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1. Background 
 

 SME entrepreneurs: business drivers for development 

Following recent food crises;  donors, governments and development partners reached an 
unanimous global agreement: food security in Africa can and must be improved. The quickest and 
most efficient way to reach this is to support smallholder farmers to feed themselves and produce 
marketable surpluses. To achieve this, increased agricultural productivity and “markets that work for 
the poor” are essential. Agricultural value chain development with a critical role for small and 
medium agrifood enterprises, and with fair rewards for every link in the chain, is imperative to create 
markets for sustainable results.  

Key to successful agricultural development is improvement of local entrepreneurship in agribusiness. 
In this context, two years ago a network of Dutch agrifood companies, in cooperation with 
Wageningen University and Research Centre (Wageningen UR) and Sokoine University of Agriculture, 
Department of Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness, Tanzania (Sokoine University), took the 
initiative to support the establishment  of  the Africa Agribusiness (AA) Academy.  

 The Africa Agribusiness Academy: an entrepreneur initiative 

The AA Academy has brought together a core group of successful African agrifood entrepreneurs that  
created  momentum in providing role models for a new generation of ‘business drivers for 
development’. The basic premise of the AA Academy is that small and medium agrifood enterprises 
(SMEs) are essential for agricultural growth: with economic development, increased rural incomes 
and improved food security as a result. Entry point of the AA Academy is that SME entrepreneurship 
in the agrifood sector can, also in Africa, be a profit making  and sustainable endeavour.  

Since its start in 2010, the AA Academy has grown into an entrepreneur platform seeking to foster 
innovation and growth of small and medium-scale agrifood firms in Africa by connecting  
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entrepreneurs within Africa and between Africa and the Netherlands (1), and  linking them to science 
and business education. The objective of the AA Academy is to support the African agrifood SME 
sector in their commercial activities by strengthening individual entrepreneurial capacities with the 
ultimate aim to contribute to economic growth and improvement of rural incomes and food security 
in Africa.  

Owners of the AA Academy are African SMEs, supported by a network of Dutch (multi) national 
agrifood companies and facilitated by Sokoine University and Wageningen UR.       Its clients are the 
African small and medium entrepreneurs wishing to grow further, as well as its supporters, 
GO’s/NGO’s, and development partners. Its activities are based on real-life experiences in  Africa. The 
AA Academy’s initial focus is on local, national, and regional (linking to international) markets.  

To ensure a sound rooting in the African agri-food sector, the Academy aligns its planned activities 
with and builds on the strengths of regional farmers and agrifood business organizations. On the 
other hand, it establishes close links with (inter)national development players (e.g. AGRA, IFDC, 
WFP), as well as funding organizations.  

 Scaling-up and reaching out 

The initial pilot phase (2010-12) of the AA Academy  shows  that: 

 entrepreneurs are willing to spend time in sharing experiences by presenting their own 
business cases, providing information on best practices and sharing market intelligence. 

 are actively engaged in identifying, discussing and describing best practices in business 
development and entrepreneurship. 

 have an interest in jointly organizing (business) events and invest time and money in these. 

 use the Academy networks to arrange business deals within country and at the regional and 
international  markets.  

 
Based on the pilot phase initial results and the energy created by the initiative, both the founding 
members of the Academy and their supporting partners are assured that the Academy is addressing 
a critical niche in the development of entrepreneurship and business skills for SMEs in the agrifood 
sector in Africa. They feel confident that the Academy is of interest to many more SME 
entrepreneurs in the East African region as well as in other regions of Africa. Hence, the AAA Board 
decided to embark on a fully-fledged growth strategy for the coming five years, starting 2013. 

                                                           
1 Dutch agri-food companies have a worldwide reputation for efficiency, innovation, and competiveness. They are linked 

through supply chains to many large-, medium- and small-scale enterprises in the world and are often directly involved in 
business activities in Africa (e.g. Rijkzwaan, Flora Holland, Unilever, Heineken, AH, de Heus). This network of companies has 
much to offer in  terms of knowledge and competencies in areas such as agro-logistics, entrepreneurship, innovation 
processes, and market intelligence. This will be made available to participants of AA Academy through internships, coaching 
trajectories, business to business visits as well as through the training activities of the Academy. The commitment of the 
Dutch agri-food sector to the project also raises the profile of initiative and will give a boost to the underrated agrifood 
sector in Africa as well as its entrepreneurs. The companies are also expected to contribute financially to the initiative in the 
spirit of a public-private partnership. 
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2. Ambition: a Pan-African Academy in 5 years 

The ambition underlying the strategic plan is to become within 5 years a Pan-African Business 
Academy with over 3000 active members and 15 countries interacting with each other and 
rendering services to non-members to promote entrepreneurship and business development in the 
agrifood sector in Africa benefitting the livelihoods of 1 million small farmers  and  their families 
and improved  food security in the regions it operates. 

