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Chapter 6: 
Managing growth 

This chapter deals in detail with the issue of 
how a group can grow with new, expanded 
or improved production activities and how 
these changes affect the group.

Key points

The situation

A Increasing group profits

 Opportunities

 Financing expansion 

Feasibility

 Competition

B Services for members

Summary

Chapter 6 Managing growth.indd   97 28/10/07   12:19:58



Chapter 6: Managing growth

98

The situation
Initially, most urban producer 
groups will be small and work 
together because of the 
mutual social and financial 
benefits they gain from the 
group activities. As a group 
becomes successful at one 
activity, others will want to 
join them and they will want 
to increase their activities for 
profit, for group services such 
as savings and loans and bulk 
purchasing and for the self 
help social roles of the group.

There are many ways in 
which a group can expand its 
activities or services. These 
include doing more of the 
same, growing new products, 
working in other areas of the 
marketing chain and even 
working in areas unrelated 
to agriculture. They may also 
want to increase the services they provide to members such as savings 
and loans schemes, and joint purchase and sale of produce. 

There are both advantages and disadvantages to expansion of a business. 
If successful, the group will produce more profits for its members and 

Is it possible to move from 
subsistence to commercial 
agriculture?

Vegetable farmers in Lomé and Cotonou 
have moved from subsistence to 
commercial vegetable production as their 
savings enabled them to use first treadle 
pumps and then motor pumps. Most of 
them are now producing for export and 
local consumption (Keraita et al, 2003).

In Kenya, contractual farming agreements 
with livestock agro-industries have enabled 
farmers to generate substantial incomes 
(Mireri, 2002). The initial conditions for 
farmers to enter into such a contract are 
space (being able to accommodate 300 
chicks) the ability to pay for the costs 
for water, electricity, labour, and basic 
equipment, and the payment of a deposit 
of US$0.8 per chick. A supporting system in 
terms of municipal legislation, technical skill 
development and credit provision is crucial. 

(Cities Farming for the Future, R. van 
Veenhuizen)
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can offer more services to them. 
It can be also be more effective 
in accessing resources and 
influencing others. However, the 
group and its activities may also be 
more difficult to manage and as its 
activities become more visible, 
they will attract more competition. 
If the activities are not legal, they 
will also be more likely to attract 
the attention of city authorities.

The group should normally be 
well-established, and able to work 
well together at the initial activities, 
before considering expansion.

The most successful expansion 
activities to start with are usually 
those that require little investment 
- or result in savings in labour or 
higher production levels on the 
same land. Improved seed varieties, 
inorganic fertilisers and pesticides, 
and simple low cost tools and 
machinery for production and 
processing are examples of such 
successful innovations. 

Higher cost innovations such as 
cultivating machinery, transport, 
storage, or higher risk ventures 
such as completely new crops or 
animal production are often better started by the group once they have 
been established for some time and are successful at their initial activities. 
The more the idea for growth differs from the groups knowledge, skills 
experience and the resources they have available, the riskier it is likely to 
be for them.

Agro-tourism in Peri-urban 
Beijing

Agro-tourism is one of the four most 
common agricultural enterprises in 
Beijing, the others being processing, 
production and high-tech agriculture. 
It has grown significantly over the 
last few years, and includes:

sightseeing agriculture – i.e. one-
day trips including touring the farm 
and picking produce.

recreational  agriculture – i.e. 
multiple-day stays where the farm 
offers accommodation and other 
tourism-related  activities. 

Sightseeing agriculture offers a 
valuable option for diversification. 
The very low investment costs have 
allowed many farmers to develop 
sightseeing agricultural gardens 
on their existing farmland. As a 
result, there are now over 1,900 
sightseeing agricultural gardens in 
the 300 villages of the 50 towns 
and townships in peri-urban Beijing. 
These include 285 large enterprises, 
of which 30 are designed as 
municipal key gardens. 

