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Context
Since 1996, family farms have been the focus of the Federation of NGOs 
in Senegal (FONGS) through its programme, Rural Action. Over some 20 
years, the Federation has deepened its knowledge and understanding of 
family farms.
In December 2010, a study of 700 family farms informed the Dakar Forum 
organized by the National Council for Dialogue and Cooperation of Rural 
Senegal (CNCR) with a bold message: Family farms can feed Senegal.
The FONGS 2011-2015 strategic plan was drawn up following this Forum, 
its main objective being to support the development of family farms (FF). 
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And this was to be achieved by improving the quality 
of services offered to FF by the 31 member organi-
zations. Meanwhile, with CNCR’s backing, these 
services were also offered to other federations ope-
rating in new sectors (fishing, farming). 
Halfway through the plan, a review of the initial 
results was carried out based on two seasons (2011 
and 2012) across 1,811 FF in different agro-ecolo-
gical zones of Senegal. Their ambition is palpable: 
most FF are in a process of modernizing; they are 
investing, mostly using their own capital to finance 
their innovations.

The method used

The FF that were included in the study were chosen by 
FONGS member organizations and covered all of Sen-
egal´s agro-ecological zones and 113 different local 
authorities. The number of families selected had to be 
of a manageable size given the reliance on volunteers, 
and yet achieve the required diversity (size and degree 
of autonomy).

1,811 farms were monitored in 2011 and 2012, of which 
1,508 (83%) provided data that was sufficiently reliable to 
be analysed. These data were collected by local volunteers 
using a tool called a “simplified register of the family farm”.
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The simplified register records the main charac-
teristics of the family and the farm (number of 
active and non-active people, farm size, equip-
ment, livestock, and so forth) and calculates 
gross seasonal profit (sales + consumption + do-
nations), production costs and family expenses

The information passed through 3 degrees of examination:

  A number of indicators were used to categorise all 
1,508 FF and evaluate their performance: the level 
of food and health cover; gross family agro-forest-
ry-pastoral production; farm size and use of space, 
market integration, the breeding ratio in FF and di-
versification. 

  The indicators of 62 FF from the initial review were 
broken down in greater detail.

  At the third stage, in-depth interviews were conduct-
ed with the families on 28 FF.
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The impact of family farms 
on the Senegalese economy

The main observations: 

The information collected highlights the multifunctional 
nature of FF.

These FF feed a total of 25,291 people, or 17 per fami-
ly unit. In addition, they send 48% of their production 
to market (see opposing chart). Smallholder farms are 
believed to meet 60% of total national demand. This 
integration into markets also applies in terms of con-
sumption since the FF currently purchase 44% of their 
requirements through markets.

FF contribute to national wealth: their primary activities 
alone generated a total of 1,736,000,000 CFA francs, 
in 2012, the equivalent of €2,646,515. An important 
change also happened between 2012 and 2011: growth 
of 22%, which certainly is partly related to increased 
rainfall, but also to a reaction amongst FF to the con-
text. This growth was produced by 73% of FF, the other 
27% either stagnated or declined.

FF strengthen the job market through the employment 
they create: a total of 14,235 jobs (9 on average per 
farm). But it is true that they are poorly paid, especially 
in vulnerable FF. This raises the issue of a “fair” price 

for agricultural products and livestock. The revenues 
derived from their primary activity, however, are com-
plemented by other revenues from a quite diverse range 
of service activities: small-scale commerce, processing, 
transport, human and animal health, amongst others. 

And finally, FF maintain and enrich the nation’s wealth in 
different ways: soil fertility, animal and seed capital, 
sustainable development of natural resources, trans-
mission and production of knowledge.

This multi-functionality is part and parcel of the quest 
for a certain type of profitability, an overall profitabil-
ity, both economic and social, “FF produce in the first 
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FF type Coverage % Average area Development feature Agro-forestry- 
pastoral income €

Average annual 
income per 
active member

Secure > 12 months 12% 11 ha 73%

Properly equipped
Balance of agriculture & 
livestock
Able to invest

3,931 441

Intermediate Between 3 and 
12 months 68% 9 ha 78%

Fairly well equipped
Some livestock
Significant potential for 
improvement

1,691 175

Vulnerable <3 months 20% 6 ha 50%

Poorly equipped
Very little livestock
Little potential for 
improvement

715 76

Coverage refers to the number of months the FF can live off the net proceeds of its agriculture and livestock activities.

Percentage of agricultural and livestock production taken  
to market by FF type.
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instance to live, not to sell.” This profitability depends 
primarily on controlling three elements: production 
factors, production costs and monetary expenditure on 
consumption.1 

In a way, FF are part of the shared wealth of the Sene-
galese people: they are useful to the national economy 
and have a significant impact; they guarantee sustain-
able development.

