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The availability of high quality inputs such as 

seeds, pesticides and fertilisers is critical to 

profitable agricultural production and 

guaranteeing the livelihoods of smallholder 

farmers. However, poor market conditions in 

Liberia are preventing farmers from gaining 

access to them. 

In an ideal world… 

A well-functioning input market would entail local 

producers, in-country distributors and smaller 

scale agro-dealers spread across the country. 

These dealers would interact directly with the 

farmers whom they supply, or through sales 

agents. Distributors may pre-finance dealers, 

offer training to improve dealer capacity to sell 

products and to provide guidance to farmers, or  

 

cost share on promotions and other marketing 

activities.  

…but in Liberia 

There is but one distributor in Liberia, along with 

traders who import inputs according to contracts 

and do not consider smallholders to be a viable 

market. This is in part due to the weak capacity 

and purchasing power of the country’s agro-

dealers and farmers, along with low levels of 

trust between the various actors and a 

subsequent reluctance to enter into any pre-

financing or cost-sharing arrangements. Traders 

who deal in inputs keep a limited stock in-

country, generally importing only when orders 

are placed by major clients such as government 

entities or NGOs. 

Additionally, a challenging policy and fiscal 

environment in Liberia is not conducive to the 



 

supply of affordable, high-quality agricultural 

inputs. There is currently no special regulation 

relating to the import of inputs, while a duty 

waiver which expired in 2017 has yet to be 

renewed, meaning inputs passing through the 

country’s ports or airport are subject to a 30% 

tax rate along with environmental levies on 

chemicals. As a result, agro-input products 

offered for resale in-country are too expensive 

for purchase. 

Agro-dealer challenges: no 

consistent supply of affordable 

inputs 

Due to the absence of an affordable supply of 

inputs through well-structured distribution 

channels within Liberia, dealers tend to purchase 

in small quantities from neighbouring Cote 

d’Ivoire and Guinea, 

where goods are 

significantly cheaper. 

A GROW survey of 

ten dealers spread 

across the country 

found that only two 

purchase their inputs 

exclusively from 

distributors within 

Liberia.  

“Inputs coming from 

Monrovia are too 

expensive, so we 

prefer to get them 

from Guinea and Cote 

d’Ivoire,” says Peter Kollie, owner of Quapolu 

Business Center in Bong County which sells 

inputs to farmers. 

The products purchased elsewhere are typically 

transported back to Liberia in commercial taxis. 

This inefficient and unregulated supply chain has 

led to input costs in Liberia that are among the 

highest in the region - and for products of 

variable quality. Dealers complain of a shortage 

of capital to expand their stock and typically 

import in small volumes. 

 

 

 

  

Agro-dealers in Liberia tend to be small-scale 

outfits with limited commercial capacity, not least 

due to the unfavourable business environment 

and an absence of capital with which to grow 

their businesses. The services they can offer to 

their smallholder customers are often limited to 

the in-store sale of inputs; historically there has 

been minimal customer outreach or follow-up. 

Dealers are – often correctly – perceived by 

distributors to be unreliable trade partners. 

 

Farmer challenges: unaffordable 

products leading to crippling 

dependency 

The cost of inputs is prohibitively high for 

smallholder farmers. This often leads to a 

dependency on buyers to pre-finance or supply 

inputs in exchange for vegetables at harvest; a 

relationship which many farmers consider to be 

exploitative. Vegetable traders have the power to 

set the price of the produce they purchase from 

the farmers and do not always deliver the 

necessary inputs at the required time in the 

farming cycle. 
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Cost (USD) of 50kg NPK 15-15-15 
fertiliser in Q2 2018

*Source: AfricaFertilizer.org 
**Source: TJAL input distributor 
***Source: GROW market research  

Agro-dealer Peter Kollie of 

Quapolu Business Center    



 

Emmanuel Wokpeh, a vegetable farmer from 

Yanniquelleh village in Bong County considers 

this to be his biggest problem. He relies on his 

buyers from Monrovia’s Gobachop market to 

provide fertiliser. “We don’t have the financial 

strength to get our own fertiliser,” he says. “And 

when you’re planting, they’re not ready to give 

fertiliser. Sometimes we’re almost at the 

harvesting time before they bring it.” 

Another farmer, Arthur F. Cray, explains the 

negative effect this can have: “If you don’t get 

the fertiliser on time you will not meet the 

demand,” he says. “If there’s no money to buy 

the fertiliser your crops will be down and you 

won’t be able to get money.” 

Furthermore, most of Liberia’s smallholder 

farmers lack knowledge on the different types of 

inputs and the best means of application. This is 

in a large part due to the limited capacity of the 

dealers to provide extension advice and educate 

farmers on the products available. Government 

extension services are similarly non-existent in 

many parts of Liberia. Collectively, this leads to 

farmers achieving poor yields and little income, 

sustaining Liberia’s sky high poverty rate. 

Solution: empower dealers to 

better serve their farmers 

GROW sees strengthening the network of agro-

dealers as a key way of increasing the appeal of 

the country’s input market to potential incoming 

distributors as well as ensuring that smallholder 

farmers receive the necessary products, 

services and information at an affordable price. 

