (memberships), 
and attracting and retaining the members’ 
strategies. The topics in this learning module 7 
include (but are not limited to) the following: 
• Principles of financial management 
• Roles and responsibilities 
• Record-keeping 
• Utilizing and managing collective funds 
• Liquidity and assets management strategies 
• Cash flow maintenance 
• Financial policies 
• Strategic decision-making8. 

4. Access to finance
This aspect is particularly important, as 
it has proven to be the most challenging 
for cooperatives, and yet again of crucial 
importance to their sustainability. In fact, the 
topic of access to finance has been determined 
as one of the focus areas to be pursued by 
SPARK (or any other interested party) as its 
strategic priority in working with cooperatives. 
The training module 9 should cover the following 
aspects of both internal and external access to 
finance: 

7  Annex 5: Financial Management Training manual.
8  Annex 6: Templates of Financial Books, Format and Tools.
9  Annex 7: Access to Finance and Financial Literacy Training manual.

• Owners’ equity 
• Savings 
• Loan Management 
• Types of Agricultural Loans 
• Eligibility Requirements 
• Grants 
• Financial Literacy 
• Financial Statements
• Making informed decisions. 

Note
Over the years, access to finance has become 

one of the major focuses of SPARK’s service to 

cooperatives. At a certain level of maturity, 

introduced through trainings and proximity 

coaching, cooperatives become “finance-

ready”. At this point, they need further guidance 

and assistance in approaching financial 

institutions. This is where SPARK helps in 

many different ways: from organizing linkage 

meetings with banks to creating mobile and web 

platforms (supporting online transactions and 

sales records). Complementary training modules 

are also developed to facilitate this transition 

and help spread the use of mobile and web 

technologies in the work of cooperatives. 
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The major issue concerning the cooperation 

between FLs and SHFs has always been the 

fact that FLs cannot give loans to SHFs without 

collateral or fixed assets which SHFs do not 

possess. Therefore, the IPoVaF is addressing 

this issue by making bankable data available 

to SHFs, which will serve as collateral for 

accessing limited loans. 

II. 2. 2 Training Methodology
Training is delivered through interactive group 
learning sessions, to different numbers and 
different profiles of participants. However, 
no matter the exact participation (whether a 
training is delivered to cooperative managers, 
accountants, members, sometimes the entire 
co-op assembly, etc.), the participants are 
expected to transfer knowledge to other 
members. Thus, there is a multiplication of the 
initial number of participants. The developed 
training materials, also available online, 
serve the same purpose10.  Each module 
normally lasts 3 days and gathers 5-8 people 
per cooperative, at 3-month intervals. This 
dynamics may change in accordance with the 
constraints and requirements imposed by the 
implementation context.  

10  Annex 8: Sample Training Agenda.

Note
As it is impossible to train all members of a 

cooperative, SPARK has developed a system 

of Training of Trainers, where a number of 

members have been trained, among other 

things, to deliver trainings and transfer 

knowledge to their peers. This complements the 

approach where trainings are delivered to entire 

assemblies of cooperatives, i.e. covering a large 

number of participants in a format that cannot 

be as interactive as that of a training (with 

smaller groups).

From the beginning of the programme, 
SPARK has dedicated a lot of attention to 
establishing and maintaining a pool of trainers 
and coaches. These trainers were trained 
at the beginning of the programme on all 
the aspects necessary for the delivery of the 
above-mentioned modules. In the meantime, 
a number of them have advanced to the level 
of senior trainers equipped to act as trainers 
of trainers (ToT). Also, most of them have been 
engaged as coaches and agribusiness advisors 
(providing assistance to cooperatives on-site), 
which creates a synergy between different 
components of SPARK’s service (proximity 

coaching will be explained in the next chapter). 

Trainers and coaches have learning modules 
and transfer of knowledge of their own – they 
get together and share experiences. Also, 
practical tools, manuals, procedural instructions, 
formats and monitoring reports have strongly 
supported the standardization and unification of 
their practices 11.

