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The transformation of subsistence agriculture in Africa holds 

tremendous promise for catalysing economic growth and creating 

employment opportunities. The need for agribusiness development in 

Zimbabwe is undeniable, especially for its largely rural population.  

 

Prior to the recent economic downturn, rural agro-dealers played a 

critical role in the agricultural input supply chain, and would sell both 

crop and livestock input to farmers. In some areas the agro-dealers 

also acted as agents for buyers of agricultural produce. In the 

Livelihoods and Food Security Programme, Farm Shop duplicated the 

rural agro-dealer agency in Makoni and Gokwe South where they 

contracted agents and provided stock on consignment covering a 

wide range of agricultural inputs for both crop and livestock 

production.  

 

For smallholder farmers to upscale from subsistence to commercial 

production, farm inputs need to be available, affordable, accessible 

and of good quality. These inputs usually range from agro-chemicals, 

seeds, fertilisers, to veterinary medicine, water pumps and animal 

feeds amongst others.  In Zimbabwe, the Livelihoods and Food 

Security Programme (LFSP) through its Markets Development 

component partnered with Farm Shop, a private sector company to 

resuscitate a network of rural agro-dealers in Makoni and Gokwe 

South districts and develop agricultural input supply pipe lines. This 

agro-dealer network was set up to address bottlenecks faced by 

smallholder farmers who lacked access to productivity enhancing 

inputs and technologies and were travelling between 20km- 50km to 

procure inputs which was very costly and prohibitive for them. A 

formal distribution system has not been established in the area and 

this vacuum has essentially been filled by informal agro-dealers.  

 

The establishment of the Farm Shop rural agro dealer agent 

network was premised on the following conditions some which are 

lessons learnt from the project:  

 

Understand rural business entrepreneurs 

Most agribusinesses tend to be family businesses usually lacking 

formal management systems, the most prominent of which are 

financial management and stock keeping. Others tend to display the 

opposite characteristics, being run by educated businessmen who 

have some systematic monitoring control mechanisms in place. 

Rural businesses tend to be a high value cash income stream 

mostly owned by men. Women are usually the shop keepers who 

report and surrender the business proceeds to the owner who then 

uses the profits at his discretion.  

Given this scenario it is important to understand these dynamics as 

they influence the selection criteria for involvement in the networks. 

Farm Shop therefore proposed a selection criteria with bias towards 

women owned businesses. This was motivated by the need to 

support the empowerment of women and a colloquial myth that 

women are more trustworthy in remitting loans than men.  
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This impression was driven by the observation that during the 

establishment of the project, agro-dealerships owned and run by 

women performed better than those run by men. In this project, 

Farm Shop was giving consignment stock on credit of which farmers 

would remit after sales.  

A good impression was created by the performance of  women 

compared to men in Gokwe South of the 30 agro-dealers selected, 

nine were owned by women. During the implementation tell-tale 

signs of defaulting emerged and this led to the dropping of ten agro-

dealers due to non-payments. Out of the ten defaulters only two 

were women.  

 

Inclusiveness key for input buyers 

Smallholder farmers have great passion for agriculture but their 

capacity is limited by finances. Most of the agricultural inputs are 

packaged in large packs which tend to be expensive to the 

smallholder farmers. There was a need for cheaper and more 

appropriate alternative. Farm Shop heeded to the call and broke 

down its inputs into sizeable and more affordable packages (e.g. 

500g to 10kg) these ranged from seed, fertilisers, chemicals to stock 

feed. These smaller packages have been very popular with the 

farmers and are a welcome move to addressing their inconsistent 

cash flows.  

 

Demand and supply: how to strike balance 

The ‘one-size-fit-all’ approach to agro-dealerships which tend to 

supply one standard consignment does not work for farmers in the 

districts in which the project was being implemented.  

This was a lesson from previous experiences where some stocks were 

not moving leading to input packages expiring of being defaced. With 

the current model the stocking of the shops was market driven. Given 

the different agro-ecological regions, farmers grow different crops and 

hence have wide-ranging input requirements. This approach was also 

effective in movement of stock across the agro-dealers.  

 

There are however some generic inputs that farmers would always 

require like maize seed, fertilisers and cattle veterinary chemicals. Input 

deliveries were done on a demand basis as well the movement of stock 

and repayments made to Farm Shop.   