Through its agro-dealer development 

programme, GROW has been helping dealers to 

strengthen their business capacity. The 

programme consists primarily of one-on-one 

coaching and mentoring for dealers at their shop 

premises, which goes against the norm of the 

usual classroom-based business training in 

Liberia, and places a heavy emphasis on how to 

improve interpersonal relationships with 

customers. Dealers are encouraged and 

empowered to provide additional services to 

their farmers such as extension advice through 

farm visits and demonstration plots, and to 

increase awareness of their services through 

improved marketing and branding including 

better shop signage and radio promotions. In a 

survey of ten dealers participating in the 

programme, nine stated that outreach activities 

such as selling products at alternative sites like 

rural markets, along with radio promotions and 

providing extension advice, are the best means 

of reaching more customers.  

The programme is also supporting dealers in 

setting up financial management and record-

keeping systems, thereby transforming them 

into better organised and more commercially 

viable businesses. This includes introducing 

inventory controls to ensure that the inputs sold 

to farmers are in optimal condition and not time 

expired. Dealers are being encouraged to track 

their customers and follow up with farmers. 

“Previously we had no record system,” says 

Quapolu Business Center’s Peter Kollie.The 

programme cast the net wide in the early stages; 

out of the approximately 100 dealers operating in 

Liberia, GROW began by engaging with 48 as 

part of the programme. This number was 

gradually narrowed down to 28 through 

performance hurdles, enabling the programme to 

concentrate on those who demonstrated high 

potential and commitment. 

Farmers need high quality inputs and knowledge 

of how to use them to earn a good living.    

Good record-keeping and inventory controls are 

critical to meeting customers’ needs and running 

a successful business.     



 

What has changed? 

Participating dealers are now providing 

additional information and training to farmers on 

use of the inputs which has expanded their 

customer base and increased the incidence of 

repeat sales. GROW’s survey of ten of the 28 

high performers revealed the customer base of 

the dealers had increased on average from 280 

to 420 farmers between 2017 and 2018. 

 “I have a stronger relationship with my clients 

after educating them on what to buy,” says Peter 

Kollie. “Farmers prefer to come here because we 

provide advice.” 

Dealers have also reported 

increased sales as a result of 

improved publicity, notably 

promotional jingles aired on 

local radio stations. Others 

have seen an upturn in sales 

through their participation in 

market days. 

“I’ve got more customers now 

than before,” says Gertrude 

Gboko, who runs the 

Agricultural General Supply 

Store in Ganta, Nimba 

County. “When I started this 

place there was just one 

small shelf [of stock]. Now 

more people are calling and ordering.” 

One such caller is Robertson Mepeh, a farmer 

from nearby Tondin Town who recently became 

part of Gertrude’s customer base. “I heard her 

name on the radio,” he says. “I went to town to 

find her shop and she came up to tell us the way 

you use your fertiliser, do your farm work, 

everything.”  

Farmers are profiting from the additional 

information and services provided by the 

dealers. “The most important thing we’ve learned 

from Pa Kollie is how to prepare the seeds and 

site selection,” says Arthur F. Cray in Bong 

County. “We’ve benefited from that.” 

Joseph Charles White, Sr. is a GROW business 

adviser who provides coaching to the dealers as 

part of the development programme. “Before, 

most of the dealers were just conducting basic 

tracking of sales and expenditure,” he says. 

“They weren’t following up with customers and 

weren’t recording all of their expenditure. Many 

didn’t even know if they were making a profit or 

not.” With Joseph’s support, the dealers are now 

conducting quarterly sales analyses and 

following up regularly with customers on the use 

of their products. 

A wider base of more satisfied customers, 

through improved services and more regular 

follow-ups, has led to dealers’ sales increasing. 

The average monthly sales among the ten 

dealers surveyed increased from US$1,000 to 

$1,700 between 2017 and 2018. This goes far in 

guaranteeing that innovations learned through 

the programme remain in place.    

Future opportunities 

Improving the performance of Liberia’s network 

of dealers is a key opportunity for guaranteeing 

the sustainable, long term growth of the sector. 

The agro-dealer development programme is 

helping to improve the market conditions for 

incoming distributors by providing a well-

structured, reliable sales channel spanning the 

country. To date, one new foreign distributor has 

completed the business registration process in 

Liberia and is beginning to make inroads to the 

market through sales visits to members of the 

trader network. This distributor also operates in 

neighbouring Sierra Leone and succeeded in 

increasing monthly sales from $2,000 to 

$200,000 within 18 months by following a similar 

business strategy of targeting smallholders as 

ultimate customers and reaching them through 

agro-dealers instead of waiting for government 

or NGO 

contracts.  

However, 

more 

needs to 

be done to 

further 

increase 

Liberia’s 

competitiveness in the region as an appealing 

destination for distributors and suppliers. 

Lowering import tariffs on inputs would be key in 

this effort and stimulate the flow of high quality, 

affordable inputs into the country via official 

channels. GROW’s ultimate advocacy objective 

is to see a new, permanent policy that supports 

the long term growth and development of the 

agro-inputs industry through a favourable tax 

policy tied to quality control, thereby 

guaranteeing the availability of high quality 

products to help farmers improve productivity 

and increase their incomes. 

Marketing and branding 

helps dealers increase 

their customer base.     

Replanting seedlings at a 

dealer’s demonstration plot     


