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Summary:

For Central American coffee farmers to achieve lasting income gains, there must be greater coordination between
numerous stakeholders in the sector, such as cooperatives, exporters, and financial institutions, to support the
investments necessary to improve smallholder productivity. This case study examines the Better Coffee Harvest
program (2014-2018), a public-private partnership that is working to improve the livelihoods of smallholder coffee
farmers in El Salvador and Nicaragua.

To achieve this, the program adopted key elements of the CLA approach, such as openness, external collaboration,
and pause and reflect, and planned for the appropriate staffing and budgeting to implement it. This allowed the
Better Coffee Harvest program to leverage its monitoring and evaluation (M&E) activities to engage stakeholders
and share information, ideas, and connections with sector actors, facilitating the kind of cooperation needed for

lasting change.

Using the CLA approach helped Better Coffee Harvest meet its key performance targets and improve coordination
across the larger coffee industry. A team-led focus on data for reflection and learning meant project leadership had
the inputs, feedback and time necessary to make informed decisions. The project’s efforts to convene stakeholders
to discuss findings also had a significant effect on the sector. After participating in roundtables where project results
were discussed, industry stakeholders signed new sales contracts, formed new partnerships, and launched
private-sector initiatives to address long-standing challenges in the sector.

1. Which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning and Adapting Framework
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2. What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?

In El Salvador and Nicaragua, coffee is a vital cash crop that provides income to farmers and generates a range of
associated economic activities. Nevertheless, it is difficult for many coffee farmers to lift their families out of poverty.
Average yields in the two countries are among the lowest in Latin America, due in part to the lack of training in good
agricultural practices and advanced age of many coffee trees. To become more productive, the trees must be
rehabilitated—taking them out of production for at least an entire year—or replaced with new seedlings, but farmers
struggle to access the finance necessary to make those changes. Additionally, there are few market incentives for
exporters or other actors in the sector to invest in agricultural training or improved access to inputs for farmers.

The sector can also be quite siloed between actors like cooperatives, private mills, exporters, financial institutions, and
government agencies, as each entity in the highly competitive marketplace carefully guards information and strategy.
For example, when coffee leaf rust disease broke out in 2012, it destroyed an estimated 75 percent of the coffee
acreage in El Salvador, and nearly 40 percent in Nicaragua, causing significant losses. One reason for the
devastating expansion of leaf rust was the lack of coordination between actors--for example, failing to generate and
share data about productivity and the spread of the disease in various regions of the two countries.

Until the sector saw more value in openness, transparency, and collaboration, coffee farmers would continue to
under-invest, generate low profits, and be exposed to the devastating effects of a future outbreak of leaf rust or other
shock. In this context, the project itself was unlikely to achieve the ambitious impact goals it had set out for itself.

3. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?

As the Better Coffee Harvest team analyzed how to drive sector-wide change with a limited budget, as well as how to
ensure that improvements in farmer livelihoods could be sustained after the project, it recognized that close
cooperation with other actors in the Nicaraguan and Salvadoran coffee sectors would be essential.

The program team, including leaders from TechnoServe’s M&E function, discussed how to encourage this kind of
cooperation. They pinpointed several practices central to a CLA approach that would support their goal: open and
transparent communication about the data collected, external collaboration, and taking time to pause and reflect on
project implementation. The team also recognized the need to allocate the financial resources and time necessary to
collect and widely share information.

Integrating CLA into the project’s approach was not an easy decision, since it required being more open about
strategy, data, and insights. By creating spaces for reflection and learning among other actors, the project would be
going against what the local industry was used to doing.

Nevetheless, the program was determined to undertake the approach because it clearly addressed one of the main
market failures that impeded farmers from lifting themselves out of poverty. The approach would also help ensure that
the program was able to achieve its sizable mandate by creating spaces for the program team to study and discuss
the data, reflect on its meaning, and make any necessary changes to the program. It would also help to build unity
and cooperation between team members by bringing them together for learning and reflection.



4. Tell us the story of how you used a collaborating, learning and/or adapting approach
to address the organizational or development challenge described in Question 2.

The Better Coffee Harvest program began in 2014 with the ambitious goal of improving the livelihoods of 6,000
Salvadoran and Nicaraguan farmers through training on yield-enhancing, climate-smart agricultural practices and
improved access to finance and inputs. However, the public-private partnership--funded by USAID, the J.M.
Smucker Company, and the PIMCO Foundation—recognized the difficulty of delivering lasting results without
greater sector-wide cooperation.

