
 

6. Growing 
Partnerships 
Private sector working with 
farmers in Sri Lanka  

                   
Women agriculture producers celebrating their harvest.                                        
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Plenty Foods, a Sri Lankan agri-based company, has adapted its 

business model to develop a stronger and more reliable supply 

base by working with multiple stakeholders, including farmer 

groups, government, and NGOs, as well as with other businesses. 

The company’s relationship with small farmers benefits both sides: 

by providing market-based opportunities for producers, Plenty 

Foods has helped to improve the incomes and livelihoods of poor 

people in rural areas, while a more secure supply base has helped 

it, in turn, to achieve an annual growth rate of 30 per cent. P
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Introduction 

Sri Lanka comes near the top of the list of ‘Medium Human 
Development’ countries in the 2010 Human Development Report. Its 
ranking of 91 out of 169 is the highest among South Asian countries 
(UNDP, 2010).1 However, between 2000 and 2007, 39.7 per cent of the 
population were living on less than $2 a day.  

In 2006, 85 per cent of the country’s population were living in rural 
areas.2 Agriculture is a key economic sector in Sri Lanka, accounting 
for 11.7 per cent of GDP (World Bank, 2007).3 Smallholder farmers 
contribute more than 60 per cent of total agricultural production 
(Centre for Poverty Analysis, Sri Lanka, 2008).4 Most of these 
smallholders cultivate farms of less than five acres in size (typically 
between 1.5 and 2.5 acres) and depend largely on subsistence 
farming for their livelihoods. Smallholder agriculture is the main 
source of income for more than 25 per cent of Sri Lankans living in 
poverty (Ibid.). 

The Sri Lankan economy has experienced accelerated growth over 
the past five years, despite shocks such as oil price hikes, the Indian 
Ocean tsunami disaster of December 2004, and (until May 2009) 
hostilities between government forces and the rebel LTTE (Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam). Growth has averaged 4–5 per cent 
historically and in 2007 reached 6.5 per cent (Central Bank, 2007).5 
The private sector accounts for 85 per cent of GDP (Ibid.), and 
liberalization has increased private sector participation and 
competition in the delivery of services, particularly transportation, 
communications, and financial services.  

Private companies have also become increasingly active in the 
agricultural sector, as buyers, suppliers, and employers. However, 80 
per cent of poor smallholders and agricultural workers remain at the 
lower end of agricultural value chains, and income disparities 
between the high and low ends of value chains have grown (Centre 
for Poverty Analysis, 2008).  

Nevertheless, corporate approaches to poverty alleviation are 
changing. Although some remain grounded in traditional 
philanthropic financial giving or PR-based corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) activities, others are looking to develop different 
approaches that address issues of sustainability related to 
agricultural development. One of these approaches involves 
harnessing the contribution that small producers and workers can 
make in developing efficient and sustainable supply chains.  

Plenty Foods (Pvt) Ltd is a food processing company that sells cereals 
and healthy snacks, primarily within the Sri Lankan local market. 
The company is wholly owned by Ceylon Biscuits Ltd. Its products 
carry high brand recognition from urban to rural markets, and it has 
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also established a good reputation for community engagement and 
fair sourcing from small farmers in many of the areas where it 
operates.  

Oxfam GB began working with Plenty Foods in Hambantota in 
Southern Province in southeast Sri Lanka, where producers were 
seeking new markets primarily for green gram (mung beans) – a 
major ingredient in Plenty Foods’ products. Plenty Foods meanwhile 
was seeking new suppliers of raw materials who would reliably 
deliver quality produce. By working together, Oxfam and Plenty 
Foods were able to strengthen the capacity of local producers to 
reliably plan, finance, grow, and deliver the products that the 
company needed. This approach not only reduces poverty and builds 
farmer enterprises, but also means that the company has a reliable 
supply of produce and can increase its efficiency. This paper explores 
how private sector engagement can provide a route to scale through 
the replication of a successful business model developed in 
partnership with small-scale producers. 

