
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DISTRICT FOOD 
SECURITY NETWORKS:  

 
EXPERIENCES FROM NORTHERN GHANA 

 
 
 

 
 

BY 
 

AMIDU IBRAHIM-TANKO 
 

and 
 

FIONA PERCY 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

CARE International in Ghana 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

DISTRICT FOOD SECURITY NETWORKS: EXPERIENCES FROM NORTHERN GHANA 
December 2003 
 
 
A CARE International Publication 
 
 
Published with the support of CARE Denmark and the Danish Development Agency (DANIDA) 
 
 
 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording and or otherwise, without prior written permission of the Copyright 
owner. 
 
 
 
For more information, contact: 
 
CARE International (Gulf of Guinea) 
P. O. Box CT 2487, Cantonments, Accra, Ghana. 
Tel: (233 21) 226001/781350; (233 71) 25700/25680 
Email: percy@caregog.org; amidu_tanko@yahoo.com 
 



 

Foreword 
 
This paper documents CARE Ghana’s experiences in assisting the establishment of District Food 
Security Networks (DFSNs) in 2 Districts of Northern Ghana.  These experiences have relevance for 
development across Ghana and possibly beyond. They reveal issues and challenges for District level 
coordination and incentives and channels for communication between development agents in the 
District.  The paper responds to demands from other Districts in Northern Ghana and the Northern 
Region MOFA office for assistance in establishing DFSNs.  
 
The experiences are based on CARE Ghana’s Food Security for the Northern Corridor (FSNC) 
project implemented between 2000 and 2003.  The project forms part of CARE’s Agriculture and 
Natural Resources Programme and has contributed to the development of new programme strategies 
and components focusing on civil society empowerment, agriculture extension, collaboration with 
MOFA and District Assemblies and community based natural resource management.  
 
The Networks have potential for improving coordination between local authorities, MDAs, NGOs, 
private sector and community based organisations. With the increasing focus on the role of organised 
civil society in development and poverty reduction, the DFSNs provide a means for incorporating 
community experiences and demands in development planning and ensuring a coordinated response.  
 
This document aims to share CARE’s experiences and thereby encourage other Districts in Ghana to 
adopt a similar model for networking, and be informed of the issues to consider in their 
establishment.  It will make a useful guide for development practitioners, MOFA staff, District 
Assemblies, NGOs and others. 
 
We would like to acknowledge the DFSNs of East Mamprusi and Bawku East for providing the 
information for the document, the MOFA and DA staff in these Districts and the FSNC team  of 
CARE and local NGO partners for all the efforts put into making the DFSNs a success.  We are also 
thankful to CARE Canada and CIDA for funding the FSNC project and to CARE Danmark and 
DANIDA for providing support for this publication.  
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ADB   ………………………… Agricultural Development Bank 
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1.0  Networking for Food Security and Development  
At the 1996 World Food Summit (WFS) a new international definition for food security was formulated: 
 

“Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life.” 

 
This definition is based on three core concepts of food security: availability (physical supply), access (the 
ability to acquire food) and utilisation (the capacity to transform food into the desired nutritional outcome). 
Commitments made at the WFS reflect the desire to be all inclusive and to promote an enabling political, social, 
and economic environment.  To achieve and monitor food security therefore requires good coordination of 
efforts and communication between all those engaged in these core areas.    
 
Developing sustainable mechanisms and systems for enhancing the communication, collaboration and linkages 
between development organisations, services, governmental institutions and communities or ‘beneficiaries’ 
and amongst development organisations is an ideal pursued in different forms and different ways by various 
development actors. The benefits sought from enhanced and sustainable linkages include coordination of 
development efforts and greater complementarities and synergy of development efforts, greater accountability 
by all involved in the development process, more timely and continuous involvement of communities in the 
design and implementation of interventions affecting/involving them and experience sharing and lesson 
learning across organisations and programs.  
 

The issue in most situations therefore has not been one of convincing stakeholders about the need and benefits 
of collaboration. What development practitioners have been grappling with, with varying degrees of success, 
have been the incentives, forms and processes for establishing these linkages.  Many questions may be asked 
as to why networking does not occur naturally, and many initiatives have started and failed.  This paper 
describes two district networking initiatives and explores the challenges and potential ways forward for 
successful and sustainable networking for food security and development.   
 
Stakeholders in food security programming in the East Mamprusi and Bawku-East districts of Northern Ghana 
have since 2000 been experimenting with ways of improving and enhancing the collaboration and linkages 
amongst and between them through the establishment of District Food Security Networks (DFSNs). The 
experiences so far provide models and raise issues and lessons learnt which are useful for other development 
practitioners in Ghana.  
 
