
 

 

 

Nodes of Growth: Improving Legume Seed Networks in Kenya 
Final Report - Executive Summary  

 
The International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) has been mapping where common beans 
(Phaseolus vulgaris) are being grown in Africa, what are the major constraints to their production, 
and which are the varieties most in demand. CIAT is one of three main partners in a large project 
called Tropical Legumes II (TL2), funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. The TL2 project 
seeks to increase the productivity of six commonly grown grain legume crops, including beans, in 
drought-prone areas of Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. In this project CIAT is using maps and 
models to see where drought-tolerant bean varieties could be best introduced and/or promoted.  
 
The promotion, demonstration, and subsequent multiplication of seeds (developed by the 
national agricultural research institutions) of these improved varieties could be improved with the 
mapping of where seeds are available for purchase. Getting this information to small-holder 
farmers is the primary objective of the Nodes of Growth project. In addition, understanding how 
well the different bean varieties are performing in different places is important. This information 
would provide further evidence for providing location-specific varietal and agronomic advice.  
 
The Nodes of Growth project decided to focus on Kenya, specifically bean-growing districts that 
periodically suffer from drought. The project was divided into 3 phases. Phase 1 concentrated on 
the formation of the implementation team and the identification and sensitization of the 
boundary partners, as well as the preparation and collection of the spatial data. Phase 2 was 
dedicated to the spatial analysis of the access to the outlets of improved drought-tolerant bean 
seed, and to the dissemination of these data to the producers in the districts that were targeted. 
Phase 3 assessed the feasibility of mobile phone devices to disseminate information on seed 
outlet locations as well as the potential for collecting information on performance and constraints 
from multiple locations.  

 
Unfortunately, in Phase 1 
some of the key partners 
identified in the impact 
pathway assessment were 
not included in the project 
during the development of 
the proposal, resulting in a 
later than desirable 
participation by them. Early 
face to face involvement 
might have garnered better 
and earlier participation. 
Boundary partners, 
organizations active in the 
seed systems component of 

the TL2, were sensitized about half way through the project; the reason for this late engagement 
was that the Nodes of Growth project team wished to show the results of the mapping and 
accessibility analysis as part of that engagement. Another key part of the impact pathway was to 



 

 

 

explore options for sustaining the Nodes of Growth activities. Three funding scenarios were 
developed which covered models ranging from the status quo with donor funding and partners 
retaining their existing responsibilities, to a full cost recovery model with farmers paying 
information service providers with cash or via an information exchange. The implementation and 
boundary partners were unanimous in their preference for the current funding mechanisms, 
despite the risks of resource gaps due to changing donor priorities.  
 
Basic geospatial data were sought to allow accessibility modeling. These data included the Kenyan 
road network, poverty, and population data, and were validated to check for accuracy, precision 
and consistency across the country. This phase also included the capture of the location of the 
existing seed outlets in the target districts carried out by Farm Input Promotions (FIPS-Africa), a 
not-for-profit company specializing in promoting fertilizers, pesticides and improved seeds to 
smallholder farmers. The locations of two hundred and eighty-five outlets were mapped of which 
about 40% are agro-vets, 40% are individual farmers, and the remaining 20% are groups or 

institutions. 

 
 
Phase 2 comprised of two large tasks, firstly the analysis of existing seed outlets and 
recommendations for future locations, and secondly the dissemination of the maps of existing 
seed outlets to extension agents and farmers. The analysis of the accessibility to the outlets 
required a combination of the key geospatial datasets and an assessment of the accessibility to 
existing outlets. This was followed by the development of a methodology to determine the 
optimum locations for new outlets, thereby improving access for the bean producing population in 
an efficient manner. Unfortunately FIPS-Africa and the other TL2 partners were unable to take 
advantage of the recommendations in the short-rains season in Kenya in October 2009. This was 
due to a severe drought which affected much of central and eastern Kenya. The drought affected 
the production of the improved seeds in the affected area to the extent that practically none were 
available for FIPS-Africa to sell in Nzaui and Kirinyaga. It was felt that it would be irresponsible to 
send information to the field since there were no guarantees that even minimal amounts of seeds 
would be available for purchase. Additional mapping took place in lieu of these activities. 



 

 

 

 
Phase 3 of the Nodes of Growth project concentrated on a feasibility study on the use of mobile 
phones to receive information on seed outlets and whether mobile phones can be used to send 
information to researchers on the performance of the improved bean varieties. The main findings 
of the study were that there was some 
evidence for exclusion due to insufficient 
access to mobile phones. General phone 
ownership is at the range of 35%, and for 
every 10 phones seven are owned by men 
and only three by women, but those 
without their own phone are generally 
able to access mobile phones through 
friends, neighbors or farmers groups. The 
capabilities of the older and cheaper 
handsets, which are common in the study 
area, also limit the types of information 
services that can be considered. The study 
showed that the sustainability of a mobile 
phone information service will depend on the incentives for information collection by 
intermediaries and end users, and also the business model and revenue generation approach 
used; these models depend substantially on the information that is communicated and the 
number of users. The study has demonstrated that the existing technology is sufficient to 
effectively transmit and receive bean-related information, however, the effectiveness would be 
increased if GPS-enabled or other ‘smart’ phones were more widely available although this might 
have unintended negative effects on inclusivity. In conclusion, the study provided a road-map to 
implementing a pilot project on mobile-phone bean information service.  
 
Next steps  
The project has created a demand. Other institutions now want to know how they can produce 
the same kind of information which is consistent with the sustainability plan. The idea of 
sustainability is based on building capacity within those participating institutions. KARI and FIPS-
Africa now have all the tools they need to carry this into the future. The implementation team is 
still involved with these partners via the TL2 project, so support can be provided if they have 
technical problems. The scaling up is happening institutionally; KARI is now more involved and is 
playing a pivotal role in Kenya coordinating different local groups that either want access to this 
information or are closer to the farmers who need this information. The implementation team is 
interested in showing the usefulness to different partners at different levels in different countries. 
The scaling out involves finding different projects where this could be used. The International Crop 
Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT) and the International Institute for Tropical 
Agriculture (IITA) are partners in TL2 but specialize in other grain legumes such as groundnuts and 
soybeans. These organizations have shown interest in including this type of mapping and analysis 
in their TL2 activities since it is applicable to any crop.  
 
The project produced an impact pathway that showed how fairly abstract information can really 
benefit farmers, and which helps researchers gain a better understanding of what is required to 
achieve that benefit. In most cases, it depends on the quality of the partnerships and the 
transparency within those partnerships.  



 

 

 
 
 
 


