
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quatrième article : Exploring farmers’ innovative behaviours after an agricultural entrepreneurial training 
A qualitative analysis from Songhaï farmers in Benin

Bulletin de la Recherche Agronomique du 
Rurale & Sociologie Rurale

Le BRAB est en ligne (on line) sur le

ISSN sur papier (on hard copy)

Bibliothèque Nationale (BN) du Bénin

Institut National des Recherches Agricoles du Bénin (INRAB)
Centre de Recherches Agricoles à 

Programme Informati
01 BP 884 Recette Principale, Cotonou

Tél.: (229) 21 30 02 64 / 21 13 38 70 / 21 03 40 59

Exploring farmers’ innovative behaviours after an agricultural entrepreneurial training 
A qualitative analysis from Songhaï farmers in Benin

Par : D. N. DALOHOUN 

Pages (pp.) 41-65. 

gronomique du Bénin (BRAB) - Numéro 
Sociologie Rurale (ER&SR) – Décembre 201

Le BRAB est en ligne (on line) sur les sites web http://www.slire.net & http://www.inrab.org

papier (on hard copy) : 1025-2355 et ISSN en ligne (on line)

Bibliothèque Nationale (BN) du Bénin 

Institut National des Recherches Agricoles du Bénin (INRAB)
Centre de Recherches Agricoles à vocation nationale basé à Agonkanmey (CRA

e Information Scientifique et Biométrie (PIS
01 BP 884 Recette Principale, Cotonou 01 - République du Bénin

Tél.: (229) 21 30 02 64 / 21 13 38 70 / 21 03 40 59 ; E-mail : brabinrab@yahoo.fr
 

1 

Exploring farmers’ innovative behaviours after an agricultural entrepreneurial training – 
A qualitative analysis from Songhaï farmers in Benin 

Numéro Spécial Économie 
embre 2017 

http://www.inrab.org 

2355 et ISSN en ligne (on line) : 1840-7099 

Institut National des Recherches Agricoles du Bénin (INRAB) 
vocation nationale basé à Agonkanmey (CRA-Agonkanmey) 

Scientifique et Biométrie (PIS-B) 
République du Bénin 

brabinrab@yahoo.fr / craagonkanmey@yahoo.fr 



Bulletin de la Recherche Agronomique du Bénin (BRAB) 
Numéro spécial Économie et Sociologie Rurales (ESR) – Décembre 2017 

BRAB en ligne (on line) sur les sites web http://www.slire.net&http://www.inrab.org 

ISSN sur papier (on hard copy) : 1025-2355 et ISSN en ligne (on line) : 1840-7099 
 

40 

Exploring farmers’ innovative behaviours after an agricultural entrepreneurial 
training – A qualitative analysis from Songhaï farmers in Benin 

D. N. DALOHOUN6 

Abstract 

The study has made the argument that to enhance smooth agricultural innovations farmers need to 
embed in institutional settings enabling them to acquire capacities to innovate. It builds on the 
assumption that entrepreneurship implies innovative behaviours. A way to then equip farmers with 
innovative capacities is to train them on entrepreneurship.This paper, the seventh chapter and second 
sub-case (in my Ph.D. thesis), analyses how the type of training and learning process matters in 
ensuring continuous flows of innovations at farmers’ level.It uses Songhaï farmers as units of analysis 
and discusses evidence of these farmers’ innovative behaviours as the results of their participation at 
the Songhai entrepreneurial training program. The case answers the question of how have the 
Songhaï farmers being innovating. It assumes that the conditions under which the farmers set up 
agricultural businesses (the means and how these means are acquired), the types of the activities 
they have been undertaking provide the ground for identification of their innovation capacities. 

Key words: Agriculture, development, entrepreneurship, farmers, innovation, Songhaï. 

Exploration des comportements d’innovation des fermiers aprèsleur formation 
à l’entrepreneuriat agricole – Une analyse qualitative du cas des fermiers 

Songhaï au Bénin 

Résumé 

L’étude a fait valoir que pour améliorer les innovations agricoles en douceur, les agriculteurs doivent 
être intégrés dans des cadres institutionnels leur permettant d'acquérir des capacités d'innovation. Il 
part de l'hypothèse que l'entrepreneuriat implique des comportements innovants. Une façon d'équiper 
ensuite les agriculteurs avec des capacités innovantes est de les former sur l'entrepreneuriat. Cet 
article, le septième chapitre et le deuxième sous-cas (dans ma thèse de doctorat), analyse comment 
le type de formation et d'apprentissage est un important facteur de flux d'innovations au niveau des 
agriculteurs. Il utilise les fermiersSonghaï comme unités d'analyse et discute de la preuve des 
comportements innovants de ces fermiers en tant que résultats de leur participation au programme de 
formation entrepreneuriale de Songhaï. Cet article répond à la question : comment les fermiers 
Songhaï innovent ? Il suppose que les conditions dans lesquelles les agriculteurs créent des 
entreprises agricoles (les moyens et la manière dont ces moyens sont acquis), les types d'activités 
qu'ils ont entrepris fournissent la preuve pour l'identification de leurs capacités d'innovation. 

Mots clés : Agriculture, développement, entrepreneuriat,fermiers, innovation, Songhaï. 

INTRODUCTION 

Much confusion exists about the proper definition of entrepreneurship... The term refers, not to an 
enterprise’s size or age but, to a certain kind of activity. At the heart of that activity is innovation: the 
effort to create purposeful, focused change in an enterprise’s economic or social potential. Indeed, 
Innovation is the specific function of entrepreneurship… It is the means by which the entrepreneur 
either creates new wealth-producing resources or endows existing resources with enhanced potential 
for creating wealth… What all the successful entrepreneurs I have met have in common is not a 
certain kind of personality but a commitment to the systematic practice of innovation...Then, no one 
needs to be convinced of the importance of innovation – intense competition, along with fast-changing 
markets and technologies, has made sure of that. How to innovate is the key question. Songhaï 
Centre seemed to be able to answer this key question. About the major source of innovation, Drucker 
(1998, p. 7) agrees with Songhaï: “… Among history making innovations, those based on new 
knowledge – whether scientific, technical, or social – rank high. They are the superstars of 
entrepreneurship. They get the publicity and the money. They are what people usually mean when 
they talk of innovation…” 

                                                           

6Dr MSc. Ing. Daniel N. DALOHOUN, Ecole Nationale d’Economie Appliquée et de Management, Université d’Abomey-
Calavi, E-mail : dndalohoun@hotmail.com, Tél. : (+229)97141444, République du Bénin. 
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The greatest praise an innovation can receive is for people to say: This is obvious!” (Drucker, 1998, p. 
7). The rationale for this study is to investigate through a qualitative analysis of their farming 
undertakings, the evidence of obvious innovative behaviours among Songhaï farmers. 

Transforming Traditional Agriculture 

Schultz (1964) was one of the pioneers of agricultural development theories in low-income countries. 
He made it clear that farmers in low-income countries are rational and make effective use of their 
resources. He asserted that they are poor because the resources they have at hand are very limited 
and knowledge that would permit them to produce the same output with fewer resources or a larger 
output with the same resources is not available to them. There is little scope for the expansion of 
traditional resources (land, labour) beyond the amounts that exist. Since the accessible resources are 
being used efficiently, there are no likely productivity gains to be expected within the traditional 
agricultural methods. At the same time, the models assume that peasants respond to prices and other 
economic incentives if any arise. The concern is not that traditional farmers are inefficient or irrational 
but rather that they have fewer resources. This notion of peasant rationality as Schultz (1964) defines 
implies there is no other way the resources peasants have can be rearranged to obtain greater output. 
They are using all known technology within the traditional agricultural system. Output can increase for 
individual household if they are able to obtain more resources. Given more land and labour, peasants 
will expand output. But productivity will not have increased. Schultz (1964) articulated that it is 
technical change that causes productivity to increase. Therefore, he stressed the need to provide 
farmers with new technical inputs to production. 

Agricultural research as the main supplier of technical change 

Addressing developing countries’ agriculture, Johnston and Mellor (1961) asserted that the low 
productivity of farm labour, land and other resources is largely due to the lack of certain 
complementary inputs of a technical and institutional nature. Peterson (1978) brings evidence that 
while in 1978, only about 5% of US population work in agriculture, though in the 1770s it took about 
85% of the US population to produce its food. He attributes this improvement to the performance and 
effectiveness of an agricultural research system that has allowed increases in agricultural productivity 
while it became essential in the process of economic development. Mellor (1986) also demonstrated 
that even higher prices and profits have a limited impact on developing countries’ farmers in 
increasing the quantity supplied. He asserts that to increase output, emphasis must be placed on new 
technology generation. In the same vein, Pardey et al. (1996) assert that although factors affecting 
growth and productivity in agriculture are manifold, there is particularly convincing evidence that 
investing in a functioning agricultural research system is a requisite component of a successful 
development strategy. In this respect, Schuh (1997) stresses the need for capacity development in 
research and extension, while Tribe (1997) emphasises the need for appropriate policies and 
supportive institutions aiming at promoting the generation of the new technologies. Thus, the role of 
agricultural research, as part of development strategies, is to generate new production technologies 
(Pardey and Beintema, 2001). In fact, prior to them, Hayami and Ruttan (1991) combined these views 
and claimed that central to the theories of agricultural development is the concept of technological and 
institutional innovation. 

Definition and domains of innovation 

Innovations cuts across a broad range of activities, institutions and time spans (Botkin et al., 1983) 
implying a wide range of definitions of innovation. Though there are commonalities in the definitions of 
innovation among the different disciplines, it appears that the definition of innovation is not identical in 
all domains. Innovation denotes an activity and describes a process that embraces theoretical 
conception, technical invention and commercial exploitation (Hamilton-Howard and Howard, 2000). It 
should be understood as the work of developing an invented element for practical and commercial use 
and of ensuring that the introduction of the element is accepted (Adjebeng-Asem, 1995; Verspagen, 
2001). This definition emphasises innovation as a process but views it as an antecedent of invention. 
The innovation process conveys the idea that new products or services are the result of the innovation 
process, which goes through all phases of a business and implies creativity, marketing, research and 
development, design, production and distribution (European Commission, 1995). Innovation can be 
thought of in terms of a new and better product even at a higher price, the creation of a new want and 
finding new uses for existing products (Drucker, 1986). Also defined as a process (process 
innovation), innovation implies changing the way individual economic agents or production units 
perform tasks in order to carry them out in a better and more efficient way but without necessarily 
changing the product. It may be innovation in management organisation or management methods and 
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an improvement of the instruments or methods of doing innovation itself (Kline and Rosenberg, 1986; 
Lundvall, 1992; Sundbo, 1998; Verspagen, 2001). It may be innovation in the price or service offered 
to a customer. 

Innovation is also an economic and social, rather than exclusively a technological issue. Whitehead 
(1952, as cited by Mowery, 1990), incorporates another dimension to innovation: institutional. He 
argues that the greatest invention of the 19

th
 Century was the invention of the method of innovation. 