Smallholder agriculture in Hambantota 

Oxfam has been working in Sri Lanka since 1986, on both long-term 
development and humanitarian issues. As part of this work, it has 
supported 40,000 small producers and workers in the paddy, dairy, 
market garden, tea, and coir sectors. Since 2006, Oxfam has 
implemented a Small and Medium-Scale Farming (SMSF) project in 
Hambantota in Southern Province. More than 80 per cent of 
Hambantota’s population depend directly or indirectly on 
agriculture for their livelihoods (Oxfam GB market assessment, 2005). 
Production is low and most farmers have limited access to markets 
and services.  

The SMSF project aims to reach 5,000 small-scale farmers across five 
divisions of Hambantota district. It plans to boost smallholder 
incomes and women’s leadership in agriculture by improving 
production and enabling access to finance, agricultural extension, 
and business development services, whilst working with government 
to ensure that policy relating to land titles is implemented. It adopted 
a market systems approach of engaging the private sector as a critical 
entry point. 

Identifying a private sector partner – Plenty 
Foods 

In 2005 Oxfam GB carried out a market analysis across Sri Lanka, to 
move its programmes from post-tsunami recovery towards 
sustainable livelihoods and to determine which product lines were 
best suited for value chain development, in four areas of the country. 
Market gardening to produce various crops, including green gram, 
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emerged as a priority opportunity in southern Sri Lanka. The 
primary market for these products is domestic, through local private 
processing and trading companies. There is a growing export market 
for fresh and processed fruits and vegetables. However, because of 
poor quality and inadequate and inconsistent supply, farmers and 
exporters had not been able to respond to this demand. 

A strategy was developed that would test a method of leveraging 
change at scale through attracting private sector investment and 
through the development of new business models which link 
smallholders with the private sector and which can be replicated by 
other companies. In order to identify a suitable partner, the 
programme mapped companies involved in agricultural value 
chains, using criteria including:  

 Presence in Hambantota and existing interest in agricultural 
products; 

 Shared values and interest in working with smallholders; 

 Potential for impact on smallholders; 

 Opportunity for Oxfam to learn from the engagement; 

 Type of services offered.  

Oxfam drew up a shortlist of private sector companies, and selected 
Plenty Foods (Pvt) Ltd. Plenty Foods trades, processes, and markets a 
range of fast-moving agricultural products and in 2007 had a 
turnover of approximately Rs 1.2bn ($1.8m), with 85 per cent of its 
revenue being derived from domestic sales through a network of 
60,000 distribution outlets. The company sells a large proportion of 
its products back into local communities.  

Plenty Foods’ business model commits it to working with small 
farmers and ensuring their sustainability by increasing the 
profitability of their agricultural activities. It has contractual 
relationships with its outgrower network of small farmers across Sri 
Lanka, most of them direct agreements. This means that it provides 
these farmers with technical and business services, as well as a 
guaranteed price at market value or contract price, whichever is 
higher.  

Oxfam was keen to learn from this model, but also wanted to work 
with Plenty Foods to test a new way of working that would build 
farmers’ independence and capacity, and also strengthen the links 
between Plenty Foods and government and other service providers.  

Sourcing from smallholders was already an important part of Plenty 
Foods’ strategy. However, as a result of the partnership with Oxfam, 
the company changed its way of working to the ‘producer 
organisation’ model. This meant moving away from engaging 
directly with individual farmers to working with farmers’ groups 
and facilitating the provision to them of finance, insurance, and 
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seeds, by service providers such as agricultural researchers, private 
financial institutions, agricultural researchers, and training providers. 
By working with smallholder groups or their leaders, Plenty Foods 
was able to reduce the number of extension workers it had, while 
also increasing the number of farmers it could reach. An additional 
benefit was that this stimulated local economic development by 
building areas of expertise in service provision within communities. 

Oxfam and Plenty Foods went on to identify commodities that they 
would work on together. One of the reasons why green gram was 
selected was the high level of market demand for it, which had the 
potential to increase farmers’ incomes. A cost/benefit analysis of 
green gram production was conducted and this showed potential 
profits of Rs. 43,800 ($960.10) per acre, a healthy margin for 
smallholder farmers.6  

Setting up the Agriculture Stakeholder Steering 
Committee  

Oxfam’s approach to market analysis highlights the wide range of 
actors that are involved in the development of a market system and 
facilitates dialogue and joint planning between farmers’ 
organizations, civil society, and public and private sector actors. In its 
Sri Lanka programme, a forum to enable this was called the 
agriculture stakeholder steering committee. This committee was 
facilitated and set up by Oxfam at the district level for the purpose of 
planning and coordinating agriculture-related activities in the 
district. The committee comprised the district government agent for 
the Department of Agriculture and Agrarian Services and the 
Department of Irrigation, as well as agricultural companies, banks, 
business development service providers, international and local 
NGOs, donor agencies funding agricultural development in the 
district, and leaders of farmers’ organizations.  