The program staff saw an immediate opportunity to engage industry stakeholders at the baseline survey, which
provided reliable data about farm size, productivity and farmer livelihoods that is rarely made public. So the program
decided to try something new--inviting export companies, cooperatives, and other actors to discuss the results in a
series of fora. Because it is usually so difficult for these stakeholders to obtain this kind of data, there was significant
interest in the events. The sharing of the baseline results set a tone of collaboration and built trust with the wider
coffee sector.

The mid-term evaluation, however, tested the project’'s commitment to openness and external collaboration. An
honest, reflective assessment of the project’s progress and areas for improvement, the evaluation showed a decline
in productivity compared to the baseline that was a direct result of farmers renovating and rehabilitating their farms.
Nevertheless, at face value the finding could damage the project’s credibility with key stakeholders.

After reflecting on Better Coffee Harvest’s priorities, the program’s leadership team decided that it was important to
continue the commitment to transparency for the sake of greater industry cooperation. So this information was
shared in meetings with stakeholders from both countries. Feedback from the sessions helped the program decide
to implement the survey on an annual basis, and to stratify it to provide detail on producers that sold to exporters,
cooperatives and independent buyers. This deepened the analysis and added value to local counterparts. The
project subsequently hosted three more fora (one every six months) that further built connections between
stakeholders.

In order to build deeper, ongoing partnerships, the program established collaboration agreements with 18
cooperatives, eight coffee hubs, six export companies, four financial institutions, and two labor unions to provide
regular updates with tailored data about farmers in their supply chains. The reports included information about their
clients’ annual progress since baseline and in comparison with the rest of the project participants, as well as
recommended next steps. As a result, 12 of the organizations implemented improved management, financial, and
training practices.

As a reflection of this commitment to M&E and collaboration, program management consciously added specific
personnel and tools to the program’s implementation mechanisms and budget. For that reason, TechnoServe’s
regional and global monitoring, evaluation, and learning teams were closely consulted throughout the project, and
the project’'s M&E function was empowered to provide leadership to the program. For example, M&E staff facilitated
monthly meetings in which field and technical staff actively participated in analysis of data they had collected. The
sessions leveraged dashboards generated through a custom-built database. In addition to informing staff
decision-making, the team shared the dashboards with local partners, including cooperatives, associations, and
exporters.

The success of these approaches meant that the coffee sector in the region has come to view Better Coffee Harvest
as a unique resource, presenting the program with new opportunities to leverage its impact. For example, in 2017
the National Commission for the Transformation and Development of the Coffee Sector, a private-sector roundtable,
asked that Better Coffee Harvest share data on smallholder farmers to better understand the effect of labor
shortages on annual yields. Project data became the basis for new policies enacted by the government and financial
institutions in support of smallholder farmers.



5. Organizational Effectiveness: How has collaborating, learning and adapting affected
your team and/or organization? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you expect to see
in the future?

The adoption of the CLA approach led to increased effectiveness both in the Better Coffee Harvest project and within
TechnoServe as a whole. The process of regularly generating and sharing data, soliciting feedback from
stakeholders, and reflecting on the meaning of the data for program operations enabled the program to better
understand and respond to the implementation context. It helped the staff to break down silos and appreciate how
each element of the project fits together: for example, during team meetings, project agronomists would explain their
analytical approach to members of the access-to-finance and M&E staff, who each had different techniques for data
interpretation. Explaining and aligning their understanding led to greater team integration.

It also led to greater transparency within the project; as the team learned the value of sharing data with external
partners, sharing and reflecting on data within the team was a natural next step. The team readily came together at
the end of the mid-term evaluation for a two-day workshop that allowed them to pause, reflect, and share back
priorities for the remainder of the project.

The program was a pioneer for TechnoServe in terms of evaluation and technology use. The internal mid-term
evaluation was the first of its kind in our organization, and has served as a model for other projects. Better Coffee
Harvest also piloted TechnoServe’s custom monitoring-and-evaluation database, which was then deployed across
Latin America and guided the design for TechnoServe’s subsequent global database. Importantly, the success of the
database in the project helped to secure the buy-in of key stakeholders within the organization for the scale-up of the
system to TechnoServe’s Latin American projects and then its global operations.

