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Introduction 

The vast majority of Syrian refugees in Lebanon inhabit poor agricultural areas that suffer from historic 

deprivation and high poverty rate, due to small size agriculture holdings, lack of agriculture policies, high 

production costs and lack of specialised financial support.  

Figure 1. Akkar Governorate population spread1  

The economic repercussions and the unstable security situation of the 

Syrian crisis have especially impacted the agriculture and food 

production sectors in the Akkar area (northern Lebanon). Specifically, 

price drops due to export disruption and the import of low-cost Syrian 

products have reduced the incomes of farmers and workers, with a 

disproportional impact on vulnerable groups such as children, women 

and youth. Specifically, competition and pressure on the agricultural 

labour market has led to the deterioration of wages and working 

conditions, an increase in informal employment, and a lack of labour 

market opportunities.  

Furthermore, decent work deficits abound in the region: high 

occurrence of child labour, low wages for agricultural workers, a very high degree of informality and low 

occupational safety and health standards. In terms of associativity, although most farmers belonged to a 

cooperative, cooperatives mostly existed on paper and rarely operated to the benefit of all members. 

In 2014, the ILO launched the project “Enabling Job Resilience and Protecting Decent Work Conditions 

in Rural Communities Affected by Syrian Refugees Crisis in Northern Lebanon”  funded with the ILO’s 

resources and by the Government of Italy, to alleviate the negative impact of the Syrian crisis in Lebanon. 

The project aimed to enhance the resilience of affected producers and workers in rural areas by increasing 

income generation and employment creation in the agricultural sector. This was achieved using the ILO’s 

Approach to Inclusive Market Systems (AIMS), a holistic and market-based livelihoods strategy that seeks 

to apply the “market systems” or “making markets work for the poor” approach to contexts of forced 

displacement. 

 

Prioritised Value Chains 

In compliance with the AIMS methodology, an assessment was carried out to identify the most promising 

value chains in the region, under the criteria of potential for economic growth, relevance for the target 

groups and feasibility for potential interventions. The analysis found that the potato value chain in Akkar 

provided an untapped opportunity to export to the European Union, given that a derogation of the EU’s 

import ban on Lebanese potatoes had been negotiated years earlier.  

While Akkar’s potato harvest timing provided an opportune moment to export to a highly competitive 

market, numerous constraints had to be tackled to enable successful exports. Specifically, unfavourable 

agricultural practices such as excessive use of pesticides and fertilisers contributed to high production costs. 

Moreover, hesitance toward new potato varieties slowed productivity, and an oligopoly of input suppliers 

colluding with traders impeded market functioning. 

The other value chain identified with potential to better include the target group was leafy greens, which 

showed similar constraints as the potato value chai, with the difference that market opportunities for leafy 

greens were more realistic in the domestic market, in particular for niche varieties.  

 

                                                      
1 As of 21 June 2019 (compiled by OCHA) 
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The Intervention – Phase 1: Building trust in contract-farming through demoplots 

Originally, the project intended to introduce a contract farming model with a potato exporter by contracting 

cooperatives rather than individual farmers. It identified FRISCO, a commercial company connected to the 

René Moawad Foundation (implementing partner), as a suitable collaborator. However, stakeholders of the 

project, as well as the cooperatives, lacked trust that a private sector actor would operate for the farmers’ 

benefit. This lack of trust was pervasive across the agricultural sector, and both, offtaker companies and 

farmers, assumed that the other would eventually breach the contract. Given this resistance, the project 

opted to pivot to the development of demoplots to test and increase farmers’ confidence in European 

potato varieties and to showcase to offtakers that the cooperatives could produce in compliance with the 

European market standard Global Good Agricultural Practices (GlobalGAP).  

This was achieved by adopting a “pull - push” approach: Tailored “pull” interventions improve the 

functioning of high-potential value chains to increase and diversify the economic and employment 

opportunities available to the target population. “Push” interventions aim at developing the skills and 

capacities of the target group to access these economic and employment opportunities. 

On the pull side, the project used market 

opportunities in both value chains as entry points, 

through collaboration with the Embassy of the 

Kingdom of the Netherlands, identified a seed input 

supplier who worked directly with local farmer 

cooperatives. To allow farmers to test potato varieties 

in demand in Europe, the supplier provided sufficient 

potato seeds for a demoplot in each of the four 

targeted cooperatives. The cooperatives were then 

connected with the Lebanese Agricultural Research 

Institute (LARI) to benefit from LARI’s extension 

services such as soil, water and humidity testing. 

