
 
 
 

 

Case Study:  Paving the 
way for an Outgrower 
Scheme in Liberia’s Oil 
Palm Sector
Introduction 
GROW is a Swedish-funded market 
development programme that utilises the market 
systems approach to facilitate sustainable, pro-
poor economic growth and stability across 
Liberia. Currently working in the oil palm, rubber, 
vegetable and cocoa sectors, the programme 
seeks to contribute to sustainable peace and 
poverty reduction through inclusive and 
integrated economic development in Liberia. Its 
objective is substantially increased incomes and 
employment opportunities for a large number of 
poor women, men and youth, created through 
agricultural market systems change. 

This case study has been written as GROW 
withdraws from the oil palm sector. It seeks to 
assess the extent of progress made since 
GROW’s outgrower model development 
intervention started in 2014, consider the 
importance of GROW’s role in the sector and 
determine the stage reached in the roll-out of the 
outgrower pilots. It also seeks to provide clarity 
on what is a complicated process and provide an 
explanation in the simplest possible form. 

The content and conclusions of this study have 
been informed by a variety of written and verbal 
sources, namely GROW’s market systems 
analysis and other technical documents; the 
publications of partners and a series of 
qualitative interviews with government, the 
private sector, development partners and 
communities within the GVL concession area 
during a field trip to Sinoe County in July 2017. 

Background 
Approximately 75% of Liberia’s total landmass is 
allocated to mining, rubber, oil palm and forest 
concessions. Poorly managed, this model of 
development threatens the food security and 
livelihoods of rural communities and undermines 
the stability of Liberia as a whole. Conversely, 
accountable and transparent investments in land 
have the potential to provide economic 
opportunities, as well as an increased local tax 
base and infrastructure funding. 

The commercial oil palm sector has received the 
highest committed amount of foreign direct 
investment in Liberia in the post-war period, 



 

totalling over USD 6 billion for 500,000 hectares 
split between four concession holders with 
agreements ranging from 35 to 65 years. There 
is significant potential for an estimated 25,000 
smallholder households living within the 
concession areas to profit from the development 
of the sector by producing oil palm for the 
concession holders through an outgrower 
arrangement. Community oil palm farms would 
be established that would produce high quality 
fresh fruit bunches (FFB) purchased by the 
concession holders, thereby providing economic 
opportunity for communities living within the 
concession areas beyond direct employment by 
the oil palm companies. 

In the concession agreements between the 
Government of Liberia (GoL) and the 
multinational concessionaires, the GoL 
committed itself to securing funding to enable 
communities to establish community oil palm 
farms. In turn, the concessionaires are 
committed to providing inputs and technical 
support needed to establish and run the farm, 
and purchasing the fruits produced. As with 
other countries that have established large-scale 
outgrower programmes such as Malaysia, 
Thailand and Indonesia, major initial financing is 
expected to be arranged through international 
development finance institutions (DFIs) rather 
than from the GoL’s overstretched resources. 

Challenges to the sector and 
smallholder participation 
The sector has been beset by poor relationships 
between concession holders, communities and 
government, where issues including land 
ownership have not always been adequately 

addressed. Many of the components necessary 
for smallholders to benefit from the increasing 
international demand for palm oil are either 
inadequately executed or absent. Their limited 
commercial involvement in the sector has the 
potential to be a source of conflict and insecurity, 
which has a mutually reinforcing relationship with 
poverty. In addition, communities have been 
exerting significant pressure on concessionaires 
to generate jobs as fast as possible. The 
perceived slow pace of job creation has been a 
key driver of discord between local communities 
and concessionaires and is often the root cause 
of conflicts ostensibly focused on other issues. 
The outgrower programme was considered to be 
a viable solution to the issue of community 
participation, but certain factors had prevented 
its launch. 

In line with guidelines issued by the international 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), 
the agreements between the GoL and the 
concessionaires stipulate that all concession 
holders must: 

• Implement an outgrower model within 
three years of signing the agreement; 

• Identify suitable land and support 
outgrowers to access equipment, 
fertiliser and seedlings; and, 

• Commit to purchase all smallholder 
produce provided it reached quality 
standards.  

