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1.  Preface: Issues Perspectives

1.1 Issues Conceptual Framework:
This is a concept document on the development, programming and implementation efforts of a recently proposed agricultural initiative on “Back-to-the-County”.  This is regarded as one of many seminal approaches for pilot testing the resettlement of displaced Liberians in a county of choice.  In view of the ongoing turnover of professionals from agriculture and the graduation of graduates in agriculture education from the agricultural colleges by the University of Liberia and Cuttington University, this initiative is a movement for making careers in agriculture ambitious.  It is to also establish a multiplier base for micro enterprise development in each of the 14 counties.  To this effect, the poverty reduction strategy (PRS) becomes a monumental microcosm of national development policy issues derived from an overall dissatisfaction of conditions affecting the well-being of the population.

Fundamental to agriculture, the push for economic revitalization triggers critical issues that surround in the farm and food sectors.  These issues include land availability and ownership, land use including farming and irrigation systems, low incomes, and inadequate consumption levels.  Other issues are research, training, technology transfer, labor – especially farm labor, HIV/AIDS, input supply, unstable prices, transportation and marketing.  The overarching concerns appears to be that the awareness and critical nature of these development issues at the Executive level of Government have yet to be sensed or envisioned by the county leadership.  At such local level the driving forces for adequately interpreting policies or strategies covered in the PRS, and for taking timely initiatives to identify, develop and implement programs and projects are apparently farfetched.  It would mean well if the county development superintendent is fully educated to the mandates of the PRS to closely work with the Ministry of Agriculture and other line ministries or agencies especially if the counties are not contributing to development programs attractive to resettling citizens.
1.2 Conceptual Participatory Scope and Sustainable Outlooks
This initiative will encourage and expand the participatory scope of the agriculture sector on the basis of recruiting and involving 140 signature individuals.  Joint partnership and collaboration of the sector ministries will ensure input incentives such as land in fee simple or otherwise donated by county governments.  Other critical incentives involve technical assistance including research-based planting materials, agronomic methodologies, and informational knowledge including exchanges with practitioners’ experiences.  In this context, four key paradigms for stimulating and expanding economic opportunities will be made a four-prong priority to sustain the initiative to spur the PRS goals of food security and self-sufficiency in food production.  These include: Sectoral Development; Private Capital Development; Enterprise Development; and Income Security.
From the general standpoint of community development the four-prong paradigm frame work is for the purpose of assisting local county neighborhoods that could be at risk of poverty to build or rebuild communities into centers of strengths by developing the capacity to organize, sustain, revitalize and regenerate safe environments.  Toward this outlook are the following perspectives:

1.2.1  Sectoral Development
The initiative will embrace sectoral development by supporting interventions aimed at creating systemic changes in the county and regional labor markets.  These interventions include production agriculture in terms of cultivating and harvesting produce; processing in terms of storage, product grading, packaging, transportation and/or truck farming and marketing to include export.  This endeavor will therefore help the persistently poor to obtain employment with livable wages in targeted spin-off agricultural industries.