Training also has an indirect purpose, i.e. 
to feed the information gathered within the 
sessions back into coaching. The monitoring 
and evaluation tools collect information on 
the overall satisfaction with training modules 
and trainers, but also with the change that the 
participants expect to come from the knowledge 
acquired 12. This is where trainers learn about 
their trainees, and vice-versa, get to know each 
other and make the first outlines of the future 
proximity-coaching methodology and subject 
matter. 
 
II.3 Proximity Coaching – making 
sure the knowledge is implemented in 
practice
SPARK’s proximity coaching approach has 

11  Training manual for Trainers
12 Annex 9: Training/Coaching Satisfaction Survey Format.

been indicated by cooperative leaders and 

local leaders as the best model to adopt for 

consistent capacity building (of Irish Potato 

and other value chain cooperatives) since it 

improves cooperative members’ ownership 

and management with the aim of reducing the 

poverty of cooperative members.

Proximity coaching is one of the strongest points 
and the core of SPARK’s support service to 
cooperatives. It was introduced and designed 
within the CSP project, where it was additionally 
strengthened to respond to the changing 
circumstances. However, it became extremely 
valuable to achieving results, as it established 
coaching as individualized and easy-to-access 
on-the-spot guidance within everyday working 
practice. The coaches practically work and 
live with the farmers, and their knowledge 
of the exact local context (buyers, partners, 
suppliers) and circumstances is invaluable. That 
kind of knowledge, combined with theoretical 
instructions and guidance provided as part of 
the trainings, makes proximity coaching the key 
function of SPARK’s service to cooperatives, 
replicable to any similar programmes, even in 
the context of a different country. In addition, 
such a close and intense relationship with 
co-ops makes the coaches’ dedication and 
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commitment grow to the point of sharing 
ownership over the achieved results. 
Therefore, together with trainings, proximity 
coaching has become a standard feature of 
the cooperative support service delivered by 
SPARK everywhere. 

Note
When it first started, the coaching was intended 

as part-time assistance to co-ops. However, its 

necessity and effectiveness soon justified the 

full-time engagement of 12 coaches (in CSP). The 

full-time engagement of coaches enabled them 

to work with more dedication, pay frequent 

visits to co-ops and follow all the segments of 

the offered services as well as the cooperatives’ 

development. It is therefore fair to conclude 

that coaches develop particular dedication and 

commitment but also a sense of ownership 

over the achieved results. In the current IPoVaF 

project, each of the 6 coaches visits 6-10 co-ops 

twice a month.

Recruitment and Training of Coaches
SPARK recruits coaches who have knowledge 
and experience in agribusiness, marketing, 
agro-economics and rural development. They 

undergo induction and training on coaching 
skills prior to their deployment to cooperatives. 

Coaches create a solid link between training 
modules, needs assessment and individual 
coaching plans. According to the needs 
assessment checklist 13, each co-op is assigned 
areas of particular interest to coaches – 
where the most significant gaps have been 
identified. Learning modules are not only 
delivered by coaches (who act as trainers 
or supervisors), but are also used to develop 
and agree on an Action Plan 14 for future 
individual work. Namely, the coaches and the 
co-op management jointly outline the exact 
activities (complementary to the knowledge 
acquired during the training module and the 
gaps identified in the assessment), deadlines 
and persons responsible for implementing 
the acquired knowledge in practice. This 
operational framework is later used to monitor 
progress and plan joint activities, as an 
evaluation tool, and for the coaches’ reporting. 
Also, a coach informs a co-op in advance 
about the topic of their interest for the next 
visit – so that the right people and documents 
are prepared prior to the coach’s visit. It is a 

13 Annex 10: Checklist Format.
14 Annex 11: Action Plan Format

rule that the same coach always works with a 
cooperative on all the modules and aspects of 
the cooperative’s operations. 

