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From agricultural finance to drone operations: 
Starting off a new generation of agripreneurs
E-agriculture services are an important factor in unlocking the potential of agribusiness 
in Africa. And they offer huge opportunities for involving young people in the 
agricultural sector. CTA has developed numerous formats for engaging youth leveraging 
on digital technologies. Here, one focus is on promoting entrepreneurship.

October 2013, in Kigali, Rwanda. 
David and Gerald, two young people 
from Uganda, have just won a soft-
ware competition organised by the 
Technical Centre for Agricultural and 
Rural Cooperation (CTA) with their ag-
ricultural finance management appli-
cation Ensibuuko (now called MOBIS). 
April 2017, four years later, in Malawi 
and Zambia. With great anticipation, 
the two friends have launched a fran-
chise service of MOBIS in the capital of 
Lilongwe. Thousands of farmers have 
already been benefiting from MOBIS’s 
services in Uganda through agricultur-
al co-operatives. Now Ensibuuko is an 
established business with several em-
ployees and generates revenues daily. 

The entrepreneurs are dreaming of 
scaling up throughout Africa, improv-
ing access to finance and increasing 
income for millions of farmers …

This brief story illustrates part of the 
CTA vision regarding the multilevel 
benefits that can blossom from involv-
ing young people (aged up to 35 years) 
in the agricultural sector through ICTs. 
This vision has been framed in the or-
ganisation’s Youth in Agriculture strat-
egy, developed in 2013, which has de-
fined four goals around which CTA has 
been supporting youth: 

 �  promote coherent evidence-based 
policies on youth in agriculture and 
rural development; 

 �  enhance the engagement of youth 
in agricultural value chains; 

 �  enhance youth engagement in 
agriculture through ICT innova-
tion and utilisation and knowledge 
management; and

 �  strengthen the engagement of 
young professionals in agricultural 
science and tertiary education. 

Values and approaches for 
engaging youth in agriculture 
using ICTs

Indeed, it has become urgent to 
harness multi-dimensional strategies 
and efforts to increase the involve-
ment of the younger generation in 
agricultural value chains. The aging 
population of the farming sector, cou-
pled with the relative readiness of the 
agrifood sector, compared to other 
sectors, to provide a range of jobs to a 
significant share of the youth popula-
tion, constitute key justifying factors. 
For example, 60 per cent of young 
people in Africa are either without 
work, not studying, or engaged in ir-
regular employment (Global Entrepre-
neurship Monitor, 2015), while about 
twelve million of them enter the job 
market every year without many op-
portunities.

In line with the third goal of its 
youth strategy referred to above, the 
ARDYIS (Agriculture, Rural Develop-
ment and Youth in the Information 
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Providing drone-based services – 
a business idea for young agripreneurs.
Photo: Nicole Melancon, www.thirdeyemom.com
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Society) project of CTA, which has 
been promoting ICT use by youth in 
agriculture since 2010, has designed a 
four-pronged framework for engaging 
them leveraging on digital technolo-
gies. The first approach relates to the 
use of social media to promote agri-
cultural opportunities, and the second 
one focuses on enhancing ICT use in 
youth-led farming and agribusinesses, 
in order to improve market access 
and business processes. The third ap-
proach relates to the development of 
ICT services targeting the agricultural 
sector by young entrepreneurs, and 
the fourth one encourages upgrading 
ICT use in all other agricultural profes-
sional areas in which youth can be in-
volved, particularly in extension, agri-
cultural knowledge management, etc. 
CTA has been implementing a variety 
of activities within that framework 
(AGRA 2015, Chapter 4).

The AgriHack Talent programme

An initiative of CTA which has been 
specifically supporting youth ICT in-
novation and entrepreneurship in 
agriculture is the AgriHack Talent pro-
gramme. It includes five components: 
competitions to develop ICT appli-
cations for agriculture (hackathons) 
when there is a need, a start-up com-
petition targeting companies already 
offering services, capacity building, 
mentorship and incubation opportu-
nities, promotional and networking 
opportunities, and facilitation of ac-
cess to grants and investments to im-
plement and scale-up services offered.