Based on a comparison of the 2012 and 2011 seasons, 
they have shown an ability to evolve quickly, even if the 
extent of this ability varies according to type: 

Total Secure FF Intermediate 
FF Vulnerable FF

22% 35% 22% -8% 

Data analysis allows us to identify the main obstacles 
to progress amongst FF: lack of agricultural equipment; 

1 CNCR study: 12 bilans d’exploitations familiales sénégalaises  
(agriculture, élevage, pêche), October 2012, 66 pages.

insufficient diversification of their activities; too little 
linkage between agriculture and livestock; an improp-
erly planned relationship with the market, debt levels. 
Working on these factors is important as part of the for-
mulation of guidelines and priorities for public policy.

In addition, two critical factors are revealed by the 
analysis of the results: 

 Insecurity of tenure

 Job insecurity: jobs are poorly remunerated due to 
low prices for production, which is the result of unfair 
competition from certain imported products.

In terms of the types of FF, what are the priorities? 
FONGS believes that the best strategy option is to sup-
port intermediate type FF, which are under the poverty 
line, primarily in their agricultural endeavours. Given 
their characteristics and as the largest category of farm 
(68%) the potential for making progress is greatest in 
this category. For vulnerable FF, based on the observa-
tion that they are already living in very large part from 
their non-agricultural activities, the most appropriate 
approach is to develop the economic tissue in rural are-
as so as to augment the variety of paying jobs.
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Family farms modernize

A persistent misconception is that fam-
ily farms are set in their ways and refuse 
to evolve and modernize. Extensive 
studies of FF have found that this im-
age is not justified. In most cases, they 
displayed a great capacity to adapt 
by developing different strategies. 
Most were planning for the future and 
considering or already making major 
changes.

FF choices are guided by three important 
changes in their environment: the uncer-
tainties caused by climate change, poor 
quality inputs and soil depletion; chang-
es in consumption patterns; population 
pressure and the link with the land. 

Consultation and 
consensus-building and 

cooperation through  
family meetings leads  

to shared  
responsibility.
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From one season to another, there have been extremely 
rapid changes in FF, which denotes both a tremendous 
ability to react, but also considerable vulnerability.

Despite this changing context, FF know 
they want more security, more solidar-
ity, more comfort, more independence. 
In a word, more well-being. 

But first, all FF see their security as a 
question of food.

Then, they want to improve their living 
conditions, which leads them to seize 
market opportunities, in order to in-
crease their cash income.

Finally, some FF more clearly, some less, 
demonstrate a concern around sustain-
ability. There are two main approaches:

 Preserve and replenish productive 
capital - to farmers, this means the 
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land, its fertility but also security of tenure, and to 
breeders it is their stock of animals.

“With a large herd of cattle, I have the world at my fin-
gertips, I can solve my problems, I can thrive and do so 
much more” (a breeder from Ferlo).

 Maintain and extend family ties, i.e. the “social capi-
tal” of the family farm. It is indeed family cohesion and 
good organization which ensure a well run farm. Linked 
to this issue is the critical question of keeping the farm 
functioning. It is a sensitive subject, as evidenced by a 
head of family in the Bassin arachidier region, speaking 
of his children:

“I advise everyone to combine agriculture, which is a pri-
ority for me, with other activities, but I pursue strategies 
to get some out of agriculture, putting them elsewhere 
in other trades (as drivers, mechanics, tailors, etc.). As 
the family land will have to be shared one day, I think 
they will have to do as I have; I did not Inherit all my 
land, I acquired it. But to do that, one must cultivate 
social relations. “

Decision making within FF is carried out with three pri-
orities in mind and following two types of arbitration: 

The decision-making process within FF is very apparent. 
And it is clear that these processes are being modernized 
and that greater accountability is being introduced. In 
this sense, family meetings are “revolutionary”, with 
the passage from solitary decisions taken by the head 
of a family to a process of consultation and consensus 
building and cooperation accompanied by shared re-
sponsibilities.

Access to information and an opening up through trade 
and travel are crucial factors that lead families to adopt 
innovations and to modernize.

In schematic terms, it looks like this: 

They transform their decision-making systems (greater consultation: family meetings), and thus their way of thinking

The lifestyles of family farms 
are changing:
> consumption
> housing
> means of communication

They innovate 
in their modes of production:
> new products
> new techniques
> new knowhow

A “rural modernity” is being invented

production decisionsconsumption decisions

Increasing purchasing power

Security

Improve-
ment

Sustaina-
bility

family farms

Improving 
quality 
of life

Food 
security

Part of 
production  
is for own 
consumption

Part goes 
to market, 

to generate 
income

(élevage bovin, 
arboriculture...)