The GoL’s role, in collaboration with the 
concession holders, is to: 

• Take the lead in identifying funding for 
the outgrower model; 

• Allocate land to be managed by the 
concession holders; 

• Identify suitable farmers to participate in 
the scheme; and, 

• Provide extension services.  

When GROW came into the picture in 2014, 
all four concessions had allocated 125,000 
hectares of their gross concession areas to 
an outgrower scheme, representing around 
14% of Liberia’s gross oil palm concession 
area. However, the GoL had completely 
stalled in fulfilling its obligations and little 
progress had been made in attracting 
investment and raising finance for the 
launch of community farms. Communities 
were expressing frustration with concession 

Oil palm plantations within the GVL concession area dominate much 
of the landscape in the south-eastern Sinoe and Grand Kru counties 

 



 

holders and the GoL due to limited consultation 
and engagement. There was no funding to 
develop a model or roadmap for the outgrower 
scheme (let alone finance the scheme itself) and 
government departments had failed to reach an 
agreement on which agency should oversee the 
design and implementation of the model. The 
poor relationships between the respective 
stakeholders meant that there was little hope of 
developing and agreeing on a model to follow 
without a neutral facilitator. GROW saw an 
opportunity to deliver real impact for poor 
Liberians by fulfilling this role. 

Why did GROW decide to 
intervene? 
GROW recognised that oil palm was the 
agricultural sector with the highest potential for a 
re-emergence of conflict based on a perceived 
lack of economic fairness and involvement of 
indigenous communities. Furthermore, GROW 
recognised the significant opportunity for poor 
Liberians living within the concession areas to 

increase their incomes through the responsible 
development of the oil palm sector, contributing 
to strengthened economic and social stability. 
Aside from the substantial employment 
prospects generated by a successful 
concession-dominated sector (estimated at up to 
100,000), smallholder farmers can be linked to 
global markets through concessions as an 
intermediary buyer and service provider by 
following a robust model developed inclusively 
with all stakeholders. 

GROW’s ultimate vision for the sector is that the 
GoL will gain the capability to effectively facilitate 
systemic change that will enable farmers and 
concessions to work together in trusting, 
mutually beneficial relationships. There is an 
expectation that concessions will provide 
services that will allow farmers to achieve better 
quality and yields, provide income generating 
opportunities for smallholders and community 
members while also generating profit 
themselves, and that other concessions will 
crowd in around the model. GROW fits into this 
arrangement as a neutral facilitator that can help 
the GoL align the incentives of the various 
stakeholders and accelerate progress. 

GROW’s response to the 
challenges 
As a preliminary step, GROW facilitated 
discussions to help the GoL decide on a leading 
agency. The National Bureau of Concessions 
(NBC) was identified in 2015, and GROW has 
since provided support that has enabled an 

outgrower model to be 
developed inclusively and 
that is now on the verge of 
reaching pilot stage. 
Specifically, GROW has 
been supporting the NBC 
through capacity building and 
advisory services to design 
and operationalise an 
outgrower model, coordinate 
diverse stakeholders, and 
function as an effective 
market facilitator to achieve 
lasting change. A viable 
outgrower scheme needs to 
be designed inclusively, with 
the involvement of 
government, concessions, 
communities and civil society 
organisations (CSOs), and 
should consider the 
guidelines of other informed 

bodies - the RSPO, DFIs, conservation and 
forestry regulators, and donors. 

To date, GROW has achieved the following: 

• Supported the establishment of the Oil 
Palm Outgrower Scheme 
Implementation Technical Committee 
(OPOSITC) to steer the design of the 
outgrower model and corresponding 
financial plan. The committee consisted 

Figure 1: the rules and supporting functions that require strengthening within 
the oil palm market system 

 



 

of representatives from government, 
concessions, communities, CSOs, DFIs 
and donor agencies, and replaced 
previous steering committees which only 
included government and concessions; 

• Coordinated and funded a community 
needs assessment exercise in the Sime 
Darby and Golden Veroleum Liberia 
(GVL) concession areas, enabling 48 
pilot communities in three counties to 
inform the design of the outgrower 
model; and, 

• With the help of a team of international 
experts, developed an outgrower 
scheme operational model including 
guidelines for implementation and a 
corresponding financial plan. The 
completed model and plan were 
endorsed by Cabinet in August 2016 
and accepted by concessions and the 
communities in which the scheme will be 
piloted. 