(Cities Farming for the Future, R. 
van Veenhuizen)

Chapter 6 Managing growth.indd   99 28/10/07   12:19:59



Chapter 6: Managing growth

100

A. Increasing group profits

Trying to produce more of what they 
already produce, or produce it at a lower 
cost are two ways for the members to 
make more profits. They may not be the best ways though. Other main 
areas of innovation include new markets or new products, adding value 
to existing products through better packaging or processing and even 
diversifying into non-agricultural businesses where there is a demand and 
the group have the skills and resources needed. The objective at the end 
is to increase member’s profits, not necessarily to produce more and 
better crops.

Example opportunities for increasing profits

A number of suggestions are given below to explore for increasing member 
and group profits from existing or new activities. What others can the group 
think of?

a) Increase the quantity of production e.g.

find more land/ production sites. (Not all produce needs land. e.g •	
mushrooms, small animals, rooftop gardens)

use improved production methods – more intensive, better cultivation, •	
better use of water, better seeds or stock.

use more inputs – labour, fertiliser or compost, water •	

increase labour•	

b) Increase quality e.g.

use treated water/use water more carefully•	

use integrated pest control and avoid chemical pesticides where •	
possible

use compost rather than chemical fertilizers – can the group make and •	
even sell their own compost?

use better seeds•	

use better cultivation methods•	

find land further away from traffic and pollution•	

reduce damage/losses by better packaging or better transport•	
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c) Reduce costs e.g.

bulk purchase of inputs through the group, IGA or other organization.•	

partnership with a transporter/purchaser•	

buy or rent own transport for the group – bicycle/motorbike/small van?•	

Restructure activities – can the same result be achieved in a cheaper •	
way? Can time be reduced? Would a member’s time be better spent 
doing something else? Can someone else do the work more cheaply?

d) Increase price e.g.

if the demand is higher than the supply, can the price be raised of the •	
produce?

can a better price be agreed with a wholesaler for regular supply or •	
larger amounts?

will better quality (or certification) bring a better price for produce? •	

e) New markets e.g.

direct sale to supermarkets, restaurants, hotels•	

direct sale to consumers – home delivery•	

sales in other areas•	

special offers to sell more – e.g. discounts for bulk purchase or regular •	
orders, discounts if they bring in a new customer, complementary sales, 
free gifts etc.

f) New products e.g.

other vegetables•	

mushrooms•	

other meat products – especially small animals which can be kept in •	
limited space.

flowers and ornamental plants•	

Production of basic staples such as maize, rice and cassava can rarely be 
produced at a price competitive with those from rural areas, but higher value 
crops such as vegetables, mushrooms, honey, flowers and ornamental plants, 
small animals such as grasscutters, guinea pigs and poultry find a ready 
market.
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New services

Can the group offer services to other groups or to the general public?•	

Obtaining products or inputs on their behalf?•	

Joint marketing?•	

Transport?•	

Packaging?•	

Adding value to existing products

processing produce – grinding, milling, packaging, cooking, brewing. As •	
cities expand and people have less and less time available for cooking, 
the popularity of part processed ingredients and of street foods continues 
to rise. 

improving packaging and transport•	

Add other elements in the marketing chain. 

Could the group do anything other than the direct production and sale of the 
produce? The full process from production to consumption looks like this:

Every step along the chain costs time and money and increase the final cost 
of the produce – are there any steps along the chain that the group can do 
other than production and harvest? Could they package the produce better 
so that it lasts longer, attracts new customers, or reduces damage? Could 
the price be higher with better packaging? Could they process or cook the 
produce and sell that instead? Could they bring the produce direct to the 
customer rather than the customer having to come to them?
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Non-agricultural activities

Do the group possess other skills and knowledge that they can use to •	
earn money, not necessarily connected with urban agriculture? – can 
they offer services to other groups?

Can they produce or sell anything else?•	

Financing expansion

If a group business is very successful, they may 
well be able to save enough to expand the 
business from their own group savings. Often 
though, outside funds will be needed and 
at this stage banks, an IGA or other network 
organisation (see last chapter) or an NGO may 
be able to provide loans to help the group start up a larger operation. 
Remember though, that a loan has to be repaid and usually with an extra 
interest or borrowing charge in addition to the actual amount lent.