Mowery (1990) refers to this method as the institutionalised processes of transforming intellectual and 
physical capital into new knowledge and technology. These processes take the form of industrial 
research laboratories, agricultural experiment stations, and research universities (Ruttan, 2001). In the 
sense of this definition, institutions denote organisations, institutes or bodies of different types. But for 
Rattan (2001, p.119), institutions are also: “Social rules that facilitates co-ordination among people by 
helping them form expectations to deal with each other. They reflect the conventions that have 
evolved in different societies regarding the behaviours of individuals and groups”. 

Ruttan (2001) argues that, like technology, institutions must also change if development is to occur. 
This is because their past potential of generating innovation and growth can be revealed as being 
obsolete, thus becoming an obstacle for further economic development. Meyer-Krahmer (1998) also 
contended that as far as innovation is concerned, institutions may exert negative influence. Static, they 
may lead society to miss opportunities and act inappropriately when circumstances change. 
Institutional innovation is clearly viewed as induced by technological innovation with which it co-
evolves (Ruttan, 2002). 

Classification of agricultural innovations 

Innovation is a deceptively simple term, but in reality ranges from embodied external innovations 
(seed, fertilizers, pesticides, etc.) to systems changes building on agronomic and managerial 
innovations. This division is admittedly artificial as technology packages in agricultural development 
often include both categories and simultaneous interventions of a non-technical nature. An innovation 
is an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption. In 
industrial and agricultural innovation literature, a distinction is made between products, processes, and 
social/organisational innovations. Agricultural innovations can be classified according to several 
parameters (Sunding, 1999 and Sonnino 2009, cited by Toborn, 2011): 

 genetic, mechanic and chemical innovations and agronomic, managerial and animal 
husbandry innovations; 

 continuous innovations, semi-continuous innovations, and discontinuous innovations with 
increasing demands for new skills, knowledge and even investments; 

 labour saving innovations and land saving innovations; 

 process innovations and product innovations; 

 endogenous and exogenous innovations; 

 innovations embodied in capital goods or products and innovations not embodied; 

 innovations according to impact: 

 new products; 

 yield increasing innovations; 

 cost-reducing innovations; 

 innovations that enhance product quality; 

 innovations according to form; 

 mechanical, biological, chemical, biotechnical, and informational innovations. 

Addressing the issue through participatory approaches 

Breaking away from the linear model of agricultural development, approaches to new knowledge 
acquisition at the farmer level have, for decades, been based on the so called-participatory 
approaches. They include Farming Systems Research (FSR), Participatory Technology Development 
(PTD), On-Farm Research (OFR), Participatory Action Research (PAR), and Farmer Field Schools 
(FFS). Extension approaches such as “learning-by doing”, “on-farm-demonstrations” were also used 
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(Tripp, 2001). All have proven their limits in providing sustained basic know-how (new methods, 
techniques and practices), mostly in staple crop and livestock production to farmers. They also failed 
to grant farmers capacity to grasp the “know-who” knowledge, which is information about who knows 
what and who knows how to do what (Malecki, 1997). In effect, agricultural innovation process cannot 
be sustained in a framework that does not provide a background for the upgrading and adding to the 
knowledge stock of farmers. Individual farmers must know how to acquire the knowledge their need, 
when, how and at the right time they need it. Finally, farmers require basic technical knowledge to help 
them manage new techniques. 

A new paradigm for agricultural development is required 

Much of the basic knowledge that farmers need could be imparted in a special training programme 
that prepares them to operate in increasingly sophisticated input and output markets (Tripp, 2001). It 
may include know-how (new agricultural methods and techniques and others best practices) in crop 
production, animal husbandry, fish farming, processing, marketing and farm management. Innovation 
is the process of turning ideas and knowledge into goods and services that create a consumer 
demand within the marketplace. The innovation process is the cycle in which ideas, skills, investments 
and management expertise come together to create commercially viable products. The world is swept 
away by change. New technologies emerge constantly; new markets are opening up while others are 
shutting down. These circumstances challenge all economic agents to be innovative and creative, so 
as to improve performance continuously. Success depends on how well the most valuable asset such 
as knowledge, kills, and creativity are exploited. Farming is a production activity that relates to input 
and output market of products; as such, it also requires entrepreneurial skills. 

Indeed, in a dynamic economy, market conditions regularly change due to invention and introductionof 
new products, changes in production technology, changes in consumer preferences, and so on 
(Passour, 1985). Consequently, there are always profit opportunities available for alert individuals with 
innovation ideas. According to Passour (1985), entrepreneurship may be rightly defined as an 
alertness to profit opportunities which have not been grasped and acted upon by others. 
Entrepreneurs thus sense opportunities and takes risk in the face of uncertainty to open and exploit 
new markets. Schumpeter (1934) defines an entrepreneur as one who reorganises economic activity 
in an innovative and valuable way. That is, an entrepreneur is one who engages in a new economic 
activity that was previously unknown for the sake of profits. This definition has a great application in 
agricultural development is SSA, in particular, as producers are searching for new ways to increase 
their incomes. The training programme on farming can do little more foster entrepreneurial spirit, equip 
farmers for the long term, and prepare them to seize opportunities and commit to constant innovation 
that enhance performance.The study investigate how training transforms the learner farmers into 
relevant “node” in the agricultural innovation system.  

Knowing what is wrong forms the basis for knowing what to do (Liebenbersg and Theron 1997). 
However, making the analytical connection sometimes seems to be the source of a new problem. 
Breaking away from the obvious business as usual in current research issues is the goal. Business as 
usual is in itself a position on agricultural research for development. It resulted from the interests of 
individual scientists, existing disciplinary and departmental divisions, academic reward systems, the 
few financial sources available, and the research approaches they sustain. Research projects making 
part of the position are usually small, often acquired in competition through a peer review process, or 
as commissioned research (Toborn, 2011). All these actors are supported by other development 
players of all kinds.A marked deviation from the business as usual assumes that considerable 
individual and collective constraints have to be overcome, and that a strong will to change has been 
always present.  

Efforts to develop agriculture are expected to result in improved agricultural production. Improved 
obviously having multiple interpretations; thus better technologies have to be generated and put into 
use (Johnston and Mellor, 1961; Schultz, 1964; Peterson, 1978; Mellor, 1986; Pardey et al., 1996). 
Agricultural scientists by training and tradition believe that new technologies drive agricultural 
development. Research findings are passed through transformative and communicative stages and 
finally result in improved production. Many scientists believe that advantageous innovations will sell 
themselves, that the obvious benefits of a new idea will be widely realised by potential adopters, and 
that the innovation will therefore diffuse rapidly (Toborn, 2011). Seldom is this the case. Most 
innovations, in fact, diffuse at a disappointingly slow rate (Rogers, 1995). Adoption of agricultural 
innovations, with exceptions for early Green Revolution (GR) success, has not progressed as fast as 
desirable and projected. In Sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, the situation has been frightening 
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(Toborn, 2011). This evokes the intricate question how to explain the lack of progress and what could 
be done differently? 

Father Nzamujo (2002), the founder of Songhaï, claimed to provide an answer to this question through 
the creation of a training/learning programme. The objective is to craft a framework whereby learners 
(as future or potential farmers) would empower themselves. In fact, new technologies and practices 
are unfamiliar by definition. In considering whether and how to use them, farmers may face, among 
others, conditions that require that they imagine situations that have never occurred in their past and 
thus require of them abilities and attributes that they likely never have caused to build (Omano and 
Lynam, 2003). Adoption of new technologies is not the terminal stage of a multi-stage process. 
Generally speaking, this process includes formulating a problem itself, identifying relevant information, 
applying pre-existing abilities or developing new ones better suited to the solution and, finally, 
identifying alternative course of actions, only one of which is selected. The ability to complete this 
multi-step process is a key and cannot be assumed present. It has not only a technical dimension, but 
also an organisational one (Dosi and Egidi, 1991 as quoted by Omano and Lynam, 2003, p. 1685). In 
many cases, adopting new technologies calls also for investment capability including investment 
feasibility, analysis and project execution (Kim, 1997). 

Successful diffusion, adoption and effective use of these potentials (Foray, 1997,) for the dismantling 
of obsolete activities and for the start-up of more efficient new ones (Kim, 1997), constitutes among 
others, a fundamental factor for transition from a peasant substance to more productive and 
commercial agriculture. Thus, instead of forming a “knowledge triangle” (as prescribed Roling, 1994; 
Eicher, 2001; World Bank, 2001) an approach whereby farmers empower themselves is required. 
Indeed, Clark (2001) warns that knowledge flows are also function of related actions on the part of the 
recipients. He argues that the capacity to understand the full potential of external knowledge depends, 
in large extent, on the recipient knowledge. 

 What is argued is that economic activity is driven by a more complex interplay between 
different factors, at its core, innovation? 

 What is stressed is that the skills affect farmers’ innovative capacity to take full advantage of 
new technologies and participate in commercial agriculture? 

 What is suggested is that building entrepreneurial skills for farmers would trigger their 
innovative capacities? This would happen through training/learning processes that would 
produce entrepreneurial farmer population that can adopt and exploit new technologies. 

About Songhaï 

Indeed, Farther Nzamujo, who is computer scientist as well as microbiologist, was professor of 
engineering at the University of California-Irvin. In the mid-1980s, the crisis in Ethiopia, characterised 
by severe drought, famine and starvation, became the decisive event that propelled him to new 
commitment. In effect, he saw a series of ads on TV to “help the starving children of Ethiopia”. The 
ads struck him so deeply and he continually began to ask himself “what can I do for my continent of 
origin?” he returned to Africa, visited several countries and realised that Africa is endowed with 
tremendous natural resources, but now is very poor becausea wrong economic equation has been 
written for Africa. For farther Nzamujo, an economy for Africa must rest on its own realities, be they 
cultural, environmental or geographical. Logically, he deduced that the best way to draw Africans out 
of poverty is to transform them into active producers using local resources. He acknowledges the 
existence of constraints but argued that they can be removed if, together, with other, he commits to a 
success. 

In 1985, after the decision to set up the project in Benin was definitive; he requested land from the 
government of Benin. The Ministry of agriculture Rural Development granted him ten hectares of 
fallow land located in Ouando, a suburb of Porto-Novo (capital of Benin). Father Nzamujo associated 
a set of six dropouts from school, and together they launched clearing activities. Then they build six 
basins for fish farming. After this basic task, only small amount of money was left from initial capital the 
founder had.In fact, it was just enough to acquire 32 quail eggs, 12 ducks, 100 hens, 10 sows, 20 
sheep and goats… And the project kicked off. The project was officially inaugurated on October 5, 
1985. 
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The Songhaï training framework summarised 

For Songhaï, entrepreneurs are not born; they are made. Entrepreneurial capacities can be nurtured 
hopefully through education and they are amenable to personal choice and decision. Entrepreneurs 
seek opportunities and innovations often provide the instrument for them to succeed. The function of 
these entrepreneurs is to innovate or to carry out new combinations of all forms of capital to drive 
dynamic development. Training general-purpose farmers capable of carrying out multiple production 
activities would allow them to become entrepreneurs as they will be able to select among activities 
and invest in those promising higher profitability. When the farmers acquire knowledge, not only in 
carrying out pure production activities but also in marketing the production, they can become 
entrepreneurs in the sense of Say (1971). Entrepreneurs discover, often in an existing knowledge 
pool, ideas untired in commercial reality and introduce them into economic life. They overcome 
barriers in place from existing customs and institutions. In addition, Songhaï believes that 
entrepreneurship requires entrepreneurial skills that are not yet present. The founding director of 
Songhaï stresses that Africa has to develop such innovative capacities from the local realities 
analysed and thought by skilled people burning for economic and social dynamics of the continent.  

