
Supporting inclusive and innovative
agri-food value chains to scale up food
security and access to nutritious food
within planetary boundaries: Lessons
from businesses supported by
Innovations Against Poverty 

present food system could provide a balanced diet
(2,355 kcal per capita per day) for 3.4 billion people only.
However, if a transformation towards more sustainable
production and consumption happens, 10.2 billion people
could be fed without compromising the Earth system.
Key prerequisites to achieve this are spatially
redistributed cropland, improved water–nutrient
management, food waste reduction and dietary
changes.  There are also external forces acting on food
systems that need to be considered when addressing
food security such as conflicts, climate variability and
extremes, economic slowdowns, and poverty and
inequality. 
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Our current food system is not providing all of us with
enough affordable food to adopt a sustainable and
healthy diet, and it is also stretching planetary  and social
boundaries to their limits. Unfortunately, in 2014, the
declining trend in hunger that had begun in 2005 came
to a halt. Projections are that nearly 670 million people
will still be facing hunger in 2030 – 8 percent of the
world population, which is the same as in 2015 when the
2030 Agenda was launched.
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Improving food security and access 
Insights from the IAP Challenge Fund

According to the United Nations' Committee on World
Food Security, food security is defined as meaning that all
people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic
access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets
their food preferences and dietary needs for an active and
healthy life. Another term that usually goes hand in hand
when talking about food security is food safety; food
safety means that people have access to food that is free
of contamination. Unsafe food containing harmful bacteria,
viruses, parasites, or chemical substances can cause more
than 200 different diseases – ranging from diarrhea to
cancers.1 

United Nations estimates that world population exceeded
8 billion in November 2022. A recent study shows that the 

 World Health Organisation, WHO 1

 Gerten, D., Heck, V., Jägermeyr, J. et al. Feeding ten billion people is possible
within four terrestrial planetary boundaries. Nat Sustain 3, 200–208 (2020).
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0465-1

2
 Stockholm resilience Centre:

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary�boundaries/the-nine-
planetary-boundaries.html 

3

 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2022. The State of Food Security and
Nutrition in the World 2022. Repurposing food and agricultural policies to make
healthy diets more affordable. Rome, FAO. https://doi.org/10.4060/cc0639en

4

https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security/#:~:text=Food%20security,%20as%20defined%20by,an%20active%20and%20healthy%20life.
https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security/#:~:text=Food%20security,%20as%20defined%20by,an%20active%20and%20healthy%20life.
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries/the-nine-planetary-boundaries.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries/the-nine-planetary-boundaries.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries/the-nine-planetary-boundaries.html