Banks are generally unwilling to lend to urban individual 
producers, as they usually have no security of land 
or other resources. Sometimes though, NGOs, aid 
organisations or government credit organisations 
will lend to organised registered groups using group 

liability. This means that the each member is responsible for repaying the 
whole of the loan and if one member does not pay their share, the other 
members must pay. Also, if the group does not repay their loan, they will 
not be able to get another loan in future and this will damage both their 
reputation and the chances of other groups getting bank loans.

When thinking of borrowing money, the group should look carefully at 
its ability to repay the loan by making a realistic estimate of how much 
more profit they expect to make if they use the loan in the business. If 
the expected increase in profits would not cover the bank charges, the 
loan is not a sensible idea. 
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Inflation

The group also needs to take account of inflation 
- a general increase of all prices throughout the 
country. Inflation is outside the control of the 
group. Having high inflation means that prices 
keep rising making it much more difficult to 
plan ahead for costs. For example, a bag of feed 
which cost $10 last year, now costs $12. 

Similarly a chicken was sold for $4 last year and can now be sold for $5. 
The feed and chicks have to be bought at prices which keep going up 
as the chickens are raised. If inflation is very high, the group can run out of 
money to raise the chickens before they are old enough to sell. Although they 
would be able to sell them for a higher price this year than last year, they 
may run out of money too early. In other words, they will have a cash 
flow problem. In places which have high inflation, the groups therefore need 
to have a much higher level of savings to finance the business until sales are 
made. 

Group Advisor 
actions

Discuss the idea of expanding 
the group activities with the 
group. Do not present the list of 
examples, initially, but just begin 
with the general question, ‘what 
could the group do to increase 
profits?’

 “…. convenience foods are 
becoming the in-thing…cooking 
from scratch at home is gradually 
going out of fashion for those of us 
who have work schedules that make 
demands on time and strength…now 
everything I cook is half processed .... 
from fish to purees to fufu powder… 
I used to prepare plantain chips every 
weekend at home, now I can count 
on over 30 people selling the chips 
along the street on my 10 Kilometre 
way home..” - Antie Naana, Ghana 
Water Company, Madina, Accra. 

(City case studies, Accra, Ghana)
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a) Brainstorm for ideas

To bring out ideas from the group, 
a good method is brainstorming – 
(see participative techniques in the 
annex). 

Use this method to help the group see 
where they could make improvements 
to their production or produce 
something else to earn more money. 

The group may be able to build on 
initiatives and innovations already 
developed by individual members. If 
the main areas listed above are not 
suggested, add them yourself. 

Encourage the group to come up with 
their own ideas and in this first stage, 
do not criticize any ideas – just write 
them on a board.

Ask questions to help the group add to the list such as:

What else could we grow? – Other vegetables? Other non-edible crops? 
Animal production? Tree crops? Fisheries?

What else do people buy in the market that we could produce?

Is there anything else they would like but isn’t found in the market?

What do people do with the produce we sell?

Who else can use our produce?

Do others need the same inputs as us?

In Bangkok (Thailand) 
and Ho Chi Minh City 
(Vietnam), (peri)urban fish 
farmers have begun to produce 
ornamental fish, an attractive 
option for a growing market. 
Adding value to aquatic plant 
production through different 
forms of processing, packaging 
and sales techniques is also 
being developed in Bangkok.

(Policy Briefs on peri-urban 
aquaculture. No 5. University 
of Stirling and ETC Urban 
Agriculture. 2006)
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b) Group the ideas

Once as many ideas as possible have been suggested, group them into 
the areas above and then discuss which are the most promising ideas in 
each area. Which idea or ideas are the most popular to try first? Which 
are the most practical to try? 

c) Find the most practical ideas to start with

Discuss each idea very briefly with the group, in order for them to cross 
out any which are impractical (why are they impractical? Is it due to lack of 
skills or knowledge? Could the skills or knowledge be learnt?). Also delete 
ideas that are either unreasonable or unethical. While crossing out the 
ideas, though, try to encourage the group to see whether they 
have any similar ideas that could 
address a similar problem but be 
more practical. An impractical 
idea can often be altered to 
make a practical suggestion. Add 
any new ideas to the list. 

