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1. WHAT: What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) or opportunities prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or
adapt?

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?



3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or

opportunity described above?



4. RESULTS: Choose one of the following questions to answer.

We know you may have answers in mind for both questions; However please choose one to highlight as part of this
case story



5. ENABLING CONDITIONS: How have enabling conditions - resources (time/money/staff),

organizational culture, or business/work processes - influenced your results? How would

you advise others to navigate any challenges you may have faced?

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Team in the Bureau for Policy, Planning and 

Learning (PPL) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PPL mechanism implemented by Environmental 

Incentives and Bixal. 
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	Case Title: Leveraging Continuous Learning to Improve Locally Tailored Solutions f
	Submitter: Danielle Niedermaier, Moustapha Gaye
	Organization: Land O’Lakes Venture37
	Summary: The Feed the Future Management of Fall Armyworm (MFAW) in Maize for Smallholder Farmers in the Democratic Republic of the Congo Activity is a seven-year project that increases maize yield among small-scale maize producers by reducing yield losses using integrated pest management (IPM) for fall armyworm (FAW) control and good agricultural practices (GAP).

Venture37 is promoting group-based adult learning through Farmer Field Schools (FFS) to apply new techniques to combat FAW and increase maize yields. MFAW’s midterm evaluation found that FFS have been an effective mechanism for dissemination of techniques for FAW prevention and have increased maize yields and reduced FAW damage. However, the project operates over an area roughly the size of Western Europe and was facing considerable challenges in ensuring oversight of dispersed FFS by limited regionally based project staff. This hindered MFAW’s ability to support existing FFS and scale them up to additional communities. 

Venture37 has leveraged the culture of learning we cultivated with the project and utilized Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) practices to determine a way forward. Through key adaptations such as investment in field staff in all project provinces, identification and training of community facilitators, clustering of FFS, and use of radio and video extension, Venture37 has diversified its approach in favor of one that is more locally driven, impactful, and sustainable. This is enabling the project to increase impact and promote sustainability beyond the life of the project. 


	Context: The MFAW project began in 2019 in five provinces in DRC. In early 2023, the project was awarded Ukraine Supplemental funding to extend project implementation to scale up its work within these provinces and to expand into three additional provinces. This offered the exciting challenge, yet challenge nevertheless, to navigate operations across eight geographically dispersed provinces. Working in the initial five provinces spread across DRC presented several challenges. For example, travel and security hindered effective project implementation. Participants are in remote zones that require hours of travel to engage communities and coordinate activities. Project staff could only visit participants once a month or quarter, which made it difficult for the team to impart changing agricultural knowledge and practices. The practices that the MFAW project promotes require regular reinforcement making short, irregular visits insufficient. Project staff also found that community engagement could be difficult. Monitoring and evaluation is also difficult to conduct remotely, especially with limited connectivity within these provinces. Data from trainings or farmer activities, in particular, often need to be collected rapidly and double checked. Furthermore, the project learned by the second quarter of 2021 that the IPM and FAW prevention research findings weren’t generalizable across the project’s five initial provinces or to different ecologies within each province. This was due largely to differences across geographies in agri-input availability, soil type, and rainfall. The project also found that results were not generalizable across maize cultivation seasons due to irregular rainfall. Therefore, it became apparent that FFS needed to build on research trials and adapt them, as necessary, to champion locally customized solutions. Given these existing challenges and the award of Ukraine Supplemental funding to scale up operations to new provinces, the MFAW team decided to pivot its approach to scale up in a way that would be context specific, low cost, and sustainable.
	Dropdown2: [Continuous Learning & Improvement]
	CLA Approach: Use project monitoring and evaluation as proof points to make informed decisions
Project monitoring and evaluation has enabled the project team to pinpoint what is working and what is not and to use data to make informed course corrections. The midterm evaluation, finalized in early December 2022, identified that where FFS were established, they were key to disseminating effective and locally tailored IPM and GAP practices to farmers. This was evidenced by key metrics: FFS participant farmers estimated a 11 percent reduction in the amount of maize lost to FAW and yielded 13 percent more maize per hectare compared to comparison groups. The midterm recommended that the project scale up its use of FFS to sustainably reach more farmers in more communities. However, the midterm found that limited staff capacity to provide oversight to FFS across the project’s large geography constrained MFAW’s ability to scale up FFS within existing provinces and to new provinces. Therefore, the midterm suggested that it was critical to identify key local agents who could provide oversight to the many dispersed FFS to ensure they flourished for years to come. The midterm also identified that limited access to inputs hindered farmers’ ability to implement some of the practices learned in FFS and suggested the project address this issue. 

Cultivate a culture of CLA
Venture37 has cultivated a culture of learning with the MFAW project and stakeholders that encourages open communication and adaptive management. Fostering this culture began from project inception with the development of MFAW’s Adaptive Management Plan using Venture37’s Adaptive Management Toolkit. The Toolkit outlines a three-step process: Plan, Build Culture, and Learn and Adapt. These steps are inter-dependent and iterative throughout the life of the project. Each step has a set of validated tools to help staff, especially project leaders and MEL staff, move the team through these steps. Maintaining a culture of learning and adaptive management has been critical to empower MFAW project staff to voice observations and continuously learn and improve. MFAW staff maintain routine meetings with project partners, stakeholders, and field agronomists which enables them to continuously collaborate and incorporate all stakeholders’ perspectives into work planning. Prior to a Pause and Reflect workshop in late November 2022, project staff were already thinking through how to consider the midterm findings, stakeholder input, and their own observations and adapt accordingly. The Pause and Reflect workshop provided a dedicated time for the team to dig into the data, take a step back and think holistically about the project challenges and opportunities. This enabled the team to dive into specific details and work on adjusting the workplan accordingly. 