At the beginning, the training at Songhaï can be perceived as a sort of apprenticeship where the 
students learned quite simply and primarily by practising. They was no formal course. However, 
practical exercises did not stand for the whole. The educators were to explain the “why” of the new 
knowledge being taught and that the students have to acquire. The conditions and the circumstances 
that warranted the use of one or other technology needed clear explanation so that the learners could 
understand them. Indeed, after graduation, the prospective farmers were to work in various natural 
environment and face different constraints. Songhaï aimed at training general-purpose farmers on the 
following topics: crop production, animal husbandry, fish farming, renewal energy production 
processing, agricultural machinery, initiation to design and the formation of agricultural business plan 
and accounting and management. 

METHODOLOGY 

Contextual definition of innovation 

In the frame of this study innovations are conceptualised, primarily, based on Schumpeter (1934, pp. 
51-52) who viewed entrepreneurship as innovative activity. The definition of Niosi et al. (1993) 
summarises the major points: “Innovations are new and improved products and processes, new 
organisational forms, the application of existing technology to new resources, and the opening of new 
markets”. Moreover, specific to the field of agriculture, is also equating innovation to the adoption of 
innovation. When agricultural production units in developing countries, for example, have access to 
developed countries’ markets, they usually need to undergo new institutional(norms), technological 
(new machinery) and organisational (management with respect to new technologies and norms) 
arrangements (Halls et al., 2003). 

The research results of Ryan and Gross (1943), for example, support this idea when they characterise 
early adopters of hybrid seed as innovators. They are pioneers who adopt innovations very early in the 
diffusion process. The concepts of multiple innovations (Rogers, 1995) and innovation cluster (Treloar, 
1999) support this view. They assert that sometimes the introduction of an innovation requires 
simultaneous use of other innovations. Anderson (1992) for example, highlights that it is more likely 
that, adopters of an innovation will adopt other innovations. In this connection, he made the case of 
the IITA breeding programme that has developed new cowpea varieties they were intended to replace. 
Anderson (1992) explains that introduction of these new cowpea varieties implies the availability and 
use other technologies. This means that the adopters would have to reorganise their production 
activities, which may require new techniques or methods of handling the usual tasks (soils 
preparation, sowing, harvesting or conservation). A definition linking innovations to their causes is the 
one proposed by Wheatley (1992, p. 113): “Innovations is fostered by information gathered from new 
connections; from insights gained by journeys into other disciplines or places; from active, collegial 
networks and fluid, open boundaries. Innovations arises from ongoing circles of exchange, where 
information is not just accumulated or stored, but created. Knowledge is generated anew from 
connections that weren’t there before.” 

However, field specialists failed to explicitly put at the heart of their definitions the role of individual 
economic agents. Innovations do not occur at random and/or without human action. No matter how 
innovations emerge, they are purposive outcomes of economic agents struggling to establish and 
defend competitive positions in various markets. In effect, as Summers (1974) argues, understanding 
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how the economic system produces what society wants in the manner it deems most efficient requires 
focusing one’s attention on the actions of individuals. When one understands these actions, then one 
understands the actions of society, for society moves only as its individual members move (Summers, 
1974). Thus, in the framework of his study, innovation as human action will denote one or several of 
the following: 

 Farmer(s) introducing and successfully commercialising new or improved products. 

 Farmer(s) introducing and using new methods or techniques of production. 

 Farmer(s) introducing new forms of agricultural enterprises and managing them. 

 Farmers(s) making new use of existing products or defining new production functions based 
on existing production factors and obtaining better results. 

 Farmer(s) creates new markets for existing products or accessing existing markets with new 
products; farmers creating new distribution channels. 

 Farmer(s) discovering new resource sources or new ways of accessing existing resources or 
discovering new resources or discovering new resources. Embodied in this notion of discovery 
is the farmers’ ability for successful exploitation of the resources.  

 The process of farmers bringing any new problem-solving idea into use or new ways of doing 
ordinary things for new purposes. 

 Farmer(s) acquiring, imitating and adapting technology developed elsewhere to their socio-
economic and agro-ecological environments. 

 Farmer(s) exploring for commercial purpose, through formal (organised) or informal search, 
new ideas, products and process, methods and techniques with their effective translation into 
economic value. 

Population, sampling and data collection 

During the period of 1986 to 2003 (17 years), Songhaï recorded 856 graduate farmers. There were 
754 male graduates (88%) against 102 females (12 %). Songhaï estimated the number of graduates 
who set up their own farming businesses at 64%. The remaining was supposed to be working for 
public agencies, NGOs and other private enterprises. Many farmers changed addresses after 
graduation as they also left their parents. Songhaï had the new addresses only of those who came 
back by themselves to inform that they set up they own farming business. The first day, I consecutively 
called ten farmers to book appointment in order meet them the following days. Surprisingly, I could 
reach only two. The phones of the others were off or out of service. The time span (about 15 years) 
was long enough to allow for many changes. 

I knew that I could no more use any other random sampling method than an adapted snowball 
method.I have decided to deal only with the number of farmers I could reach. Snowball methods 
began with any first farmer I reached on any day. I then asked him to name some or all of Songhaï 
farmers he knew in his zone/region or anywhere else and whose addresses he has.Then, all the 
farmers named (even those who were not part of the original list of Songhaï) were tracked down and 
asked for some or all of their connections. It important to notice that not all farmers had telephone, and 
many times, I traced some farmers to their places but they were nowhere to be found. Many times, I 
could find some farmers present. They travelled somewhere in the quest for some inputs or 
endeavouring to get their production sold. The process continued until I covered all identified and 
accessible farmers across all the eight zones.  

For this study I used a structured questionnaire. I asked the same set of questions, in the same order, 
using the same words, to different interviewees. I used the three basic types of questions including 
multiple choice, numeric open-ended and text open-ended. Some questions could also be qualified as 
rating scales and agreement scales types of questions that some researchers treat as multiple choice 
questions and others treat as numeric open-ended questions (Oka and Shaw, 2000). The questions 
were flexible enough to account for the flow of the conversation. In my attempt to investigate farmers' 
innovative behaviours, I started with background and demographic questions that helped me to 
understand the context from which the farmers' responses emerged. Indeed, I tried to respect the 
KISS (Keep It Short and Simple) principle (Oka and Shaw, 2000).The sample size was 75 as 
displayed in table 1. The notion of zone or region presented here actuallyfollows the definition of 
Songhaï. 
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Table 1. Distribution of the sample farmers according to zone of settlement 

Zone or Region Definition or Name Sample size 

Zone 1 Ouémé 17 

Zone 2 Southern Atlantique 15 

Zone 3 Mono & Couffo 5 

Zone 4 Northern Atlantique and Southern Zou 18 

Zone 5 Northern Zou 10 

Zone 6 Zou South Eastern Zou 4 

Zone 7 Borgou 6 

Zone 8 Atacora 0 

Total 75 

Source: Field research data, 2003 

Process of data analysis  

This paper presents just a qualitative analysis of the innovative behaviours of farmers graduated from 
the Songhaï agricultural entrepreneurial training/learning programme and who have set up their own 
farming businesses. Thus, the data analysis process lent itself to the presentation of descriptive 
statistics. De facto, the analysis brought the summary of the data in forms of tables, graphs and 
numbers to seek evidence of innovative patterns of the the Songhaï farmers. 

RESULTS 

Three sub-sections composed the section. The first one denoted background analysis is the 
descriptive presentation of the sample farmers with respect to their regions of settlement, levels of 
formal education, the sources of information about Songhaï and views about real farm starting 
environment versus training practices. The second sub-section provides insights to how farmers got 
start their activities. The focus is on how they marshalled production factors such as land and capital 
and the activities into which they invested them. The third and last sub-section sheds some light on 
the innovative patterns of the farmers. 

Background analysis –Gender and regional distribution of the sample farmers 

The study did not consider treating separately male and female farmers. However, it would appear 
incomplete if it did not inform about their occurrence in the sample. Table 2 showed that three regions 
together (out of seven) totalised 66.7% of the sample farmers, each accounted for at least 20%. 

Table 2. Distribution of the Farmers according to Region and Gender 

Designation Men Women Total Total in % 

Ouémé 15 2 17 22.7 

South-Atlantique 13 2 15 20.0 

Mono 5 0 5 6.7 

Northern Atlantique and Southern Zou  16 2 18 24.0 

Northern Zou 10 0 10 13. 3 

Eastern South Zou 4 0 4 5. 3 

Borgou 3 3 6 8.0 

Total 66 9 75 100.0 

Source: Field research data, 2003 

The arising question might not be why the study sample was so unevenly distributed but rather, why 
the trained farmers were unevenly spread out in the various regions of the country.One might notice 
that the farmers were more concentrated around urban areas of Cotonou (the biggest city and 
economic capital of Benin) and Porto-Novo (the capital city). In the southern region of Zou, the farmers 
weresettledaround a district called Houegbo. Women were nine in absolute number and constitute 
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Farming used to be considered as the job of the illiterates, an activity employing only the lowest social 
strata, the peasants. Only children of peasants can become farmers. What have the current data said 
regarding these general views about agricultural production?
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the ninth year of formal education. A cumulative distribution showed that 90.7% of the farmers have 
put an end to their education after eight to 13
age distribution of the farmers. At enrolment, 86.7% were between 18 and 25 years old. Note that in 
Benin, depending on the area, a child may start his first year at the age of five, six, seven, eight, nine 
even ten years. Primary school education lasts six years while the
seven years of successful education before access to university.

Figure 1. Percentage Distribution of the Farmers according to their level of education 
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programme as displayedintable 2
have been informed by a friend. Radio, as a means of mass communication, is ranked as the second 
source of information (26.7%). The third (21.3%) most cited sour
(parents, brothers, uncles). Organisations such as churches, NGOs
Centre and TV filled up the rank. An attempt to group these means into interpersonal and mass 
communication channels placed

1,3

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

5

n
u

m
b

er
 o

ff
 f

ar
m

er
s 

(%
)

Bulletin de la Recherche Agronomique du Bénin (BRAB) 
Numéro spécial Économie et Sociologie Rurales (ESR) – Décembre 2017

BRAB en ligne (on line) sur les sites web http://www.slire.net&http://www.inrab.org

ISSN sur papier (on hard copy) : 1025-2355 et ISSN en ligne (on line) : 1840
12% of the total sample, a proportion close to the proportion of the graduate women (17%). The
Borgou region displayed 50% of women. The most surprising was the number of established Songhaï 
farmers in the Mono region. Songhaï, however, affirmed that, regarding admission of students and 
their graduation, the region is not biased against the others.An understanding of this distribution was 
provided by the analysis in the next sections. Other characteristics of farmers related to their 
occupations before entering the training programme, their age and educational level at entrance.