Sustainability
(long term 

vision)

Quick cash 
(short term)

there are 
tremendous market 
opportunities 
in the value chain 
(market gardening, 
cattle feed production, 
edible groundnut, 
cowpea, sheep for 
Tabaski and so on)

In the value chains 
there is great 

potential to invest
(cattle breeding, 

arboriculture 
and so on)

FF decision-making is fluid
Positioning



p
8

These steps  
demonstrate  
the overall  
intelligence  

of the so-called  
modern economy,  

in combining  
family strategies  
and collective  

strategies.

type of investment varies: the purchase or development 
of land, fruit tree planting, livestock, farm equipment, 
transportation and so on. FF also make social invest-
ments, for example, schooling for children, which help 
to strengthen families.

Four sources of capital have been 
identified: the FF’s “own bank”, its 
livestock; rural microfinance institu-
tions where FF deposit their savings; 
non-agricultural activities, in which 
women play a large role; remittances 
from migrant family members.

The investment capacity of FF is none-
theless limited, generating a form of 
vicious circle - it is necessary to in-
vest in improving production, but the 
means do not exist as production is 
insufficient. And this is where another 
limiting factor comes into play: in-
sufficient public investment be it for 
the development or maintenance of 
economic infrastructure or for imple-
menting suitable credit facilities. It is 
to this end that FONGS developed the 
FAIR (Support Fund for Rural Invest-
ment2) initiative. Faced with these 
difficulties, new funding mechanisms 
have been invented. They combine FF 
own resources in partnership arrange-
ments negotiated with retailers or with 
a guaranteed bank credit. This was 

notably the case for women in the Senegal River Valley 
to whom rice processing equipment was supplied. These 
steps demonstrate the overall intelligence of the so-
called modern economy, in combining family strategies 
and collective strategies.

2  For more on this subject see Zoom Microfinance no. 38 published in 
2013 http://www.sosfaim.org/pdf/publications/zoom_microfinance/
zoom.38.pdf

There are 5 drivers of FF evolution: production, in 
particular, diversification; marketing; balancing agri-
culture (animal feed) and livestock breeding (organic 
fertilizer); revenues from non-farm activities and re-
mittances from internal and external migrants; control 
over consumption spending.

If we define innovation as any chang-
es in behaviour within the FF that have 
positively impacted its results, several 
examples were observed: 

 Changes in family governance (con-
sultation on decisions)

 “Life changes”: a family set up a 
hamlet in the bush in order to have more 
space for their animals; they were then 
imitated by two other families.

 Improved crop management (select-
ed seeds)

 Improved livestock management 
(feeding on pasture)

 Investment in new activities: pro-
duction of goat milk, gardening, 
arboriculture, village mills, and so on.

Women play an important role in these 
changes because of the triple role they 
perform in farm life: reproducing and 
educating; farming; and, managing 
family consumption. This importance is 
further enhanced due to their growing economic contri-
butions, generated mainly from trading and processing 
products:

This large extended type farm located in the Notto area, 
despite possessing a large workforce and good equip-
ment, has yielded very poor results (coverage rate of 2 
months and 24 days) mainly because of its poor perfor-
mance and too high production costs (expense ratio of 
67%). Yet it is not in debt. This is due in large part to the 
contributions of six women from the farm who, with the 
income they derive from crushing peanuts and selling the 
oil alone, cover an additional 9 months of the family’s 
consumption. And yet, these very active women make 
other contributions that have not been quantified: they 
market garden, trade, manufacture shoes, sew, sell wood.  
(CNCR study - October 2012)

 The women’s capacity to innovate is even greater when 
they organize themselves into independent groups. 

As pointed out in the introduction in order to finance 
innovation, farms mostly invest their own capital. The 
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rectly targeted at family farms. All 31 FONGS member 
organizations have signed support-provision contracts 
as of 2012. 

There has since been a significant breakthrough: sys-
tematic processes to ensure close monitoring of FF 
through simplified assessments and individual advice 
and support have now been implemented at FO. This 
monitoring has interested farmers. The first assessment 
performed acts as a mirror for the FF: it is a diagnosis 
and establishes the “family project”. The following as-
sessments allow the family to accompany and control 
the farm’s development.

But it is not only the FF that benefit from this support. 
FO themselves have learned a great deal about the 
workings of FF. The monitoring has enabled FO leaders 
to take a step back from their intuitive methods of as-
sessing FF. FO have therefore evolved in their own way of 
understanding their situation and their roles. And their 
strategic capabilities have been enhanced, with better 

The contribution of FONGS 
member organizations  
in the transformation  
of family farms.

On the one hand, support given by farmer organizations 
(FO) allows farms to clarify their prospects: “We know 
where we want to get.” On the other hand, FO offer a va-
riety of services that are highly valued, such as access 
to inputs and credit or assistance in supply and market-
ing. Advice and support provided by extension workers 
from FO is particularly appreciated by FF.  