The key focus of the AA Academy is to actively support the business growth of SMEs from small to 
successful medium or large-sized companies. This step upward is seen as decisive for agribusiness 
sector development, smallholder incomes and food security in Africa.  

3. How to get there  

The approach in developing the activities of the Academy and in scaling-up its membership and 

catering for its outreach over the coming 5 years  is based on the following components: 

 Exclusive membership and inclusive outreach 
The AA Academy distinguishes three target groups:  
1. a selected group of active and successful small and medium entrepreneurs, who want to share 

knowledge and experiences and are willing to coach others;  
2. the wider SME agrifood community having an interest in the services of the AAA;  
3. the smallholder farmers that benefit from the market linkage provided by the SMEs.  

Academy membership is rather exclusive. The approach is to restrict membership to SME 
entrepreneurs who have a proven record in business development, are willing to share their 
knowledge and experience with others, link smallholder farmers to the market and operate 
according to AAA business standards (AAA code of conduct). Moreover, Academy members must be 
willing to coach others and contribute to the development of products and services of interest to 
agrifood SMEs. In return Academy members have preferential and sometimes exclusive access to the 
resources and networks of the Academy following the entrepreneurial principle of give-and-take. The 
aim is to have a group of 200 Academy members per country covering the wide range of enterprises 
typical for the agrifood sector2. 

The AAA members will share experiences and support each other within and between countries and 
across regions. In addition, and more importantly in terms of outreach and impact, the AAA will 
share its collective body of knowledge and experiences with non-members through its resource 
portal and services. These latter services include training and coaching for which a service fee will be 
charged. 

                                                           
2 The recruitment process of new members follows a strict procedure through which the quality of new members is 

assessed by a recruitment committee of the country chapter. The final decision to accept the entrance of a new member is 
with the country chapter board. AAA members are responsible for new members during their probation period. 
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 Organic growth through country chapters 

The AA Academy will continue to follow its organic growth path approach which started with the 
initial selection of the 17 successful businessmen/ women of African medium-sized companies: the 
entrepreneurial champions, who founded the AA Academy. Through the AA Academy, this core 
group of entrepreneurs now functions as role models for other entrepreneurs interested to improve 
their business using networking and partnering with like-minded professionals through web-based 
communities of practice and real-life exchange visits and workshops. During the pilot phase( past 2 
years) this nucleus of entrepreneurs grew to a group of 60, distributed over 3 countries. 
 
Based on the experience in the East Africa region (Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania ) the Academy will follow 
a similar organic growth path for the new countries, where the Academy will become active. The 
networks of AAA members and the AAA partner organisations will be used to initially identify a small 
group (5-10) of founding members for the country chapter. This group will be assisted by existing 
country chapters and the Academy’s Back Office to link into the activities of the Academy (e.g. 
Communities of Practice ) and to design a strategy to further build the country chapter. AAA 
members of other country chapters will play an active role in this process, also benefitting from the 
new networks in terms of business development 
 
The ambition is to have country chapters active in 15 countries at the end of the 5-years period. The 
entry into new countries will also follow a cautious and gradual growth path based on available 
(human) resources and the strength of the Academy. At all times the integrity of the organisation, 
the feasibility of its programmes/projects and the quality of its members must be assured. The aim is 
to have 5 countries for each of the main geographic regions of sub-Saharan Africa (East, Southern 
and West Africa).  In 2013, a start will be made to engage in two new countries in East Africa and to 
start identifying countries in the Southern African region. In 2014, country chapters in 2-3 counties in 
the Southern African region will be established, whereas in the same year identification of potential 
country chapters in the West African region will be undertaken.  

 Experience-based knowledge and product development through 

Communities of Practice  

Advancing SME development in Africa requires strengthening of knowledge, skills and expertise on 
how to engage as entrepreneur in markets and develop a business. The premise of the Academy is 
that such knowledge and expertise must be derived from experience and real-life cases and rooted in 
the Africa business context.  
 