Distribution of the farmers according to level of 

ed to be considered as the job of the illiterates, an activity employing only the lowest social 
strata, the peasants. Only children of peasants can become farmers. What have the current data said 
regarding these general views about agricultural production? Six (8%) farmers have declared to have 
been university students before they entered Songhaï but only one has gone beyond the first year; he 
has stopped in the second year. More than the half (68%) of the farmers have not involved in any 

er they left secondary school. Those engaged in farming before their admission at 
Songhaï accounted for 12%. The remaining (12%) comprised two professional drivers, two traders 
and one joiner. It also included other professionals such as maritime freight f
technician, and secretary and security agent. There was no 100% illiterate among the farmers. They 
have all attended school and reached a certain level of formal education. 

that the highest proportion of the farmers (26.7%) have left school after completing 
the ninth year of formal education. A cumulative distribution showed that 90.7% of the farmers have 
put an end to their education after eight to 13 years of schooling. This corroborated with the relative 

of the farmers. At enrolment, 86.7% were between 18 and 25 years old. Note that in 
Benin, depending on the area, a child may start his first year at the age of five, six, seven, eight, nine 
even ten years. Primary school education lasts six years while the secondary school requires six or 
seven years of successful education before access to university. 

Percentage Distribution of the Farmers according to their level of education 

 Distribution according to sources of informat

Whatever the purpose it is to serve, information can be launched through one and spread out through 
many channels, may it be interpersonal or mass communication means. This paragraph 

how Songhaï diffused information about itself. It has not focus
Songhaï advertised its training programme. Instead, the paragraph tackled the issue from the 

opposite side. It presented the means by which the farmers got to know about Songhaï and its training 
table 2. Slightly above one third (34.7%) of the farmers declared that they 

have been informed by a friend. Radio, as a means of mass communication, is ranked as the second 
source of information (26.7%). The third (21.3%) most cited source of information related to relatives 
(parents, brothers, uncles). Organisations such as churches, NGOs and proximity to the Songhaï 
Centre and TV filled up the rank. An attempt to group these means into interpersonal and mass 
communication channels placed the former at the first place with 64%. In fact, it was individuals in 
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NGOs and churches who informed the young about the Songhaï training programme. Together with 
the friends and relatives they formed interpersonal source of information. 

The previous paragraph seemed to convey the idea that the farmers embarked on the training 
because they have received information about it. And it ultimately conferred a useful character to all 
messages to everyone. But such a generalisation could be doubtful. A message becomes useful for 
someone if only if it meets an existing fertile ground. Many farmers have explained that it is the 
passion they had for farming that have motivated their decision. However, it was clear that having 
passion for an activity did not necessarily lead to training in the field. Hence they added that they were 
sharing everyday life with peasants, saw their endeavours and the subsequent results. The peasants 
worked hard, did their best but the harvest as a result was meagre in both crop and animal production. 
But when training and visit agents assisted peasants, it was clear that they had some knowledge that 
the peasants lack. Therefore, acquiring knowledge that would allow better performance than that of 
the peasants was the ultimate need of 52 out of 75 farmers. Ten other farmers stressed the self-
employing character of farming motivated them however, they have added that it does pay off without 
the use of new production techniques and technologies. Five farmers have revealed that it was 
because they were amazed by what they saw during a visit at Songhaï that have motivated their 
decision. For the rest, it was the quest for short duration training and the advice of relatives or friends 
that warranted their choice.  

Table 3. Source of Information about Songhaï and its Training programme 

Source of Information Zone 1 Zone 2 Zone 3 Zone 4 Zone 5 Zone 6 Zone 7 Total 

Radio 1 6 1 3 6 2 1 20 

TV 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 3 

Friends 9 3 2 8 0 1 3 26 

Relatives 4 3 1 5 2 0 1 16 

From being in P/N 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 4 

NGO/Church 1 0 1 1 2 0 1 6 

Source: Field research data, 2003 

Why choosing Songhaï? 

A number of factors motivated farmers’ preference for Songhaï. There were public schools, NGOs and 
cooperatives that also provided training in agriculture in Benin. To begin, 84% of the farmers have 
affirmed that they knew about other educational and training institutes before choosing Songhaï. Only 
16% have declared that they have chosen Songhaï as it was the only agricultural training centre they 
have heard about. The most important factor related to the content and the process of Songhaï 
training. The Songhaï training was seen as a sort of apprenticeship where the learners learn by doing. 
In classic apprenticeship, the learner observes the master at work and tries to do like him. There is no 
theoretical course, and in many cases the learner does not ask questions.The Songhai training 
however, have been combining both theory and practice. The dominance of the practices over theory 
that has attracted the farmers. The farmers also stated that the Songhaï training programme is 
multidisciplinary and grants general-purpose skills. The production system, that constitutes the 
background for the training, integrates crop and animal productions to fish farming and processing. 
They said that public schools were too theoretical while NGOs and cooperatives were too specialised 
in just few areas. The farmers presented these facts as required but not sufficient conditions to enter 
Songhaï. Further reason related to admission criteria and scholarship. Songhaï grants scholarship and 
does not exclude someone just because of his age or initial level of education. Finally, Songhaï was a 
sort of boarding school, housing all the students and nourishing them while providing them with 
training without charge. 

Facing the realities of the training process 

Mediocre ethic at work was one the major problems the Songhaï centre wanted to address through 
the training process. Punctuality and fervour at work, vigilance and rigour in the execution of different 
tasks, regular self-criticism and self-assessment, sound observation, analysis and anticipation of 
certain events were all elements of the good ethic Songhaï wanted his students to learn. The students 
lived the real life of integrated farming production. This implied the completion of a series of regular 
activities beginning from early morning through mid-day to the evening and, even, at the night. A 
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farmer engaged in an integrated production, combining one staple crop, market gardening and animal 
husbandry, had very little time for resting. Very early in the morning, he has to start with the cleaning 
of mangers or feeding dishes, during this operation, there is a need to observe the animals very 
carefully to detect probable diseases among them. When an illness occurs, the farmer may provide 
the required care. He has to water, if necessarily, the garden plants or the nurseries before blazing 
sun. He will also need to go to the field of the staple crops in addition to thinking of making feeds for 
the animals. Indeed, up to 86.7% of the farmers stated that they were highly motivated at beginning of 
the training. But up to 64% admitted that they found the training very difficult and many times they 
thought of giving up. 

What makes the difference? 

To recall, 63 out of the 75 farmers revealed that it was among other training institutes they chose 
Songhaï that allows someone to become a versatile farmer. Many farmers affirmed that they have had 
opportunity to meet, discuss and even work together with farmers from other educational and training 
institutes. Through these interactions, they seemed to discover the real image of Songhaï that they did 
consider with respect.The farmers thought that the Songhaï training programme was poor in theory 
and only in the field one noticed it. In the public educational centres, the students were heavily 
endowed withtheories which render them analytically stronger, but they cruelly lacked practical know-
how, which is fundamental in farming. Songhaï farmers were more capable of carrying out multiple 
activities and with much more endurance. Songhaï also did always invite, encourage and sponsor its 
alumnito acquire additional knowledge in new emerging fields and to strengthen capacity. In effect, 
there are new fields that were not open atSonghaï atthe time of some students.In some cases, given 
market opportunities, a farmer might need to have more knowledge in a specific field at Songhaï or 
elsewhere. 

Roughly all farmers (94.7%) affirmed that they owe much to the Songhaï training programme which, in 
addition to technical knowledge, granted them more discipline at work with strong moral and mental 
attitude. For all intents and purposes, they stressed that the Songhaï training has granted them 
remarkable advantages over others. The intention was to stress the benefits of the training and not to 
belittle others. 

“We have really acquired the fundamental knowledge and skills required to carry out daily tasks and 
activities as agricultural entrepreneurs. The most important is the practical technical know-how which 
is more useful in farming. Moreover, we have acquired the sense of observation and analysis that do 
not confine us in copying just what exists”. As trained entrepreneurs, we know how to be in the 
alertness for opportunities… “Definitely, we have gained thorough knowledge about cropping systems 
with a better understanding of sowing seasons. Animal production techniques with the ability to 
diagnose animal diseases and provide basic treatments or carry out daily animal cares and animal 
feeds making are absent in “peasant farming”. More importantly, we have acquired capacity in 
designing business plan implying farming enterprise management capacities (seizing market 
opportunities, market analysis and production decision making to avoid very risky activities; activity 
planning, with decent capacity in cost-effectiveness)… Finally, we gained more social consideration.” 

Getting started: marshalling the means of production 

The agricultural entrepreneur must be able to articulate his business ideas before getting start. But this 
alone, is not a sufficient condition for success. The ability of marshalling and using the means of 
others to reach own objective of production is also a major characteristics of successful entrepreneurs. 
The mode of access to land, the source of initial investment capital and the undertaken activities are 
the investigated under this subsection.  
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Land, what is land? 

First, a comprehensive definition of land better serves the purpose. Land is a concept that includes 
arable land, vegetation, surface and underground waters and their products. Land is thus taken to be 
synonymous to natural resources (Musahara, 2001). In simple terms, land may be primarily defined as 
spaces for agricultural production (plants, livestock, and processing). A major characteristic of land is 
that it is given by nature and it is impossible to expand it. The possibility of recovering hard land 
surfaces for crop production or settlements does not increase country or world total land area. This 
attribute makes land a precious asset in general. Also, it constitutes a valuable and indispensable 

Box 1: Agricultural production requires endurance at work 

“The Songhaï training process is not what is difficult. It is agricultural production which is compelling. 
Indeed, setting [up my] own farm is more difficult than the training process. And all major problems 
occured after graduation, mainly during the process of farm business starting” (Gangnon) 

Bertin Gangnon (26 years) set up his farm with only 30.5€ (his father donated him) on a land he inherited 
from his mother. He started with the production of tomatoes, which he currently combines with successful 
production of pineapple for export. Bertin is located in the Northern-Atlantique region and has acknowledged a 
financial support from the “Projetd’Insertion de Sans Emploisdansl’Agriculture (PISEA). But the amount 
allocated to him was too little regarding the land he aimed to exploit and the market opportunities he 
discovered. 

“I would not succeed in my own farming business if I hadn’t acquired endurance during the training 
process when we were forced to work all the time and at any time. Indeed, I felt many times to be 
treated as a slave but now I realise that there was no other way to it and it has a great pay off” (Akala). 