Note
Coaches highlight the importance of the joint 

creation of an action plan – namely, co-ops need 

to be involved and have their say in what they 

perceive as being the most important part of the 

learning content. The joint creation of the action 

plan and agreement on its terms, deadlines 

and responsibilities are a direct precondition to 

creating a sense of ownership and getting the 

co-op management and members on board, 

which is crucial for a successful implementation 

of the action plan. An individual action plan is 

created after each learning module (one per 

module). 

The work of coaches is guided by the Action 
Plan and Individual Checklists for each co-
op. Accordingly, they prepare their own work 
plans and submit regular reports 15 to SPARK 
on the achievements. However, the human 
dimension of proximity coaching cannot 
be stressed enough as coaches practically 

15 Annex 12: Sample Monthly and Quarterly Reports.

participate in all co-op business activities 
– negotiating prices, signing contracts with 
buyers, approaching banks and meeting 
with bank officers, recruiting staff (qualified 
accountants, for instance), using technology 
and software, and even advocating for co-op 
policy development and support at different 
stakeholder meetings. 

Co-ops also receive intensive proximity 
coaching support in the areas of market 
information, quality management, efficient 
delivery and supply systems, contract 
negotiation and contract management in order 
to address the identified market challenges. 
As part of this component, different gaps 
should be closed in order to maintain stable 
relationships between existing sourcing 
companies and supported cooperatives by 
using a tailor-made innovative tool called 
2-2 Trade 16. This tool is designed with the 
purpose of improving the quality and fairness 
of business relations between farmers’ 
organizations and sourcing firms in order to 
boost sustainable business relations between 
supported cooperatives and off-takers (buyers) 
through coaching sessions and provision of 
timely market information. 

16 Annex 13: 2-2 Trade Tool at www.agrifocus.com
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Coaching sessions should help target 
cooperatives to put in place mechanisms 
for identifying different market options and 
focus on the most sustainable and lucrative 
ones. Coaches should support cooperatives 
in developing marketing strategies according 
to existing business opportunities and market 
players. Price negotiation, product standards, 
packaging and delivery requirements, quantity 
and consistent supply have all been made 
part of the contracting package that helped 
cooperatives respect supply contracts and 
reducing the % of side selling. 

Coaches help co-ops find different opportunities 

available locally, regionally and internationally 

with the aim of improving standards such as 

financial linkages, links with other development 

organizations, and links with market and 

other value chain actors including researchers, 

technology service providers, etc. 

Proximity coaching was instrumental in helping 

cooperatives strengthen their access to markets 

through building market relationships with 

buyers as well as negotiating and entering 

supply contracts with corporate, industrial and 

institutional buyers. 53 out of 99 cooperatives 

under the CSP programme were able to secure 

supply contracts with buyers, resulting in an 

increase of 24.9% in the volumes supplied 

through formal market channels in 2016 

compared to 2014. This was due to the growing 

confidence and trust between buyers and 

cooperatives as a result of improved marketing, 

quality management, negotiating skills and 

contract compliance. 

Furthermore, a number of additional types 
of assistance concerning access to finance 
should be made part of the proximity coaching 
component. Coaches help co-ops establish 
contacts and connections with financial 
institutions and advise  them on how to 
conform to bank requirements successfully. 
They often act as “translators” in the 
communication between FLs and co-ops, and 
aid in overcoming differences in terminology. 

By the end of March 2017, 48% of the targeted 

cooperatives had registered new account 

openings and increased savings among their 

members, while 21% had got loans for the first 

time. All the cooperatives had been supported 

with skills in agricultural loan management, loan 

investment and proper timing for agricultural 

loan application, which enabled almost 100% of 

new loan receivers to repay without defaulting. 

On the other hand, thanks to proximity coaching 

sessions as well as the advisory and guidance 

services provided, 16 cooperatives that had 

failed to repay the loans contracted before 

being enrolled in the programme were able 

to restore normal business relationships with 

financial institutions.  