Stakeholder perspective: NBC 

To date, the NBC been operating almost 
exclusively at the national level due to 
logistical constraints which prevent staff from 
regularly travelling to the concession areas to 
participate in community engagement efforts. 
This is reflected in the perceptions of GoL at the 
community level, where IDH is seen to be the 
key driver of the outgrower process over NBC or 
any other government agency. 

Now that the design of the outgrower model has 
been completed and the responsibility within 
GoL for securing DFI financing lies with the 
Ministry of Finance, the NBC’s role is primarily in 
the monitoring and supervision of concession-
related activities. This will be achieved through 
use of an existing online Concessions 
Information Management System (CIMS).  

GROW organised a visit from the designers of 
the CIMS to determine current usage levels, 

suggest any changes to improve the system’s 
functionality and deliver advanced training to 
NBC technical staff to ensure that the agency 
has all of the necessary tools in place to 
effectively fulfil its monitoring role once the 
outgrower pilots have begun. 

The operational model in a 
nutshell 
The operational model details the steps required 
in order for the outgrower scheme to commence; 
from project set-up, which includes engaging 
with communities according to the Free Prior 
Informed Consent (FPIC) process, to field 
development, scheme management, 
infrastructure provision and technical assistance. 

Each participating community will own its oil 
palm farm. A loan will be issued to the 
community to pay for the cost of establishing and 
managing the farm, from land clearing to the 
purchase of seedlings and inputs and payment 
of workers. The loan will be used to make 
payments to the concession, who will provide the 
necessary services and inputs to launch and 
maintain the farm at cost price. Community legal 
entities need to be established to manage the 
outgrower farm and a contract will be signed 
between the community legal entity and the 
concession for selling FFB. Each community will 
draft a constitution which will govern the legal 
entity and determine how income will be 
distributed within the community. Communities 

“GROW has put a lot into getting the [outgrower] 
process off the ground. The operational model provided 
the framework for an outgrower scheme, which was 
very important, and the OPOSITC brought stakeholders 
together. People were previously doing their own thing.” 
– Ramses T. Kumbuyah, NBC Deputy Director 
General 

Figure 2: lending and repayments under the outgrower scheme through 
a special purpose vehicle 

 



 

are also required to sign a Production Protection 
Agreement in which the GoL (represented by the 
Forestry Development Authority), concession 
and community pledge to protect and manage 
important forests in the community or nearby in 
return for a loan to develop a community oil palm 
farm.  

The concessions will provide technical support, 
machinery and services at cost price and will 
manage the loan and re-payment of the loan by 
the community. The concessions will also 
manage the farm until the loan is repaid, based 
on the contracts with the communities, and the 
finances related to managing the farm. The 
concessions will also take a leading role in 
ensuring that the Production Protection 
Agreement is followed. 

Repayment of the loan will start three to five 
years after planting. It is expected that the loan 
will be fully re-paid within 15 years, after which 
point the community will receive all income for 
the sale of its FFB and take over management of 
the farm from the concession. The timeframe for 
repayment is dependent on the price of crude 
palm oil and FFB on the world market, as well as 
production rates of the palm trees and the cost 
of fertiliser and other inputs. 

It is estimated that one full-time job will be 
created for every six hectares of oil palm farmed. 
This equates to a potential 16,000 new jobs 
through the outgrower scheme alone. 

The productive conservation of forest 
surrounding oil palm communities where 
outgrower pilots will take place is of prime 
consideration, requiring the design and inclusion 
of an integrated agricultural production and 
sustainable forestry management plan. This plan 
will assist in the generation of income for local 
communities until oil palm plantations reach 
harvestable age and will provide an incentive to 
sustainably manage their forests. 