2

Access to enough safe and nutritious food is key to
sustaining life and promoting good health and economic
development for people and societies. Unfortunately,
having access to safe and nutritious food is connected
to where people live and how much money they can
make. Latest reports from 2022 show regional
disparities, with Africa being negatively affected the
most. One in five people in Africa (20.2% of the
population) was facing hunger in 2021, compared to 9.1%
in Asia, 8.6% in Latin America and the Caribbean, 5.8% in
Oceania, and less than 2.5% in Northern America and
Europe.  Most of the food consumed globally is
produced by farmers and supplied through agricultural
value chains operated by the private sector. That makes
both large and small agri-food businesses critical actors
in transforming the global food system from farm to fork.
This includes the seed industry, agricultural producers
and food and beverage processors, among others. The
World Benchmarking Alliance (WBA)  breaks down the
food systems transformation agenda into four interlinked
measurement areas: governance and strategy,
environment, nutrition, and social inclusion. Critical
topics where private sector action is needed are
translated into indicators – 45 in total – under each
measurement area. 
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 “C1: Availability of healthy foods” and “C2: Accessibility and affordability of
healthy foods.” Two of six ‘nutrition indicators.’
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 For an example of a business model improving soil health using biochar-based
fertilisers from agricultural waste, see detailed case study.
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Smallholder farmer value chain inclusion
for productivity and resilience 
Many factors affect food safety and security relate to
farming: soils are the foundation and need to be healthy ;
seeds need to thrive under an ever-changing climate;
crops need to be protected from pests and diseases, and
harvests need to be well stored before selling. 
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FAO emphasises the pivotal role of seeds in agricultural
development. Increasing the quality of seeds is one of
the most economical and efficient ways to increase crop
production and productivity.  In the fight against
poverty and food insecurity, IAP recognises the immense
potential of high-quality seeds and improved cultivation
techniques to increase crop production and productivity
at small-scale farms.
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Better seeds for better yields 
Cambodia’s agriculture is highly concentrated in rice and
cassava, with little diversity into other crops, such as
fruits and vegetables. This makes the country highly
vulnerable to shocks like Covid-19, which disrupted the
flow of cross-border goods. IAP partnered with East
West Seed Company to accelerate their efforts in
strengthening Cambodia’s vegetable value chain by
expanding business activities into four new provinces.
EWS’s mission is to introduce smallholder farmers to
improved agricultural inputs, such as high-quality seeds,
and techniques to increase their yields and income.
Their approach centred around identifying key farmers to
manage demonstration plots, enabling in-field trainings
and field days, and digital outreach to share profitable
approaches for growing vegetables. Further downstream,
local consumers benefited from increased supply of
locally grown, safe-to-eat vegetables. Year-round access
to vegetables for local communities created
opportunities to improve food security and nutrition for
people living in poverty. Through the IAP partnership, an
estimated 1,835 hectares of vegetables were cultivated in
four provinces during 2022 – an area the size of more
than 2,500 football fields.  To illustrate EWS’s impact on
local vegetable market development, cucumber seed
sales in Kampong Cham province are provided as an
example. 
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Almost 3.1 billion people could not afford a healthy diet in
2020. This is 112 million more than in 2019, reflecting the
inflation in consumer food prices stemming from the
economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
measures put in place to contain it.21 

Two examples of inclusive businesses that make healthy
food available and affordable for low-income families are
explored. Nutridense, an Ethiopian company, is making
oat-based products. Yellow Star in Uganda is selling
nutritive food at an affordable price where no one
reached before with this type of product. 

Yields from EWS’s cucumber seed varieties were 80%
higher than the national average cucumber yield in
2020.  Cucumber cultivation had an estimated 50%
share among all crops.  This resulted in more than 15
thousand tons of cucumbers produced in Kampong
Cham alone. That is nearly three times as much as
Cambodia’s annual production in 2019, when EWS was
not yet active in the province.  This example shows that
business activities of selling improved seeds in
combination with training smallholder farmers on
cultivation techniques has tremendous impact on the
supply-side of local vegetable markets. 
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A key challenge in the seed business is the rising input
costs that reduce farmers’ profitability of growing
vegetables. To follow such trends closely, EWS
monitored the return on investment for its key farmers by
tracking all costs and returns in a logbook. Again, taking
cucumber cultivation as an example, the net benefit was
695 USD per 1,000 m2 in 2021 for a crop cycle of two
months.  This is more than four times the average
monthly agricultural income for rural farmers.  In 2022,
the net benefit reduced 14% to 599 USD per 1,000 m2
for the same crop. Although still a profitable proposition
for smallholder farmers, it shows the effect of rapidly
rising inputs costs. Moreover, it makes tracking farmers’
net returns essential for EWS to share evidence-based
profitable approaches for growing vegetables. 
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Oats for all 
Oats-based food products are widely consumed globally.
However, Ethiopia has been an exception to this trend.
Even though oats have been grown for thousands of
years in the country, they have been mainly used for
animal feed.  There has been a taboo around the use of
oats for human consumption, as people believe it to
cause infertility. The production and human consumption
of oats was therefore limited and occurred largely
unofficially, as it was discouraged by government
extension services.
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Inclusive distribution channels to
enhance access to nutritious foods
One of the major inequities in the food system is the
variable access to nutritious foods across the world. In
this context, accessibility refers to the stable availability
of nutritious, affordable, and healthy foods. Businesses
play an important role in providing physical access
(availability) and economic access (affordability).