1.2.2  Private Capital Development
For private capital development the initiative will lend support efforts through the conduit of public – public partnerships (PPP) that have the potentials to link new capital markets to economic development in low-income communities in the 14 targeted counties.  As envisaged, government and collaborative support could encourage new investment opportunities by individuals, pension / retirement funds and other traditional or informal capital markets favorable to community economic development activities.
1.2.3 Enterprise Development
In collaboration with the Central Agricultural Research Institute (CARI), development partners including non-governmental organizations (NGOs) the MOA will provide participating farmers and the county development program officials with information on potential and emerging businesses that can be engaged in on a micro level.  Overall, this intervention will seek to identify and build on successful efforts to encourage and advance entrepreneurship.  It is intended to encourage enterprise formation among participants in their low-income communities with such line ministries as Commerce and Transportation playing crucial roles.  
1.2.4 Income Security
Dilution of the perspective issues suggests the following profiles or broad categories of the agriculture sector in direct relation to the counties: the reactivation, development or enhancement of agricultural programs, their performance and relationship to the rest of the economy, the availability and distribution of labor, and the critical knowledge base for involvement and participation.  Another is the issue of food consumption for adequate or proper nutrition considering the link between food supply and available incomes.  Not the lest, the third centers on resource transfer, commerce and trade, the importance of trade to the local and national food system, and the roles of transfers in the search for and availability of information (CARI and DRDRE) for increase in productivity.  This framework of profiles indicates that the BCAI will operate or will be instrumented on the basis of achieving the goals and objectives embedded in Government’s food and agricultural policy which takes on several forms for effectiveness and success. 
2. Basic Perspectives of the Initiative
2.1 The President’s initiative is pronounced in concert to the development challenges put to us on the basis of the poverty reduction strategy (PRS) action document.  Given the importance of the initiative, an initial management and coordination team of two key ministries – the Ministry of Agriculture (MOA), Ministry of Internal Affairs (MCT) and one public corporation, the Forestry Development Authority (FDA) have met and outlined some guidance and/or action steps that set the process for developing the initiative to its fullest for implementation.
2.1 The Ministry of Agriculture considers this initiative from vantage points of Pillar II and Pillar IV of the PRS.  These pillars respectively mandate the development and implementation of programs and activities for economic revitalization, developing infrastructure and delivering basic services.  According to the President, the PRS is the bedrock or that which lays the foundation for inclusive participation of all Liberians in the development of the country.  It is within the framework that Back-to-the-Soil challenge was launched. 
2.3 The PRS articulates the Government’s overall vision and major strategies for moving toward rapid, inclusive and sustainable growth covering the period 2008 – 2011.  The embedded strategies of the PRS are to be implemented between April, 2008 and the end of fiscal year June 30, 2011.  It is found necessary to indicate that this period is of critical importance as Liberia shifts from post conflict stabilization to laying the foundation for inclusive and sustainable growth, poverty reduction, and progress toward the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  Within the context of meeting the goals within the timeframe set by the PRS, and in terms of enriching the vision that encapsulates and enhances quality of life and better standard of living at the county level, the President has proposed the “Back-to-the-County Initiative (BCI).

2.4 Agriculture underpins this initiative on the basis of apportioning five acres of land per county (75 acres) to 10 persons (150 persons) for farming or agricultural engagements.  The beginning of the actualization of this perspective is a suggested structural approach outlined by the initial MCT to include: 1. Location Amalgamation; 2. Selection Criteria Development; 3. Potential Participants from Related Agricultural Programs; and Existing Management and Coordination Structure.
3. Introduction

3.1 In her 2008 State of the Nation Address to the Fourth Session of the 52nd National Legislature of Liberia, the President pronounced as well as proposed the Back-to-the-County Initiative.  This initiative is captured on the realization that Liberia is emerging from 14 years of civil crisis and political turmoil which displaced thousands of Liberians from the 14 outlying counties of the country and forced them to relocate in the urban settings of Montserrado County.  Within the Greater Monrovia Area (GMA) there is an estimation of more than 1.3 million Liberians that breed concern on the growing issue of rural out-migration especially noticing the drain of youths and young adults from counties around the country.  In this scenario, it is estimated that about one million Liberians fled their villages, towns and settlements, cities and counties to the neighboring countries of Guinea, Sirrea Leon, The Ivory Coast, Ghana, Nigeria, United States of America, and other countries.  Additionally, assessment findings report that over 350,000 Liberians settled in internally displaced camps across the country which contributed to subsequent social and human costs of Government.

