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The COMACO Model: Farming, Finance, Future

Introduction

Zambia was once classified as a middle-income country, but after three decades of economic decline and deteriorating infrastructure and services, the country has become increasingly impoverished.  Presently, three out of four Zambians live in poverty and more than half are extremely poor, unable to meet their minimum nutritional needs . 	Geographical factors are at the roots of severe rural poverty in large parts of Zambia.  The country suffers from geographical isolation, which limits access to services, markets, technical knowledge, and productive assets .    

Community Markets for Conservation (COMACO) promotes training in conservation farming, crop rotation, the use of organic fertilization, crop diversification, as well as develops markets that drive the adoption of these skills (Poor Market Development, 2010).  The program teaches farmers in the Luangwa Valley to produce enough food to feed their families and earn income from crop surpluses, which support child education and other basic needs .  The research conducted focuses on addressing several needs.  This poster focuses on the needs expressed by the National Research Agenda for an enhancement in program delivery models for agriculture education and a need to identify appropriate learning systems to be used in non-formal education settings (Osbourne, n.d.).  

How it Works

In order to evaluate a program in its natural setting, qualitative and case study research have become common in the field of education (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996).  In an effort to determine the effectiveness of COMACO as a company in the Central Luangwa Valley of the Mfuwe district of Zambia an ethnography study was conducted.  Ethnography research is a systematic way of gathering data using qualitative methods, including participant observation, interviewing, the collection of analysis of various documents or artifacts, and individual narratives with focus on social environments (Savin-Baden & Major, 2010).   

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the affects COMACO is having on the social, economic, and environmental conditions of residents in the Luangwa Valley of Zambia.  Researchers were concerned with enhancing producers’ knowledge of record keeping in production agriculture and finance.  The research conducted includes personal interviews, observations, and experiences from a three-week service-learning project in the Mfuwe district.  Researchers documented their experiences in journals and field notes.  Dale Lewis, founder and CEO of COMACO, along with employees, local residents, COMACO producers, and non-COMACO producers were interviewed to provide researchers with an overview of the COMACO model.

Results to Date

The producer’s level of knowledge in financial record keeping for production finance varied tremendously.  A common trend among successful producers was the documentation of their personal financial budgets at the beginning of each year and forecasting expected yields.  Another common trend identified was that producers who struggle with loans often fail to plan out expenses and producers who struggle with income often fail to plan ahead or save.

The results indicate the COMACO model has been effective at establishing food security through production agriculture.  These results also show that there have been positive economic changes in the communities since the establishment of COMACO in the area.  Producers who keep financial records of their operation appear to be more food-secure than producers who choose not to keep personal records of their operation.  Food security leads to an increase in household income, leading to greater opportunities through higher education for local children. 

Prior to the COMACO being established in the valley, evidence of record keeping was not utilized which made financial planning a challenge.  Over half of the producers interviewed reported that it was difficult to save money and determine the efficiency of their cash flow.  Many of the producers claimed they try to save some money but do not have any documented records. 

Conclusions and Future Plans

The need for financial training is essential.  Financial planning and budgeting strategies have not been included in the COMACO curriculum.  The majority of COMACO producers interviewed were not keeping records of their financial or physical operations.  Although COMACO management is very concerned with keeping accurate records of their producers’ practices and yields and recording data on the progress of the company, the company has struggled to effectively educate their producers in keeping personal records of their operations.  	Comment by Ag Ed & Comm: Failed is a strong word. It implies that the COMACO model is ineffective in all aspects.

If used correctly, the COMACO model of education is a valuable tool for distributing information from management to individual producers.  This study identified the need for financial training and record keeping among the COMACO producers.  The researchers recommend curriculum and training be developed to highlight the importance of developing a yearly budget, documenting transactions, and saving for large investments.  The researchers recommend that all producers be trained to keep financial records, document expected expenses, project income from produce, plan out future investments, and establish saving plans.  The curriculum should include examples and explanations of itemizing expenses and income, savings accounts, and projecting income.  When training on the subject, scenarios should be used to incorporate the practices of listing out expenses and recording transactions.  Documenting transactions provides individuals with factual information on spending habits and assists in future planning of financial investments.  

Cost

	Additional cost of implementing financial planning curriculum into training should not cause additional financial restraints on COMACO.  Currently, monthly trainings and educational booklets are being produced for COMACO producers; additional curriculum is seen as an additional asset to the COMACO model.
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