Food security can only be reached if food is available and
affordable for consumers. FAO defines food availability as
the availability of sufficient quantities of food of
appropriate quality, supplied through domestic
production or imports (including food aid). Affordability
measures the cost of a diet in relation to income and
might result in many people - especially people living in
poverty - being unable to afford healthy diets. For
example, vegetables, fruits, and nuts that are high in
essential nutrients are often less affordable, especially in
low-income countries
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Led by Alem Greiling, Nutridense Agroprocessing PLC
pioneered the popularisation of oats-based products
across Ethiopia in 2016. Since then, the company has
been working in collaboration with the Ethiopian Institute
for Agricultural Research (EIAR) on introducing an
improved variety that provides better yields and nutrition.
As a fruit of this effort, an agriculture extension service
for the production and consumption of oats was
launched by the Ministry of Agriculture. This is a big leap
considering it was a grain whose production used to be
discouraged. Oats are a gluten-free whole grain and an
excellent source of important vitamins, minerals, fibre,
and antioxidants. They can play an important role in
addressing the issues of food security and nutrition. For
this reason, IAP and Nutridense partnered in 2021 to
implement the first oats value chain development
initiative for human consumption in Ethiopia. It included
smallholder farmers as oats suppliers and people living in
poverty as consumers of oatmeal, granola and oats-
based cookies. Before the IAP partnership, Nutridense
was processing oats on a limited scale: 10 kg of oats per
batch, due to manual cleaning and drying. With support
from IAP, the company scaled up production through the
mechanisation of their facilities with cleaning, steaming,
drying and rolling machines. The steamer, for instance,
increased the production capacity of the company by
fivefold. 

The collaboration between IAP and Nutridense goes
beyond production, and covers the full spectrum of the
oats value chain. For example, being an unknown
business opportunity for farmers and agri-dealers, there
was a shortage of nutrient-rich oats seeds in the country.
This inspired the company to work directly with small-
scale farmers in an oats seed multiplication initiative. To
do so, Nutridense purchased 1,000 kg of improved oat
seeds from EIAR and implemented a contract farming
scheme to train and closely work with 10 farmers for seed
multiplication. Despite some challenges like the armed
conflict in the Tigray Region that affected the first
harvesting season and lead to weak adherence by
farmers to contract agreements, the company continued
testing and improving the model. For the second round
of seed production, the company managed to purchase
from farmers cooperatives 1,500 kg of improved seeds
that were then distributed mainly among the farmers
from Chacha Farmers’ Cooperative Union. 

Nutridense is making nutritious oatmeal products
available where no one did before, and it is doing so by
distributing their products in supermarkets, baltinas (small
shops) and women-owned coffee vendors in Addis
Ababa. But also, their products are available through the
online trading platform HellooMarket where, surprisingly
enough, they are gaining attraction and demand also
among the low-income segments. 

Besides being a first-to-market player, Nutridense seems
to have introduced a product that is highly accepted by
middle- and high-income consumers, and small but
growing acceptance in low income segment.
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The IAP grant helped construct a production factory to
meet demand and was used to grow the company’s last-
mile distribution channels, especially as low-income
markets represent a largely untapped business
opportunity. The rural markets embody a significant
consumer market that is often overlooked and
underserved. Yellow Star, through its partnership with an
NGO called Healthy Entrepreneurs, could access a
network of over 1,200 community members who act as
last-mile distributors and sales agents of the company’s
range of nutritious food products. Aside from having a
vast distribution network, Yellow Star also customized
their packaging to smaller units of 250 g and 500 g to
meet the daily purchasing power of low-income
customers. The company is more intentional in its way to
reach these markets while remaining profitable and
serving a social purpose. During the three years that IAP
and Yellow Star collaborated (2017-2020), the company
increased its production capacity and sold 297 tons of
different products (millet flour, soya rice flour, pure rice
flour, soya rice flour mixed with oats and milk, soya rice
mixed with silverfish). Of these, 123 tons were sold to
low-income markets, making nutritive food products
affordable and impacting the lives of 13,300 people living
in poverty. 