2.0 The Institutional Framework 
Food security is a concern to a variety of actors at District Level, starting from the farming families who aim 
to improve their livelihoods, and their community institutions which provide local leadership as well as 
support to the access and availability of resources and assets.  The District Assembly is mandated with District 
development planning and as such should play a lead role in coordination of development efforts for food 
security. The Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MOFA) leads in agriculture development and addresses all 
three areas of food security through production, storage, processing and marketing.  Almost all other ministries 
have some responsibility or contribution to make towards food security.  Development NGOs address specific 
development, food security and agriculture issues in specific geographic locations, and services are available 
through the private sector.   
 
Although the presentation of the institutional landscape is simplified here, these institutions often work in 
isolation in the Districts with little knowledge of where there are complementarities and duplication of efforts, 
and few attempts at enabling communities to interact with each other and to be informed of opportunities and 



 

services available.  However, the institutional framework carries good opportunities for linkages and 
coordination.  Ghana’s decentralised governance structure aims for enhanced integration and synergy of 
development based on prioritised development planning in which the needs of communities are represented 
and harmonised by elected members and matched with responsive services from line ministries and other 
providers.  There are also a number of NGO networks across Districts linked for example through the church, 
and attempts have been made to link research, extension and farmers through the Research Extension Liaison 
Committees (RELCs).   
 

3.0  Why District Food Security Networks? 
CARE International ran a Food Security Project in Bawku East and East Mamprusi Districts from 2000 to 
2003.  Working with community groups selected for their poverty by MOFA and the District Assemblies, it 
soon became clear that institutional support within the District from the DA structure, NGOs, line ministries 
and private sector for farmers was uncoordinated making access to information and services responding to 
farmers needs problematic and inefficient.  Farmers were unaware of opportunities for farm improvement and 
access to services and funds, tending to rely on neighbours and informal local services. District Assemblies, 
line ministries and NGOs were often unaware of other development actors within the District whose activities 
could complement, duplicate or even contradict another’s.  Allocation of resources and funds to communities 
was not coordinated nor necessarily based on any equitable or locally agreed criteria.  Information at the 
District on food security status was patchy and hampered by lack of resources for collection.  This situation 
did not demand responsiveness or accountability of the institutional stakeholders towards their main clients, 
resource poor farmers.  
 
What and who? 
To address these issues a District Food Security Network (DFSN) was initiated in both Districts bringing all 
stakeholders in food security together for information exchange and sharing, coordination and collaboration 
and giving recognition to farmers’ needs for information and linkages.  Members of DFSNs are drawn from  
the DAs, MOFA, all NGOs in the District, private sector and financial service providers, community groups 
(CBOs)/farmers representatives. 
 
Initiating the DFSNs raised further issues and questions:   

• How and where would the leadership, purpose and incentive for networking be found?  
• How could the forces inhibiting more open communication be overcome – such as the competition 

among NGOs for funds and the lack of a clear District development mandate across government  
departments? 

• What forms and processes for establishing linkages would address the variety of concerns and interests 
of different stakeholders and yet remain focused on core issues/areas of common interest? 

• How would the network get agreement among the different stakeholders on what forms the linkages 
should take in such a way as to allow flexibility that would enable the forms and structures to be 
reviewed and re-designed in the light of experiences and lessons learnt?  

• How would the network become sustainable in terms of funding and yet allow for equity in decision 
making and implementation?  

• Finally there is the thorny issue of how to manage the changing roles of the facilitator or pioneer of the 
linkages in the different phases of design and implementation? 

 
The case studies described in the next section demonstrates some answers to these questions and raises lessons 
and issues arising from CARE’s attempts to facilitate District Food Security Networks. 

 
 
 



 

4.0 How DFSNs were established:  two Case Studies from Northern Ghana 
4.1 East Mamprusi District: 
4.1.1 District Background: 
There are a number of local and international NGOs operating in the East Mamprusi district. More than 95% 
of the local NGOs in the district are resident there; however among the international NGOs, only CARE 
International has an office and officers resident in the district. The work of the local NGOs and a number of 
the international NGOs cuts across a number of programme areas, with agriculture and natural resource 
management being one of these. A few, namely the Langbensi Presbyterian Agriculture Station (PAS-L), 
CARE International, ADRA and TRAX Program Support have food security programming as their major 
focus.  Apart from two rural banks operating in the district and some community-based informal operators, 
private sector service providers for agricultural services are almost non-existent. 
 
