
 1 

 
Highlights of the international conference on Investing in inclusive rural 

transformation: Innovative approaches to financing, Rome, Italy, 25-27 

January 2017 

www.ifad.org/ruraltransformation 

 

“Investing in inclusive rural transformation: Innovative approaches to financing” was the theme of 

the international conference co-organized by the International Fund for Agricultural Development 

(IFAD) and the Italian Ministry of Economy and Finance, together with the Brookings Institution and 

the University of Warwick, in Rome on 25-27 January 2017. The inaugural session of the conference 

on 25 January was held at the Ministry of Economy and Finance, whereas all sessions on 26-27 

January took place at IFAD headquarters.  

 

Over 250 participants took part in the conference, representing the public and private sectors, 

multilateral and bilateral development organizations, financial institutions, non-governmental 

organizations, research and academic organizations, and farmers’ organizations. They included more 

than 60 distinguished speakers from all geographic regions and diverse backgrounds, who delivered 

keynote statements on specific themes and participated in and moderated panel discussions in plenary 

sessions and break-out groups.  

  

In order to contribute to meeting the objectives of the 2030 Agenda and the corresponding 

Sustainable Development Goals, the conference highlighted the need to bridge the investment gap 

and develop innovative instruments to better enable smallholder farmers and small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) in developing countries to improve their food security, nutrition, incomes and 

overall livelihoods.  

 

As one of the concrete outcomes of the conference, IFAD and the Government of Italy jointly 

announced the establishment of the Smallholder Agriculture Finance and Investment Network 

(SAFIN). The broader aims of SAFIN are to: (i) create a space for sharing best practices and 

knowledge among a diverse, multi-stakeholder membership; (ii) leverage the collective knowledge of 

the members and identify gaps that require additional research and/or investment; (iii) support and 

encouraging innovation; and (iv) promote policy alignment, dialogue and joint progress towards a 

progressively more enabling environment for smallholder agriculture finance. 

 

The background documents, agenda, and list and profile of speakers who attended the conference 

may be seen at www.ifad.org/ruraltransformation. The list of participants is also available on the 

same website.  

 

It is noteworthy that this was IFAD’s first paperless international conference.  

 

The high-level inaugural session 

The conference was inaugurated jointly by the Honourable Minister Pier Carlo Padoan, Italian 

Minister for Economy and Finance, and Kanayo F. Nwanze, President of IFAD. The 2007 Nobel 

Laureate in Economics, Professor Eric Maskin, Adams University Professor at Harvard University, 

delivered the keynote address.  

 

The Minister noted that there was a great need for the international community to step up its 

collective efforts to ensure sustainable and inclusive rural transformation, in particular by increasing 

investments through innovative financing to smallholder farmers and rural agrifood SMEs. In his 

remarks, the IFAD President underlined the importance of partnerships among development actors – 
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including with the private sector – to achieve greater impact on the ground in promoting rural 

transformation. He also highlighted the centrality of enhanced investments in smallholder agriculture 

and rural development, which are fundamental for rural poverty reduction and improved living 

conditions among the poor. Professor Maskin spoke about the impact of globalization on economic 

and social development in developing countries as well as the need for skills development and 

capacity-building to achieve wider prosperity and reduce inequality.   

 

Following the introductory statements, the inaugural session presented an interactive panel discussion 

moderated by Zeinab Badawi. Hina Rabbani Khar (former Minister of State for Finance and 

Economic Affairs and Minister of Foreign Affairs, Pakistan), James Mwangi (Managing Director and 

Chief Executive Officer, Equity Bank, Kenya) and Esther Penunia (Secretary General, Asian 

Farmers’ Association for Sustainable Rural Development), together with Carlo Petrini (Founder, 

International Slow Food Movement) and Perin Saint Ange (Associate Vice-President, Programme 

Management Department, IFAD) shared their thoughts on key issues of the development community, 

including: what needs to be done to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030; 

how resources can be better leveraged from non-traditional sources and channelled to rural areas; 

how public-private-producer partnerships can be expanded; the opportunities for and challenges to 

enhancing access to input and output markets and improving infrastructure; and the role governments 

and other partners need to play in creating an enabling policy and institutional environment to 

promote lasting rural transformation and growth.   