II.4 Dissemination, Multiplication 
SPARK strives to create outputs and products 
of relevance within and outside its own 
interventions. Firstly, standardized tools ensure 
quality maintenance and a unified approach 
towards each end-user. Secondly, documenting 
well-tested and effective practices (in the form 
of brochures, manuals and guidelines) enables 
the transferability of practices but also their 
improvement over time. It makes any new 
application more cost-effective and reduces 
unnecessary duplication of efforts. Finally, an 
approach that relies on clear methodology 
supported by guidelines, documents and 
formats allows for its easy and manageable 
adoption by different SPARK teams (for instance, 

in different countries) or an easier orientation 
and integration of new team members.  
The most important tools that have been 
developed and tested within the service to 
cooperatives are the following:
• Needs assessment checklist
• Training manuals and materials (per each 

training module) 
• Capacity Assessment Matrix (CAM)
• SEAT Tool
• Loan Application Scoring Tool
• Business Maturity Performance Matrix
• Individual Coaching Action Plans
• Satisfaction and Evaluation Surveys
• Agri BDS Course 17

• Different reporting formats 18

Also, each phase of the support offered was 
accompanied by a final evaluation report, an 
assessment of cooperatives’ performance, a 
baseline report, an exit strategy, and lessons 
learned and recommendations 19. These are 
all available to all future similar efforts run by 
SPARK or other organizations. 

Recently, SPARK initiated the first mobile-based 
platform (which does not require the Internet 

17  Annexes 14-19.
18 Such as Salesforce Report, Quarterly Report, Annual Report.
19 Annexes 20-24.
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as it uses the USSD code) for accessing 
information or keeping records on information 
and exchange among cooperatives and their 
members. The IPoVaF platform contains a 
knowledge base, a weather section and a 
BSTMIS (Buyer Supplier Tracker Management 
Information System). It has recently been 
integrated with the KCB Mobi-Grow mobile 
phone application. 

KCB Mobi-Grow is a platform that provides 
financial services through mobile phones 
specifically designed for smallholder farmers 
in Rwanda. The financial services include 
opening bank accounts (without having to 
physically visit a bank branch), savings, credits, 
payments and financial education. KCB 
Mobi-Grow complements the IPoVaF Mobile 
Platform by using the IPoVaF Mobile Platform 
component where the farmers’ records (sales, 
unit prices) have been tracked and verified. 
The farmers’ bankable data will be used, 
with their permission, by KCB Mobi-Grow to 
score the smallholder farmers and give them 
real-time access to appropriate products and 
services, most importantly, to different levels of 
credits and loans. 

KCB Mobi-Grow has enabled registration, 

agri-information, access via the USSD code, 
the opening of bank accounts, savings and the 
requesting of loans using mobile phones, etc. 
KCB Mobi-Grow and the IPoVaF Mobile 
Platform will complement each other to fully 
cover financial education and services, where 
the IPoVaF platform will serve as a base of 
bankable data to be scored for lending to 
farmers and where KCB Mobi-Grow will serve 
farmers regarding financial uptake through 
free text messages, the opening of accounts, 
saving, borrowing and payment using mobile 
phones. SPARK regularly organizes trainings 
among co-op members on the usage of the 
platform, especially BTMIS information. 

The creation of such a platform has proven to 

be highly valuable to farmers, not only due 

to farms often being located in remote and 

inaccessible areas, but also in terms of improved 

transparency and easier tracking of its own 

functionality.  The keen interest is evidenced by 

the fact that so far 9,027 cooperative members 

from 64 Irish Potato cooperatives from Burera, 

Musanze, Nyabihu and Rubavu Districts have 

registered on the IPoVaF Mobile Platform for 

agri-finance, weather and market information 

checking, group chats and the BSTMIS. 374 

promoters also registered to support entering 

sales records into the BSTMIS. 