Next steps 
In 2015, GROW signed a memorandum of 
understanding with IDH - The Sustainable Trade 
Initiative to develop the initial structure to co-
finance the first outgrower pilot with one 
concession. IDH is implementing a Norwegian-
funded project and will provide a loan guarantee 
to DFIs and other investors seeking to finance 
the outgrower scheme. IDH’s main interest is 
that the outgrower scheme should be 
conditioned by community development and 
forest conservation objectives within production 

protection agreements between the government, 
companies and local communities. 

IDH has subsequently taken the baton from 
GROW and will work with GVL initially to 
implement the operational model and financial 
plan in forested areas. Preparatory activities are 
well underway in GVL’s concession area in 
Sinoe and Grand Kru counties. Community 
outreach activities have been conducted in 
compliance with the FPIC process and decision-
making capacity building has been delivered to 
community members. The next step is for the 
communities to respond and request further 
information (note that there is no obligation on 
the community to agree to participate in the 
outgrower programme). Once interested 
communities have agreed to participate, a forest 
protection plan needs to be drafted and 
community legal entities will be established. GVL 
reported that some communities have been too 
hasty to sign away their land and further efforts 
have been invested to ensure a full 
understanding of the process. 

In parallel, IDH is delivering an alternative 
livelihoods programme that was recommended 
in the operational model. The current focus is on 
re-establishing key markets and launching 
farmer field schools in order to improve food 
production practices and encourage the 
cultivation of additional crops beyond oil palm. 
Tubmanville in Tartweah Chiefdom, Sinoe 
County, is among the towns to host a field 
school and a market. 

Preparatory activities have yet to take place in 
the Sime Darby concession area due to the need 
to prioritise conservation issues which are 
affecting the development of the nucleus farm. 
However, Sime Darby continues to view the 
outgrower scheme as a vital obligation, not least 
because of the requirements of the concession 
agreement, but also because of the important 
sustainability aspect. 

“IDH is talking about the farmer field school where 30 
people will receive training and re-opening the market. 
Not everybody will work with GVL so the farmer field 
school and market day are very important” – Mayor of 
Tubmanville 



 

Stakeholder perspective: GVL 

GVL considers the lack of information received 
by the communities, particularly with regard to 
the contents of the concession agreements, to 
be the key problem in community-concession 
relationships since it leads to inflated 
expectations around employment, schools and 
healthcare facilities.  

The absence of collateral for financing the 
clearing of land, planting, inputs and labour in 
order to launch the outgrower programme is 
currently a major barrier to progressing the 
outgrower scheme. GVL leadership was keen to 
stress that the support provided by the company 
in the form of inputs and farm management does 
not come for free and the onus is on the 
government to secure funding. But in the 
meantime, GVL is supportive of the farmer field 
school and market revitalisation initiatives given 
their promise of additional employment to what 
the company can offer. 

Community perceptions 
The operational model assumed a target first 
planting in April 2017 but delays in securing 
financing meant this timeframe was missed. 
Furthermore, GVL will not be pre-financing 
preparatory activities so the process is on hold 
until funding for the scheme becomes available 
and legal entities have yet to be established for 
the outgrower farms. 

However, during a visit to villages in GVL’s 
Sinoe concession area in July 2017, GROW 
found the situation to be significantly calmer with 
stronger community-concession relations in 
areas where community sensitisation around 
both plans for the outgrower scheme as well as 
the content of the concession agreements has 
taken place. The United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) is leading efforts to 
sensitise community members on the contents of 
the concession agreement while IDH alongside 
GVL is leading the process of sharing 
information about the outgrower model.  

While no single community expressed total 
satisfaction with GVL, the demands and 
expectations on the concessionaire in 
communities where IDH had not yet engaged 
were far higher. Conversely, in communities 
where representatives have been identified and 
information sharing has taken place, there is a 
greater understanding of GVL’s commercial 
situation, land has been identified for the 
community oil palm farms and representatives 
were able to clearly articulate the required next 
steps before the outgrower scheme can be 
launched.  

