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Food system transformation needs private sector support

A sustainable transformation of our agricultural and food systems cannot succeed without the financial engagement of
the private sector. Helvetas’ Water Productivity Project is an example of how such engagement can contribute to more
sustainable agricultural value chains - with impact at scale.

By Peter Schmidt and Jens Soth

With the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG), the world has laid out an ambitious
plan to reduce poverty and enable people to
live in dignity and security in a healthy envi-
ronment. Joint efforts, including contributions
from the private sector, are required to reach
the estimated annual investments of 5,000
billion US dollars needed to meet the SDGs.
Publicly available data reflects a huge invest-
ment shortfall to reach the annual goal; private
sector contributions are currently in the range
of one-digit shares, and only six per cent of
official development assistance is targeted to
leverage private investments. Today’s modest
financial flows from private sector undertak-
ings towards reaching the SDGs suggest a sub-
stantial growth potential of this form of col-
laboration in development cooperation for the
good of people and environment. The Wa-
ter Productivity project is an example where
private sector companies engage financially
in more sustainable agricultural value chains.
They are the often “missing middle” in a food
system ranging from producers to consumers.
Below, we would like to share some insights
gained from eight years of collaboration with
private partners in the project, directly and in
the frame of multi-stakeholder initiatives.

The Water Productivity Project

Aimed at enhancing water productivity in the
cultivation of rice and cotton, two of the most
water-consuming crops globally, the Water
Productivity Project (WAPRO) consists of ten
sub-projects active in six countries: India, Kyr-
gyzstan, Madagascar, Myanmar, Pakistan and
Tajikistan. Mandated by the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation (SDC), Hel-
vetas has coordinated project implementation
through a “push-pull policy” approach. In its
“push component”, which basically means the
building of farmers’ capacities, it has worked
with 80,000 farmers to help them adopt wa-
ter-saving technologies. Through its “pull
component”, which refers to the demand side
of sustainably produced goods, global as well as
smaller domestic companies are now sourcing
rice and cotton more sustainably, encouraging
supplying farmers by providing them with a

Farmers in Pakistan. Thanks to WAPRO, depending on the technology, they can save between 5 and 92 per
cent of the water needed for rice growing.
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market. The “policy component” addressed
water stewardship at the field level, e.g. by
supporting Water User Organisations and in-
terventions towards a conducive policy frame-
work in the regions and countries of interven-
tion. To this end the project has contributed
to shaping global production standards, influ-
enced national and sub-national policies to al-
locate scarce irrigation water fairly, and em-
powered thousands of farmers to claim their
right to access to irrigation water via local wa-
ter stewardship actions.

Why cooperate with the private sector?
Motivations ...

Helvetas has around 40 ongoing projects cov-
ering agricultural value chains, private sector
development and vocational skills develop-
ment in which private sector partners engage.
In the WAPRO project, the private sector
companies contributed to the capacity build-
ing of producers and assured the demand for
sustainably produced agricultural commodi-
ties. In terms of funding the initial investment
of the donor, the SDC leveraged contributions

from additional partners, including private
ones, by a factor of more than three.

From the point of view of a development organ-
isation such as Helvetas the motivation to enter
such partnerships is the increased probability of
a) reaching impact and scale, b) achieving sus-
tainability of the results, ¢) finding innovative
solutions, and d) leveraging public funding.
From the perspective of participating enter-
prises, the following factors motivate them to
engage: a) accessing new markets, b) comply-
ing with preferences of consumers and clients,
) meeting growing expectations from the pub-
lic (reputation) and from the side of investors,
d) establishing lasting relations to producers
and collaborators, e) gaining improved access
to thematic and technical competence, f) being
involved in projects with high credibility and
visibility, g) finding innovative solutions.

... and success factors

Practical experience yielded the following les-
sons for the success of collaborations between
NGOs and the private sector (also see Figure):



There must be substantial overlap in the vision
of each partner; divergences need to be known
and declared. Ultimately, it is the shared vision
among the power holders that really counts.
Collaborators working in Corporate Responsi-
bility Sections of private partners may be over-
ruled by those who are responsible for eco-
nomic transactions. Nor can NGO staff always
succeed in getting their managers on board. It
is just as important that overlaps exist in partner
objectives, and that these are clearly defined in
order to manage expectations and avoid dis-
appointments, but also to build a relationship
based on mutual understanding and trust.