The IPoVaF Mobile Platform has been 

acknowledged by farmers as the technology 

that leaves no one behind as it offers affordable 

features on simple mobile phones. It provides 

information to farmers, offers financial services 

and keeps records of their sale and unit prices. 

From its onset, SPARK’s service was perceived 
as complementary to the strategic and policy 
context in the areas of economic development, 
employment, sustainable agriculture and food 
security. Therefore, its advancements and 
improvements were guided by an internal 
logic, but also by factors of the external 
regulatory environment, trends and tendencies. 
In order to make this possible, any similar effort 
should engage in and even initiate stakeholder 
platforms, discussions and exchanges in order 
to create synergies with all the available 
opportunities, but also to make its own outputs 
and achievements available to other actors 
for dissemination, further use and potential 
replication.  The most recent example is 
SPARK’s participation in the formulation of the 
National Policy on Cooperatives in Rwanda. 
Needless to say, all of SPARK’s future plans 

in this country are constantly aligned with the 
country’s strategic and economic development 
plans, which is general advice to be shared 
with all other actors, no matter the country 
context. 
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How to make the most of it?

Wherever agricultural cooperatives are characterized by weak capacities, it is 
to be expected that the supporting ecosystem, be that of official state institutions 
or private sector providers, will be even weaker. This is partly due to the laws of 
demand and supply, but more frequently, the potential providers of services to 
cooperatives lack the necessary knowledge and capacities to recognize, design 
and offer the specialized services cooperatives need. Due to the cooperatives’ 
specific nature of being social enterprises, the ready-made approach suited 
to companies and classic business operators cannot be simply replicated 
or adjusted without the necessary knowledge of the cooperatives’ needs. 
Therefore, strengthening business service providers in order to empower them to 
create and independently implement support services to cooperatives deserves 
special attention due to their strong relevance to sustainability beyond the 
assistance of donors and projects. Strengthening the cooperative market actually 
means both working directly with cooperatives and creating a favourable 
environment and conditions for their independent development.

offering knowledge, skills and even incubation 
to those qualified for and interested in 
engaging in the delivery of support services 
to co-ops. The objective of such a course 
is to create and enhance the capacity of 
(Agri) business development organizations, 
professionals, individuals, agencies and 
other actors (interested in) providing support 
to cooperatives and Agri SMEs. In the first 
year of the course, a total of 35 Agri BDS 
completed the course and 33 fulfilled all the 
requirements for graduation. This course has 
been accredited by the Rwanda Workforce 
Development Authority (WDA), thus creating 
sustainable preconditions to the further growth 
of the programme and the number of service 
providers. 

Also, the Agri BDS network has been 
established to gather and provide support to 
BDS providers. In addition, the BDS network 
has been created as a platform of service 
providers that addresses different topics 
relevant to co-ops, but also stakeholders, 
policy makers and other contributors to the 
field. The CSP worked with partners towards 
establishing a viable network of cooperative 
supporters that offer Agri BDS to cooperatives 
and other Agri SMEs starting with the capacity 

building of Agri BDS Providers, which was 
vital in helping the cooperatives to utilize BDS 
skills in order to strengthen the cooperative 
business and take advantage of emerging 
opportunities. This effort turned into the 
Agri BDS network, which is a professional, 
independent body with a mission to build a 
sustainable delivery of agriculture business 
development services by empowering its 
members through a collective platform within 
which these professionals can realize their 
full potential, enhance knowledge exchange 
and be a national pool of experts to source 
Agribusiness experts. The Agri BDS Network 
was created as an umbrella organization 
involved in representation, capacity building 
as well as harmonization and coordination of 
services provided to agricultural cooperatives, 
SMEs and other agricultural stakeholders. 
Until 2018, the Agri BDS Network has brought 
together 42 effective members including 33 
certified professionals who attended the Agri 
BDS Course. The Agri BDS Network was 
assisted in establishing a three-year strategic 
plan, a one-year operational plan, a website 
and a database, a procedure manual and 
internal regulations, in addition to officially 
authenticated by-laws, in order for it to 
become a professional legal organization. 