3.2 Most of these residents may be considered transients.  Monrovia however has become impacted by population pressure which continues to increase as these residents find it difficult to adopt environmentally considering the demands of urban living.  They are also finding it difficult to adjust economically due to their inability to acquire physical resources as land and housing because the economic environment offers them little or no employment opportunities and land reformation is yet to be realistically acted on.
3.3 In context, 14 years of brutal conflict has not only devastated Liberia’s economic and social sectors but also its physical infrastructure and associated human assets.  Even though there are appreciable improvements in the sectors of agriculture, education, health and other sectors since 2006, Liberia is still being characterized as one of the poorest nations in Africa with a GDP of about US$160.  Meanwhile, despite the encouraging moves toward stability, the economic and social challenges that presently face Government are monumental if not astronomical.  For the past two years – 2007 to 2009 – social indicators assert that between 1987 – 2003 GDP per capita did not only decline by 80 percent but that unemployment loams at 85 percent, and stipulates three-quarters of the population lives on less than US$1 per day.
3.4 It is also alarming to observe that while food self-sufficiency and food security has become a forward-centered phenomenon of Government, an estimated 90 percent of the population is categorized as food insecure.  The selection of those to participate in the BCI may have benefited from the recovery in rubber production, reconstruction program activities, and the contributing roles of donor organizations operating in the country.  Therefore, the criteria for participation may have to be extremely selective (politically free) and critical realizing that even with their direct and/or indirect involvement, the GDP growth declined by over 30 realizing that even with their direct and/or indirect involvement the GDP growth declined by over 30 percent in 2003 (IMF, 2006).
3.5 In this perspective, the launching of the BCI hinges on occupational choices in agriculture, the aptitude of behavioral or attitudinal outlook in a career setting external to the Monrovia setting and cohorts of potential participants.  It incorporates community identification and personal or ethnic reintegration, transformation and/or amalgamation of program concepts to local conditions.  It also settles on the political will involving the three branches of Government, the institutional support systems including family strengths to the extent of social capital and social production mechanisms, cultural traditions regarding external / internal environmental ethos and pathos of the project settings.
4. The Theoretical Perspectives

4.1 The Back-to-the-County Initiative given the agricultural perspectives becomes the Back-to-the-County Agricultural Initiative (BCAI).  The development and implementation of the BCAI will become one of several strategies designed as a multifaceted inter-ministry programming approach to establish both vertical and horizontal agricultural development relationships with all the 15 counties in Liberia.  It is perceived to embrace the agricultural value chain methodology whereby citizens from the respective counties will be identified in several agricultural career areas of which many activities will spur integrated peri-urban and rural development.  Local government participation will be engaged for the demarcation and assignment of suitable / arable land to mobilized county citizens with interest in agriculture and willing to return to a county of choice.

4.2 The initiative therefore is to promote a cadre of agricultural producers and market actors that create a flow of agricultural commodities and services.  The evolving process will be centered on the stages of availability of raw materials through production, processing, distribution and consumption basically at the county level with excess or surplus to exported otherwise.  From the standpoint of amalgamation, coordination of the BCAI becomes critical through agricultural extension office at the county level.  It strengthens the decentralization efforts and fosters the development of linkages or relationships between and among market actors such as rural and/or peri-urban households, local private sector processing and marketing firms.  This aspect of the BCAI will pave the way for stimulating a process of how local enterprises as well as traders could begin to buy and sell from each other.