In some communities, GROW observed signs of 
increased wealth since the 2015 community 
needs assessment, such as in Kabada City 
where local thatch roofing is gradually being 
replaced by zinc. Commercial activity is picking 
up and small businesses selling provisions 
including cold stout have opened in response to 
a demand created by outsiders working for GVL. 

This has led to an improved opinion of the 
concession. In other areas, there was visible 
anger caused by a perception that poverty is 

“GVL supports the outgrower programme. It will help to 
add investment and reduce tension. It will support our 
expansion and bring security to the whole south east” – 
Flomo Molubah, Senior Sustainability Manager, GVL 

“The community is waiting for GVL to start the 
community farm. The community does not have a 
machine to do the clearing. GVL is not ready but the 
community is ready” – Community member, Kilo 
Town, Numopo Chiefdom 

Bulletin boards in many of the communities visited in July 
2017 displayed information about the outgrower process 

 

“People expect more from GVL because they don’t 
understand the market and the business. GVL is 
making losses. When they start selling they will start 
making a profit and things will improve” – Community 
Representative, Wiah Doe, Numopo Chiefdom 



 

increasing. Employment opportunities and 
educational and health services have not met 
expectations; in Roto Town in Tahr Tweh 
Chiefdom, only three out of 40 members of 
working age are employed by GVL and a lack of 
engagement with the concession is causing 
resentment.  

It is clear that the benefits of GVL’s presence in 
Sinoe County are not spread evenly across the 

communities. However, communities with more 
information on the content of the concession 
agreement have a greater understanding of 
GVL’s obligations and expectations have been 
re-aligned accordingly. The prospect of the 
outgrower scheme as an alternative means of 
livelihood to direct employment with GVL is 
welcomed and progress is being made with IDH 
clearly working as the key driver to pave the way 
for successful roll-out once financing has been 
secured. 

Environmental issues  
Environmental concerns surrounding oil palm in 
Liberia primarily relate to deforestation. In order 
to address this, the guarantee offered by IDH to 
investors has a strong focus on forest 

conservation. It is a condition of the investors 
supporting the outgrower scheme that at least 
five acres of forest must be protected for every 
hectare of land used for oil palm farming. 

In addition, the outgrower scheme will be 
governed by forest production protection 
agreements signed by GoL, concessions and 
communities. These agreements are legally 
binding and will ensure that forest resources 
including building materials and medicinal plants 
will remain available in the long term, as well as 
ensuring a safe and reliable water supply, flood 
management and erosion protection. 

Conclusion 
Outgrower schemes are an important requisite of 
the concession agreements between GoL and 
the oil palm companies that, once rolled out, will 
do much to dissipate unrealistic expectations of 
direct employment for community members 
whilst simultaneously reducing poverty by 
structuring income-generating activities for 
community members. GROW has laid the 
ground for successful outgrower schemes by 
supporting the NBC to deliver on its mandate of 
providing a framework. GROW has also played a 
key role in improving dialogue between 
stakeholders through the collaborative way in 
which the model was developed.  

Although implementation has been delayed due 
to difficulties in sourcing financing, the activities 
already undertaken by GVL and IDH at the 
community level in terms of information sharing 
have succeeded in improving relations and 
increasing understanding of GVL’s obligations to 
communities. In certain communities, a shift in 
mind-set has already led to a reduced risk of 
conflict.  

Zinc roofing and cold beer are evidence of increased 
wealth in Kabada City as a result of GVL operations in the 
area 

 
“Since GVL has been in the area poverty has increased. 
Because only a few people are employed by GVL, our 
youths have to work in the gold fields. GVL said it would 
support schools and clinics and we are angry that it is 
not meeting its commitments” – Community Member, 
Roto Town, Tartweah Chiefdom 

GROW joins the town chief, clan chief, paramount chief and other 
community members of Nitreen Chiefdom in Sinoe to discuss 
expectations around the outgrower scheme and progress with the 
roll-out of the operational model 
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