Farmers’ groups are not well developed, most of them having sprung up in response to project demands for 
groups as conduits for development assistance such as credit. Attempts have been made by CARE and PAS-L 
to facilitate the formation of cooperative associations/federations of farmers’ groups, but these are still in their 
infancy.  
 
A CARE International study of linkages in the district amongst stakeholders in the area of agriculture and 
natural resource management (Joy Bruce: Research and Extension Linkages in the Bawku-East and East 
Mamprusi district; 2001) revealed that apart from the District Assembly’s Social Services Sub-Committee, 
there was no other mechanism for bringing researchers, farmers, MoFA, the Assembly and other service 
providers together. Even with the Assembly’s sub-committee, none of the service providers apart from MoFA 
was represented and there had hardly been any formal interactions between the committee and service 
providers and farmers. A previous attempt at setting up an Inter-NGO forum on food security led by PAS-L 
and MoFA was short-lived. Reasons ascribed for the demise of the forum included ‘.. lack of funding, lack of 
interest on the part of members, lack of support from the Assembly,…’  (Joy Bruce; 2001). 
   

4.1.2 Process leading to establishment of the Network:  
The report of the study into research and extension linkages in the district (Joy Bruce, 2001), which was 
commissioned by CARE, was distributed to NGOs, CBOs, formal private sector service providers identified in 
an earlier institutional mapping exercise as having an interest or stake in food security in the district, and the 
District Assembly and its agencies.  A workshop was subsequently organised by CARE and MoFA, and 
facilitated by an external resource person, to discuss the report and identify ways of addressing the issues and 
gaps identified in the report as militating against attainment of sustainable food security, especially for poor 
households in the district. Even though the report was used as the document of reference for the workshop, the 
resource person assisted participants to occasionally step aside from it and bring up issues and 
recommendations based on their experiences and knowledge of the context.  
 
There was consensus among these stakeholders for developing an informal mechanism for bringing the 
different stakeholders together, building upon the examples of the Research and Extension Linkage 
Committees (RELCS). However on the issue on the function and form this forum should take, two schools of 
thought emerged: 
 
1. A civil society lobby group? 
One school of thought was of the opinion that for the proposed mechanism or institution to achieve its goal of 
serving as a platform for advocacy by civil society, it should be kept as a purely civil society institution, 
without representation from the District Assembly or MoFA; representatives of the network could be co-opted 
to serve on the Assembly’s relevant sub-committee and therefore ensure a linkage between civil society and 
local government. 
 



 

2. A network of all linked directly into the District Assembly? 
The other school of thought placed more emphasis on collaboration and experience sharing amongst and 
between all stakeholders and therefore recommended that the network should bring together all organisations, 
governmental and non-governmental, who had a stake and an interest in working towards sustainable food 
security. They further contended that by including the Assembly and its decentralised departments, including 
MoFA, the network will achieve greater recognition and therefore mandate and respect for coordination.  
 

 
Participants settled for the second option, especially because of the mandate and recognition the link to the 
Assembly would provide and the experience sharing, for which MoFA’s experiences would be invaluable. It 
was further agreed to start with an informal organisation, without a constitution or elected executives, and 
work towards formalisation with the passage of time. Two organisations, one governmental (MoFA) and the 
other non-governmental (CARE) were appointed interim facilitators with MoFA hosting the ‘secretariat’. 
Members were to fund their participation in meetings and other events and the facilitating organisations were 
to source funding to cover costs of organising special events and activities.  
 

The membership has remained stable, comprising 6 CBOs and NGOs implementing food security related 
interventions, 2 rural banks, MoFA and the District Assembly. None of the other international NGOs has 
joined, even though they are invited for meetings and other events.  In reality the network performs both 
functions as through the voice of unity coming from the diverse members certain District Assembly decisions 
which the single voice of MOFA or any one NGO had been unable to influence previously.  
 

4.1.3 Activities of the Network:  
The activities of the network fall into 3 main categories: information and experience sharing, design and 
implementation of joint programs and capacity development programs. 
Information, Experience sharing and Influencing activities:  
� Through its ordinary meetings and special workshops, members have shared experience among 

themselves, sometimes with facilitation from external resource persons on issues ranging from sustainable 
soil fertility management, participatory community development, community-based approaches to food 
security planning and MoFA’s new extension policy including the Extension Development Fund and 
Farmer Based Organisation Fund. 

� Documentation of best practices in facilitating community-based food security programming: The network 
has documented and disseminated to members, best practices and lessons arising from members’ 
experiences in facilitating communities’ design and implement integrated food security interventions (See 
Box 1).     