 

Plenary session 1: Leveraging finance for inclusive rural transformation 

Session one was organized around the broader theme of leveraging finance for inclusive rural 

transformation. Discussions started in a plenary session with welcome remarks by IFAD’s Vice-

President, Michel Mordasini, and a keynote address by Homi Kharas, Senior Fellow and Deputy 

Director, Global Economy and Development, Brookings Institution. 

 

Mr Mordasini noted that about 70 per cent of rural people in Africa depend on agriculture for their 

livelihood, and contribute two fifths of the gross domestic product, yet they only have access to 

10 per cent of commercial bank lending. Moreover, suppliers’ credit and bank loans meet only 3 

per cent and 8 per cent of SMEs’ investment needs, respectively. He also underlined the barriers and 

risks in lending to rural SMEs, and illustrated the ways in which IFAD is helping to break down 

these barriers beyond financing – for instance, though infrastructure building, policy engagement and 

risk mitigation.  

 

Mr Kharas highlighted the serious challenges that lay ahead in achieving the SDGs by 2030. He 

noted that currently only 3 million people a year graduate out of chronic undernourishment, a figure 

that is far away from the 60 million a year required to reach the target of 800 million by 2030. 

Agricultural productivity is rising too slowly, and in some countries it is falling. There is a need to 

step up efforts, and although progress is being made, it is not fast enough.  

 

Following these remarks, J. Thomas Jones (Chief Operating Officer, Women’s World Banking),  

Rosangela Ferreira Moura (State Secretary of Working Women of the Federation of Smallholder 

Farmers and Agriculture Workers of the State of Ceará, Brazil), Shobhana K. Pattanayak (Secretary, 

Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, India), Bambang Susantono (Vice-President, 

Knowledge Management and Sustainable Development, Asian Development Bank) and Adolfo 

Brizzi (Director, Policy and Technical Advisory Division, IFAD) engaged into a discussion also with 

the conference participants. Among other issues, they noted the need to: package investments in a 

more attractive manner to engage the private sector; develop innovative approaches to increase 

outreach to small-scale agro-entrepreneurs; scale up successful interventions; and involve women 

more comprehensively in rural finance activities.  
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The plenary session was followed by two parallel “innovative practice” clusters, one on the new roles 

for public finance and the other on unlocking private finance. The first one focused on building 

connections between rural producers and financial institutions. Public finance can bring them 

together by creating an enabling environment in which the voices of rural producers can be heard, 

and private-sector companies can invest as well as support farmers to organize themselves into 

groups and to work through rules and regulations with the public sector. Also recognized were the 

burgeoning rules and regulations crowding the competing demands for resources, the role of 

institutions to facilitate and connect actors and partnership-building to overcome the challenges of 

getting finance to rural producers. 

 

The cluster on leveraging funds from the private sector noted that there was no shortage of private 

funds; much capital is available for investment in both developed and developing countries and much 

of those resources are with investors outside the rural sector. The smallholder farmers themselves and 

local communities can be sources of knowledge and capital to galvanize investment. Microfinance 

institutions are a significant source of funds in many areas, remittances are bringing in large volumes 

of resources in many communities, and informal finance continues to play an important role in many 

rural communities. Local communities were the fulcrum around which resources could be leveraged. 

 

Various options for further unlocking these funds for rural organizations and small SMEs were 

discussed. It was noted that longer-term relationships between well-organized smallholder farmers 

and larger-scale buyers could attract private operators to offer financing contracts, and that well-

developed business plans could attract finance from formal institutions. Public-sector finance could 

de-risk investments through guarantees, underwriting loans, and providing complementary 

investments in rural infrastructure and services.   