Both sides want to know with whom they
engage, and therefore conduct due diligence
processes. As these processes take time, it is
recommendable to establish standardised pro-
cesses and conduct them early in the develop-
ment of a partnership; furthermore, mitigation
measures for identified risks (e.g. disregard of
human rights, inefficient/fraudulent use of
public funds, reputation risks due to sustain-
ability challenges) and a reporting mechanism
should be put in place. Perceiving due dili-
gence processes as a reciprocal learning oppor-
tunity may nurture mutual understanding and
lead to less resistance to them on both sides.

To work with more than one private sector
partner in each project is enriching and pre-
vents project success from being associated
with only one private partner. Equally, pri-
vate partners may prefer not to put all their
eggs into one basket. Measures such as starting
small, avoiding the flow of funds between ei-
ther party in case of looming reputational risks
and defining red lines which, when crossed,
result in collaboration being terminated, may
help to contain risk.

When it comes to contracts between private
sector partners and traditional development
actors, different cultures may clash. Partners
should be prepared to conduct intense nego-
tiations involving legal counsel. If premium
prices (e.g. for organic or Fair Trade products)
are intended to count as private partner con-
tributions, this needs to be expressly stated.
Contractually fixed volumes of traded goods
(e.g. tons of an agricultural good procured)
should serve as targets rather than contractually
binding terms, as the private partner will only
buy what the market demands. In partnerships
with large companies, a contribution in cash
(not only in kind) should form part of the deal.
The contribution must be verifiable through
the company’s audit report. If there is a flow
of money to the private sector partner, there
must be a verifiable public benefit.
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Steps and insights for the engagement with the private sector

Getting partners on board

Due Diligence and partnership appraisal

Risk mitigation measures

Contracting and partner contributions

Implementing the project

Develop a shared vision
Understand each other’s motivations

Put proper processes and responsibilities in place
Understand due diligence processes as a reciprocal learning opportunity

Choose appropriate collaboration modalities

Contract carefully and assess commitments
Aim at auditable cash contributions

Monitor results and contributions

1.
2.
3.
4.
5. Foster diverse partnerships
6.
7.
8.
9.
10. Manage knowledge to nurture a family feeling

Source: Helvetas, 2021

Content and frequency of monitoring and re-
porting needs to be contractually agreed. This
also applies to agreed financial contributions.
In the case of public or philanthropic funding
flows to private partners, it is important to agree
on milestone payments against well-defined
achievements. One of the distinct advantages
for private partners entering development-ori-
ented collaboration is the opportunity to learn
from other companies and sectors. Therefore,
the management and exchange of insights de-
serve particular attention. International NGOs
and multi-stakeholder platforms are well posi-
tioned to facilitate such processes.

The strengths of multi-stakeholder
initiatives
One of the fundamental hypotheses at the start

of the WAPRO project was that its ambitious
goals regarding outreach and impact would

WAPRO and its partners

only be achieved through collaboration in-
volving multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs).
MSIs bring together different stakeholders to
deal with topics of mutual concern or interest.
To foster the shared concern, they often de-
velop a standard, support its application by the
stakeholders involved and arrange for verifica-
tion of compliance.

The three MSIs that engaged in the WAPRO
project (see Box) unite businesses, civil society
organisations and government representatives
on a global level under the shared objective of
making the world a more sustainable and fair-
er place. The Better Cotton Initiative (BCI)
and the Sustainable Rice Platform (SRP) are
organised along globally relevant commodi-
ty value chains, while the Alliance for Water
Stewardship addresses core concerns for the
joint interests of the involved parties, namely
water stewardship. The MSIs foster interaction
and learning guided by a transparent gover-

The SDC-Helvetas WAPRO project collaborates with international private sector partners

such as Mars and Coop, numerous local private and civil society partners as well as the fol-

lowing multi-stakeholder initiatives:

The Alliance for Water Stewardship — a global membership collaboration comprising

businesses, NGOs and the public sector. Its members contribute to the sustainability of local

water resources through the adoption and promotion of a universal framework for the sus-

tainable use and management of water — the International Water Stewardship Standard, or

AWS Standard — which drives, recognises and rewards good water stewardship performance.