The steering committee plays a crucial role in developing all aspects 
of the market system and finding solutions to key issues affecting 
market development. Some of these issues are explored in more 
detail below, but can be summarized as:  

 Availability of inputs for improving production (e.g. finance, 
high-quality seeds, and training); 

 Leveraging investment from other sources so that services can be 
delivered in a co-ordinated way to meet the needs of smallholder 
farmers; 

 Finding new markets by establishing links with export companies 
and making information from the Export Development Board 
(EDB) on quality standards and procedures available at village 
level; 
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 Linking with other government services: for example, Oxfam 
identified opportunities to link with crop insurance and national 
infrastructure development schemes (e.g. irrigation), and worked 
with the national Disaster Management Centre to map risks, 
draw up plans, and develop small-scale mitigation projects; 

 Working together to ensure that policy is implemented and 
working with government to resolve problems around land 
tenure;  

 Engaging stakeholders to facilitate women-friendly services for 
women farmers. For example, banks have set up joint monitoring 
and recovery systems in order to reduce the time that women 
spend in making trips to town to make loan repayments. The 
department of Agriculture and Agrarian Services has invested in 
additional resources such as the training of female agricultural 
inspectors to support women farmers with advice and timely 
extension services. 

Developing organizations and enterprises 

As well as multi-stakeholder forums, farmer organization and the 
development of small enterprises are key ingredients in Oxfam’s 
market development model. Forming producer organizations not 
only gives farmers easier access to services and markets but it also 
increases their negotiating power. The development of small 
processing enterprises enables producers to diversify markets and 
income sources, as well as to increase the profits they make from 
their produce.  

The farmers involved in the Hambantota SMSF project, who 
previously were scattered over wide areas and were engaged in 
subsistence farming, have now been mobilized into 36 farmer 
organizations, which manage a number of crop-based collective farm 
groups. Farmers have their own plots but also work on communal 
farm plots where they share labour, the costs of production, and 
profits. Among other functions, the farmer organizations collect 
produce from members (acting as collection mechanisms to supply to 
intermediaries including local processors, traders and exporters). 
They also meet regularly to discuss issues with agricultural 
instructors, purchasing companies, banks, and the Department of 
Agriculture. Organizing in this way has also enabled farmers to 
achieve the necessary quantity and quality required for export 
markets.  

Crop-based steering committees have been set up by Plenty Foods 
within village-level farmer organizations in order to transfer 
technology, know-how, and farming techniques. The committees 
meet at the start of the farming season to plan their cultivation and to 
map out the services they will need for it. A lead farmer is appointed 
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by each committee to liaise with different service providers and with 
Plenty Foods, in order to access the necessary extension services and 
inputs. In the Hambantota model, the multi-actor, crop-based 
steering committees have been used to bring independent service 
providers into the market system. They have also developed 
approaches that have built farmers’ capacity to access services, and 
helped them to use their newly gained skills and resources to gain 
power in a diverse range of markets.  

Through work with district-level stakeholder steering committees, 
Plenty Foods has forward contracts with farmer organizations and a 
four-way Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the 
Department of Agriculture, financial services providers, and the 
producer organizations. The MoU clarifies the roles and 
responsibilities of different service providers to support farmers 
during cultivation. Financial institutions provide loans, according to 
need, to support cultivation in three phases: for preparation of the 
land, for purchasing of inputs, and for harvesting. This reduces 
interest rates compared with what farmers would have to pay if they 
borrowed the whole amount right from the beginning.  

Through the MoU, the Department of Agriculture has an 
understanding of when to provide extension services and advisory 
support. The MoU has helped it to provide agricultural extension 
services that meet the needs of farmers selling to the private sector 
for export as well as to local markets. 