LARI received some seed potatoes for its testing and 

certification process as not all of the three potato 

varieties were certified in Lebanon. 

Moreover, the project engaged the Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture of Tripoli and North 

Lebanon (CCIAT) to collect and provide information on potential export markets to its members. With 

the support of the project, CCIAT became active in disseminating information on export procedures and 

organised a training for exporters and export interested cooperatives to better understand the requirements 

of more complex markets such as the EU, including the use of Incoterms. 

On the push side, cooperatives implemented the 

demoplots while undergoing training on production 

practices and adhering to the standards of the Global 

Good Agricultural Practices (GlobalGAP). This 

involved awareness-raising with farmers and workers on 

child labour as well as advocacy dialogue with 

government institutions (ministries, municipalities, 

security forces), local organizations, international and 

national NGOs, community leaders, religious leaders, 

and other key stakeholders. 

All cooperatives received management training and 

coaching tailored to their needs through a local  business 

development service provider. The intention was to 

ensure that the cooperative members learned to work as 

one, to increase the negotiation power vis-à-vis input 

suppliers and traders and to open new market opportunities by working together.  
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At the end of phase 1 cooperatives were able to produce in compliance with the European market standards 

(GlobalGAP) and two of the tested varieties were considered very successful and suitable for the climate 

in Akkar, producing high yields. Certification of the tested varieties by LARI furthermore confirmed 

readiness to produce for export to European markets. 

Finally, given the emphasis placed in raising awareness, not only on good agricultural practices but also on 

the benefits of contract farming, when this first phase concluded cooperatives were ready to engage in 

contract farming. 

Figure 2. Value Chain intervention in phase 1. 

 

 

Phase 2:   Linking farmers to export markets through contract farming

The René Moawad Foundation continued by implementing the second phase of the project, which focused 

on setting up contract farming modalities with the already-sensitised-cooperatives. In this second phase, it 

was FRISCO, with the involvement of the cooperatives’ farmers and their workers, who set up demoplots 

on RMF land to demonstrate the ability to produce potatoes in Akkar, that could be exported to the EU.  

By May 2018, around the end of the second phase, 21 tons of potatoes produced in Akkar were exported 

to the Netherlands. This constituted the first potato export from Lebanon to the EU in decades with the 

Netherlands as an entry point. Furthermore, RMF supported the cooperatives in establishing contract 

farming agreements for the next cultivation cycle (harvest of 2019) with FRISCO to export to the EU and 

with Master Chips, a Lebanese chips producer. Master Chips had in the past relied mostly on imported 

potatoes from Egypt as it could not find Lebanese producers able to adhere to their quality standards. In 

both cases, the contracting company provided seeds for the potato varieties it required and stipulated the 

quantity and quality.   

RMF also continued the work on improving decent work standards by educating and training both farmers 

and workers. 

Figure 3. Value Chain intervention in phase 2. 

 



 

 

Phase 3: Leafy Greens 

With regards to the leafy greens value chain, the ILO worked on introducing new varieties2 based on a 

study analysing demand for leafy greens in Lebanon through a demoplot, similar to the work in the potato 

value chains. This initiative focused on getting cooperatives to branch out and introduce niche vegetables 

in demand. While the results in terms of products were good, RMF found that transportation was a major 

obstacle, as traders could not pick up the produce daily, which would have been necessary given the high 

perishability of the leafy greens. RMF further introduced iceberg salad. The leafy green cooperative received 

a lot of attention by other aid actors and is still being supported through several initiatives. As such, it 

received a cold storage facility, alleviating the transportation problem, as well as further support to create 

market linkages. The ILO had supported the establishment of a nursery in the cooperatives, which in 

addition to lower fertiliser and pesticides use, has significantly decreased the production cost. 

Both potato and leafy greens farmers benefited from some in-kind contributions with equipment that 

served to introduce new technologies used in the production cycle and to showcase its benefit in reducing 

the cost of production as well as improving the quality of the produce. 

Figure 4. Value Chain intervention in phase 3. 

 

 

Figure 5 shows the project adoption of the 

Approach to Inclusive Market Systems to 

influence the potato and leafy green value 

chains. the top half of the circle illustrates the 

project strengthening of the supporting 

functions available to farmers, while the 

lower half shows how the project 

influenced and made use of the rules and 

regulations to foster the desired outcomes. 

 

 

 

Figure 5. 

 Market system interventions of the project 

throughout the phases. 

                                                      
2 Six promising types of leafy greens were identified; namely kale, leeks, lollo rosso lettuce, iceberg lettuce, white 
cabbage, and red cabbage. 