� Lobbying of District Assembly: The network has submitted two communiqués to the assembly lobbying 
for the use of funds from the facilities available at District level including the Village Infrastructure 
Project (VIP), Social Investment Fund (SIF) and Poverty Alleviation Fund (PAF) to support food security 
programs. The Assembly agreed to give direct support to a District based agri-inputs marketing system. 
Other requests were for piloting of inventory credit schemes and supporting small-scale farmers diversify 
their activities into dry season farming and improved livestock production. 

Joint Activities:  
� Either as a body or between individual members of the network, a number of joint activities have been 

designed and implemented arising out of issues raised at network meetings.  Thus CARE and TRAX are 
implementing a soil and water conservation project in the Naamongo area of the district and CARE and 
PAS-L are implementing a soil fertility management project.  

� Agri-Input Marketing System: The network has facilitated the design and implementation of a district agri-
input marketing system which seeks to help strengthen the capacity of community-based input retailers to 
provide timely, affordable and accessible services to small-scale rural farmers. This has involved the 
formation of an input dealers association, training programs for members of the association in input 



 

handling, business management and negotiation skills and facilitating linkages between the association and 
banks and input wholesalers.  

� Design and Piloting of innovative  approach to facilitating communities’ design and implementation of  
integrated food security plans: Based on the documentation of best practices referred to above, the 
network designed a model which was piloted in the Silimboma community in the district. The facilitation 
team comprised staff drawn from member organisations. Based on the lessons learnt from the pilot, 
individual members of the network such as PAS-L and TRAX have started using the approach in their 
work. 

Capacity development programs:  
� These programs have focused on issues or areas of weakness identified by network members. Thus 

training workshops and learning visits have been organised by designated organisations such as MoFA and 
CARE around issues such as facilitating community participation in development, improved pig 
husbandry, record-keeping for non-literates and design and implementation of inventory credit programs. 

 
4.2 Bawku-East District 
4.2.1 District Background 
The Bawku-East has, by northern Ghana standards, a small number of NGOs, comprising a few CBOs, local 
NGOs and international NGOs, bilateral support projects and UNICEF. It has two international NGOs resident 
in the district, namely CARE and IBIS and 4 others who operate in the district but are not resident there.  As a 
result of the well developed dry season commercial farming, the service provision sector, especially at the 
level of the formal private sector, is well developed.  
 
UNICEF is implementing a ‘Community-based Development Programme’ (CBDP) in the district. This 
programme has a component aimed at helping to strengthen the assembly’s capacity to coordinate 
development activities in the district and a micro-credit scheme to support food security programming by the 
assembly. IBIS’ programme in the district focuses on supporting the strengthening of the assembly’s sub-
structures. JICA is supporting a local NGO, BEWDA, to support women’s agricultural activities while MoFA, 
with funding from IFAD, is implementing a land conservation and small-holder rehabilitation project 
(LACOSREP) in the district. In addition to the BESSFA rural bank, big commercial banks such as ADB and 
GCB operate in the district, supporting farming activities. The district also hosts one of the research stations of 
SARI at Manga. 
 

The CARE research and extension study (Joy Bruce; 2001) revealed that there has been no attempt at setting 
up a platform for coordinating agricultural activities in the district outside the district assembly structures. 
UNICEF’s support to integrated planning by the assembly covers all the activities of the assembly and is not 
limited to the food security or agricultural sector. Under LACOSREP, MoFA has been working closely with 

Box 1 Key achievements of East Mamprusi DFSN. 
� Setting up of Agri-Inputs Supply Network bringing together input dealers and supporting them to 

provide affordable and relevant services to farmers; 
� Enhanced communication and collaboration between CSOs and relevant governmental agencies such 

as MoFA. 
� Improved options for farmers for sustainable soil fertility management as a result of improved 

dialogue among and between farmers and service providers; 
� Increased support to FBOs to design and test innovative models for service acquisition; e.g. the  onion 

Inventory Credit scheme piloted  by Naamasim farmers and implementation of onion seed certification 
system by onion farmers’ cooperative. 

� Design of common approach to sustainable community-based food security programming to guide 
actors. 



 

the various local NGOs and other service providers (input dealers, banks, etc.) in the district but has not made 
any attempt to facilitate the development of a forum or mechanism for coordination and information sharing. 
 
4.2.2 Process leading to establishment of network: 
The impetus for the formation of the District Food Security Network came from concerns raised by MoFA and 
the District Assembly during discussions with CARE on the difficulties in coordinating activities of 
development organisations and ensuring optimal use of resources. They therefore appealed to CARE, as part 
of its programming in the district, to facilitate the development of a network or forum that will enable the 
assembly coordinate and provide support to the activities of organisations involved in food security 
programming.  
 