 

Plenary session 2: New financing approaches and instruments for 

smallholder agriculture and agrifood SMEs  

Session two was organized on the theme of new financing approaches and instruments for 

smallholder agriculture and agrifood SMEs. The discussions started with a keynote presentation by 

Jean-Michel Severino, Chief Executive Officer, Investisseurs & Partenaires and former Director 

General of the French Development Agency. He noted that availability of funds does not necessarily 

translate into investment, especially for smallholder farmers and agrifood SMEs. He also highlighted 

the challenges of having adequate funds invested to address the interlinked issues of rural poverty, 

nutrition and development.  

 

The following discussion between Otar Danelia (Chair, Agrarian Issues Committee, Member of 

Parliament and former Minister for Agriculture, Georgia), Dominique Favre (Deputy Head, Global 

Cooperation Department, Swiss Agency for Development Cooperation), Roberto Ridolfi (Director, 

Sustainable Growth and Development, Directorate-General for International Cooperation and 

Development, European Commission), Eniola Mafe (Program Manager, Niger Delta Partnership 

Initiative) and Rupinder Singh Sodhi (Managing Director, Gujarat Co-operative Milk Marketing 

Federation [AMUL], India) also raised the issues of risk and transaction cost in reaching diverse and 

often segmented rural groups. It was noted that mobile technology and cashless transactions could 

move funds cheaply and seamlessly among users of such services.  

 

Following the plenary, discussions took place in two “innovative practice” clusters, one on assessing 

and managing risks and the other on delivering finance to smallholders and rural SMEs. It was noted 

that rural producers, particularly agricultural producers, faced a lot of risk, and there were no “tool 

boxes” for fixing them yet. Participants underlined that technology (such as the use of satellite 

images) can be of great help in early warning of weather risks to farmers and can thus help in 

contingency planning. Technology can also help in weather indexing and developing appropriate 

insurance products. Governments, which have the primary responsibility for assessing and managing 
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risk, can provide, for example, necessary support to help understand the complexities of weather-

indexed insurance, and use public resources to assist and protect the farmers.  

 

On delivering finance to rural producers, it was recognized that the financing gap is huge, and it is 

important to have better knowledge of the diverse needs of rural producers. The buzz phrase of the 

cluster was blended finance for de-risking and leveraging. The issue was not so much the availability 

of funds, but of fundable projects. Gaps in information and knowledge about availability of various 

financial instruments can be major constraints to enabling finance to reach smallholder farmers and 

agrifood SMEs. It was noted that adherence to business practices and standards and due diligence in 

using funds can build trust between clients and investors. Financial literacy and clear understanding 

of local practices and constraints were important in linking smallholder farmers and agrifood SMEs 

to financial resources.  

 

Plenary session 3: Building an enabling environment for inclusive rural 

investments  

Session three saw a centre stage dialogue with Montek Singh Ahluwalia, former Deputy Chairman 

(Cabinet Minister) of the Planning Commission of India, on building an enabling environment for 

inclusive rural transformation. He noted that promoting inclusive rural transformation means 

accommodating the needs of all rural groups, including women farmers, rural youth and members of 

ethnic minorities, all of whom face specific challenges.  

 

He highlighted some of the Government of India’s initiatives to ensure inclusive development, such 

as the use of technology to overcome barriers and improve connectivity. Technologies include 

mobile phones, DigiLockers, seamless transfer of funds, access to credit records, and smart subsidies 

(with proper exit mechanisms). He underlined that policies must be responsive to the changing rural 

environment, including enabling smallholder farmers to access emerging opportunities in rural non-

farm sectors or even further afield in nearby towns, peri-urban and even urban areas. 