 

Use of ICT for consignment management and to curb defaults on 

payments 

Hurudza AgriLife is a technology platform designed, among other 

things, to facilitate real time management of supply chain and financial 

data for the agricultural sector as well as credit profiling of unbanked 

farmers and small business owners (Farm Shop agents). This reduces 

the risk for the distributor (Farm Shop) resulting in the growth of small 

agricultural businesses. This technology was employed to provide real 

time updates of sales and stock transfers to Farm Shop to manage the 

supply chain effectively.  

 

The practicality of the system was tested and seemed to bring an end 

to the defaulting of payments by the agro-dealers. However, the 

challenge was whether the technology would work effectively in the 

rural areas as some of the shops did not have electricity or solar units 

to charge the devices.  



Overview of the Farm Shop agent support model (extracted from Agrilife assessment in the context of Farm Shop requirements, 2016) 



Skills Strengthening and Training 

Bearing in mind the varied educational and computer literacy levels of the 

rural entrepreneurs, it was inevitable that Farm Shop would offer training for 

the smooth running of the model. All the selected agro-dealer shopkeepers 

were provided with training on stock management based on the software 

developed. Each time a sale takes place, stock is deduct automatically and 

reconciliations are made at the end of the day. Similarly the cost and 

commission is recorded and this enabling Farm Shop to track its money for 

delivered consignment. On the other hand, farmers are issued with a type of 

credit card with a metal strip which they would use to buy and each time a 

farmer makes a purchase, their record is captured and stored online. Shop 

keepers needed to understand the importance and how this worked to 

implement it smoothly.  

  

Experiences from Makoni and Gokwe South districts 

The agro-dealer network agency was implemented under the LFSP-MD 

component for one and a half years in Makoni district and one year in Gokwe 

South reflecting similarities and some differences in the business 

management, purchase of the inputs as well as consignment management 

and agro dealer agents payments to Farm Shop.  

Results confirmed that majority of rural farmers in Gokwe South and Makoni 

purchased their inputs from these local agro dealers. The distance travelled 

by farmers to access inputs has been reduced significantly given the spatial 

distribution of these shops in the two districts. This is also encouraged by the 

similar prices of inputs maintained for rural  and urban markets. The need 

for long distance  travel was therefore eliminated.  

All the contracted agro-dealer shops were Farm  hop branded and these 

were easy to identify.  The fact that the agro-dealer had an existing 

business, resulted in increased sales and  business as there was greater 

choice when a farmer entered the shop. The shop keeper at Bomba business 

centre in Gokwe South, Ms Mandaza says:  

“ 



bought in the one agricultural season! 

With regards to stocking, the shop keepers had varied stories to tell. Some 

were content with the stocking by Farm Shop but others differed and 

complained that the stocks were not being delivered on time and the limited 

variety for choice as only “farm Shop branded” inputs were delivered. Other 

seed houses had not yet been incorporated into the system. Stock 

movement was also noted as being good as most of the inputs stocked 

were availed after a market research which showed the farmers’ needs. 

 

The absence of a functional ICT system and the non-use of the Point of 

Sale machines, provided conducive grounds for entrepreneurs to increase 

prices from those agreed by Farm Shop hence some price variances from 

one agro-dealer to another. This ICT platform could have been a real game 

changer in the input supply model as it would have made it easier to remit 

sales to Farm Shop and manage stock in the varied branches. This set 

back resulted in shop owners defaulting payment to Farm Shop. To 

circumvent this, Farm Shop staff would periodically perform stock-take and 

payment collection visits but these were not very effective as stock counts 

could not be done with such frequency.The absence of this functional 

platform deflated the expectations of farmers in building their credit history 

in anticipation to access finances. 

 

In Rusape 30 agro-dealers were taken on board in August 2015 but by April 

2016 ten had dropped. This was due to a myriad of reasons ranging from 

winding down business due to the economic climate in the country, low 

stock movement and replenishments, some invested the input sales as 

capital in the businesses with the hope of covering up later, and others had 

no licenses to operate as hardware shops.  

This was a new spanner in the works. Operating a hardware 

shop requires a license but the cost is highly prohibitive. The 

enforcement of this policy is not systematic and so it affected 

some but not all shops.  

On the other hand, whilst this credit profiling was a noble idea, 

for Zimbabwe farming is rain-fed and hence only one season 

per year. This would mean that the credit profile would take 

years to build and still this would not have satisfied the 

farmers. However it would work well for those farmers who are 

into a number of enterprises as well as those in irrigation 

schemes.  
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