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wo thirds of the population are involved 
in subsistence agriculture; and food is 
one of the country’s biggest imports. As 
recently as 2007, the government share 

of investment in agriculture was only 1.7% a year; 
it is now set at 10%. Sierra Leonean subsistence 
farmers remain some of the poorest people on 
the planet, working long hours, with few inputs: 
most do not use fertilisers, there is almost no 
mechanization and no working animals in use 
by the smallholder farmer. Post-harvest wastage 
amounts to up to 50% of crops.  

Holland Farming Sierra Leone Ltd was founded 
by Sierra Leonean and Dutch partners to meet 
the urgent need for quality agricultural inputs 
and consultancy services to increase farmers’ 
productivity and contribute towards rural 
development. Founded in 2007, the company 
has its headquarters in Freetown with branches 
in Bo, Port Loko and other provincial districts in 
Sierra Leone. The company’s directors realized 
that there was a clear lack of reliable, high 
quality agricultural suppliers on the market - and 
those that existed did not reach the interior of 
the country. Local rice was almost impossible 
to find, with imported rice dominating the 
market, and yet before the war Sierra Leone 
had been exporting its own rice. It was clear 
that supporting rural farmers to strengthen the 
sustainable provision of local food to a ready-
made market, and exploring export opportunities 
as appropriate, combined a strong business case 
with a sound development model.

Holland Farming Sierra Leone is committed to 
supporting and facilitating the development of 
Sierra Leone farming. The organisation’s core 
strategic focus is its work with smallholder 
farmers in order to accurately determine what 
they need to improve productivity - and what 
they can afford. An assortment of high quality 
fertilizers and seeds is sourced predominantly 
from the Netherlands, in a variety of packaging 
sizes to ensure affordability for all categories of 
farmers. 

The smallholders farmers we work with typically:
•	 Cultivate less than 2 hectares of land;
•	 Depend on family members for most of the 
farm labour;
•	 Have limited access to know-how or 
technology;
•	 Have limited resources (capital, skills, labour, 
risk management, basic agricultural economics);
•	 Produce subsistence or commercial 
commodities, which do not have an immediate 
market;

•	 Use outdated farming techniques with limited 
capacity for marketing, storage and processing 
their harvests.

The organization has a close relationship with 
farmers who are now realizing good harvests as 
a result of the improved inputs they source from 
the multiple sales outlets around the country. 
The next logical step for the business, and for the 
interest of the agricultural sector in Sierra Leone, 
is to secure appropriate and sustainable markets 
for the crops the farmers grow. The business will 
in future look for export opportunities when its 
input supply sector is optimally functioning. This 
is in line with the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry 
& Food Security strategy to create a market place 
for the newly formed network of Agro Business 
Centers (ABCs).

Despite the relatively sustainable supply of 
affordable agricultural inputs, the smallholder 
farmer in Sierra Leone is yet to realize the same 
socio-economic results experienced by their 
peers within the sub-region. Challenges facing 
rural farmers include:
•	 Higher levels of agricultural technology are 
not affordable due to low economic returns from 
commodities;
•	 Post-harvest loss is estimated to be 
around 50%. Lack of post-harvest processing 
opportunities such as rice milling facilities, feed 
mills and mechanics to ensure that farmers can 
benefit from reduced post-harvest losses and 
optimal sales value of their final products;
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strategic focus is its work 

with smallholder farmers in 
order to accurately determine 

what they need to improve 
productivity - and what they 

can afford.”
•	 High fertilizer prices are limiting usage to 4kg/
ha compared to 9kg/ha for sub-Saharan Africa.
•	 Lack of commercial markets for fertilizable 
commodities such as rice, maize etc.

As a result of these challenges, the majority 
of smallholder families are trapped in a low-
intensified cultivation cycle, often producing the 
same commodities using traditional, low input/
output systems and investing little or nothing to 
gain greater productivity levels and profit.

To further understand where additional value can 
be added to the production chain in order to have 
a maximum impact on output, we have adopted 
the concept of the value chain to illustrate how 
and where value is created in the agricultural 
production chain. 