  

The first “innovative practice” cluster in this session was dedicated to the role of policy in the 

enabling environment for rural and agrifood finance and investment. Panellists and participants in the 

cluster highlighted the need for better – more evidence-based, “smarter”, more effective – policies, as 

critical enablers of progress towards the 2030 Agenda. The discussants also noted the need for more 

inclusive policy processes that reflect the complex political economy of change in agriculture, natural 

resources management and food systems. The role of farmers’ organizations is important in 

providing feedback on impact of public decisions to policymakers. There are usually multiple 

policies to promote rural growth. The choices can be, and often are, in conflict with each other and 

need to be harmonized to enhance their impact on targeted beneficiaries. Critical elements for 

designing appropriate policies include: overcoming the politics of policy design with good examples 

of policies that work; building policymaking capacity; and understanding the impact of policies.  

  

In the second cluster on institutional arrangements to support investments in the rural sector, 

participants highlighted the importance of overcoming weak coordination between government and 

local institutions, and the shortages of capacity to overcome conflict of interest, to identify business 

opportunities to link up and scale up, and to deal with the private sector. Farmers’ organizations can 

bring the interests of farmers together, link up with the interests of private companies on the supply 

side and negotiate better terms of business deals with them. For that, technical assistance is needed to 

build capacity for leveraging finance through blended financing. The importance of technology was 

also highlighted, especially in terms of bridging the demand-supply gap, overcoming information 

asymmetries and removing structural barriers. The role of development organizations in coordination 

and in linking farmers to resources and markets was also emphasized. Finally, participants 

recognized that institutions matter, and that the changing dynamics in rural areas require institutions 

that can fit the particular contexts and address the issues of the “missing middle” and promote 

territorial development through clusters of farmers’ groups. 
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At the end of the conference, participants recognized a number of related issues that would also 

require attention: information and communication technology; the inability of markets to make 

financing more attractive to poor rural people; lack of leadership for facilitating finance (not always 

for scaling up but also for scaling down when needed), the lack of systemic thinking, and the 

disconnect among policies. 

 

Attention was drawn to the potential of smart networking to build on creative solutions and overcome 

many of constraints in enabling finance to reach the missing middle. Various networks are already 

working towards this end, but without much coherence among them. Getting these networks together 

to create a space for sharing knowledge, mobilizing funds, and advocating and acting on behalf of all 

(e.g. smallholder farmers, rural and agri-SMEs, women, landless workers) is a challenge that IFAD 

will be addressing in continued efforts towards inclusive rural transformation. 

 

The establishment of the Smallholder Agriculture Finance and 

Investment Network 

In the closing session, Kanayo F. Nwanze, President of IFAD and Enrico Morando, Italy’s Deputy 

Minister of Economy and Finance, announced the establishment of the SAFIN. They were joined by 

Rupinder Singh Sodhi, Managing Director of AMUL, India, who underlined the timeliness of its 

establishment and complimented the activities of existing partnerships, alliances and networks 

towards achieving the objectives of the 2030 Agenda. Further work on conceptualizing the SAFIN is 

ongoing, which will include the establishment of a Secretariat at IFAD in Rome. The network will be 

formally launched in 2017.  

Within the overall framework of the SAFIN, IFAD also informed about its efforts to develop a 

Smallholder and SME Investment Finance fund, an innovative facility that will allow IFAD to 

channel resources more effectively and efficiently to small producers and SMEs in developing 

countries.   

 

Moving forward 

Given its unique role as a specialized agency of the United Nations and an international financial 

institution, IFAD plans to organize similar conferences on a more periodic basis, to raise awareness 

of relevant issues and topics related to financing inclusive and sustainable rural transformation. 

Provisionally, IFAD plans to organize its next conference as a follow-up to the January 2017 

conference in 2019.  

 

Finally, it is important to note that this paper does not intend to capture the wealth and diversity of all 

issues discussed at the conference, but merely to provide a snapshot of some of the main points raised 

by the speakers and participants. A more exhaustive account of the topics discussed will be captured 

in a publication that IFAD is currently preparing. The publication will be completed in the near 

future and made available through the organization’s website.   

 