CARE, with support from MoFA, embarked on extensive consultations with all stakeholders identified by 
MoFA and the assembly. All organisations contacted shared the concerns of the Assembly and MoFA and 
agreed to participate in further discussions at workshop level to chart the way forward. Two workshops were 
held in this regard, initiated and organised by MoFA and funded by CARE. The outcome of the two 
workshops was the decision to establish a network, based within MoFA but led by the District Assembly to 
‘provide support and capacity to the District Assembly and MoFA in developing and implementing 
interventions aimed at ensuring sustainable food security’. Other objectives were to promote experience and 
lesson sharing among members, enhance the collaboration among them and ‘design common programs to 
address specific issues such as army worms and declining soil fertility’. 
 

The Assembly played a key role in the start-up discussions and activities, often represented at meetings by 
both the Presiding Member and the Coordinating Director. This led to some suggestions, at the beginning, to 
make the network function as a specialised sub-committee or advisory body of the Assembly; this was rejected 
because it went against the Standing Orders of the Assembly. 
 

The network has undergone a number of changes, in terms of membership, structure and activities, in response 
to the perception among members that it was not fulfilling its mandate. In terms of membership, the initial 
membership included not only the rural banks, but also the large commercial banks such as the ADB and big 
input dealers such as FASCOM. ADB and FASCOM dropped out later because ‘they were too busy and did 
not have enough staff for network activities’. An additional reason, though not stated could have been that they 
saw the long and seemingly interminable discussions to reach consensus on what to do and how to do it as a 
waste of their time. Based on concerns and recommendations raised by the District Assembly, organisations 
such as the Ministry of Health, Education, the departments of cooperatives, information and community 
development and individual assembly members who expressed the wish to participate were invited in as 
members.  
 
None of the international NGOs, including UNICEF, honoured any of the invitations to participate in the 
development and work of the network. Their refusal might perhaps be due to the fact that CARE, another 
international NGO, was playing the lead facilitator role; the story might have been different if MoFA or the 
District Assembly had played that role. 
 

In terms of structure and organisation, the network has moved very quickly towards a formalisation. This again 
is due in the main part to the interest shown by the Assembly and MoFA; indeed the Assembly bore the costs 
of the inauguration. Though no constitution has been drafted, an interim steering committee chaired by the 
Presiding Member has been elected to steer the affairs of the network till such time that elections can be 
conducted. Membership and annual dues have been fixed and agreed upon by members, even though payments 
are yet to made. The Deputy District Coordinating Director and the Chairman of the Assembly’s Finance Sub-
Committee have been designated as the assembly’s contact persons for network activities. 
 



 

As a result of the inauguration of the network and its recognition by the Assembly and the election of an 
interim executive, it has been possible for CARE, for example, to sign a formal MoU with it to support the 
implementation of agreed activities. 
 

4.2.3 Activities of the Network:  
Despite the formalisation of its existence, the interest of the assembly and a grant from CARE lodged in its 
own bank account, the network has been relatively inactive. Reasons assigned for this relative inactivity 
include difficulties in getting the interim executive body to meet as it comprises ‘very busy people’ and 
confusion between MoFA, the assembly and the interim executives as to who should be calling for meetings. 
In addition there has been divided opinion among the membership on whether to maintain a purely networking 
role or for the network to mobilise resources and implement projects in its own right. It was agreed to leave 
project implementation to member organisations. 
� Information and Experience sharing activities: The network has organised a number of experience and 

information sharing events, sometimes, as in the case of the soil fertility management forum, with the 
participation of farmers. 

�      Support to farmer-to-farmer information exchange system: The network has supported farmer groups 
to establish mechanisms for improved information exchange among themselves. The network conducted 
an inventory of farmer group competencies and then passed on the information through members to 
farmers to enable them visit the areas where they could obtain information. Thus farmers ZOVFA is 
working with have supported other farmers on onion storage, farmers supported by CARE have provided 
information on pig production and onion inventory credit while PAS-Garu supported farmers have assisted 
their colleagues on soya bean production.  

� Joint Activities: Either as a body or between individual members of the network, a number of joint 
activities have been designed and implemented arising out of issues raised at network meetings.  Thus 
CARE and PAS-GARU are implementing a soil fertility management project while with ZOVFA and 
CARE are piloting community-based food security programming.  

� Capacity development programs: These programs have focused on issues or areas of weakness 
identified by network members. Thus training workshops and learning visits have been organised by 
designated organisations such as MoFA and CARE around issues such as facilitating community 
participation in development, improved pig husbandry, record-keeping for non-literates and design and 
implementation of inventory credit programs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Box 2 Key achievements of Bawku East DFSN 
� Improved access to information enabling farmers to design and test innovative 

models for food security; e.g. the onion inventory credit schemes, use of 
botanicals as pesticides and formation of umbrella cooperatives. 