Successful start-ups have already 
evolved from the AgriHack pro-
gramme. For example, the Ugandan 
MOBIS platform referred to above was 
developed during the first hackathon 
organised by CTA. FarmDrive suite of 
applications, another platform that 
emerged from a hackathon, is now 
successfully operated as a business in 
Kenya. The start-up owner of this firm 
has helped farmers access to loans 
through improved creditworthiness 
and linkages with financial service 
providers. They are internationally 
recognised as an innovative financial 
service company.

After organising a series of hack-
athons, CTA decided to concentrate 
efforts on existing applications and 
services, in order to facilitate their 
maturation and scale-up. An e-agri-
culture start-up competition (dubbed 
Pitch AgriHack) focusing exclusively on 
youth-led companies was organised 
in 2016. Acknowledging the value of 
this activity, the African Development 
Bank (AfDB) decided to join forces with 
CTA and provided financial and logis-
tics contributions for the event. Other 
partners involved included the ICT in-
cubator mLab East Africa in Kenya, the 
venture capital firms ProHaus Group 
(from USA) and Devlabs (from Latin 
America), the African Agribusiness In-
cubator Network (AAIN) and many 
more. The competition was open in 
two categories: Early stage category 
(targeting prototypes at early stage) 
and Advanced stage category (target-
ing services already in operation and 
generating revenues). A total of 152 
applications were received from 30 
African and Caribbean countries, and 
eventually, 25 finalists were selected 
by an international panel (see Box on 
p. 21). The finalists took part in a boot-
camp in Kenya in November 2016, 
and items they benefited from includ-
ed capacity building in e-agriculture 
business operations, financial model 
design and tips on raising capital. 

So far, some 600 young innova-
tors and entrepreneurs have been in-

volved in the hackathons and start-up 
competitions. More than 20 ICT hubs 
or institutions from 15 countries have 
been involved (such as Outbox Hub 
from Uganda which supported Ensi-
buuko or Wennovation Hub from Ni-
geria). The programme has engaged 
with institutions such as ministries in 
charge of ICT and agriculture, AfDB, 
regional organisations (including the 
Alliance for a Green Revolution in Af-
rica, the AAIN, the Caribbean Agricul-
tural Research and Development In-
stitute (CARDI), the Southern African 
Confederation of Agricultural Unions) 
and the private sector (e.g. Micro-
soft, ProHaus Group and Telesur). The 
best start-ups involved so far have 
benefited from about one billion US 
dollars (investment and grants from 
various national and international par-
ties). Several hundreds of thousands 
of farmers have been reached by the 
services provided. 

Drone-based advisory services 
for smallholder farmers

There is a general consensus that 
smallholder farming needs to become 
more productive, more sustainable 
and more profitable. Unmanned Aer-
ial Systems (UAS) – or drone-based 
systems – services can help make this 
possible by bringing some of the tools 
of precision agriculture to producers, 
which include large and medium-scale 

Framework for engaging youth in agriculture through ICTs
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3. Development 
of ICT services & 
applications for 

agriculture

4. Other uses of 
ICTs along the 

agriculture value 
chains

2. Promotion of 
agriculture by 

young agriculture 
advocates via 
social media

ICTs and youth 
in agriculture

• e-Extension 
• Precision agriculture (use of 

sensors, GIS, GPS, etc.)
• Knowledge brokerage & 

management 
• ICT4Ag R&D & policy

• Records keeping, ICT for 
agri-business processes 
(office software, etc.)

• Trade & marketing of 
products, access to inputs, 
finance (mobile phone, 
SMS, web, etc.)

• Tools/Apps e.g. for 
production, trade, water, 
extension, traceability, & 
pest management

• ICT4Ag (social) 
entrepreneurship

• Blogs
• Twitter
• Facebook 
• Other social media and 

web 2.0 tools
• Social reporting

Source: CTA ARDYIS Project
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holdings and associations of small-
scale farmers growing the same crop 
in contiguous areas. Typically, UAS 
services are provided by entrepreneurs 
who invest in the equipment, learn the 
skills to use it, conduct or sub-contract 
data analysis, interpret the findings 
and advise their customers. 