The farmers’ organizations have certain responsibilities, such as 
acting as key communication and liaison points between the lead 
farmers and service providers. Plenty Foods commits its resources 
and its extension field officers for follow-up visits during cultivation 
and also provides advisory support and business development 
training; these services are facilitated through the farmers’ 
organizations. The farmers usually pay for these services, which also 
include record-keeping and organizational management. Farm 
management techniques and agricultural support services are 
provided free of charge by Plenty Foods as a means of improving 
quality and productivity for the products that it buys back from the 
farmers.  

In addition, Plenty Foods has worked extensively with government 
research institutions to develop new technologies to improve 
production methods and yields. Smallholders benefit from such 
practices when links between them and government-supported 
extension services provided through the Department of Agriculture 
and Agrarian Services are established and maintained.  

In the area of financial services, this new model has had a particular 
advantage, as the programme has been able to leverage greater 
investment by working with formal financial institutions such as 
Seylan Bank and People’s Bank, rather than relying on much smaller 
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amounts of capital available from micro-finance institutions or from 
Plenty Foods itself. Contracts with and recommendations from an 
established company such as Plenty Foods make formal financial 
institutions more confident in lending to farmers. The loans, 
however, are negotiated with farmers themselves and distributed 
directly to them. Links with the government crop insurance scheme 
have also reduced risks for farmers in taking out larger loans against 
agricultural activities. This has enabled them to increase the amounts 
they borrow, reduce the interest rates payable, expand their 
production into new markets, and build up a credit history. 

A key feature of the model piloted in Hambantota was that Plenty 
Foods played the role of ‘broker’, rather than delivering all the 
services required by farmers as part of a contract farming model. 
Previously Plenty Foods had trained farmers and delivered financial 
services itself or through micro-finance NGOs. Farmers did not 
manage their own access to these services and the costs were 
deducted from the value of the produce they sold to the company. 
This was adequate in meeting the needs of Plenty Foods’ supply 
chain, but it was limited in that it built smallholder dependency on 
the company as sole buyer and service provider. This did not fit with 
Plenty Foods’ ethos of sustainability nor with Oxfam’s objective of 
building farmers’ capacity to manage their own risks.  

Finding new markets and building capacity 

One of Oxfam’s objectives in the project was to support farmers to increase 
their power in markets. In addition to the initial relationship with Plenty 
Foods, Oxfam facilitated a link between the farmers’ groups and other 
companies, to identify and develop export markets.  

The Export Development Board (EDB) played a key role in developing 
linkages with companies to reach the export market. This was facilitated 
through Oxfam, which has a presence in the capital Colombo as well as in 
Hambantota. One of the companies identified for this purpose was CR 
Exporter, an exporter of pineapples. This company’s arrangement with the 
farmer groups included a buy-back agreement and it also provided them 
with an advisory service. In addition, farmers were offered export 
subsidies by the EDB as an incentive. Other linkages were developed with 
Silvermill, a provider of contract farming and semi-processing 
opportunities for limes, and Onesh, a company providing drip-irrigation 
facilities, fertilizers, and seeds. These companies have now entered into 
formal contracts with small farmer groups.  

To assist with forward planning, the companies develop cultivation plans 
with farmer organizations early in the year, depending on market demand 
for produce. While information about export procedures and quality 
requirements is available via the EDB, this is not readily accessible at 
village level, so the steering committee has an important role to play in 
facilitating the development of market information systems.  
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Challenges to the model  

Despite the project’s success to date, there remain a number of 
challenges. For Oxfam’s project team in Hambantota, sustainability 
has been a continuing concern. Continuity of business planning is not 
evident: although the enterprises managed by farmer organizations 
seem to be convinced of the usefulness of business planning, 
recognition and support of this work by partner organizations is 
weak. The project acknowledges this as a major concern and has 
taken action to provide links with business experts to facilitate 
business-planning workshops and to provide business advice to 
farmers’ groups.  

Box 1: Poverty Footprinting  

When it works well, economic development benefits both business and 
society. Yet it is not always easy for companies to see their role in 
development, or to understand how their operations affect people and 
communities.  

Oxfam developed the Poverty Footprint Methodology for companies to 
assess and understand their effects on society and on people living in 
poverty. The Methodology combines local assessments of livelihood 
impacts, value chain analysis, and an assessment of economic 
contributions into one comprehensive approach.  