The Better Cotton Initiative — the world’s leading sustainability initiative for cotton.

Founded in 2005, its mission is to help cotton communities survive and thrive, while protect-

ing and restoring the environment. Better Cotton partners include farmers, ginners, spinners,

suppliers, manufacturers, brand owners, retailers, civil society organisations, donors and gov-

ernments, adding up to more than 2,300 members to the Better Cotton network. They buy

into Better Cotton’s approach of training farming communities to produce cotton in ways

improving things for everyone and everything connected with this staple fibre.
The Sustainable Rice Platform — established in 2011. Together with its over 100 insti-
tutional members from public and private sector stakeholders, research, financial institutions

and NGOs, the Platform aims to transform the global rice sector by improving smallholder

livelihoods, reducing the social, environmental and climate footprint of rice production and

offering the global rice market an assured supply of sustainably produced rice to meet the

growing global demand for this staple food.
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nance system. All three of them develop stand-
ards of their own which they hold the rights
to. Their application by value chain actors
combined with an independent mechanism for
verification of compliance aims at a more sus-
tainable use of resources to the ultimate benefit
of producers, consumers and the planet.

Cooperating with the three MSIs rests on the
following assumptions. On the “push” side,
the introduction of and compliance with the
MST’s standards provides guidance for the pro-
ducers. Moreover, the interaction with man-
ifold partners in the frame of the MSI helps
to reach scale. And the MSI fosters the ex-
pected compliance with the standards, there-
by contributing to the sustainability of the
interventions. On the “pull” side, the MSIs
are seen as the vehicle to assure a growing
market for more sustainably produced goods,
beyond the lifespan of a development proj-
ect. The exchange with other members of the
MSIs allows for crowding in of new partners.
As regards “policy” influence, the MSIs are
seen to potentially serve as a platform to raise
awareness among government representatives
of policy gaps that prevent the efficient use of
water. SDC, as a donor, and Helvetas, as an
implementing international NGO, recognise
engagement with MSIs as an opportunity to
influence global standards.

One crucial benefit of MSIs from a develop-
ment perspective is the assurance of sustain-
ability in the long term. Even though a de-
velopment project may have ended, the value
chain partners continue to follow the standard,
thereby ensuring sustainable production. In re-
turn, by joining WAPR O, the three MSIs saw
an opportunity to increase the application of
their standards, to further develop their stand-
ards based on field-level experience especially
among smallholders in the Global South and
to shape strategies of participating members,
including donors and NGOs.

... and challenges of MSls

A reflection among Helvetas and the MSIs in-
volved in WAPRO identified four main chal-
lenges for successful sustainable multi-stake-
holder partnerships:

Representation of producers. Assuring a
true and meaningful participation of prima-
ry stakeholders (the producers of agricultural
commodities) in decision-making processes of
MSIs and avoiding power asymmetries remains
a challenge despite all goodwill and efforts.
The MSIs partnering in the frame of WAPRO

address this issue through reserved seats in their
governing bodies respectively through the ex-
pectation that NGOs such as Helvetas defend
the interests of the primary stakeholders. In ad-
dition, the periodic review of the standards is
organised in such a manner that primary stake-
holders can express their point of view.

Stringency versus scale. The standards of
the MSIs have different ambitions regarding
stringency. As a promoter of organic agricul-
ture, Helvetas experienced this situation itself,
which triggered internal discussions. The com-
modity standards BCI and SRP are committed
to sustainable production but do not promote
pure organic production methods. Ultimately,
it is the market, respectively the consumers,
who define which standard is reaching scale.
The WAPRO project provides evidence that
among participating farmers a gradual shift
from softer towards more stringent ecologi-
cal production practices happens, if supported
with knowledge exchange and learning within
and across MSIs. This was, for example, the
case in the WAPRO sub-project in Pakistan,
where farmers adopted biological pest control
measures.