 More information about Yellow Star’s work can be read here. And
interesting findings about company’s impact can be read in this report by
60Decibels here
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“Yellow Star products are accessible. You do not have
to move long distances to look for them since they are
always within the village.”23 

- A consumer speaks about Yellow Start producer 

Last-mile distribution partnerships
 A company that has successfully deployed an
innovative last mile distribution strategy to efficiently
reach low-income rural markets is Yellow Star based in
Uganda. This is especially important in the fight against
food insecurity since it brings nutritious food products
to areas that have been previously neglected by
businesses. Traditional distribution models to last-mile
markets come with high distribution costs that translate
into expensive products that are not affordable for low-
income consumers. 

Malnutrition affects millions of Ugandans and is
particularly devastating for women, babies, and children.
Just to name an example, 45% of child deaths in Uganda
is attributed to nutritional deficiencies. Even though
there are nutritious food products in the markets, they
are mostly within the urban centers and with very little
outreach to rural areas where 75% of Uganda’s
population live and most of these nutritional deficiency
cases emerge. Thus, the last-mile distribution challenge
is a typical underlying contributor to malnutrition in rural
areas.

Florence Okot founded Yellow Star Food processors in
2014 as an agro-trading company. Soon recognizing the
great need for nutrient-rich foods, the company started
processing grains and cereals into fortified porridges and
flours. Given Yellow Star’s understanding of the business
opportunities available in low-income markets, IAP
supported the company to develop affordable
packaging and an efficient distribution model that could
allow for profitably selling its nutrient-rich instant flour in
low-income rural areas at half the price. The company
worked closely with farmers imparting knowledge
through training on good agronomic farming practices
for sustainable agriculture and better market access for
their produce. Yellow star worked with 3,000 smallholder
farmers, establishing a secure supply of raw ingredients
(maize, cassava, rice, millet, groundnuts, and soya beans)
for food production purposes. Yellow Star sells 300 tons
of nutrient rich products annually, and expects to grow
to 1,000 tons annually in the next five years. 

https://innovationsagainstpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/60-Decibels-SNV-IAP.pdf
http://yellowstarfoodprocessors.com/


Conclusion
We are now only seven years away from reaching the
goals set by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and while many targets are on their way to
be met, the possibility to reach SDG 2 Zero Hunger  is
diminishing each year. The intensification of the major
drivers behind food insecurity and malnutrition trends
(i.e., conflict, climate extremes and economic shocks)
combined with the high cost of nutritious foods and
growing social, economic, and political inequalities will
continue to challenge food security and nutrition.
Unfortunately, this will be the case until food systems are
transformed, become more resilient and are delivering
lower cost nutritious foods and affordable healthy diets
for all, sustainably and inclusively.
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By working with food processing companies, agricultural
input suppliers and distributors, IAP is showing how
innovative and inclusive value chains can play an
important role in addressing poverty and combating food
insecurity - while being profitable. The potential for high-
quality agricultural inputs and improved cultivation
techniques to increase productivity within planetary
boundaries is immense. Strengthening collaborative
linkages among value chain actors results in more resilient
farmers and food systems can  increase accessible
affordable healthy diets.  26
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SNV is a global development partner deeply rooted in the African and Asian countries where we operate. With 60 years
of experience and a team of approximately 1,600 people, we strengthen capacities and catalyse partnerships that
transform agri-food, energy and water systems. Working on the core themes of gender equality and social inclusion,
climate adaptation and mitigation, and strong institutions and effective governance, we tailor our approaches to different
contexts to achieve large-scale impact and create sustainable and more equitable lives for all. 
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