 

 

Results 

Lebanese farmers and Syrian refugees workers reported a positive impact from the implementation of the 

AIMS interventions in the potatoes and leafy greens value chains. 

The overall potato production in Akkar increased from 75,000 tons in 2015 to over 100,000 tons in 2019. 

For the targeted cooperatives, the commencement of contract farming agreements in 2019 with FRISCO 

for export and with Master Chips for processing, has led to increased potato production and thus improved 

incomes for the Lebanese farmers. Given that they are producing other varieties than those for the 

traditional market, they are no longer impacted by unfair competition such as illegal import from Syria sold 

under the market price. There is a strong sense 

that they are more resilient than before.  

In 2019, more than 300 tons of potatoes were 

harvested by the cooperatives and sold to 

FRISCO. Given that the EU derogation of the 

import ban on Lebanese potatoes had expired 

again and was not renewed in due time, the 

potatoes could not be exported to the 

Netherlands as planned. FRISCO exported the 

potatoes to the Gulf instead, albeit at a 

significantly lower price than what could have 

been fetched in the EU (USD 450 per ton 

compared to Euro 850 per ton in the 

Netherlands).  

In 2019, the cooperatives additionally produced and delivered over 1,000 tons to Master Chips from more 

than 100 tons seed potatoes the cooperatives received from the potato chips manufacturer in the Bekaa 

valley. In 2020, the cooperatives are expected to produce around 500 tons of potatoes for export to Europe.  

In the leafy greens sector, the switch to new varieties in demand by restaurants and hotels allowed the 

farmers to increase their production as they are no longer solely relying on producing traditional leafy greens 

and thus competing with other producers in their area. According to the farmers, they have increased their 

revenues. 

It is critical to keep in mind that the interviews were conducted 

during the economic crisis in Lebanon, which led to increased 

unemployment, many lay-offs and a drop in real wages 

throughout the country. Despite this, local farmers are 

employing the Syrian workers trained by them and through the 

projects’ support, rather than recruiting daily wage labourers 

based on demand. Farmers have been able to maintain wages 

over the past 4 years and for leafy greens, farmers have noted a small increase compared to 2015.  

From their Voice 

Due to the interventions described in this case study, cooperatives 

began to negotiate and manage contract farming agreements on 

behalf of their members. This is critical given that smallholder 

farming, which is predominant in Lebanon, increases production 

cost and limits market access, as many companies are not willing to 

engage with a large number of small farmers. Cooperative members 

noted that contract farming has allowed their ability to negotiate at 

a cooperative level with traders, processors and exporters, reducing the burden on each farmer. As such, 

cooperatives became institutionalised and real entrepreneurial entities securing contract farming 

arrangements for their members. 

“We manage our cooperative 

better. That allows us to 

negotiate with traders and 

manufacturers.” 

Farouk Mahmoud  

Head of the Tal Rmoul Cooperative 

Credit: ILO/Annabella Skof 

“Our economic situation has not 

changed [despite the economic 

crisis in Lebanon].” 

Abed el Karim Rouwaili, Syrian refugee 

worker 



 

 

 

Second, farmers’ agricultural practices became more market-

oriented leading to increased productivity through improved 

pesticide and fertilizer use (thereby also reducing production 

costs), adoption of new potato varieties, and engagement in 

contract-farming agreements.  

All cooperatives’ members are currently in the process of 

obtaining the GlobalGAP certification, which before the 

project interventions, the farmers saw little-to-no value in 

acquiring. Similarly, leafy greens farmers decreased their production cost by changing the agricultural 

practices using GlobalGAP and significantly reducing the use of fertilisers and pesticides. They also 

embraced the new varieties introduced. While they predominantly sell to the restaurant and hospitality 

sector in Beirut and Tripoli, they feel that these new varieties may also become popular in Akkar. 

 

Third, the involvement and linkages created to the Lebanese 

Agricultural Research Institute have become 

institutionalised. Farmers continue to make use of the 

services offered by LARI, such as soil and humidity tests, 

which help to ensure quality products while also reducing the 

use of fertilisers, lowering production cost. Before the 

project’s intervention, farmers were not aware of these tests, 

their benefits nor that LARI was offering them. Today, 

farmers are paying for LARI’s services and continuing to use them, setting an example in the region and 

creating a crowding-in effect where farmers across other agricultural sector are using LARI’s services. 

 

 

Fourth, the increased production in potatoes and leafy 

greens has had positive consequences for the employment 

of Syrian refugee workers: Both, Lebanese farmers as well 

as Syrian refugees, report to better job opportunities. This 

coincides with a reported increase in the availability of 

Syrian refugee workers, who due to the economic crisis, 

moved from urban areas to rural areas in search of work in 

agriculture.  