Our next level of support to the farmers will be 
to address critical components of the agricultural 
value chain presently neglected that will lever 
disproportionate benefit in yield to the farmer. 

This will include:
•	 Inputs - increase farmers productivity via on-
demand supply of the inputs the farmers will 
need. The ordering and payment can be done via 
mobile phone, which most farmers now possess, 
and with mobile payment facilities currently in 
use in Sierra Leone;
•	 Production - introduce technology to cost 
effectively educate the farmers in improved 
cultivation methods of the food crops that they 
grow for which there is already an available 
market. With over 90% of the farmers we supply 
having little or no literacy skills, an innovative 
education method is needed if they are to be 
supported to improve their productivity;

•	 Markets - support the farmers within the pilot 
scheme with market pricing information to better 
inform them about the market value of the crops 
they grow.

This approach to re-engineering the agricultural 
value chain holds the potential to improve the 
return on investment for the smallholder farmers. 
We expect this initiative to increase access to 
agricultural inputs in the region and lead to an 
increase in domestic production/consumption 
and exports of raw materials and agricultural 
produce for which markets can be created in 
Europe and elsewhere. Smallholder farmers and 
the farmers’ cooperatives would benefit from the 
strengthening of the agricultural sector. They will 
increase their productivity, leading to increased 
incomes and an improvement in the socio-
economic status of rural communities. 

DeveLopMeNt IMpact 
Women farmers and entrepreneurs are at the 
heart of our development agenda. Indirectly, the 
business is creating jobs for nearly 50 female 
entrepreneurs in the Bo region who come to 
our shop to buy fertilizers and seeds on credit 
for repackaging and reselling in 1kg bags. We 
recognise that the strength of the business lies 
with the quality and commitment of our staff; all 
staff have contracts based on employment best 
practice within the country. 

In 2010, we introduced fertilizer in 25kg bags 
in order to increase the number of smallholder 
farmers who can afford to buy and use our 
fertilizers, as well as transport them with ease. 
Since then, we have seen competitors move in 
that direction. Increasingly, we are being seen 
as the standard of excellence in the support 

of agriculture in the country. The supply of 
fertilizer in 25kg bags has significantly increased 
the number of smallholder farmers who can 
now afford to buy and apply fertilizers to their 
crops resulting in increasing yield. With the 
introduction of 5kg packaging fertilizers to our 
product portfolio, we are making fertilization a 
reality for more and more smallholder farmers in 
Sierra Leone with direct impact on productivity.

With the desire to have a visible presence in 
the communities we support, Holland Farming 
Sierra Leone Ltd intends to become a ‘one-stop-
shop’ in the agriculturally active communities 
in the country. As such we are in the process of 
developing rural retail facilities in selected pilot 
districts, which will primarily serve as a shop, 
as well as a go-to station for sales, consultancy 
and demonstration services. These facilities 
will have an iconic and easily identifiable 
architecture, which can be replicated in several 
communities. The supporting storage, caretaker/
resident consultant accommodation, and the 
demonstration garden guarantees a permanent 
physical presence of the resource in the 
community.
 
With over 70% of Sierra Leone’s population 
dependent on agriculture, our work with 
smallholder farmers holds the potential to 
transform rural communities and the rural 
economy. The current President Ernest Bai 
Koroma recently proclaimed ‘By 2016, nobody 
will import rice to Sierra Leone’; we don’t think 
we are that close to self-sufficiency in the 
country’s staple food but Holland Farming has a 
key role to play in getting Sierra Leone to that 
point in the not too distant future. i 

E-mail: info@hollandfarmingsl.com
Web: www.hollandfarmingsl.com

“By 2016, nobody will import rice to Sierra Leone.”

In pictures: Holland Farming technical team visit swamp rice farmer in Bo, Southern Sierra Leone. In pictures: Holland Farming meet with farmers cooperative at the Ministry of Agriculture in Makeni.

In pictures: Holland Farming demonstration of the use of foliar fertilizer (Cropmax) in Kenema, Eastern Sierra Leone. 
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