During the pilot phase three Communities of Practice (CoP’s) have been identified by the members as 
priority for the coming years:  

1. business  development  and finance,  
2. entrepreneurship  skills,  
3. partnerships  for productivity.   

 
Members identified 9 pilot projects aimed at designing actions to support AA Academy members’ 
business development: by the members for the members. These pilot projects are developed and 
elaborated by member working groups into an activity plan with a time line, deliverables, and a  
specification of the required support from the back office. The results of these projects were 
presented/ discussed during the Regional Event in Uganda in November 2011.  
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In addition to the thematic CoP’s, with the growth of the Academy it is also planned to launch CoP’s 
focusing on specific SME sub-sectors in the agrifood domain (e.g. seed suppliers, fruit juice 
processors, bakery shops). Both the thematic and sub-sector CoP’s will be based on cross-country 
participation allowing the buildup of regional networks for learning and business development. 

 
 Outreach through the Academy resource portal and services 

 
Business cases, best practices, financial engineering and other learning materials will form the basis 
for the development of a resource centre on agrifood SME development in Africa supporting the 
CoP’s. This centre will be accessible through a portal to members as well as non-members. It is an 
important means to bring insights in SME business development to the wider group of SME 
entrepreneurs in Africa and as such is a key instrument in the outreach strategy of the Academy.  
 
The second component of the outreach strategy is based on services developed by the AAAcademy 
and made available to members and non-members on a fee basis. These may include training 
activities (in collaboration with third party training institutes), coaching, business and financial 
planning, dedicated information services, business exchange visits, etc.  
 

4. Main activities  

To achieve the AAA objectives and ambitions, activities of the AA Academy will continue to be 
centred around three main activity fields: Networks & partnering; Resource centre; and Education & 
training (see figure). 
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5. Expected results and impact 
This strategic phase will cover the period January 2013 – December 2017. Activities implemented 
during this period are expected to yield the following five results and impact: 

 
 

1. The AA Academy is active in 15 countries through country chapters and networks, its 
resource portal and training/coaching activities. 3000 AAA members are actively engaged in 
exchanging ideas about business propositions, making business deals and in improving their 
own business through innovation and growth (result indicators: number of active AAA 
members; business turnover growth of members) 

2. Non-member SME entrepreneurs have access to tailor-made information and services (result 
indicators: number of SME entrepreneurs making use of resource portal; demand for AAA 
services) 

3. Together AAA members and non-member entrepreneurs making use of the AAA services are 
linked to a group of 1 million small agricultural producers and their families, contributing to 
improved livelihoods of around 5 million people (result indicators: number of smallholder 
farmers linked to markets through AAA connected SMEs; increased productivity and 
profitability of smallholder farmers; impact on food security) 

4. Resource Centre offers user-oriented knowledge and information services to small and 
medium entrepreneurs through its web-based resource portal. Relevant business cases have 
been documented and made accessible to these entrepreneurs as well as other stakeholders 
as learning material, best practices/fits have been identified and structured for easy 
reference, and highly dedicated links have been established with other information and 
knowledge providers (result indicators: number of visitors; number of visitors for whom the 
information was useful; impact of provided information on business growth and quality of 
operations). 

 

8. Organization 
The AA Academy will operate as a Ltd under Ugandan Law. Each country chapter will setup its own 
Ltd as a subsidiary of the AA Academy. The Academy will be governed by a Board. The Board carries 
the responsibility for the overall policy and strategy of the Academy and approves the annual plan 
and budget. An advisory council of three highly distinguished persons from the business community 
(2 from Africa, one from the Netherlands) will assist and advise the Board on strategic and policy 
issues.  
 
The Board delegates the responsibility for the implementation of the work plan to a Back Office. The 
Back Office (BO) will be headed by a manager. The BO manager is responsible for the day-to-day 
management of the activities of the Academy. He/she will be assisted by a small support staff 
totalling 2-3 fte. The BO manager will report to the Board on a quarterly basis through progress 
reports including quarterly expenditure statements. The Back Office will elaborate annual work plans 
and accompanying budgets for approval by the Board.   
 

9.Sponsors 
The project will be funded by the members (50 %) private Dutch parties (25%) and Dutch 
government (25%). Parties have committed for the full period of 5 years. 
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