� Improved communication links between District Assembly and its agencies 
and CSOs and amongst CSOs for improved service delivery. 

� Institutionalisation of platform for dialogue between farmers and development 
organisations. 

�  Enhanced collaboration among development organisations through joint 
projects, information sharing, etc. 



 

4.3 Comparisons Between Case Studies 
Table 1 shows similarities and differences between the two Districts, which reflect the participatory nature of 
their formation and their responsiveness to need. While both networks are functional, there are clear 
differences. The East Mamprusi network is not formalised but as mentioned by the CARE evaluation team, 
they are the more active network with members communicating and joint activities underway.  Bawku DFSN 
is formalised but faces challenges of inertia and funding issues to maintain a formal network.  Relations with 
the District Assembly and MOFA also differ.  The Bawku DA fully supports the DFSN while the DA in East 
Mamprusi has instead been the focus of DFSN lobby activities.  MOFA has played a lead role in coordination 
and catalysing DFSN activity in East Mamprusi and has been less pro-active in Bawku.  In all cases 
international NGOs have not participated despite invitations which detracts from the DFSN ability to 
coordinate development effectively.  
 
The next section shows the lessons that can be drawn from this comparison and the experiences of the 
institutional stakeholders and CARE in the DFSNs.



 

Table 1. CHARACTERISTICS, SIMILARITIES & DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE DFSNS IN THE 
BAWKU-EAST & EAST MAMPRUSI DISTRICTS. 

 East Mamprusi District Bawku-East District 
Membership o NGOs, CBOs and MoFA and rural banks. 

o No membership from Assembly’s decentralised 
departments. 

o NGOs, CBOs, District Assembly, individual assembly persons 
who expressed interest in joining, MoFA, Rural banks 

o decentralised departments of Assembly. 
o Initially such private sector service providers as FASCOM and 

Agric Dev Bank. These left later because ‘they were too busy 
and did not have enough staff’. 

Relationship with 
District 
Assembly 

o Very little contact between network and Assembly as 
Assembly has shown little interest in formation and 
functioning of the network. 

o No desk officer responsible for network. Budget Officer 
and District Planning Officer take turns in attending 
meetings and other activities. 

o MoFA hosts the network secretariat. 
 

o District Assembly closely involved in processes leading to 
formation and in day-to-day functioning of the network. 

o Deputy District Coordinating Director designated as Desk 
Officer for Network and Presiding Member elected as 
Chairman of Executive Committee. 

o Invitation letters for meetings of the network are sent out by 
Assembly. 

o Assembly paid for and organised the formal inauguration of 
the network. 

o MoFA hosts network secretariat. 
Activities o Information and experience sharing 

o Lobbying the District Assembly to use part of Poverty 
Alleviation fund for food security related programs and 
greater involvement of civil society in implementation of 
DA programs such as SIF, VIP, etc. 

o Documentation of best practices in facilitating community 
food security planning and implementation; 

o Design and piloting of a model for facilitating community 
food security programming; 

o Support to the formation and functioning of a district 
Agri-Inputs supply system, including formation of Input 
dealers association. 

o Training and other capacity strengthening support for 
network members (facilitating participation, record-
keeping for non-literates, inventory credit schemes, etc.) 

 

o Training and other capacity strengthening support for network 
members (facilitating participation, record-keeping for non-
literates, inventory credit schemes, etc.) 

o Information and experience sharing 
 

Formalisation o Still functioning as an informal association. o Network inaugurated by Assembly. 



 

o Bank accounts opened. 
o Executive Committee elected and in place. 

Leadership o CARE as lead facilitating organisation and MoFA, as 
secretariat function as informal leadership of the 
organisation. 

o Managed by 5-member executive Committee elected by 
general membership. 

Process leading 
to establishment 

o CARE commissioned a study into research and extension 
linkages (Joy Bruce; 2001) the results of which were 
disseminated to all stakeholders and the findings of which 
formed basis for discussions. 

o Outcome of consultations was to set up an informal body 
without executive committee or constitution; such 
structures to evolve over time. 

o District Assembly and MoFA raised concerns about lack of 
coordination in food security programming in the district 
during CARE’s start-up consultations during district entry. 

o CARE took lead role in sounding out other stakeholders on 
Assembly’s concerns. 

o District Assembly played very active role, often represented at 
highest level during consultation meetings. 