Specialisation 

Proximity to the urban market can 
offer urban farmers the opportunity 
to specialise and/or diversify their 
production. A farmer of the Great 
Niaye of Pikine, Dakar noted that most 
of the urban farmers in his community 
had difficulty in organizing transport 
of their goods. He then decided to 
start his own business transporting 
farmers’ crops to the urban markets 
as well as taking agricultural inputs to 
the farming fields

He remains in close contact with 
his former colleagues and plays an 
important role in the organisation of 
the marketing of agricultural produce 
and bulky inputs such as urban 
livestock manure. 

(UA Magazine No.17)

The introduction of 
grasscutter (a small rat-
like animal common in 
Africa) rearing in Ghana 
has also led to farmer level 
experimentation with herbal 
treatment for worms and 
other diseases.  

(CIty case studies, Accra, 
Ghana)

Chapter 6 Managing growth.indd   106 28/10/07   12:20:04



Chapter 6: Managing growth

107

d) Make a new short list of the most practical ideas. 

Ask each member to tick the three ideas 
they are most interested in. This helps 
prevent one or two members from 
imposing their ideas on the rest of the 
group. When everybody has decided 
the ideas they like best, count the ticks 
and choose the three ideas that have received the highest number. 

e) Briefly discuss what will be needed for each idea (skills, 
resources money etc.). 
For each of the three ideas identified, the group should consider: 

How strongly they•	  feel about each suggestion. New production, 
processing or markets will involve a lot of hard work, so it is better if 
the all the group members are enthusiastic about the idea. Enthusiasm 
will help to keep them interested through the difficult periods.
What is the demand – is the market large enough? The higher the •	
demand for the product or service, the more likely it is to succeed.
Who will work on the idea: one or two people or the whole group?•	

What are the costs involved•	 ? What is the risk?

Note: The group may also like to investigate an idea further at this stage – 
perhaps some members could check out the market, costs of production etc 
and present it to the others in the next meeting?

Maize and cassava are often sold ready made into dough for cooking. Fish, 
plantain and yam may be sold as cooked street foods. Groundnuts 
may be made into paste and spices milled and packaged. Yoghurt 
is produced on a very small scale - often by urban farmers with just 
one cow or goat. Soy kebabs are also popular as an alternative to meat. In 
Ghana, there is an on-going promotion of these and similar activities by the 
Ministry of Food and Agriculture under its women in agriculture development 
programme. Soy kebabs are also an innovation in processing. Chunks are put 
on sticks and sold as what used to be limited to meat from sheep, goat and 
cattle.
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f) Put the final three ideas in order of priority. 

With a large group, it may be possible to 
work on more than one idea at a time. 
Alternatively, if one idea does not work 
out in practice, the group can move on 
to the next idea. It is important that all 
those who will be involved agree on the 
idea(s) chosen and not just the group leader. One dominant person can 
often persuade others of their idea without them being really convinced 
themselves. Ideas that come mainly from one person and do not have 
the backing of the rest of the group are unlikely to work.

g) Feasibility study

Before going further with the group ideas for increasing profits, they need 
to be sure that their idea is practical. If this is done properly, they stand 
a much better chance of success. A number of things should be looked 
at before going any further or spending any of the group’s money. For 
example discuss the following with the group:

Are all the resources needed available or accessible?•	

Do they need training or assistance to set up/expand the new •	
activity? Where will it come from?

What will it cost to produce/process/do what the business wants to •	
sell?

What price will the group charge for the product/service? Will it cover •	
the cost? Will it be too high for people to buy it?

Does the group need money to get started? How much? Where will it •	
come from? (See financing – above).

