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Local Innovation Support Funds: experiences and lessons 
 

Ann Waters-Bayer, PROLINNOVA, ETC Foundation, Netherlands 

Local Innovation Support Funds (LISFs) are managed or co-managed by grassroots organisations to 

support farmer-led experimentation and innovation. Local people decide what will be investigated, how 

and by whom – including bringing in experts or scientists to support this. Communities can thus drive their 

own adaptation to change and explore new opportunities. 

The PROLINNOVA (PROmoting Local INNOVAtion in ecologically oriented agriculture and NRM) network is a 

multistakeholder community of practice focused on smallholder farming. It seeks to make farmer-led joint 

innovation a norm in formal agricultural research and development (ARD). Its vision is a world where 

women and men farmers play decisive roles in ARD for sustainable livelihoods.  

This international network in Africa, Asia and Latin America starts by identifying local innovations, i.e. 

locally new and better ways of doing things. It regards these as entry points for Participatory Innovation 

Development (PID), a process that combines external knowledge and ideas with local knowledge and 

creativity in jointly exploring new possibilities. The network aims to strengthen and multiply farmer-driver 

multistakeholder innovation processes that can continue to deal with change, and stimulates institutional 

change in ARD to support this approach.  

The network members observed that most “participatory ARD” involve transfer of technology and 

continues to be dominated by formal researchers. It often means testing or demonstrating researchers’ 

technologies and exploring researchers’ rather than farmers’ questions. Some funds are available for 

“participatory ARD” (competitive grants) but are controlled by scientists. PROLINNOVA members saw a 

need to challenge how ARD funding is channelled, to change the power balance so that farmers “call the 

tune”. 

They piloted LISFs to encourage innovation by smallholders, to make research more accountable to and 

relevant for smallholders, to reveal entry points for formal ARD building on local knowledge and creativity, 

and to develop models for decentralised farmer-governed ARD that can be scaled up.  

In each of eight countries in Africa and Asia, a multistakeholder team facilitated LISF implementation, 

including setting up local Fund Management Committees (FMCs). In response to open calls, farmers 

submitted simple proposals. The FMCs selected grantees – local farmers (individuals or groups) – who 

led the research and shared their results. The screening criteria were defined by each FMC but were 

similar across countries: an idea driven by farmers; sound in economic, environmental and social terms; 

applicable by the resource-poor; applicants willing to share results; and proposals for experimentation 

and learning, not farm investment. The FMCs decided to use the funds mainly for: farmers’ own 

experimentation; improving farmer innovations; farmer-led experimentation together with researchers 

(PID); and learning visits by farmers.  

Participatory impact assessment revealed that involvement of different actors in the LISF:  

 Generated site-specific improvements in smallholder farming with potential to improve livelihoods  

 Strengthened social organisation around managing local ARD and funds for it 

 Built smallholders’ capacities to formulate own needs and access relevant information 

 Increased smallholders’ confidence to interact with “outsiders” in joint innovation 
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 Stimulated interest of extension & research to support farmer-led PID. 

From the experience with LISFs, PROLINNOVA learned that smallholders can manage funds for locally 

relevant innovation development, but the LISF needs to be custom-designed depending on local 

capacities, degree of organisation and available support services. Moreover, constant efforts are needed 

to prevent scientists from “taking over”. Involvement in the LISF strengthens the role of farmers in local 

multistakeholder platforms to discuss and prioritise research. 

The piloting revealed that the LISF is a promising complementary funding mechanism that gives farmers 

direct access to funds for innovation according to their priorities. It should be integrated into regular 

research and extension activities to support decentralised experimentation by farmer-led local learning 

groups. This would enhance sustainability of smallholder farming by creating widespread capacities at  

local level to continue innovating and adapting to deal with never-ending change. 
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