It should be noted here that FO practices have been 
substantially overhauled under the 2011-2015 FONGS 
plan, with a contract-based approach that is more di-
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 Their proximity to the FF

 Their relationships with other local development actors

 The ability to renew their practices

 A practice that has managed to gen-
erate transformations in FF at relatively 
little cost (of the order of 10% of exist-
ing support programmes, equivalent to 
€42/FF monitored/year).

If FO offer different comparative 
advantages in terms of the close mon-
itoring of FF, they do not aim to be 
exclusive, the idea is rather to bring 
new dimensions (FF management and 
governance) and develop partnerships 
with other stakeholders in agricultural 
and rural support to increase FF prox-
imity and access to knowledge.

choices of priorities, as well as better research to back 
their advocacy efforts.

Another significant trend is the positive development 
of FO relations with other local actors, 
whether public or private. There is a 
form of opening up which is conducive 
to local development and even the 
resolution of land issues.

This positive assessment naturally 
leads to a desire to extend this ad-
vice and support model to other CNCR 
member federations. 8 CNCR federa-
tions have already been convinced of 
its merits.

The use of FO to closely monitor FF is 
strengthened by 4 comparative advan-
tages: 
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develop partnerships  
with stakeholders  
in agricultural and  

rural support  
to increase  

FF proximity  
and access  

to knowledge.
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 Streamline funds for modernizing farms under the 
LOASP taking into account FF type and agro-ecological 
zone.

To achieve its ends, FONGS intends to rely on coalitions 
both in the South and the North, in order to influence pol-
icy makers and public opinion.

In the South, through CNCR, a rural coalition that is well 
organized at the national level, which can be extended 
to other civil society actors to work on the citizenship 
issue; and, through subregional groups such as the Ré-
seau des Organisations Paysannes et de Producteurs 
d’Afrique de l’Ouest and pan-African ones such as the 
Panafrican Farmers Forum.

In the North, during the International Year of Fam-
ily Farming, by mobilizing aid policy makers and 
opinion-shaping groups and leaders with the following 
message: defending family farming is no longer enough, 
we must help it evolve.   

This issue of Farming Dynamics was written by Marc MEES 
based on the document: “Les exploitations familiales séné-
galaises investissent et se modernisent”; synthèse d’étape 
2 - November 2013. The full document is available: http://
www.fongs.sn/IMG/pdf/synthese_d_etape_fongs_2013.pdf

Outlook:  
working together

On what? 6 priorities stand out:

Gain recognition for family farms and the importance of 
the roles they play: they feed people, create jobs, con-
tribute to the national wealth, and help build an African 
modernity;

Improve the performance of FF;

Produce research on the real world functioning of FF;

Develop both qualitative and quantitative local support 
for FF;

Shape public policy and improve overall conditions in ar-
eas such as land tenure, natural resource management, 
market regulation, economic and social infrastructure 
necessary for the development of local economies.

Promote a new type of citizenship: rural development is 
an issue which affects not just the rural world, rather it 
is a concern for all of society.

How? By creating synergies and passing through  
three stages:

Define a basic consensus between the state and the farm-
er movement around a shared understanding of national 
wealth and the need to preserve it and help it grow sus-
tainably. This consensus will focus on agricultural and 
food policies and the place and role of FF.

6 areas to address with the Senegalese government and 
various national actors:

 Launch the body for consultation and dialogue that 
was provided for under the Framework Agro-Forest-
ry-Pastoral Act (LOASP) between the State and the 
agricultural trade organizations.

 Review the LOASP as part of a national consultation 
on agriculture and rural development.

 Expand and improve FF advice and support by com-
bining efforts with other actors in this field.

 Build synergies in research: ensure that the sector 
better understands rural demand and that FO inform FF 
of the results of the research.

 Contribute to the development of FF training modules 
for use by agricultural and rural training centres as pro-
vided for in the LOASP.

http://www.fongs.sn/IMG/pdf/synthese_d_etape_fongs_2013.pdf
http://www.fongs.sn/IMG/pdf/synthese_d_etape_fongs_2013.pdf


SOS Faim and the farmers’ organizations 
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in Africa and Latin America. SOS Faim publishes Farming Dynamics which 
deals with the development challenges faced by agricultural producers’ and 
farmers’ organizations.
This publication is available for download in French, English and Spanish on 
SOS Faim’s website: www.sosfaim.org.

Apart from Farming Dynamics, SOS Faim publishes Zoom microfinance,  
which provides analysis on the aims, models and implementation conditions 
of aid to microfinance institutions.

This publication is also available for download in French, English and Spanish 
on SOS Faim’s website: www.sosfaim.org. 
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