Objectives o Create a platform for experience sharing, lobbying and 
advocacy and joint programming. 

o Provide support to the District Assembly and MoFA in 
developing and implementing interventions aimed at ensuring 
sustainable food security. 

o Promote experience and lesson sharing among members. 
o Design common programs to address specific issues such as 

army worms and declining soil fertility. 
Previous history 
of similar 
network in 
district 

o Network of NGOs setup led by MoFA and PAS-L, a local 
NGO.  

o Network died as a result of ‘lack of funding, inactivity, 
lack of interest by members and lack of support from 
District Assembly’ (Joy Bruce: Research and Extension 
Linkages in the Bawku-East and East Mamprusi districts; 
2001) 

o None. 

 
 



 

 
5.0 Lessons from the DFSNs – a sustainable model for District development 

coordination?  
The food security networks, though still in their infancy and faced with a lot of teething problems, provide an 
interesting and potentially sustainable model for enhancing the collaboration and coordination among 
stakeholders engaged in specific areas of development and for civil society organisations engaging with 
district assemblies and local government.  Lessons learnt in the two districts described above raise a number of 
issues to consider in establishing and running DFSNs: 
 
Links to the District Assembly and other existing institutions: 
� The debate as to whether the networks should be a strictly civil society construct, separate from whatever 

mechanism might be set up as an interface between local government bodies and civil society 
organisations has not been resolved; and the experiences from the two networks so far do not provide 
conclusive arguments for either position. For example while in the East Mamprusi district, the Assembly, 
though a member of the network, has neither been active nor supportive, a lot has been done and achieved; 
it could however be argued that if the assembly had been more supportive and active, network initiatives 
such as the agri-input supply system and promotion of off-season farming activities would have been more 
successful. On the other hand, the Bawku network has had the support and active participation of the 
assembly in its activities. Yet this has not translated into a vibrant and effective network, though it could 
be argued that the assembly’s involvement has laid the foundation for a sustainable institution as soon as a 
more active executive/steering body is elected. 

� The above point leads to a related issue of the kind of linkages that should be established between the 
assemblies and the networks. Should it be through: 

o the assemblies’ relevant sub-committee(s), (as is the case with Bawku)?  
o the secretariat by co-opting members as contact persons (as with Bawku and Gambaga)? 
o representations from the area councils (yet to be tried)?  
o membership by individual assembly members (as in Bawku)?  
o an MoU between the assembly and the network?  

Each of the options has its merits and demerits but the important thing to keep in mind is that the option 
elected should be one that does not tie the hands of the network when it comes to raising hard issues with 
the assembly. It should facilitate easy two-way communication and give the network leverage for 
advocacy and lobbying. 

 
Membership questions: 
� The issue of whether or not private sector (profit-oriented) service providers should be members is still 

moot. Experiences so far from the two networks do not make a strong case for their membership. Rather 
they could be brought in as collaborators in implementing specific activities of the network. 

� Membership of the networks have in the main been focused on those involved in promoting production 
and access, leaving out utilisation. An attempt has been made in the Bawku-East district to correct this by 
expanding the membership after the formal launch to include the Ministries of Education, Health and 
Information. This expansion has made the network unwieldy in terms of interests of members and 
therefore difficult to sustain the participation and interests of all members in programs and events.  

� None of the two networks had members coming from farmers or their groups. Even though farmers were 
involved in some network events such as the soil fertility management fora and training on inventory 
credit schemes, these are not the same as being members of the networks. While a constraint has been the 
general weakness and lack of capacity of farmers’ groups, networks could work towards strengthening 
farmers’ groups and farmer based organisations and encouraging them to join. There is no substitute to 
farmers themselves sitting at the table and speaking for themselves. 

 



 

Role of MOFA 
� Food security falls within  MOFA’s responsiblities in Northern Ghana, and therefore would play a key role 

in leadership of the DFSNs.  The DFSNs can contribute directly to MOFAs ability to fulfil its function in 
agriculture development, extension and food security.    

� However, constraints to the capacity and resources of MOFA and the weak implementation of the 
decentralisation process has hindered their ability to take on this leadership role fully.  There continues to 
be lack of coordinated district development planning involving all departments with the DA.   

� The DFSN does provide the opportunity for MOFA’s motivation to grow through the complementary and 
coordinated activities of the other members in the district, and increased sharing of resources and joint 
action planning.   

 
Network formalisation 
� From the experiences with the two networks, formalisation in the form of election of executives, drafting 

of constitution, etc., especially when done quite early in the light of the network, tends to bog down the 
business of the network with an inordinate amount of time spent setting up committees, spelling out how 
they will work, etc. Precious time which could otherwise have been spent working to realise the 
expectation of members. 