Who are the customers? What are they interested in? Lowest price or •	
better quality? What do they buy now? Where do they get it?

Who else produces the same product/service? Are others likely to start •	
a similar business? (See below).
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h) Discuss the competition

What does the group’s product or service 
compete with? This doesn’t just mean 
whether anyone else makes the product, 
but what would customers buy instead, 
if it wasn’t for sale. For example if the 
group were to make and sell compost, 
they would not just be competing with 
other compost sellers but with anyone 
selling any form of fertilizer – chemical, 
manure or compost. 

Discuss this idea with the group and help them to think through who 
their competitors are. For a business to work well over a long period, it 
will have to learn to deal with the competition (any successful business 
will have competitors). It will also have to learn to change and adapt to 
changing circumstances. 

How easy is it to copy the business? If it is very easy, as soon as others 
see the group starting up the idea, they may copy it. Ask the group the 
following questions:

Are there enough customers for everyone who may want to get into •	
the business?

If not, is there anything the group could do which would give them an •	
advantage over others? Better position in the community, better quality 
product, faster service, better packaging or labelling?

What would the group do if there were not enough customers for both •	
them and their competitors?
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B Group services to the members
If a group grows in number of members and incomes, as well as more 
possibilities for larger scale activities and profits, there will also be more 
possibilities for services to be provided through the group such as:

Savings and loans•	

Bulk purchase•	

Community care•	

Political influence•	

In some cases though, rather 
than the group trying to 
provide all these services 
directly, perhaps they would 
be better done through an IGA or other network organisation? 

(See Chapter 5)

As a group gets larger, it may also be more difficult to manage than a 
small group. The chairman will need to be able to deal with larger group 
meetings and be able to manage more operations, the secretary will need 
to keep track of more information, the treasurer will need to deal with 
more complicated accounts. There will also be some increased costs 
such as a cash box for funds, more stationary etc. The leaders may also 
reasonably expect some payment or increased share of the profits to 
compensate them for the time they need to spend running the group. 

It may be sensible at this point to give roles to some of the other group 
members such as for marketing, inputs supply, etc. if the work becomes 
too much for the existing leadership.

As a group expands, for it to remain successful, it is also important that 
members maintain a balance between what they put in and what they 
get out from the group. The increased group size and increased profits 
also come with increased costs that need to be paid for from increased 
contributions or profits from the group savings and loans scheme. 
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Other problems with expansion

Lack of security of inputs – lack of land tenure, insecure water supply, and 
transient labour are all problems with a small group. As the group gets 
larger, some of these issues become more of a problem, but others may 
be less so. A larger group has more influence and also more contacts 
who may be able to help find a solution if for example, a temporary plot 
of land for production or marketing becomes unavailable.

Leadership: Management of a large group is more complicated and 
difficult than for a small group. However, a larger group is also likely to 
have more potential leaders amongst the membership and as such is 
better able to find a replacement if someone leaves than is a small group. 
This is provided the problem is anticipated and enough opportunities 
given to members to take responsibilities within the group.

Irregular production – if a group starts to supply larger retailers or 
customers, usually part of the agreement is that they will supply goods 
regularly in quantity and quality. However, by the nature of urban 
agriculture with insecure land rights and input supplies, this can be difficult 
to do.  One possible solution might be to link up with other producer 
groups who could supply the market in emergency. 

As the group grows, discuss these points with them. 

More information on group roles, decision making, conflict resolution and 
group dynamics is given in Annex I
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Summary

There are many opportunities for expanding group activities 
for greater profits. Amongst these are:

Increase the quantity of production• 

Increase quality• 

Reduce costs• 

Increase price• 

Look for new markets• 

New products or services• 

Adding value to existing products• 

Add other elements in the marketing chain• 

Non-agricultural activities• 

The possibilities and most promising opportunities need to be 
carefully discussed and their feasibility and costs considered 
before beginning a new or expanded activity.

Larger groups also make more group services possible for the 
members. These present problems as well as opportunities 
though, and so need to be carefully considered before offering 
something that cannot be maintained.
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