By conducting such a study, companies can also improve their knowledge 
and understanding of their business risks and opportunities. It will help to 
inform decisions about a company’s allocation of resources, support 
transparency reporting requirements, and facilitate the development of new 
strategies for the business. 

Oxfam engaged in a short study with Indian company Harian Kissan Bazaar 
(HKB) to assess the effects of its operations on development. Company 
staff took part in designing the study and in setting the parameters for the 
questionnaire. When the researchers asked about the relevance of women 
to the company’s operations, staff did not understand the roles that women 
played in their supply chains or markets. After some initial questioning of 
customers, it turned out that women formed more than 70 per cent of the 
consumer population using HKB’s products. The company staff then 
changed the parameters of the study, did follow-up work to improve their 
understanding of their operations relative to women, and engaged more 
directly with female consumers. Critically, these staff members now had a 
greater immediate understanding of their company and the society in which 
it operated. At the same time, they bought into the project without the 
company needing to do any internal PR.

7
 

Supplying produce to an export company is a big opportunity for 
small-scale farmers, but at the same time it poses many challenges. It 
is essential for small and medium-size farmers to be aware of 
exporters’ requirements in terms of quantity and quality. Merely 
promoting buy-back, outsourcing, or sub-contracting systems by 
raising the awareness of farmers about the opportunity is not 
sufficient. Farmers must also be advised on market requirements, 
especially those of exporters, on a regular basis.  
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For many stakeholders, ’training programmes’ are the answer to any 
problem. However, the project needs to stimulate less conventional 
ways of thinking and to involve stakeholders in the government and 
private sectors as facilitators of new solutions, rather than providers. 
Studies such as Oxfam’s ‘Poverty Footprint’ (see Box 1) can support 
companies to develop practices and business models that benefit 
smallholders and poor people more broadly.  

Some farmer organizations and partners are engaged in the provision 
of micro-credit, and are not interested in acting as facilitators to 
support farmers to explore cost-effective financial services from the 
formal sector. As a result, some farmers are currently accessing loans 
with annual interest rates as high as 30 per cent through farmer 
organizations and partners, while formal sector/bank rates are at 8 
per cent. This conflict of interest needs to be managed in order to 
ensure that poor farmers have the right to choose and identify 
financial services as appropriate and affordable for their livelihood 
activities.  

In addition, as farmers enter new markets, their investment, and 
therefore their risks, will rise, in particular if they take out bigger 
loans to expand production. The consequences of these risks are as 
yet unknown, although the forum for discussing such issues already 
exists.  

Key achievements  

In Hambantota, Plenty Foods and the other members of the multi-
stakeholder forum established by Oxfam’s SMSF project have had a 
significant impact on smallholder agriculture in the district:  

 Five hundred farmers are members of organizations that sell to 
Plenty Foods. 

 Women farmers lead 70 per cent of crop management 
committees. Women leaders have gained confidence and skills in 
supporting other women farmers and in negotiating with service 
providers.  

 Most women farmers from women-headed households used to 
practice rain-fed farming, i.e. they cultivated once a year and 
relied on work as casual labourers for the rest of the year to earn 
an income. Because of the secure market linkages provided by 
Plenty Foods, women farmers have now been able to move from 
subsistence farming to cultivating all year around, which has 
provided them with a regular stream of income throughout the 
year.  

 Women farmers have benefited from Plenty Foods’ expertise and 
innovation in cost-effective farm management practices that have 
allowed them to cultivate high-yielding, short-term crops that are 
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drought-resistant, thus increasing their productivity and cash 
flow.  

 Access to high-yielding seeds, the promotion of an agri-business 
approach, and improved land management practices have led to 
increases in productivity, from 200–300kg per acre in 2006 to 300–
400kg per acre in 2007. 

 Information about export and private sector quality standards, 
combined with technical support, has also enabled producers to 
meet these standards more effectively.  

 Plenty Foods has also benefited. The company has grown over 30 
per cent per year since the programme started in 2006. This can 
be attributed to the lower costs of procuring green gram from 
smallholder farmers and the fact that, by working closely with 
local farmers, Plenty Foods has been able to reduce the risks of 
price volatility by predicting volumes, quality, and prices more 
accurately. 