AliyouAkala (31 years) could be seen as a very successful farmer in the Ouémé region, specialising in the 
production of rice, maize, market gardening and cassava in combination with layer hens. He advocated that it 
was the market opportunities in the region and the appropriateness of the lands that warranted his production 
specialisation. He owned more than one thousand hens; a good level of production in the country context. 
AkalaAliyou was the first to introduce perfumed rice production in his locality. He stressed that he would 
increase the scope of his activities if more credits were available to him. The Songhaï credit frame seems not 

very favourable, he mentioned. 

Box 2: TheSonghaï Training has a payoff 

“At Songhaï I have acquired meaningfully above all my expectations, and mainly, in animal production, 
my favourite field. I am very proud of Songhaï” (Guehoun). 

PlacideGuehoun (26 years) is a highly motivate farmers in animal production. He produces maize and 
cassava, which he integrates with broiler hens, turkeys, and rabbits rearing. He decided to go to Songhaï, after 
ten years of successful schooling because he had a particular interest in animal production techniques. After 
Songhaï, Placide took additional six-month courses (theoretical) at the higher Agricultural Technical College 
(LAMS) in Sékou (Sothern-Atlantique region). Currently, he is one of the teachers of the college, and is in 
charge of Animal Production.  

“I could not run a business and perform as I actually do without the training. Songhaï has equipped us 
with the necessary basic knowledge and very strong background on which we can build further. It is 
our own duty to dig deeper if we need more” (Awini) 

Didier Awini (30 years) may be considered the most successful Songhaï farmer in the region of Southern-
Atlantique after Totin Mathias (33 years) who trades with one-day chicks and animal feeds he imports from 
Belgium and the Netherlands. Awini has 3 permanent employees against 10 for Totin. He owns more than 
1,500 layer hens, 45 pigs, many ducks that he successfully combines with pineapple, maize and cassava 
production. With an initial investment capital of 76 €, he received the PISEA credit aiming to increase his 
production capacities. 
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input to farming in particular. Access to it as well as the rights to its use and transfer is established by 
land tenure. 

The mode of access to land through the exploitation of a family common land had the highest 
frequency with 28 farmers out of 75. Here family land means land of the father or the mother of the 
farmer. In practice, children are entitled to use their parents’ land for any purpose if they are single, 
meaning that they still depend on the care of the father. Therefore, the lands these farmers have been 
exploiting could be used by any of their single brothers or sisters. They may be asked, at any time, to 
concede part of the portion they are using to any of the family member. The land remains the property 
of the parents. 

Donated land ranked second. Gift normally takes place as an anticipated inheritance within the life 
time of the person leaving an inheritance, for example when a grown son gets married and requires 
more land. By this mode of access to land, the beneficiary becomes a landowner without any 
payment. It occurs as a gesture from a land owner to a relative or a subordinate to whom he feels 
obligated. The fundamental difference with the family common land use is that the land is no more the 
property of the donor. This unusual mode of access to land which was supported by an authentic act 
of donation, was mostly used by the Songhai farmers. Its main advantage was that it allowed the 
farmers to peacefully undertake any activity without fear that they could be expropriated from it. Where 
appropriate, the land could serve for guarantee for credit, if necessary. Through this mode of access, 
15 farmers (20%) became land owners.  

There was an established land market whereby transfers were spoken about openly. Purchase and 
sale of land were part of everyday reality. It was an act by which the beneficiary became the legal 
owner against the payment of the agreed amount of money (generally in cash) to the initial owner 
(Biaou, 1998). The prices differreddepending on the size and the quality of the land, the site of the 
plots, and also according to how closely the seller and the buyer were related. It also depended on the 
current financial situation of the seller (Biaou, 1998). While 14 farmers were found who set on the land 
they purchased, eight farmers were found using inherited land from parents (father or mother). 

Borrowing is an act by which owners give the right of use over land to an individual or a group of 
individuals on a time basis without a fixed or quantitatively meaningful service in return. Initially, the 
objective is to help someone who is landless to produce and enjoy a relatively large freedom of choice 
in reference to the management of resources (Biaou, 1998). Depending on the duration and the 
region, the borrower can be permitted or restricted from planting trees, constructing a house or setting 
out fish ponds; all of which can later grant the borrower the right of ownership over the land. 
Embarrassing with this form of access to land is the possibility of the lender to retain the right to take 
land back unannounced (Biaou, 1998). This is seen as a barrier to many investments. The Songhaï 
farmers said that, to avoid this unpleasant situation, they established a contract with the lender for a 
fixed period. The borrowing act can be renewed upon agreement. Six farmers were found under this 
contract. 

In the case of renting, as a mode of access to land the tenant farmer acquired the right of use of land 
against a regular payment of money or good or amount of work, which was fixed at the outset. Several 
variants of renting were recorded in Benin with duration of contract more or less clearly defined in 
advance, thus allowing the tenant a clear planning horizon for investment (Biaou, 1998). The degree 
of autonomy with regard to cropping pattern, land use and management decision depended upon the 
lease and the agreed conditions. Four out of 75 farmers had to use this mode to access land. 

There was a link between the access to land and agricultural efficiency through two main 
mechanisms. The use of safe property rights on land plots eliminated the uncertainty of expropriation, 
stimulated farmers to handle long-term investments. It alsoencouraged farmers to make the best 
allocation of their land resources by adopting the best cropping systems. The possession of land 
property was a sure guarantee for a lender and made him more likely to grant loans to the farmers. 
However, Platteau (1993) observes that empirical results on relationships between land property 
rights, land improvements and agricultural productivity in SSA, were generally non-conclusive. 
Nevertheless, what counted here, were the elements of innovations contented in these modes of 
access to land. Indeed, only land access through the use of family common lands and inheritance 
were really ordinary at farming level. Concerning the others, there was a need for digging deeper. 

Donation of land to one’s child usually happens when the child gets married and there is a need to 
help him with more land. Giving land to a son, who is single with the requirement of establishing 
ownership documents and for the purpose of setting a ’so-called’ farming enterprise, is really new to 
the Benin’s society. It seems like asking to obtain from one’s parents the share of heritage one would 
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get after their death. Tackling the issue requires special skills so that the parents, and other brothers, 
have all an understanding of the concern. What if the parents are still very active? What if the farmer 
has brothers 

Borrowing is an act by which owners give the right of use over land to an individual or a group of 
individuals on a time basis without a fixed or quantitatively meaningful service in return. Initially, the 
objective is to help someone who is landless to produce and enjoy a relatively large freedom of choice 
in reference to the management of resources (Biaou, 1998). Depending on the duration and the 
region, the borrower can be permitted or restricted from planting trees, constructing a house or setting 
out fish ponds; all of which can later grant the borrower the right of ownership over the land. 
Embarrassing with this form of access to land is the possibility of the lender to retain the right to take 
land back unannounced (Biaou, 1998). This is seen as a barrier to many investments. The Songhaï 
farmers said that, to avoid this unpleasant situation, they established a contract with the lender for a 
fixed period. The borrowing act can be renewed upon agreement. Six farmers were found under this 
contract. 

In the case of renting, as a mode of access to land the tenant farmer acquired the right of use of land 
against a regular payment of money or good or amount of work, which was fixed at the outset. Several 
variants of renting were recorded in Benin with duration of contract more or less clearly defined in 
advance, thus allowing the tenant a clear planning horizon for investment (Biaou, 1998). The degree 
of autonomy with regard to cropping pattern, land use and management decision depended upon the 
lease and the agreed conditions. Four out of 75 farmers had to use this mode to access land. 

There was a link between the access to land and agricultural efficiency through two main 
mechanisms. The use of safe property rights on land plots eliminated the uncertainty of expropriation, 
stimulated farmers to handle long-term investments. It alsoencouraged farmers to make the best 
allocation of their land resources by adopting the best cropping systems. The possession of land 
property was a sure guarantee for a lender and made him more likely to grant loans to the farmers. 
However, Platteau (1993) observes that empirical results on relationships between land property 
rights, land improvements and agricultural productivity in SSA, were generally non-conclusive. 
Nevertheless, what counted here, were the elements of innovations contented in these modes of 
access to land. Indeed, only land access through the use of family common lands and inheritance 
were really ordinary at farming level. Concerning the others, there was a need for digging deeper. 

Donation of land to one’s child usually happens when the child gets married and there is a need to 
help him with more land. Giving land to a son, who is single with the requirement of establishing 
ownership documents and for the purpose of setting a ’so-called’ farming enterprise, is really new to 
the Benin’s society. It seems like asking to obtain from one’s parents the share of heritage one would 
get after their death. Tackling the issue requires special skills so that the parents, and other brothers, 
have all an understanding of the concern. What if the parents are still very active? What if the farmer 
has brothers and much younger who also may be led to ask for their shares? In this case, it was really 
innovative from the part of the 15 farmers who have proven bargaining skills. Buying land also falled in 
the same category as access through a gift. Purchasing farming land for a single son was remarkable. 
If a farmer has been able to persuade his parents to purchase land for him, this was basically 
attributable to the training. Traditionally, people are required to rent or borrow land in the case of 
subsistence production. The tenants are usually landless seeking just to meet everyday bread needs. 
Here the purpose was fundamentally commercial. Together, the renter and borrowers farmers were 
ten in absolute number. 

Finally, with respect to the mode of access to land (Figure 2), the analysis distinguishes two 
categories of farmers. Those who set their farms on family common land added to those using the 
lands they have inherited, form the first category. These farmers have not demonstrated innovative 
capacity with respect to the factor at stake. They may have these skills, but they have not been 
constrained to apply them. Someone who inherited a land surface sufficient, at least, for his current 
needs, will not aspire to buy, rent or borrow. The second category comprises farmers exploiting 
purchased or donated lands and those using rented or borrowed lands. When production conditions 
constrain farmers to search and implement new ideas, these ideas are also called innovations and 
their promoters are thought of as innovators. Through this understanding, 52% of the farmers have 
been able to access land as the result of the training.  
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Figure 2. Percentage distribution of the farmers according to source of Exploited bands 

Capital 

One of the conditions for the students to graduate was the presentation and the successful defence of 
a business project, an agricultural business plan to serve as the basis of their enterprise activities. The 
students achieved this document taking account of several factors, one of which the importance of 
capital they had or might have immediate access to. Market opportunities and profitability added to the 
location (land size and quality, climate) play a key role in this achievement. Before examining the main 
production activities of the farmers and the most important factors supporting these choices, the 
analysis concentrated on the importance and the sources of their initial investment capital. The initial 
investment capital is defined as the amount of money, whether in cash or in kind (in forms of inputs or 
any other means of production) the farmers used to start their activities. Table 4 displayed the data. 