In parallel to working directly with 
cooperatives, SPARK dedicates almost as 
much effort to creating and institutionalizing 
other independent actors so that they can 
maintain support to co-ops and push for their 
further development. The success of proximity 
coaching and its proven advantage over 
classic training has actually confirmed that 
demand for this type of service needs to be 
supported in order to make it independent 

and expand it to additional actors, beyond the 
donors’ support. The new actors (consultants, 
individuals, companies) need to be trained 
in agribusiness but also in how to develop 
their own consultancy and business skills and 
service models that will correspond to the co-
ops’ needs so that they can deliver a service of 
their own.
That is how and why a separate capacity 
building programme has been designed, 

Chapter III 
Sustaining the Impact 
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Among other services, the established 
Agri BDS Network will help its members to 
connect with potential employers and service 
demanders. 
  

Note
Any agri-business development course for 

future service providers should seek to cover the 

following topics: 

• Enhanced farming entrepreneurship 

skills (business planning and financial 

managerial  capacities)  

• Market access performances (business 

and contract negotiations with other chain 

operators,  linkages with other chain 

operators, i.e. institutional buyers, sourcing 

and supply managerial and  planning 

documents including marketing strategies)  

• Access to finance (internal and external 

financing)  

• Enhanced business performance (turnover/

income) and services to members.  

  

Partnerships
One of the strongest implementation points of 
SPARK’s service is its complementarity to and 
synergy with reliable partners. These partners 

include local and international NGOs, training 
providers, education institutions, business 
associations as well as governmental bodies 
(agencies, ministries), cooperative entities 
(unions, federations and confederations) and 
finance institutions. Engaging partners not only 
greatly helps implementation thanks to their 
local experience and knowledge of actors, 
but also empowers them and enables them 
to continue delivering the service (or specific 
parts of it) beyond SPARK’s assistance. This 
is highly advisable for any similar effort, as it 
strengthens local capacities, creates a sense of 
ownership and thus confirms sustainability.
 
 
Note
Cooperation modalities with partners are 

different; however, it is highly advisable to sign 

MoUs or other agreement formats stipulating a 

mutual intention and readiness to cooperate and 

establishing the main governing principles of 

cooperation and exchange. 
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There is a number of valuable universal remarks and pieces of advice to be 
taken into account in any similar activity, coming from those who have actually 
implemented the activities and delivered the results (project managers, trainers, 
coaches). These considerations are different in type and scope, but all of them 
concern valuable insights functioning as general guidance principles. 

5 In Conclusion

The most relevant ones may be outlined as 
follows:
• In addition to its potential to become 

a serious driver of economic growth, 
an agricultural cooperative brings 
additional value to its community and 
provides greater socioeconomic returns 
for farmer members, especially women, 
youth, persons with disabilities and other 
marginalized groups, all of which leads to 
social inclusion.

• There are no two value chains alike – at 
the start of an intervention, each value 
chain and its components need to be 
examined from scratch.

• There are no two cooperatives alike – each 
cooperative needs to have its own needs 
assessment and develop its individual 
learning plans.

•  All services to be offered to a particular 

cooperative need to be jointly agreed 
upon and developed in the form of joint 
ownership (cooperative management and 
farmers need to have their say in the action 
plans to be implemented).

• The cooperatives should demonstrate 
commitment to the process (by actively 
participating in planning, facilitating 
communication among their members, 
expressing readiness to introduce changes, 
etc.). The commitment and readiness to 
change often need to be “read between 
the lines”. 

• The local context dictates conditions for 
service delivery and not the other way 
around – therefore, it has to be thoroughly 
examined by relying on research based 
on local knowledge and contacts with 
partners, farmers, other service providers, 
and policy institutions; the broader the pre-

project consultations, the better.
• Tapping into local knowledge becomes 

particularly important when engaging 
trainers and coaches – people to work 
with cooperatives on a daily basis. It is not 
only for the sake of easier and more open 
communication, but mainly because they 
bring valuable knowledge of the local 
context and their familiarity with actors, 
business ways, customs, and value systems. 