 The introduction of an enterprise culture and business 
development training has led to producers adopting a much more 
market-oriented approach to agriculture. The impact of this has 
increased the incomes of green gram producers by 80 per cent, 
from an average of Rs 3,000 to Rs 5,400. 

 By developing their own organization, and accessing a wide 
range of independently provided services, smallholders have 
gained increased power in markets, with the ability to negotiate 
and present their business case to stakeholders. Producers selling 
to Plenty Foods have a secure market, but they are not solely 
dependent on a single contract or associated embedded services.  

 Thirty-two farmers’ groups and enterprises have been formed 
under the project. Among them, farmers’ groups and enterprises 
led by women have emerged, processing fruit and vegetables and 
leading to an increase in women’s incomes. Although facilitated 
by Oxfam and not directly related to Plenty Foods’ intervention, 
this was possible only because women producers had increased 
income due to the guaranteed market and higher prices offered 
by the company. Engagement with Plenty Foods also meant that 
farmers could build up a credit history and develop the skills and 
financing needed to expand and diversify their business. 

 Farmers have also gained access to affordable financial services, 
with loans of Rs 50,000 to Rs 150,000 being taken and repaid over 
periods of six months to three years. 

 The use of 50 acres of government land has been secured for 
collective farming activities for farmers awaiting licences or for 
new diversification projects (see Box 2).  
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 The business model has been replicated by Plenty Foods in other 
districts in Sri Lanka, including Monaragala district in Uva 
province and in Vavuniya in northern Sri Lanka, where Oxfam 
facilitated the process.  

Box 2: Working together to influence government: the land issue 

Plenty Foods was not directly involved in land advocacy – rather, the 
company was part of the agricultural stakeholder steering committee that 
led on addressing issues relating to land rights in Hambantota district. The 
company’s presence as part of the committee was important in 
emphasizing the potential for agricultural development in the district and 
therefore the need for the government to legitimize land ownership for 
small-scale farmers.  

The process for registering and licensing land is complex and slow in Sri 
Lanka. Most farmers in Hambantota do not have licences or land titles, and 
so are compelled to work illegally on land that belongs to the Yala National 
Park. This uncertainty prevents farmers from investing in their land over the 
long term and impedes production. Also, many service providers could not 
engage with farmers who were cultivating on illegal land. This was therefore 
a key issue for the crop-based steering committees to resolve.  

Collective pressure from the agriculture stakeholder steering committees 
had a role in influencing the government to speed up the process of issuing 
deeds and permits. In collaboration with relevant authorities such as the 
Land Commission, the Divisional Secretariat, and the Department of 
Agriculture, mobile service programmes were launched to speed up the 
provision of licences and deeds. These programmes involved a series of 
meetings in villages for small-scale farmers to discuss land-related issues 
with representatives of these authorities. These meetings were initially 
facilitated by Oxfam.  

Following the meetings, mobile clinics were organized, with officials 
travelling to villages to expedite the issuing of permits and deeds where the 
applicants had legitimate entitlements. To date, through this programme, 
168 farmers have been issued with deeds and 200 farmers with permits. 
Deeds have been drawn up for farmers who had been resettled by the 
government on government-allocated land but who were living there without 
deeds. Permits allow farmers to cultivate government land for a small fee.  

Achieving scale through private sector 
engagement: what worked?  

Engaging a private sector company enabled Oxfam to leverage 
benefits for many more farmers than could be reached by directly 
implementing a service delivery project.  

The agriculture stakeholder steering committees have been crucial in 
ensuring that all market actors work together and in leveraging 
investment from other actors – critical ingredients in achieving scale. 
Public-private dialogue on agricultural development has become an 
established practice in Hambantota as a result of this project. This has 
spin-off benefits, as it has enabled new joint undertakings between 
organizations that previously had little or no interaction. The level of 
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trust in smallholders has grown among companies such as banks and 
they are more willing to give loans, whereas previously communities 
relied on informal lenders and traders for loans.  

Supporting farmer organization and adopting a district- and crop-
focused participatory approach has contributed to a strong sense of 
local ownership. This is demonstrated by the proactive attitude of the 
steering committee members, who set and implement their own 
agendas and take responsibility for any issues. This is central to the 
development of a sustainable model of change. 