 
Facilitation for establishment and running of networks 
� The need for a lead organisation to help kick-start the process and to baby-sit the network through the 

difficult initial phases of the networks cannot be over- emphasised. However this role needs to be carried 
out in such way that the network is not seen as a ‘baby’ of the facilitating organisation.  

� Ideally, a local NGO with legitimacy and contacts, and the interest and commitment, in the district should 
function as the facilitator. This will help reduce the suspicions attendant on that role being played by an 
international NGO, especially one just starting up in  the area. 

� Finding the long term “driver” should be part of the facilitation process and involves searching for the 
incentives within the DFSNs for networking and communication to continue with all stakeholders. This 
may require capacity building of the institution driving the network and institutionalising membership and 
roles.  

� Given the levels of activity of the 2 networks and differences in processes leading to their establishment, it 
could be inferred that the East Mamprusi network has been more active, despite the assembly’s lack of 
support, partly because the initial consultations and workshops involved a large number of organisations 
sitting round the table and agreeing on a way forward in enhancing their collaboration; they thus saw the 
resultant organisation as their baby. In Bawku, the first workshop came after one on one discussions led by 
CARE, and this may have led to the wrong impression that they were being ‘facipulated’ into endorsing a 
fait accompli. 

 
Sustainability, Incentives and Ownership of the network  
� Networks, to survive, must encourage collaborative activities, one on one, between their members. This is 

because the one-on-one linkages usually pay for themselves through immediate benefits while the benefits 
of general networks, involving linkages between many actors and mostly focusing on sharing and 
coordination are not immediately obvious and therefore may not sustain the interests of members. 

 
� Funding for network activities is a critical issue that needs to be addressed up front during the initial 

discussions. The experience from the two networks has been that while members will be prepared to 
contribute towards covering their costs for specific activities, such as training, learning visits, etc, they are  
reluctant at the beginning to pay for the setting-up and running of the network, at least not until such time 
that they are convinced of the usefulness of the network and its viability/sustainability.  This can be 
addressed through fund raising or deciding to implement projects as a network, but may be better achieved 
through agreeing on a low cost and affordable mechanism which keeps the focus on networeking and 
communication. Ie Go for an informal organisation with very low overhead costs.  



 

 
� For decentralised departments that may find it difficult to pay the dues and fees due to government 

regulations, the district assembly should be made to pay on behalf of those departments; this would at least 
demonstrate their commitment to the network.  

 
� To maintain members’ interests and active participation, sub-groups or interest groups could be formed 

around the 3 aspects of food security. Alternatively, rather than focusing exclusively on the 3 aspects of 
food security, the sub-groups could be formed around common interest areas, even if they do not coincide 
with the 3 aspects of food security. the important thing is to build and maintain members’ interest.  

 
 
6.0 Summary: The role for DFSNs in district development.  
 
It can be seen that DFSNs can play a needed role in promoting sustainable community and district 
development, through coordination of stakeholder institutions actions, and promoting dialogue between them 
on burning development issues.   There is potential for DFSNs to expand their mandate according to members 
interest and decisions  –  into issues that affect food security in the broader sense such as HIV/Aids, 
environmental management and safety,  institutionalising the links between community members, NGOs, 
MOFA and the private sector on the one hand and the DA on the other in order for the DA to better respond to 
community demands and have access to issues and views beyond only assembly members.  The DFSN can 
play an important role in informing and coordinating service provision including extension services and also 
gathering of information on current status of food security (famine, conflict, seed supplies etc) from across the 
District.  The DFSNs can advocate for change in the District Assembly, NGOs operating in the District and 
line ministries. 
 
DFSN establishment is based on a participatory decision making process for purpose, role and membership 
and identification of gaps in communication and coordination, with MOFA and the DAs as key players.  It 
appears unwise to suggest a blueprint for these.  Key success factors relate to the commitment of the institution 
which initially facilitates the process and the benefits derived by the driving institution running the DFSN. 
Benefits are in the form of increased knowledge of farmers situations and other development actions in the 
district leading to increased efficiency in responding to these through coordinating multiple actors.  
 
DFSNs can also play a role in linking community organisations and farmers to existing opportunities in the 
district, and lobbying for their equitable distribution.  They can help in informing on priority needs and 
location of those in need. For example the DFSNs can inform and participate in district level decision making 
on the new FBO and EDF fund facilities initiated to support the implementation of the MOFA agriculture 
extension policy, assisting this decision making to be fair and based on agreed criteria.  
 
DFSNs therefore are a model for district communication and coordination which has the potential to contribute 
to sustainable and farmer centred development.   