Table 4. Distribution of farmers according to the Sources and Amount of their Initial Investment Capital 
(IIC) 

IIC in Francs CFA 
Strictly 

Personal 

Personal & 

Donated by 

Relatives 

Donated by 

Relatives 

Songhai 

credit 

Borrowed 

from 

relatives 

Total 

Total 

rate 

(%) 

IIC  ≤ 50,000 14 2 7 1 0 24 32.0 

50,000 <  IIC ≤ 100,000 8 0 3 4 1 16 21.3 

100,000 < IIC ≤ 200,000 4 1 2 2 1 10 13.3 

200,000 < IIC ≤ 300,000 1 2 2 1 0 6 8.0 

300,000 < IIC ≤ 500,000 2 0 6 0 1€ 9 12.0 

500,000 < IIC ≤1,000,000 1 0 0 0 1 2 2.7 

1,000,000 < IIC ≤5,000,000 1 2 2 0 1 6 8.0 

IIC > 5,000,000 0 0 2 0 0 2 2.7 

Total 31 8 24 8 5 75 100.0 

Total in (%) 41.3 9.3 32 10.7 6.7 100.0 - 

*1 FCFA = 0.001525 € or 1 € = 655.95 FCFA 

Source: Computed from field data, 2003 

The table 4 showed five sources for the initial investment capital (IIC). Personal (strictly) source of 
investment was the most important. Of the farmer sample, 31 farmers have declared that they 
financed their business through the savings from previous incomes. Nearly half of the personal source 
of IIC was less or equal to 50,000 FCFA (76.2 €) while in general, 83% accounted for less than 
200,000 FCFA (305 €). If in general, many farmers originated from rural or poorer families, one might 
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ask how it happened that up to 13% of personal sources were high. They ranged between 300,000 
FCFA and 5,000,000 FCFA (457.4 € and 7,622.5 €). These were, mostly, farmers who set their 
business many years after graduation. They earned the capital through working for others. 

The second source for initial investment financing came exclusively from donations that the farmers 
received from relatives (parents and brothers), and 24 farmers admitted to benefit from this type of 
assistance. The highest IIC (1,000,000 to 5,000,000 FCFA and more -1,524.5 to 7,622.5 €) came in 
this form and the number of beneficiaries constituted 5.3% of the total sample. The beneficiaries 
revealed that they used the money for the acquisition of land and build basic infrastructures. Eight 
farmers (10.67%) falling under this category received between 200,000 and 500,000 FCFA (305 to 
762.3 €). Among the remaining 12 farmers (of this category) seven received no more than 50,000 
FCFA (76.2 €) for the start-up of their business. 

Two other sources of IIC disputed the third place with each eight farmer. Indeed, some farmers 
mentioned that their source of IIC was not unique; relatives added to the personal capital they 
primarily had. The other source of IIC was the Songhaï credit. What was apparent was that only one 
out of the eight beneficiaries received loans slightly above 200,000 FCFA (305 €). The others obtained 
much less. Finally, five farmers mentioned that they were granted loans from some of their family 
members. These loans were not the least. Up to three of these farmers had received from a minimum 
of 300,000 FCFA (457.4 €) to approximately 5,000,000 FCFA (7,622.5 €). 

For all intents and purposes, was there any indication that the sources and the amounts of the 
IIC depend on the farmers’ own skills as the results of the training? The analysis has revealed 
the fundamental role relatives played at the start-up of the farmers. In terms of either the number of 
the farmers that have benefited from their financial assistance or the amount of capital they brought, 
family members constituted the most important source of support. Was this just normal as a cultural 
matter? Without hesitation, a lot of people would answer yes to this question. In fact, many parents 
and other relatives spend a lot of money to support the activities of their children or allies. If the 
farmers would not have demonstrated a persuasive and effective commitment to their job, would the 
relatives still inject their money? What was noticeable here was the changing mentality toward 
farming. The change lies in the recognition that agriculture cannot develop by remaining a footnote of 
training. Definitely, it was the merit of the training that support to farming become more and more 
important. It was through training that people acquired new techniques of farming that help improve 
outputs. Not only the Songhaï farmers personified this change, but they did also develop and 
demonstrate new ethics at work and human values that deserve particular interest and attracted many 
people. In various ways, many farmers, agreed with Songhaï and stated: « At Songhaï one acquires 
openness, broader view and in particular new approach to deal with even the most usual issues. 
Added to technical knowledge, these values make one a new enthusiastic man burning to stand for 
the anchor of the family and of the village. » 

Production activities 

A common feature to entrepreneurship and innovation is « what you can do with what you know to 
gain an advantage on the market place ». Whatever their potentials, the farmers were expected to 
demonstrate thoroughly meaningful production functions. Many farmers started their business with 
crop production and then combined with livestock or processing. Actually, crop production seemed 
less investment demanding and therefore affordable for all. As displayed in table 4, up to 53.3% of the 
farmers produce maize while 36% and 29% are involved respectively in the production of cassava and 
market gardening. Almost half of the farmers (49.3%) have correlated their production choice with the 
amount of their initial investment capital. 

For 34 farmers, it was output market opportunities and profitability that guided their choice. 
Respectively 42.7%, 32.0% and 24.0% of the farmers could engage in layer hens, pigs and 
broilers/cockerels productions. Appropriateness of lands (quantity and quality) added to personal 
vocations also affected the choice of the farmers. Those located in the suburbs of cities did not 
possess enough land for crops such as maize, cassava, soybeans and pineapple. They were involved 
in animal husbandry and market gardening. Further, many farmers admitted that they were interested 
only in animal husbandry. Another constraint was the origin of the farmers. Those who were born in 
cities and did not farm before found crop production on large surfaces too difficult to bear, in the 
absence of agricultural machinery and adequate human labour force. To remain in the focus, the study 
further investigated the ability of the farmers to apply diverse innovations in their farms. 
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Farmers’ innovative patterns 

First producers and suppliers as innovators 

Here, the condition that defined innovation was the ability of a farmer to be the first person to introduce 
the production of specific crops or the rearing of given animal species in his region or local market. 
The product had to be new to the farmer’s region or to the market he supplied. Table 5 summaries 
farmers’ responses to the question whether they have been the first farmer to introduce the production 
of certain crop varieties or animal species and supply certain local markets. Local market designated 
the surrounding communities, (geographical proximity) which were the first buyers of the products. It 
also designated physical open markets that the farmers were to supply. Retail traders from other 
regions also boughtfrom such markets. The farmers undertook market research before engaging in 
any production activity. This marketing also allowed them to record, if any, existing producers in the 
fields. They knew whether they will be facing any competition in the near future. Then the farmers 
really knew the needs of the local market vis-à-vis which he was innovator. Table 5 gave a more 
detailed picture of the innovators. It presents the distribution of the farmers according to regions and 
the types of innovations. 

When the farmers were asked whether they had been the first producer and supplier of any 
agricultural product to their local markets, 47 (62.7%) answered in the affirmative. The distribution of 
these innovators according to the main farming activities reveals that 29.3% accounted for crop 
production with market gardening (13.3%), Soybeans (6.7¨%) and perfumed rice (4.0%). Then 
followed animal husbandry with 21.3%, of which layer hens (12.0%), broiler hens (4.0%) and big pig 
(4.0%). Processing activities were not the least. They accounted for 12.0%. They were unevenly 
distributed between special soap (5.3%), and 2.7% for each of cloth dyeing and improved gari. 

Table 5. Main production areas of the farmers 

Crop production 
Number of 

farmers 

Rate of 

farmers (%) 
Livestock production 

Number of 

 Farmers 

Rate of 

farmers (%) 

Maize 40 53.3 Layer hens  32 42.7 

Cassava 27 36.0 Pigs  24 32.0 

Market gardening 22 29.3 Broiler hens or cockerel 18 24.0 

Soybeans 10 13.3 Turkeys 11 14.7 

Tomatoes 10 13.3 Sheep or goats 8 10.7 

Pineapple 9 12.0 Grass-cutters  7 9.3 

Beans 9 12.0 Rabbits 7 9.3 

Groundnuts 5 6.7 Ducks 6 8.0 

Yams 5 6.7 Fish 3 4.0 

Pepper 5 6.7 Cattle/Bovines 1 1.3 

Banana 3 4.0 Processing 9 12.0 

Oil palm tree 3 4.0 
   

Nurseries  3 4.0    

Orange tree 2 2.7    

Rice 2 2.7    

Sugar cane 1 1.3    

Cashew nut tree 1 1.3    

Cotton 1 1.3    

Source: Field research data, 2003 

Table 6 also clearly showed that innovators in processing activities were concentrated only in zones 7, 
4 and 2 with respectively four, three and two farmers. Both the innovators in zone 6 were found to be 
crop producers. Zones 5, 4 and 1 seemed to compete in terms of number of innovators with 
respectively 11, ten and nine farmers. While zone 5 largely dominated in animal production with 7 
farmers, zone 1 took the lead in crop production with 7 farmers, zone 1 dominated in crop production 
with 6 farmers. Among the zones, in which there was at least one innovator in each of the three 
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farming production fields, zone 4 ranked first before zones 2 and zone 7. Out of the ten innovating 
farmers, four, three and three were respectively involved in crop, animal and processing activities. At 
this point, a warned reader might ask for the motivation behind these differences. For example, the 
notion of integrated production, which was also viewed as innovation, could produce a satisfactory 
explanation for the disparities observed. 

Table 6. First producers and suppliers as innovators –distribution according to production activities and 
zone 

Products Zone 1 Zone 2 Zone 3 Zone 4 Zone 5 Zone 6 Zone 7 Total 

Crops 6 2 3 4 4 2 1 22 

Market gardening products 3 2 1 3 0 1 0 10 

Soybeans 0 0 0 0 3 1 1 5 

Perfumed Rice  2 0 0 0 1 0 0 3 

Sugar cane 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Pineapple 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Nursery (Gardner) 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 

Banana (on large surface) 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Livestock 3 1 1 3 7 0 1 16 

Layer hens 2 0 1 3 2 0 1 9 

Broiler hens or cockerels 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 3 

Big pigs 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 3 

Rabbits 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Processing 0 2 0 3 0 0 4 9 

Special soap 0 0 0 1 0 0 3 4 

Cloths dyeing 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 2 

Improved Gari 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 2 

Animal feeds 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Total 9 5 4 10 11 2 6 47 

Source: Field research data, 2003 

Understanding integrated production: contextual definition 

One of the activities that made Songhaï an innovator was the successful introduction and application 
of the notion of integrated production system. To recall, the integrated production consists of carrying 
out production activities which reciprocally provide inputs to each other. The inputs may be, depending 
on the cases, a final or semi-final product. Crude cassava or maize grains can be used to feed 
cockerels and pigs. Soybeans and maize grains are ground together with other products to feed 
livestock. While the plant penicetum is, for example, produced to feed grass-cutters, many farmers 
cultivate vernonia with the prime objective of feeding fowls to prevent and treat parasitical diseases. 
Indeed, vernonia is a human-consumable vegetable, which is also highly appreciated in daily diets (in 
Benin). In some cases, the exchanged inputs are simply wastes that would otherwise serve no other 
purpose. Whatever the forms of these exchanged inputs take, the integrated production makes the 
farmers less dependent on some inputs they would have to buy. It also allows them to produce at 
lower costs while using cheap but more qualitative inputs and environment friendly. Indeed, a basic 
principle of the integrated production is the use of local resources. The integrated farming producers 
bear in mind the fundamental principle underlying entrepreneurship: the search for profitability. So, 
how and what farming activities the Songhaï entrepreneur farmers actually integrate? 