As well as benefits for farmers, there is a strong business case for the 
private sector to engage with smallholders in this model. While 
Plenty Foods has social objectives and a commitment to promoting 
social development, it is still first and foremost driven by its desire to 
maximize its own profits. The success of this model has been that the 
business case has been demonstrated for the company to engage with 
producer groups rather than with individual farmers. Smallholder 
members of such groups have proved to be cost-effective suppliers, 
as their produce is cheaper than Indian imports and the partnership 
model has enabled Plenty Foods to plan production schedules 
effectively. 

Box 3: Influencing the wider private sector 

One way for Oxfam to scale up the impact of its work is to share practical 
experiences and learning with others in order to influence their practice. 
Traditionally NGOs have focused on trying to influence national 
governments or other NGOs and have often adopted a highly critical, 
lobbying approach when working with the private sector. While lobbying is 
still a useful part of Oxfam’s approach to changing practices, it is 
increasingly investing in proactive and practical engagement with private 
sector organisations to help them align their interest in ethical values with 
practices that make business sense. Oxfam has worked with companies at 
all levels to understand how changing business practices can make a 
positive difference to poor people.  

In particular, Oxfam has sought to engage with companies which, like 
Plenty Foods, purchase goods from smallholders as part of their supply 
chain. Plenty Foods has been an ally here in speaking to the private sector 
in its own language. When Oxfam organised an event, Business Models for 
a Better World in London in 2009, Mohan Ratwatte, the Managing Director 
of Plenty Foods, delivered an engaging presentation on his business model 
to interested senior managers from a wide range of British and international 
companies. 

Oxfam was also able to bring learning from this to the Food Ingredients Fair 
in Frankfurt – a leading global forum for the food and beverage industry. A 
seminar on How to Source from Small Scale Agricultural Producers drew on 
the Plenty Foods case study in order to demonstrate both the business and 
social benefits of buying from smallholders.  

In addition, the project has enhanced Plenty Foods’ brand profile as a 
socially responsible company that provides nutritious products at 
reasonable prices. Its close co-operation through producer groups 
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with higher numbers of farmers, who are both suppliers and 
customers, has strengthened the company’s share in the domestic 
food market.  

One of Oxfam’s key criteria for scalable interventions is that they 
become self-replicating, with other actors taking the lead in 
spreading the approaches developed. In this respect the Hambantota 
project has already had impact at scale, as the success of the model 
piloted there has encouraged Plenty Foods to replicate this model in 
other parts of Sri Lanka where the company is investing in extension 
services, training centres, and infrastructure.  

The company plans to increase its cultivation of locally grown corn, 
green gram, soya beans, maize, and rice to 12,500 acres and its farmer 
network to 25,000 farmers across Sri Lanka by 2012. It also intends to 
access new export markets by working in collaboration with multi-
stakeholder forums such as the one established in Hambantota, to 
replicate benefits that farmers have experienced there. A central part 
of working with such forums includes sharing learning with other 
companies and institutions, and this could lead to replication across 
the country of the benefits that farmers in Hambantota have 
experienced.  

Oxfam has also built its own confidence in working with private 
companies, to act as a facilitator and intermediary with different 
private sector actors delivering services directly to producers. One of 
the lessons learned is that companies can be key allies in influencing 
the implementation of policy and in making changes in the enabling 
environment. They may have access to individuals and processes 
within government that NGOs do not. By developing its relationship 
with companies, Oxfam was able to achieve a wider impact in Sri 
Lanka. The model of change can only work where the company sees 
the real value of developing the smallholder business model, but this 
can have many benefits for the company, including a more reliable 
supply chain, greater trust among communities, and enhanced brand 
value.  
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Notes

 
1
 http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/ 

2
 http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/web/guest/country/statistics/tags/sri lanka  

3
 http://devdata.worldbank.org/AAG/lka_aag.pdf 

4
 http://www.cepa.lk 

5
 http://www.cbsl.gov.lk/ 

6
 Cultivation plans drawn up by Plenty Foods and farmer societies in 

Hambantota. 
7
 http://www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/private_sector/poverty-footprint-

business.html 
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