4.3 While satisfying some transformation requirements, amalgamation becomes a crosscutting strategy for investigating ethos, tenets, customary and formal laws, rules and regulations of land and land ownership.  In theory amalgamation will also be forthcoming in demands on making public or Government’s resource allocation methods, decentralization efficiency and relevance of government institutions, and effectiveness of government support programs to implementing and sustaining small-to-medium size scale agricultural development programs.  The Initiative will enable a clear view on supply chain development in relationship to smallholder development, database establishment and information management.  It makes it compelling for determining critical farming benchmarks and gap analysis, defining county targets of smallholder farming activities.  The Initiative also underscores developing and programming action plans, and embarking on the institution of analysis of needs involving administrative, technical, managerial, financial, training, and monitoring and evaluation of agricultural development from the subsistence level.
4.4 In context to the evolving process of the agricultural value chain, the theoretical framework gives credence to the concept of social production as a means of strengthening economic relationships and linkages between and among producers and market actors engaged in similar activity with one another.  These producers, actors and activities are perceived to be rice or cassava farming, cassava processing, tree crops, storage, exporting / transporting, fisheries and/or livestock production in terms of developing collaboration and creating partnerships.  To the extent that social production will be encouraged, promoted or advanced, the Initiative will attract and/or pose challenges for cooperation with professional associations, farmer groups, research, extension, and the civil society at large.  It will also trigger concerns toward infrastructure, institutional and organizational environment including the critical roles of the public and private sectors.
4.5 With the context of the agricultural value chain methodology, the supporting markets for products and services to be evolved by the BCAI to benefit participating actors will include input strategies as financial – micro and macro financing, transportation – land, water and air, agro-equipment, local and external advisories and consultancies.  The initiative will have the propensity if not the potential to spur growth opportunities that center around domestic and international demand and supply projections.  The propensity of the Initiative includes that of a drive force for competitiveness of domestic agricultural supplies.
5. Context of the Initiative
5.1 With the backdrop of the 2008 State-of-the-Nation Address to the 52nd National Legislature of Liberia, Government has clearly indicated that Liberia is yet emerging from a 14-year civil crisis.  The damage and negative consequences of the crisis remains enormous.  Social, political, economic and traditional governance systems continue to remain fragile if not completely destroyed resulting from the devastation of the country’s economy, its physical infrastructure and human assets.  As estimated, close to one million people fled from the counties and were either internally or externally displaced.  Moreover, families and households continue to remain shattered and there are critical needs for the restoration of many uprooted communities in all the counties of the country.
5.2 Other indicators have revealed that while development programs through concerted institutional efforts are engaged to restore and enhance better quality of life conditions, nearly three quarters of the population survive below the poverty line of US$1 per day.  Additionally, the majority of Liberians – mainly youths and young adults – are either unemployed or employed in the informal sector with little of no education.  The Government desires to build a new nation that is peaceful, secure and prosperous with abundant employment and other economic opportunities.  It is the central objective over the next three years to firmly establish a stable enabling environment that ensures an irreversible path toward a rapid sustainable growth and development, and to rebuild the capabilities of and provide new opportunities for Liberia’s greatest asset – its people.
5.3 However, despite a promising start toward stability, the economic challenges facing the government are monumental.  Reviews of several sources averred that up to 2007 Real GDP per capita declined by 80 percent during the period 1985 – 2003.  Unemployment during this period is estimated at 85 percent with a trend of increases as the NGOs close programs and departs the country as well as the phasing out of programs by development partners.  It remains widely acknowledged that agriculture continues to be the center of reconstruction and development efforts and in context of Pillar II it is the sector that focuses on improving the welfare of Liberian.

5.4 Agriculture is therefore the development programming function to raise incomes and improve food security through pro-poor economic growth that creates employment and provides opportunities for Liberian to participate in remunerative and sustainable livelihoods.  It is in this context of the PRS that the BCAI seeks to set the pace of the nation’s ambition to attract agricultural entrepreneurs through a resettlement scheme.  This scheme will enable returned residents of counties to fully participate in the drive for food self-sufficiency at the household, community and county levels.  Their involvement in production agricultural activities will lead to improvement in food security at the national level, thereby solidifying the important investments being made to create a peaceful, secure and stable country.
6. Methodology of the Initiative

6.1 With the collaboration of essential line ministries (Internal Affairs; Lands, Mines and Energy; Industry and Commerce; Planning and Economic Affairs; etc.) and line public corporations (Forestry Development Authority; Cooperative Development Agency; etc.) the Ministry of Agriculture will, upon approved budget appropriations, officially launch the Back-to-the-County Agriculture Initiative.
6.1.a. An inter-ministerial task force headed by a coordinating chairperson is proposed to comprise the ministries and agencies outlined in 6.1.
6.1.b. This initiative will be coordinated and supported by a special fund made available by Government from its general budget with an additional 5% from each county’s general budget for the first five years.
6.1.c. Line ministries will provide educational and technical assistance to the initiative with technical backstopping being the responsibility of the MOA – for agricultural issues and concerns, and the MOCI o for pricing, marketing and micro enterprise development.

6.2. The MLME in collaboration with each county government will identify and make available the arable / productive land required for each participating individual farmer.  Both the MLME and the county government will develop and ensure the authenticity of land assignment and/or ownership or process and/or procedural thereof to those participating in the initiative.
6.3. Farmers will become participants either through a formal recruitment and/or a formal voluntary process.
Diagrams are to be added later
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