Integrated production system resulted from the production objectives a farmer has set. It consisted of 
calculated interactions the farmer intended to create between different activities given various social, 
economic and technical factors. These factors shaped the starting point of the system. Indeed, some 
activities needed to mature before they could provide inputs to others. At the same time, some 
activities could very early (before the time of the main and expected outputs) become a regular source 
of inputs. The integrated production system implied that an initial activity could be set just in order to 
provide raw materials for the further ones. Expected outputs from a secondary activity might be 
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intended to balance the existing one. With this understanding the need to exploit wastes from ongoing 
activities might motivate the creation of a profitable one. Having previously analysed the main 
production areas of the farmers,it became easier to picture the framework of their integrated systems.  

Integrated production innovations and innovators 

Figure 3 displayed the types of integrations that were found among the surveyed farmers. It did not 
show the number of farmers involved in the different types of integration. The red points indicate the 
crops that were integrated with the animals in blue. Many farmers produced different crops while also 
rearing various mammals and fowls. On the other side, while some farmers specialised in only crop 
production or processing, others found it more appropriate to rely just on livestock. Thus, the attempt 
to determine the number of farmers involved in integrated production systems, confronted double 
counting. Should a farmer producing, for example, maize and cassava in combination with pigs and 
layer hens, be rated as four farmers for carrying out maize-pigs, maize-layer hens, cassava-pigs and 
cassava layer hens? To avoid this problem, the analysis distinguishes the number of innovators 
farmers from the number of innovations. If the same innovation, maize-layer hens is been carrying out 
by five different farmers for example, each of the farmers is innovating, and the analysis considers all 
of them as innovators. If one single farmer was producing market gardening-poultry, maize-poultry and 
cassava-pigs for example, the analysis recorded the farmer as innovator only once. Poultry and pigs 
constituted the most reared animals in integration with market garden, maize and cassava. The utility 
of these crops and animals as input providers to one another explained their integrations. 

 

Figure 3. Integrated production – Integrating crop production to animal production 

The analysis revealed that, according to the factor integrated production system, 42 farmers were 
innovators. Each of themwas found carrying out, as main activities, at least two linked productions. 
Statistical accounting shows that 19% of these innovators linked market garden with poultry (layer and 
broiler hens, cockerels, turkeys and ducks) while 16.7% combined maize with poultry production. The 
same proportion of farmers (9.5%) carried out the combinations market gardening-pig, soya-poultry 
and pineapple-poultry. Then followed maize-pig, maize-grass-cutters, cassava-poultry, cassava-pigs 
and banana-poultry sharing each and equally 4.8% of the innovators. 

New technology users as innovators 

This paragraph reports on how the training has influenced the adoption of certain technologies. Here 
49 farmers have declared that they were using various new methods or techniques (regarding soil 
preparations, plant seedlings, animal cares, pest control, harvest, conservation, etc.) in the performing 
of daily or seasonal farming tasks. Respectively, 17 and 47 farmers have acknowledged the adoption 
of new crop varieties and new animal species. Organic fertilizer (compost) was made and used by 15 
farmers, while cow-driven techniques and hired tractor registered respectively 6 and 4 users. 
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Access to credit as innovation 

Apparently, financial assistance opportunities were not alarming to Songhaï farmers. Out of the 75 
farmers, 52 have benefited from financial assistance in the form of subsidies and credits from different 
sources. Songhaï itself was the main financial assistance provider. It granted 23 credits, 11 subsidies 
and 7 financial assistances combining credit and subsidies and, all in favour of 28 farmers. Indeed, 
farmers that have demonstrated good performance after a first credit or subsidy were entitled to 
another. A set of 24 farmers were able to grasp finances from diverse sources of which the 
Programme d’Insertion des Sans Emploi dans l’Agriculture (PISEA), the Projet d’Appui au 
Développement des Micro Entreprises (PADME), the Caisse Locale de Credit Agricole et Mutuel 
(CLCAM), the Centre d’Action Régionale pour le Développement Rural (CARDER) and the Fonds 
d’Entraide et de Développement des Initiatives à la Base (FEDIBA). These institutes granted 
respectively 13,7,3,2 and 3 financial assistances in forms of credits. Further, four farmers declared 
been financially supported by foreign organisations located in Benin (American Embassy) and others 
outside the country. In sum, 74 subsidies and credits were granted to 52 farmers from almost ten 
different sources. Out of the remaining 23 farmers that have never had access to financial assistance, 
9 claimed that they deliberately rejected credit opportunities offered to them. Seven of these farmers 
appeared credit averse: “I don’t like credit; I hate being indebted; I don’t think one can succeed in 
farming enterprise when he begins with bearing load of credit… ’’ Others would highly appreciate 
boosting their activities using credit but affirmed that many credit conditions did not match with farming 
activities. Actually, only 14 farmers were found who have not yet have access to any financial 
assistance. 

Job creation 

Generally speaking, the labour force engaged in agriculture includes farmers, stock raisers, farm 
managers and formen, farm labourers, the personal of establishments primarily engaged in custom 
threshing, ploughing, silo filing, hay bailing, chicken hatching, egg grading, seed cleaning, etc ; and 
the personnel of establishments engaged in tree pruning, tree spraying, tree surgery, landscape 
gardening and flower growing, etc. Thenascentcharacterof farming enterprises within the global 
context of developing country agriculture (acute lack of mechanisation and other agricultural 
infrastructure facilities), farm labourers were the most needed labour force. Seasonal recruitment was 
the main means of obtaining agricultural labour; then followed some permanent positions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Of the farmer sample, 63 (84%) mentioned that they employed approximately 606 seasonal workers 
per year. The most demanding activities relates to crop production to perform tasks such as clearing, 
weeding and harvesting. The duration of employment depended of farm size, the number of workers 
the farmer could get at the recruitment time and how difficult were the tasks. At the same time, the 
extent of employment requirement depended on location, the tasks to perform and the availability of 
the labour force. Under such circumstances, nine farmers claimed that they were acutely lacking 
labourers in the due seasons. In Box 3, a farmer shared his experience. Farmers engaged 
fundamentally in animal husbandry or an in integrated production, needed permanent employees. 
Gathering ingredients required for making animal feeds, animal care and other family concerns are 
time consuming. For example, producers of fowls stressed that, at their early age, chicks always 
require permanent supervision that keeps them out of other necessary tasks. Of the sample, 23 
farmers were employing 45 permanent workers added to the average 9.6 seasonal labours per year. 

Box 3: Labour force matters 

« I live in a region where fishing dominates over all other activities. It constitutes the main source 
of income and food for the local populations. This however, does not exclude the practise of 
crop production or animal husbandry. When people need cash money, they can choose 
between goings for fishing or working on somebody’s farm. In my case, very hardly I can afford 
to pay 1000 FCFA (1.525€) per day to a labourer while it is easier for him to gain such money 
from fishing. In the worst situation, he can have fish for food with his family. Thus, it is the lack of 
an agricultural labour force that currently constitutes the major problem I face. Physically and 
alone, I cannot do much. I am not progressing as I thought. I cannot satisfy the demand for 
banana plantains. I am the only large producer in the region. Can a researcher like you help 
acquire agricultural machinery? 

Codjo Sossa (32 years) is settled in the Mono Zone 
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Basically, many farmers with permanent employees also use seasonal labour. Permanent job creation 
in small-scale agriculture implied that the production activities generate regular income on a daily, 
weekly or monthly basis, at least. It also requires that activities carried out have, theoretically, high rate 
of return to investment. It also meant successful commercialisation of the goods and services that 
were produced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Competing to access output markets 

The farmers were asked whether they were facing competition on the market place regarding the 
commercialisation of their productions. They were also asked to explain how easy or hard it has been 
to sell their products. Out of the sample farmers, 68 have acknowledged the existence of many 
producers and importers on their respective markets. However, 53 of these farmers admitted that they 
could easily sell their products despite the competition. They stressed that the quality of their products 
warranted their success. The main competitor some farmers producing eggs were facing was Songhai 
itself. “Songhai has enormous and, even, unexploited production capacities on its site of Savalou”. 
According to the farmers, other competitors were, mostly, importers of market gardening products from 
the neighbouring Nigeria and Togo. 

New ways of sourcing and harnessing information 

Actually, piercing new ways in harnessing knowledge in a coherent and productive way was an 
innovation. “When farmers begin to initiate contact with researchers, and when they knew what 
information and knowledge they needed and for which purpose and when, something new was 
happening, motiving and pushing”. A number of facts supported the statements.The farmers that were 
interviewed recognised that most of the knowledge and understanding necessary to operate farming 
business was not unique and that specific knowledge such as market fluctuations or environment 
related issues also inevitably mattered. 
  

Box 4: Credit schemes and agricultural production cycles: some mismatching 

‘’Credit schemes did not match with agricultural production cycles while micro finance institutes 
appeared insensitive to farming concerns’’ 

‘’Except from PISEA, almost all other micro finance institutes granted credit for a maximum duration of 12 
months. Moreover, the reimbursement of the first instalment begins 30 days after the cash is withdrawn. 
When a farmer’s association tried to negotiate with them, they have accepted to bring the reimbursement 
forwards by three or six months. But in any case, the farmer has to reimburse the whole credit within 12 
months. These kinds of credit conflict with our investment plans. The worst is that credit institutes seem to 
be non-sensitive to farming concerns; they consciously ignore agricultural production realities. When a 
farmer remains powerless against climatic hazards such as inadequate rains (insufficient or too much) 
leading to very poor harvests, and about which they are aware, they do not want understand. When a 
farmer remains helpless against an epidemic disease, such as swine fever, credit institutes however, still 
claim the immediate reimbursements.’’ 

Farmer TNZT 

Some Effects of Assessment Needs: ‘’Credit Agents Bother Too Much’’ 

‘’I was told about credit opportunities and I deliberately declined the offer because I witnessed the 
aftermath issues. Credit agents bother too much with questions. They regularly come, at least quarterly, to 
see the evolution of the farm activities. They bring with themselves long questionnaires with all kind of 
cameras recording and talking pictures. They talk too much and have a tendency to put on their only asset 
the whole effort we made as if their money itself and alone could have any multiplying effect. They can visit 
you on a market day, on sowing day or on the day you are performing an important task. The day they 
come, becomes sadly a wasted day. Moreover, they want give advice on things that do not fall under the 
sphere of their expertise …’’ 

Farmer FNZO 
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Box 5 : Farmers piercing new sources of information and knowledge  

We start many activities through talking to one another and we share knowledge and ideas to generate 
and inspire thoughts on how to solve particular problems. This always happens through individual liberal 
visits, group visits, or through the quarterly meetings of all Songhai farmers in the region. The quarterly 
meetings take place on the different farms on a rotating basis. The meetings usually begin with new 
information, if there is any, from Songhai or from national committee of the Reseau National des 
Fermiers Songhai-National Network of Songhai Farmers (RENAFERS). The local coordination committee 
and also any farmer can bring news from the region. The news may relate to market fluctuations 
(changes in prices, input and output market opportunities), new technologies or financial assistance 
prospects. 