• Cooperatives have to be offered intensive 
and almost everyday support, as they 
need a lot of practical assistance ranging 
from meetings with buyers to bookkeeping. 
So, the support service only starts with 
training and coaching (or other methods 
of capacity building), but actually the most 
important segment is making sure that the 
knowledge is consistently implemented. 
In SPARK’s case, this has been done 
through proximity coaching, although other 
approaches may also be viable. 

• Local ownership entails not only having 
cooperative management on board – it is 
crucially important to have all the co-op 
members supporting the process. Farmers 
need to understand and experience the 
tangible benefits of cooperative restructuring 
in order to participate and adhere to new 

practices.
• Moreover, the sense of ownership is 

equally important among the staff (trainers 
and coaches in particular) as they need 
to internalize that co-ops’ development, 
among other factors, reflects their efforts, 
too. 

• It is highly advisable to have the same 
person as a trainer and coach of the 
same cooperative. This, again, builds trust, 
increases understanding and strengthens 
ownership on both sides.

• Great results come from creating internal 
knowledge transfer mechanisms – not 
all co-op members can attend trainings; 
therefore, the dissemination of knowledge 
needs to be organized in order to reach 
them all. This is best done by investing in 
a pool of internal trainers (by organizing 
Training of Trainers, working with entire 
assemblies, creating mobile platforms as has 
been done in recent years, or in any other 
way). Again, this contributes to internal 
cohesion, transparency and accountability, 
all in favour of broad support to the 
introduced reforms.

• Working tools need to be standardized and 
unified; efforts invested in documenting the 
methods that work have multiplying returns.
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• Different development stages of 
cooperatives require different types of 
support. The crucial moment is upscaling 
– once a co-op is finance-ready, it needs 
to access and obtain financial support; this 
particular moment needs to be carefully 
planned and supported with due attention.

• Not only co-ops need support – the entire 

ecosystem is likely to be underdeveloped 
(and develops simultaneously, according 
to the law of demand and supply). 
Therefore, any successful intervention 
needs to look into other actors and provide 
support where feasible. 

• Irreversible change should be created 
not only within co-ops – an intervention 

aiming at sustainability has to invest in its 
exit strategy, which is best explained as the 
institutionalization and spin-off of the most 
relevant project outputs and outcomes (in 
human resources, manuals and guidance, 
accredited programmes, strengthened 
partners, mainstreamed policies and 
financial assistance mechanisms, 
incubation, just to name a few).

• Strengthening existing and creating a 
pool of new business service providers 
and networking with all relevant actors 
should be a particular focus in striving for 
sustainability.

• The learning programmes and 
competences should also be 
institutionalized by mainstreaming them 
into the learning curricula offered by 
different educational providers.

• The results and outputs should be made 
available and public (wherever possible) 
in order to encourage and facilitate the 
expansion of the development services to 
cooperatives.   
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6 Annexes

Business Maturity Performance Matrix
The Capacity Assessment Checklist
Training manual, Cooperative Management, Good Governance and Leadership
My Farm Enterprise Training Module 
Financial Management Training manual
Templates of Financial Books
Access to Finance and Financial Literacy Training manual
Sample Training Agenda
Training/Coaching Satisfaction Survey Format
Checklist Format
Action Plan Format
Sample Monthly and Quarterly Reports
2-2 Trade Tool
Capacity Assessment Matrix (CAM) 
Loan Application Scoring Tool
SEAT Tool
Individual Coaching Action Plans
Satisfaction and Evaluation Surveys
Agri BDS Course
Final Evaluation Report 
Assessment of Cooperatives’ Performance
Baseline Report 
Exit Strategy 
Lessons Learned and Recommendations

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
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www.spark-online.org

Contact