Putting it all together: how Venture37 adapted its approach
M&E for Learning and Continuous Learning and Improvement have been integral both for adaptation of project implementation in existing provinces and for planning the roll out of activities in new provinces. The project adapted to the challenge of geographic coverage and scattered distribution of FFS by investing in locally based field staff in all provinces. In geographies where travel is particularly difficult, the project is also shifting to cluster FFS within 50 kilometers to make it easier for project staff to visit and to promote cross-pollination between FFS. Furthermore, the project has begun engaging community members to serve as champions and community facilitators. The local facilitators are trained to disseminate quality information and to conduct regular data collection. This will improve data collection and assist with the project’s M&E and promote understanding of local conditions so research can focus on specific locations rather than generalizable solutions. The local facilitators will also work with
	Dropdown1: [M&E for Learning]
	Dropdown3: [A. DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS]
	Factors: The MFAW project team has encountered a few challenges to implementing its CLA approach: 1) Adaptive management is still somewhat new to many individuals, so fully embracing that projects can adapt – and, importantly, USAID will support us in adapting – is a skill that is still being learned; 2) There is always a lot of work to do, so staff find it difficult to make time to pause and reflect on activities and how we could be adapting; 3) It can be easy for staff to fall into focusing on achieving specific indicators rather than focusing on how to achieve the overall goal.There have also been a couple of enablers to implementing MFAW’s CLA approach: 1) Venture37 has its own Adaptive Management Toolkit that draws heavily on USAID’s CLA framework. MFAW used Venture37’s toolkit to develop their own Adaptive Management Plan. We also used the toolkit to build up a strong culture of learning and adapting and in implementing Pause and Reflect workshops. This helped to alleviate the challenges listed above; 2) Venture37 received Ukraine Supplemental funding and an extension of two years on the project contract. This means more time and resources to integrate project learning and to scale successful approaches and activities, furthering MFAW’s impact. The challenges MFAW faced are common. To navigate them, it is critical that building the culture of embracing CLA comes from the top down at the beginning of the project. When a project COP communicates the importance of CLA to her/his team and invests the time and resources to foster that culture with staff, then project staff are more likely to adopt CLA as a project norm. This includes ensuring staff are trained in adaptive management at project start and that an adaptive management plan is in place. It is also key that the COP encourage and create opportunities for staff to voice their opinions and openly share when things are not going well in a shame-free environment. Maintaining these norms and practices enabled the MFAW team to embrace CLA and to adapt its approach, thereby achieving greater impact.
	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: Continuation of Question 3: government extension agents to ensure deeper and more regular reach to villages. The local facilitators serve as a consistent presence in communities and provide regular support to farmers to reinforce FFS messages. The project will also contract with short-term interns trained in agricultural colleges to work with community facilitators and government extension agents. This way, the project will have the needed resources to achieve greater impact, monitor and learn from activities, and promote sustainability beyond the life of the project. Furthermore, the MFAW team identified additional low-touch ways to increase reach and promote sustainability of activities. This includes community and radio listening clubs and supporting development of a video extension system. The project is also working with agrodealers to cover a larger geographic area and providing them access to innovation funds to do so. The project is also supporting farmers within FFS to form formal farmer groups, which will support farmers to access financial products and services through microfinance institutions and banks, make bulk input purchases, aggregate maize to reach new markets, and increase bargaining power.

Question 4:
Venture37 was able to leverage its CLA approach to apply its learning and new adaptations to the concept note we developed for Ukraine Supplemental Funding. Now that these funds have been awarded and the project has been extended by two years (to 2026), MFAW will be able to further implement its revised approach and more effectively reach and impact farmers through FFS and radio and video extension. To date, MFAW has set up over 330 farmer field schools and nearly 8,000 member farmers (96 percent of total member farmers reached) are applying at least one improved technology or practice on nearly 4,800 hectares. These efforts are leading to increased yields: according to the project’s midterm evaluation, FFS member farmers reported an estimated 13 percent more maize per hectare than the comparison group of farmers (farmers within the same villages that are not field school members). Member farmers estimated harvesting an average of 1.35 metric tons per hectare — compared to an estimated 1.19 metric tons per hectare by the comparison group. Additionally, MFAW is starting to see the ripple effect that FFS have on communities, with non-FFS participants learning improved practices from FFS participants. The bulk of the outreach of the project comes through peer learning: field school members share what they are learning with their neighbors and friends. Indeed, the project’s midterm evaluation confirmed the extent to which this farmer-to-farmer learning is happening. When the comparison group of farmers were asked their main source of agricultural information, they said neighbors, by which they meant farmer field school members. Had Venture37 not embraced CLA and continued implementing MFAW based on the original plan, we would expect the project to continue to see impressive results like these. However, with the adaptations made through CLA, we expect even greater impact. With the scale up of FFS, Venture37 anticipates more communities will be positively impacted. Furthermore, the project’s support to agrodealers will continue to build out agri-input supply chains and better reach remote communities. At the same time, support to FFS participants to form formal farmer groups will encourage cooperative behavior and likely greater profitability of production. CLA was key to helping Venture37 identify and begin implementing these adaptations, which will allow us to build on these results and further MFAW's impact.