6. Development Results: How has using a CLA approach contributed to your development
outcomes? What evidence can you provide? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you
expect to see in the future?

The program exceeded all targets for key performance indicators: over 8,000 farmers have adopted improved
agricultural practices, yields have increased 34 percent, sales have increased 24 percent, and the project has helped
mobilize over $3 million of rural financing.

These results were only achieved because the program team took time to pause and reflect. For example, when the
mid-term results were published, they showed a decline in productivity. Rather than making hasty revisions to the
project’s approach, the project leadership studied the data and consulted with the field staff. They discovered that
the decline in productivity was caused by the adoption of farm-rejuvenation techniques, which temporarily render
plants unproductive but lead to higher yields in the future. As a result, the project was able to stay the course, with
the confidence that the results would turn around, as indeed they did.

The process of sharing data with stakeholders also yielded tangible benefits. Soon after the baseline roundtable, the
project signed agreements with four financial institutions including Root Capital and Oikocredit which mobilized $2.1
million in credit to local organizations and $1.6M in credit to project participants. A meeting to discuss baseline
results led to a new sales contract with a cooperative and export company. When the mid-term data showed that
farm renovation was happening at a slower rate in El Salvador than in Nicaragua, a Salvadoran export company
made a pledge to provide seedlings to farmers in its supply chain. We expect these sorts of business relationships to
be sustained after the project ends, because they are financially beneficial to all parties involved.

Sharing data from the mid-term report even helped the program to expand geographically; the outreach piqued the
interest of cooperatives in the Nicaraguan department of Boaco, and they requested that Better Coffee Harvest
expand to engage them.



7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?

Several factors contributed to the success of the adoption of the CLA approach in the project. First, the leadership
both within the program and at the regional level of TechnoServe was highly supportive of the approach, even when
that meant that resources had to be reallocated in order to carry out CLA activities. Secondly, the donors—led by
USAID—also supported the approach. For example, USAID was highly supportive of the project's suggestion to
undertake an internal mid-term evaluation, despite the fact that the original proposal planned for an external
evaluation. The donor recognized that an internal review process could serve as an important learning opportunity.

Despite the internal and external champions, it was challenging to juggle the goals of speedy implementation and
take pauses in order to reflect. The program leadership was able to strike a balance between these competing
imperatives by scheduling monthly meetings to go over the data and reflect, while also emphasizing efficiency,
organization, and delegation of responsibilities in order to ensure that program activities were carried out in a timely
manner.

Better Coffee Harvest also had to take into account the divergent objectives of the project’s
monitoring-and-evaluation team and TechnoServe’s communications function. The former's mandate was to collect
and share data in as transparent a manner as possible, while the latter is tasked primarily with supporting the
organization’s image as effective and innovative. These mandates sometimes found themselves in contradiction.
Ultimately the view that it was vital to transparently present all of the relevant program data--including that which
might cast doubt on the program’s effectiveness--prevailed.

8. Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning and adapting approach?

Several elements are important to keep in mind for implementing CLA approaches. First, personnel is key. It is
important not only to have staff with the necessary technical skills, but also the right mindset. Staff members must
be open-minded, eager to learn and share, able to facilitate discussions, and willing to receive frank and honest
feedback. Recruiting processes should screen for these attributes.

Second, it is essential to budget resources for CLA activities. Frequent data collection and distribution, as well as
organizing roundtables and stakeholder fora, can be expensive and need to be properly funded. But money is not
the only factor. The time of staff members within the project and elsewhere within the organization is necessary to
support a culture of pause and reflect. Projects need to acknowledge this in work plans and budgets.

Third, projects should identify champions within the organization to drive forward the CLA approach. It can be
difficult at first to encourage a large number of people to rally behind a new idea or concept like CLA. Instead, focus
on convincing a few people who can help implement the approach. Success will attract others later on.

Finally, practitioners must be persistent. As one staff member said, “If at first they do not attend your roundtable,
try, try again.” Encouraging stakeholders to change their longstanding behavior takes time and often multiple efforts
to engage them. Staff members need to approach the challenge with the right mindset, as well as with the
resources they need to be persistent.

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID LEARN, a Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning
(PPL) mechanism implemented by Dexis Consulting Group and its partner, RTI International.
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