‘Excellent experiences in development of producer organisations’
Summary
This proposal is the outcome of a request of producer organizations and follow-up on intensive discussions between a large number of producer organizations and a number of supporting NGO's. Discussions focused on the basic question of how to use excellent experiences of producer organizations in the process of improving capacity building of other producer organizations.

Producer organisations are among the most effective agents to allow small producers to participate in the liberalized world market. The trends towards socially responsible entrepreneurship (Fair Trade, Eko-Oke label etc.) have increased the market possibilities of these producer organisations enormously. However, small producers organisations often face difficulties to survive on the world market. They lack the capacity, knowledge, influence, contact or appropriate infrastructure to compete in these (international) markets. 

Solidaridad, together with its close partners, has a proven track record on the development of innovative methods and concepts to promote sustainable growth and development in the whole production chain. Solidaridad aims to support producer organisations in becoming more professional and does this through special programmes focused on capacity building. Programmes are implemented through Solidaridad head office and regional expertise centres.  These centres serve as junctions of knowledge exchange and innovation. The project described in this proposal will be embedded in this network of expertise centres.

A lot is known about capacity building, especially among NGOs and professionals. However, there is little specific knowledge on how producer organisations can be strengthened and the existing knowledge is hardly used by the organizations themselves to improve their day-to-day work. Although best practices are available within producer organisations, if capacity building takes place, the practical experiences of other organisations are hardly taken into account. 

Therefore, GDF, together with Solidaridad, Agrofair Assistance and Development and UNDP/SGP decided in 2005 to develop a project focusing on the systematization of excellent experiences in capacity building of producer organisations. The emphasis in this project was on the excellence of the learning elements in the experience, for the purpose of optimal learning, rather than only on excellence of the results of the capacity building trajectory. The first phase of this project was successfully implemented - 8 cases of best practices were systematised and exchanged. This proposal describes the second phase of the project, for which the following objective is formulated: producer organizations and supporting organizations apply excellent experiences in capacity building for the strengthening of their organizations. 

The project consists of two interlinked parts. Firstly, it seeks to implement a structural method to identify and systematize excellent experiences of capacity building of producer organizations. This is important to keep the learning cycle alive. Secondly, it facilitates exchange and learning from these experiences, for producer organizations but also for NGOs and others. 

To attract new excellent experiences, among others, a yearly event will be organised (cup of excellent experiences) where the best “excellent experiences” of producer organisations in the South are selected and rewarded with a full systematisation of their experience, including video material. All other applications will be used as learning material and made available through the website. 

To facilitate learning different tools will be used. First of all, the current (informative) project website will be further developed into a platform, a meeting space for people and organisations interested in sharing and learning on capacity building of producer organisations. Learning on the website will be facilitated and coordinated by professionals. 

Learning is stimulated when people are connected. But evenly important is the exchange offline, for example in exchange visits, open to different levels of staff, experts and producers. The project will organise at least three learning visits between producer organisations per year, connecting demand for experiences and offer of excellent experiences. Linked to the exchange visits is coaching of producer organisations by representatives of other producer organisations, a method that proved to be very practical, effective and stimulating for all participants. 

On the long run it is very important that systematisation of experiences and related learning is imbedded in the participating organisations in the South and the North. To guarantee this, a number of concrete steps are taken. First of all, based upon the excellent experiences, a methodology will be developed for organisational strengthening of producer organisations and made available for all partners. Solidaridad and its partners do not seek to be the next group of organisations with their own tools and methodology. Instead, especially in this part of the project, they will seek alliances with universities and other professionals (NGOs).  

A logical next step is the development of a curriculum for capacity building of producer organisations. This will stimulate the institutionalisation of knowledge. During this project, the needs and possibilities will be studied to organise a Field School of Producer Development in which the current initiatives come together, covering all aspects of capacity building and making use of the practical experiences systematised in the project. It should be made explicit that the idea is not to develop another initiative for training or capacity building, but to make use of the existing and improve the cohesion and quality. 

Finally, the innovation project will be imbedded through the participation of a number of stakeholders among which the producer organisations (use of experiences and contribution to learning cycle), the Solidaridad expertise centres in the south (canalization and facilitation of all learning), Universities and NGOs (development and use of methodology/curriculum), PSO members (sharing of innovation results through website and contribution to events) etc. The project will be co-financed by the Dutch NGOs Solidaridad, AFAD and by the UNDP (SGP). 

With the results of this innovation project, a practical, creative and bottom-up developed methodology for capacity building of producer organisations will be available, imbedded in the organisations that are committed to strengthening the role of small producers in the competing market. And even more important, a platform for further learning and improvement of practices will be available