Reputational risk of being associated
with dishonest MSI members. Even with
the best standard and assurance system, an MSI
may be abused as a fig-leaf to hide violations.
Beyond well-functioning compliance and
governance processes, dealing with this un-
comfortable situation requires clearly commu-
nicating what an MSI stands for and ensuring
the continuous improvement of the system in
response to what has been learnt in the field
and from exchange with others. To this end,
the WAPRO sub-projects — and of course
others — served as testing ground for the two
commodity standards for rice and cotton.

Assured compliance in times of rapid
growth. To assure compliance in times of
rapid growth is a challenge to any standard.
The answer to this challenge lies in the peri-
odic revision of the standards and collabora-
tion with specialised organisations to monitor
compliance. To this end, WAPRO, for exam-
ple, served as a vehicle to integrate the aspect
of water stewardship into the Better Cotton
standard.

Summing up

The participating organisations experienced
the collaboration with and among three MSIs
in the frame of WAPRO as being beneficial
for all involved. The initial hypothesis that

MSIs can serve as a vehicle to reach scale held
true. Over 80,000 rice and cotton farmers in
six countries are now applying more water-ef-
ficient irrigation techniques and have thereby
increased their incomes. By bringing together
producers and buyers the commodity-based
MSIs Better Cotton (BC) and Sustainable
Rice Platform (SRP) play an important role in
ensuring markets for participating farmers. In
the case of SRP — whose assurance scheme was
launched only in 2020 — there is still consider-
able scope for market growth and upscaling. It
is for example only a recent achievement that
SR P-labelled rice can be bought in European
supermarkets such as Germany’s Lidl and that
the leading Italian grain brand, Riso Gallo, is
SR P-labelled. Both MSIs offer solutions for
the marketing of smaller quantities, too, which
results in a market-levelling effect to the bene-
fit of smaller producers. For example, the SRP
member “Rice Exchange” has developed a
digital blockchain-enabled rice trading plat-
form that also allows matchmaking between
smaller SRP-compliant producers with global
customers.

The project organised periodic implementers
and partner meetings, thus serving as a forum
for cross-fertilisation among the MSIs, which
helped to improve standards but also provided
insights into the strategic thinking of Helvetas,
particularly with regard to its engagement with
private sector partners. The main insight stem-
ming from the discussion of the four challeng-
es faced is that multi-stakeholder initiatives and
their standards are, and have to be, learning
organisations that improve their governance
and tools based on the feedback from their
stakeholders, including the primary producers.

An engagement of private partners is essential
for reaching the SDGs in general and for con-
tributing to the financing of food systems in
particular. Therefore, Helvetas seeks collabo-
ration with private partners based on its long
experience and proven skills, while respecting
due diligence requirements. The example of
the WAPRO project has confirmed that a
carefully managed collaboration between pri-
vate sector companies and development or-
ganisations leads to impact at scale, sustainabil-
ity of the results and innovation.

Peter Schmidt is Senior Advisor Agriculture
and Food at Helvetas, which is based in Berne,
Switzerland.

Contact: peter.schmidt@helvetas.org

Jens Soth is Senior Advisor Value Chains/
Sustainable Commodities at Helvetas.
Contact: jens.soth@helvetas.org



" Private actors are much closer +o reality "

Mr Grover, what was your motivation to
start working with the WAPRO project?
NatureBiofoods has always been a very sustain-
ability-driven, responsible organisation. We are
one of the pioneers of the organic movement
in India, and we are one of the largest fair trade
producers in the country, with about 7,000
farmers who are registered under the Fair Trade
programme. So it is not just working with the
farmers to produce organic ingredients and to
bring in the products, but we also engage with
them on the overall socio-economic develop-
ment of their communities. We have adopted
schools in various villages where the children
of our farmers go and study, we have devel-
oped sewing centres for the women of the rural
households to allow them generate an income,
we have developed roads, water irrigation sys-
tems, land laser levelling for improving the
fields ..

merce, our company has a strong social side,

. So while our focus remains on com-

too. And having a development organisation
like Helvetas on board helps to strengthen this
social aspect. Moreover, I assume that today,
50 per cent of the water consumed in agricul-
ture goes into rice cultivation alone. So un-
derstanding how rice production impacts the
overall water cycle and acting responsively on
water productivity is of utmost importance.