After this opening section, the nominated farmers (for the session) share their experience either 
successful or failure. We seek to understand which factors and how and why they came to affect the 
issues described. The cases of failure serve to warn other farmers and keep them abreast against falling 
into similar situations. Successful experiences aim at encouraging and inspiring new ideas for 
strengthening right deeds or correcting ongoing errors. In all cases, we try to situate responsibilities: the 
role various factors (the farmer himself, technology, economy, society or natural environment) have 
played in shaping the concerns. We seek for solutions and provide advice. 

Participants are allowed to raise particular social (conflict with other farmers), economic (lack of adequate 
cash money to respond to specific activity requirements) or technical problems. The Ouémé regional 
coordination, for example, has a specific credit line for which the members can apply in acute 
circumstances. The amount of credit with an interest rate of 5 % per year, varies between 10,000 and 
50,000 FCFA (15 and 76 €). Other interesting relationships tie the farmers to local peasants.  

In a group or individually, we have been developing valuable relationships with the peasants of our 
surroundings. We reciprocally share experiences. At the beginning, the peasants usually nurture on in-
depth social and cultural issues of the localities, given that not all of us established in their native villages. 
In addition, the peasants help us in finding rural labour force. On our side, we usually invite them to our 
farms so that they can observe and appreciate the differences in farming practices and consequent 
results. They are very curious, and raise many questions. We provide them, depending on the case, 
either theoretical or practical answers. Our most frequent and important contributions to their activities, 
rest essentially, depending on the case, on animal care services or crop farming practices. The peasants 
are always delighted to share their knowledge with us. 

The need to present a business plan and successfully defend it as part of final examinations at Songhai 
has led us to familiarise ourselves with ‘’how to search through books and other publications. In fact, we 
have various scientific publications from the Centre for Tropical Agriculture (CTA) based in the 
Netherlands. Moreover, thanks to our relationships with various researchers and specialists, we prepare 
a number of questions and try to arrange a discussion meeting with them to gain a deeper understanding 
of many issues. We also do ask them about new trends in agricultural innovations, and we are usually 
curious about the concerns of their work. 

Consequently, many researchers findit easier to test their research results on our farms while, at the 
same time, we benefit from their experiences. In addition, we appear the best partners for European and 
American students coming for field research on farming in Benin. Their stay on our farms and, 
unquestionably, bring both sided advantages. Through their work and publications, others also will know 
about us. 
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Box 6 : Born entrepreneur or trained entrepreneur ? 

“The new knowledge I have acquired propelled and motived me to dare to innovate. Only in the field, 
after graduation, I happened to realize that the Songhaï training was actually outstanding. The technical 
aptitudes I gained assign faster understanding of my business with limited risks while operating in a 
highly multipurpose skill-demanding environment. Farmers from other training centres have more 
shortcomings than I do have (Totin)’’. 

I am Mathias Totin, a 33 years old agricultural entrepreneur. Ten years ago, I was pushed by the economic 
situation of my father who is T&V agent to leave school. I specialised in mathematics and physics and was just a 
few months short of the general entrance exams for university. I began to farm using available family land 
(belonging to my father) when one day I heard about Songhaï on the radio. It attracted me, so I chose to go 
there. I had information about the existence of other training centres, but I didn’t know much about them. My 
expectation was to gain the promised knowledge as advertised and to get a return on it. I need to admit that I 
found the training process very difficult, but was encouraged permanently by my family and friends throughout 
the two and half years.  

After graduation, my mother gave me 80,000 CFA (122 €) while my father allowed the exploitation of a portion of 
his land. I started with the production of market gardening, which is a common activity in my region. From there, 
I decided to innovate with the production of quail eggs that Songhaï was the first to introduce in Benin. The 
techniques of rearing this bird could be acquired only at Songhaï. These eggs which were unknown in the 
country have a therapeutic virtue of healing asthma. I chose to market them through hotels, restaurants and 
bars. Within a few months the demands increased and I needed to expand my production capacities. I turned to 
my father and he wrongly suspected that I was requesting an anticipated share of inheritance while he is still 
alive. Indeed, he is polygamous with many children. 

In order to satisfy the demands I became an intermediary, or a sort of middle-man between the other (very few) 
producers and my clients. It followed that I hired a small office with a secretary who received the orders in my 
absence. While operating this way, I realised that some quail eggs producers were also involved in market 
gardening and need seeds. Through a friend, I got to know a supplier in Japan and from which I imported very 
good seed and easily adaptable to our climatic conditions. Because I didn’t have enough money to buy in larger 
quantities, the Japanese conceded the exclusive deal to a French business man (located in France) and who 
had to supply Benin via a representative company he established. When my profit margin drooped to 10%, I 
abandoned the business and turned to retail trade in the commercialisation of animal feeds. 

In the process I noticed that some of my clients who are involved in fowl production mainly layer and broiler 
hens, import the chicks from Nigeria and France. The only local producer was not performing well. Then, I 
sought and found through the internet a Belgian producer of one-day chicks. The annual average imports 
approximate 300,000 chicks while in 2003, the total import reached 390,000 units in absolute number. This 
Belgian supplier contacted me with animal feed producers in the Netherlands who, currently, supply me. 
Because at Songhai the technical knowledge I have acquired grants me capacities for composing certain animal 
feeds, and in order to exploit some of the existing local raw materials, I decided to create a unit for animal feed 
production. At present, I own the biggest animal feed production unit in Benin. 

The animal production unit, the animal feed store and the store for raw materials are concentrated at the same 
place. The objective is to reduce the production cost of animal feeds. Indeed, rarely a farmer can produce all the 
raw materials he needs to compose the feed for his animals. Usually the farmers buys the raw materials at one 
place, transport them to another one for grinding and from there to his farm. Farmers that have training know the 
ingredient composites of the feed they need. They bring their own formulas and make the feeds. Those who are 
engaged in the business because of the capital they have need our assistance. We make the feeds for them 
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CONCLUSION 

The results demonstrate sufficient evidence that the Songhaï entrepreneurial training programme has 
proven to be a source of innovative capacity and innovation enhancing factor. The concept of 
innovation is broad and generally it denotes commercial exploitation of something new or the 
exploitation of the new thing for commercial purpose. This specific character of innovation explains 
why the analysis placed it in its historical context of entrepreneurship. The argument is that whatever 
the source of any “new thing”, it is through business mechanisms that it becomes innovation; the 
ultimate test of innovations is market. In the analysis, the terms business and enterprise, entrepreneur 
and entrepreneurship, have been used interchangeably. Hereafter, following Hull (2003) enterprise is 
a reference to the business individuals have set up and run. Entrepreneur is a reference to the 
individuals who set up these businesses. Entrepreneurship refers to the activity or practice of 
sustaining and growing the business (Hull, 2003). It is argued that the factors, which matter for 
agricultural enterprise, are those which matter for the business generally: access to input and output 
markets. What also matters is of course the information as a determinant of entrepreneurship and the 
attitudes of those farmers who formed and ran the farming enterprises. 

Thus the study put on the ground of discussion two sets of issues. A first set comprises a number of 
factors (or actions), which are normal in the sense that they can be carried out by any individual. The 
analysis then explored whether the entrepreneurs/farmers have demonstrated any behaviour toward 
them that could be qualified as innovation. The elements of this set include access to land, access to 
credit or finances, and access to information networks. The second set comprises such factors (or 
actions), which are, by definition, innovations. The analysis examined how the farmers have exploited 
them through the demonstration of entrepreneurial skills they might have acquired at Songhaï. Under 
this category of innovations fall integrated agricultural production, conquering new markets by being 
the first producer and supplier of given products, and the adoption of appropriate agricultural new 
technologies. What strengthens the analysis of farmers’ innovative behaviours is the concept of 
entrepreneurship.  

 As the result of the training, 52% of the farmers have proven bargaining skills enabling them to 
access the land required to set up their farming business. 

 Out of the total number of 75 farmers, 47 (62.7%) have demonstrated innovative behaviour in 
terms of been alerted to perceive “an apple in a seed’’. They have been the first producer and 
supplier of certain crop, animal and processing products.  

 The empirical data shows that, according to factor-integrated production, 56% of the farmers 
have innovated.  

 Of interviewed farmers, 49 (65.3%) acknowledged that they have adopted new agricultural 
technologies from new methods or techniques (regarding soil preparations, plant seedlings, 
animal cares, pest control, harvest, conservation, etc.) in the performing of daily or seasonal 
farming tasks.  

 Of the sample, 47 farmers (62.6%) were found to be rearing animal species that are new to 
them and the markets they supply. They have definitely acknowledged that they would not be 
able to adopt the new animal species without the technical knowledge, management skills and 
bargaining and marketing capacities they acquired at Songhaï.  

 Considering the general financial (credit to agriculture) market in Benin, the Songhaï farmers 
have exceptionally demonstrated entrepreneurial and innovative skills in accessing this 
‘’golden’’ production factor. Financial assistance opportunities, apparently, are not alarming to 
them: 52 farmers (69.3%) out of 75 benefited from financial assistance in the form of subsidies 
and credits from different sources.  

 Concerning job creation, 63 farmers (84%) declared that they each employ approximately 9.6 
seasonal workers per year. This is normal in farming production. However, permanent job 
creation in small-scale agriculture implies that the production activities generate regular 
income on a daily, weekly or monthly basis, at least. It also requires that the activities carried 
out have, theoretically, high return rates on investment. That 22 farmers have 45 permanents 
employees is innovative. 

 Following Schumpeter (1934), competition has more to do with innovations than prices. Of the 
sample, 68 (90%) acknowledged the existence of many producers and importers in their 
respective markets. However, 53 (70%) of them have been able to have the market share they 
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need for their production. They have explained that the key of their success is, foremost, the 
quality of their products. 

 The Songhai training/learning processes have led the farmers not only to value the importance 
of information, but also to recognise where, when, and how to obtain information. The farmers 
stressed that they search for other sources of knowledge or information if the problem or the 
taskat stake, technically, lies beyond the framework or competencies of the local coordination 
of the RENAFERS. Out of the 75 farmers, 30 (40%) have more or less regular contact with 
researchers from INRAB, CARDERS, FSA and IITA, and 31 (41.3%) farmers have 
relationship with various exporters of agricultural products. Of the sample, 37 (49.3%) farmers 
notified that they are members of diverse farmer’s associations either at local, regional or 
national level while 61 (81.3%) farmers claimed membership in the RENAFERS. While the 
relationship are not mutually exclusive, 65 (86.7%) acknowledged personal relationship with 
local farmers.  
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