UAS can inform a range of servic-
es, including mapping and surveying 
(e.g. farm boundary delineations, crop 
area calculations, elaboration of digi-
tal elevation models and more), crop 
inventory (e.g. count of tree crops, 
yield estimations), crop scouting (e.g. 
identification of location-specific crop 
stress, assessment of biomass develop-
ment, etc.), crop damage assessment 
(e.g. for insurance purposes), crop 
management advisory (e.g. nitrogen 
application – on selected crops where 
solutions are available), infrastructure 
inspection (e.g. irrigation systems, 
farm to market roads, etc.), and in-
creasing farmers’ credit-worthiness 
via the integration of far profiles with 
high resolution, accurate and up-to-
date data sets.

UAS can thus help increase the re-
turns to farmers and create knowledge-
intensive new employment opportuni-
ties in rural areas, offering educated 
rural youth an alternative to migrating 
to the cities. CTA recognised these 
opportunities, partnered with leading 
private sector operators, and assisted 
ICT start-ups in Benin, Ghana, Tanza-
nia, DRC and Uganda in acquiring the 
capacity for delivering UAS services. 
This materialised in 2017 via a series of 
activities including training in operat-
ing drones and mounted multispectral 
sensors, understanding safety and pri-
vacy principles and regulations, man-
aging and processing remote sensed 
data, developing a business plan and 
networking. In addition, CTA provided 
some financial support for the acquisi-
tion of necessary equipment. Techni-
cally competent and entrepreneurial 
youth-led enterprises have diversified 
the range of their ICT4Ag services and 
are now in the process of entering into 
contractual arrangements with agro-
enterprises, farmers’ associations, 
development agencies, research insti-
tutions and seed companies to start 

with. A growing community of prac-
tice (UAV4ag) and dedicated social 
media spaces on Twitter and Facebook 
underpin the initiative. 

… but still a need for support

Unfortunately, but quite under-
standably, the ICT4Ag business sector 
in developing countries in particular 
(and beyond) is still emerging and 
requires a lot of support. In general, 
entrepreneurship is a challenging en-
deavour in those countries, as illustrat-
ed notably in the Doing Business Re-
ports of the World Bank. A large share 
of the young entrepreneurs there have 
not studied or do not have knowledge 
of business management. Business 
ecosystems, including government 
support facilities, are weak, and access 
to capital is a daunting issue that se-
verely limits growth potentials. More 

specifically, the market (customers) for 
ICT4Ag services, though young and 
developing, is to an important extent 
not solvent when only farmers are tar-
geted. Conversely, as reported in the 
World Bank report Growing Africa: Un-
locking the Potential of Agribusiness, the 
African food market will create a one 
trillion US dollar opportunity by 2030. 
E-agriculture services are part of such 
opportunities. 

For all these reasons, and also to 
address the crucial employment is-
sues faced by the younger generation, 
more support is needed at national 
and international level to encourage 
innovators to design successful busi-
ness strategies and help them access 
resources that would enable growth 
attainment. It is only in these condi-
tions that they can effectively contrib-
ute to the development of productivity 
and growth in the agricultural sector.

The winners of Pitch AgriHack 2016

Out of the 25 finalists, ultimately seven winners were selected, all of them already 
operating. Four main winners won grants offered by CTA (between 5,000 and 
15,000 euros) to help them scale their services: 

•  Sooretul (Senegal) – a web marketplace for agricultural processed products of-
fered by women co-operatives. 

•  Brastorne Enterprises (Botswana), with the mAgri platform – a USSD application 
that gives farmers access to relevant information and to a mobile marketplace. It 
is already serving 150,000 users.

•  Daral Technologies (Senegal) – a livestock application which provides alerts and 
a management system. 

•  MobFit (Uganda) – a GSM-supported agricultural supply chain software con-
necting smallholder farmers and buyers. 

Other winners were selected by the partner ProHaus Group, and they will benefit 
from investments and capacity building opportunities: Kuza from Kenya, Agro-
Centa from Ghana and FarmAfriQue from Nigeria. 

For links to the projects and more CTA initiatives, see: � www.rural21.com
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