What is your role in this partnership?
We are the ones who work with the farmers
and train them. For anything that has to happen
in the field, for any kind of package of practic-
es that needs to be developed, put in practice
or changed, we deploy our team. Since the be-
ginning of our operations, we have gone into
the remote villages of the county where we
have been able to meet the like-minded farm-
ers — plus, most importantly, which the chem-
ical companies have not reached. So we have
gone there, developed those areas, worked
with the farmers, and made them understand
the organic movement. Today, we have an
ambit of 74,000 farmers in a land area of about
94,000 hectares.

What have you learnt from this long-
term cooperation with farmers?

We learn from the farmers every day. We have
to keep in mind that every farmer — and we
are talking about farms that often do not have
more than one hectare — has a different agron-
omy. The package of practices he uses is some-
thing that comes from his own experience. And
it has an impact on crop production which in
turn has an impact on the environment. When

Rohan Grover is Managing Director of
NatureBiofoods, a rice-sourcing partner of WAPRO.

farmers tell you about what they have learnt
over the time, you get to know which practice
works on a specific site — with its own climatic,
water, soil conditions — and which doesn’t. It
is amazing to be with the farmers and see how
their perspectives are and how intelligently and
thoughtfully they do what they do.

Given this huge diversity, wouldn't it
be easier for a company like yours to
work with big farms?

Yes. But working with smallholders has its
merits. A small impact gives a big impact to
them. If a farmer is doing things himself — be-
cause a small farmer always does things himself,
whereas a larger farmer employs people to do
some of the harvesting and sowing — any pack-
age of practice that you want to deploy in the
field becomes more efficient because the farm-
er feels what he is doing — and he is doing ev-
erything to protect his livelihood. And with a
community of small farmers, you can spread a
message throughout the village, and then peo-
ple kind of follow each other, so that things fall
in place there. The demerit is that you have to
put in a lot of time and effort. And one acci-
dent, one single problem, can result in a bigger
problem on a larger scale. But keep in mind
that India has about 115 million farmers, and
in all, 600 million people today depending on
farming, which is half of the country’s popula-
tion. Agriculture contributes to 13 per cent of
our GDP. Do you see the gap? If we contin-
ue to support the bigger farmers, the future of
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the smaller farmers, who cannot afford better
practices, knowhow and learnings, will look
gloomy — and so will our country’s future.

What makes multi-stakeholder
partnerships a success?

Collaboration and thinking alike. When you
work together on a common objective and
you have many problems ahead of you, you
form a much better team than you would if
the problems were not there. While you are
busy doing things, not seeing what’s on the
right or what’s on the left, different partners
bring in different perspectives, which are very
important for the overall goal. So bringing
learnings, like-mindedness and motivation to
each other always helps.

Where do you see the role of the
private sector in transforming our
food systems?

I would say that the roles of private bodies are
always very critical. As a private company, you
have the opportunity to take the ownership
when you want to change things. What you
are doing in your limited scope, your limited
area and horizon, makes an impact. And since
you don’t have the pressure to make an im-
pact on a larger scale, to show your results to
anybody else, you end up doing things very
effectively. Private bodies are the ones who are
actually on the ground, who understand and
see the results faster than anybody else. By no
means do I want to say that the involvement
of the other stakeholders is not important. I
just think that private actors are much closer
to reality and much more equipped to change
things in a smaller space, and with all these
small spaces coming together, the overall im-
pact can be much better.

Interview: Silvia Richter

NatureBiofoods was founded in 1997 as a
subsidiary of LT Foods, arice specialist company,
dealing with Basmati and other aromatic rice
from India in various brands across the World.
Family-run NatureBiofoods is India’s largest
seller of organic crops. The WAPRO project
rice is cleaned and polished in the processing
facility in India and exported to, among others,
the subsidiary in the Netherlands, where it
is packaged. Farmers receive a minimum
support price which has to at least correspond
to the market price plus premiums attached to
organic cultivation practices.



