
 
 
 

 

When good intentions 
aren’t enough: How free 
inputs harm farmers
Everyone likes to get something for free. This is 

no more so the case than in Liberia, where an 

historic saturation of direct delivery1 aid 

programmes has led to a culture of expectancy 

for hand-outs. On the surface it would seem to 

make sense to equip farmers with the tools and 

materials they require in order to make a living 

for themselves. Where, one might 

ask, is the harm in giving seeds 

and fertiliser to farmers who are 

scarcely able to afford them? 

Input giveaways stand a high risk 

of harming farmers in the long 

run, however. They damage the 

long-term health of the 

commercial input market which 

needs to function effectively to respond to farmer 

and market demand. Giveaways also lead 

farmers to rely on the entity that provides the 

materials, meaning they are unlikely to be any 

more self-sufficient at the end of the hand-out 

                                                      

 

 

1 Direct delivery programmes involve the distribution of a 

product or service to people who need it in response to a 

deficit. This is in contrast to systems programmes, which aim 

programme than they were at the beginning. 

Furthermore, a depressed local commercial 

market is unable and disincentivised to fulfil its 

potential in terms of the services it can provide to 

farmers due to unsteady revenue flows caused 

by dwindling or unpredictable sales. 

The buying behaviour of NGOs 

who supply inputs to farmers is 

far removed from that of the 

small-scale agro-dealer market. 

NGOs tend to issue lucrative 

tenders that appeal to Monrovia-

based distributors or traders due 

to their size and the comparative 

reliability of the client when it 

comes to payment. As a result, 

distributors are dissuaded from building their 

businesses to accommodate the local 

commercial market. That is, the agro-dealers 

and agents who are located close to the farmers, 

and the farmers themselves. It is these agro-

to address the root causes of the absence and overcome the 

problem in the long term. 

“I do not get a 

good price for my 

cocoa sales, only 

90 Liberian 

dollars per kilo.” 

Input giveaways 

stand a high 

risk of harming 

farmers 



 

dealers who are best placed in the long run to 

respond to changing farm and market dynamics 

as well as to provide additional on-the-ground 

services such as extension advice that ultimately 

farmers to increase their yields and grow their 

commercial attractiveness. Unfortunately, it is 

also these agro-dealers and farmers who are 

currently struggling to source affordable, good 

quality inputs within Liberia. Rather than 

targeting them as viable customers, distributors 

focus on the NGO and government contracts. 

A case in point is that of Patrick Toe, a pepper 

and bitterball farmer from Malonka Community in 

Bong County. Four years ago, Patrick received 

pepper, bitterball, tomato and rice seeds from a 

large international charity. But without the 

necessary advice and guidance on their 

application, he didn’t know how to use the 

unfamiliar varieties and his total harvest 

consisted of two bags of produce where there 

should have been ten. “The problem was not 

knowing how to handle each 

type of plant and transplant 

them,” he says. “I couldn’t 

put the inputs to good use.” 

As well as lacking the 

necessary extension advice 

to make effective use of the 

seeds given to him, the 

hand-out system was 

harmful to the agro-dealers 

who usually supply Patrick, 

since they were unable to 

sell to him while he was 

receiving the seeds for free. Interventions such 

as these contribute to weak, undeveloped 

relationships between farmers and dealers and a 

lack of investment in customers such as Patrick, 

meaning their access to inputs is no better in the 

long term.  

 

However, not all giveaways are necessarily bad. 

It’s how you do them that determines the impact 

on the market and farmers in the long term. For 

instance, well-designed and managed subsidy 

programmes can be a highly effective way of 

helping farmers who are currently too poor to 

buy inputs or helping farmers to take a risk on 

new, better products that may 

be unfamiliar. This might 

include the use of vouchers for 

products redeemable at local 

agro-dealers. This form of 

promotion can enable farmers 

to purchase from the local 

market and incentivise agro-

dealers to increase their 

offering in order to gain 

customer loyalty. Strengthening 

the local private sector is the 

most sustainable way of 

developing a functioning market that can provide 

goods and services to smallholder farmers at 

affordable prices. This is not achieved by 

institutions giving inputs away directly to farmers. 

 

GROW is a business and investment advisory 

organization that collaborates with businesses, 

investors, associations and government 

agencies to accelerate systemic solutions that 

transform high-potential industries and drive 

inclusive growth. Since early 2018, GROW has 

been running a development programme for 

small-scale agro-dealers which seeks to improve 

their business and agricultural acumen and to 

increase the services they can offer to farmers, 

beyond simply supplying inputs. The programme 

started with 48 businesses before narrowing 

down to 28 high performers spread across 

Montserrado, Margibi, Bong, Nimba and Lofa 

counties.

A healthy local inputs market is vital in enabling 

farmers to grow businesses in the long term.   

Inputs hand-outs 

harm small agro-

dealers located 

close to the farmers 

who are better 

placed to provide 

additional services. 