 

Fifth, all interviewees reported a decrease in child labour in 

the targeted cooperatives. Most children of the Syrian refugee 

workers engaged in the cooperatives are enrolled in afternoon 

school programmes developed by the Government of 

Lebanon based on the Syrian schedule. Awareness of what 

constitutes worst forms of child labour has also increased 

among the refugee families. Other stakeholders also noted 

improved occupational health and safety standards.  

 

“We learned to cultivate new 

potato varieties and use better 

agricultural practices. The way our 

employer does agriculture 

changed.”  

Ayman Darwich, Syrian refugee 

“There are more Syrian workers 

now working on the fields in 

Akkar. They came from Beirut or 

Tripoli because there is work here. 

Khaled el Asmar, Syrian refugee worker 

“Most of our children are now 

enrolled in afternoon school 

shifts.”  

Houda Moustafa, Syrian refugee worker 

“It was the first time we had soil 

tests done by LARI. The tests 

allow us to reduce the quantity of 

fertilizers.” 

Sarkis Bou Daher, potato farmer 



 

 

Lastly, farmers have put measures in place to protect 

themselves from prolonged sun exposition, and they have 

improved occupational health and safety measures by 

providing appropriate places for rest as well as toilets. By 

abiding by the GlobalGAP and thus limiting the use of 

pesticides and fertilisers, the working conditions of Syrian 

workers were further enhanced as the over-exposure to these 

chemical substances can be harmful. 

 

Systemic Changes 

The increase of production and income resulting in better jobs during a period of time are key results, 

however, AIMS objective goes beyond that. The methodology’s ultimate goal is to foster change in the 

market system to ensure that the interventions are sustainable, and non-dependant of continuos project 

intervention. 

In this case, the uptake of contract farming represents a major change in the market system and a key 

success of the project. Farmers trust their contract with a buyer on the agreed-upon quantities. Processors 

and exporters are more confident too, as they know that farmers use extension services through LARI, 

follow GlobalGAP standards and will produce quality produce. This relationship has been centralised since 

the cooperatives now act as entrepreneurial entities the processors and exporters no longer have to contract 

single farmers. 

The initial success of the contract farming model is already showing an impact in crowding in other 

exporters, in particular, potato processing companies in the Gulf have become interested in replicating the 

model with Lebanese cooperatives. Furthermore, there are negotiations ongoing to supply Italian and 

Russian markets with potatoes produced in Lebanon tailored to the demand of those markets.  

 

Conclusion  

The experience of implementing AIMS in the leafy greens and potato sectors to improve the livelihoods of 

affected populations in a refugee setting shows that positive changes in the market systems lead to building 

the resilience of the target population in light of continued instability and the likelihood of further shocks 

to occur. Linkages to market needs and potential markets have proven key to maximise the benefit for 

farmers and refugee workers.  

It should be noted that deploying 

AIMS requires adequate timeframes 

in addition to funding. 

Humanitarian aid timeframes are 

typically short-term, market systems 

interventions, however, require 

multi-annual funding to ensure that 

systemic changes are achieved 

through the implementation of 

phased market-based solutions.  

Longer timeframes are even more 

critical in situations where inter-

institutional trust is low, as it often 

is in conflict-affected settings. Aid 

organisations deploying AIMS will need to invest time and effort into rebuilding trust between market 

actors, as the experience with using contract farming modalities in Akkar showed. This also means that 

Credit: ILO/Deloche P 

“We improved the working 

conditions for the Syrian workers. 

For example, there is now a place 

for rest and breaks, toilets, some 

sun protection.” 

Moustafa Saleh, leafy green farmer 



 

 

flexibility is required in adapting an intervention strategy to emerging needs, which may at times require 

using a direct delivery approach for certain interventions, rather than entirely using facilitation as would be 

the case in deploying market systems approaches in development settings. The ILO’s and RMF’s funding 

of demoplots were critical in building confidence and trust in the market actors to finally adopt contract 

farming modalities. 

Local economic development dialogues on decent work issues are necessary to continuously influence 

substantial change towards improved social and economic stability. However, they are more effective when 

combined with capacity building in related fields to key stakeholders involved to better design and 

implement supportive interventions, as practised by the project. 

 

 

Further information 

 

On AIMS and the ILO’s work on AIMS: www.ilo.org/aims 

On Refugee Livelihoods and Economic Inclusion: www.unhcr.org/livelihoods 
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