
Agricultural market information systems in Africa

A market information system does not work 
in a vacuum. It relies on a range of partners 
that perform vital functions: they generate 

information, provide services and funds, distribute 
the information, and manage the regulatory envi-
ronment (Figure 1).

Types of partners
Some of your partners are more important than 
others. You may decide to regard them as stra-
tegic partners, with whom you aim to have a 
close, long-term relationship, sealed with a formal 
agreement. You may develop a joint strategy, share 
information and costs, offer each other assistance 
in your respective areas of expertise, and market 
your projects jointly.

Choosing and working with partners6
Other partnerships are less important: they operate 
on a looser, often purely commercial basis.

Information 
providers
Unless you are operating a 
very small market infor-
mation system, you cannot 
generate all the information 
yourself. You will need partners to provide you with 
data that you cannot collect (such as weather) or 
from locations that you cannot reach easily. It may 
not make sense to gather data on certain crops or 
in locations if someone else is already doing so. 
And you may want to offer your clients information 
(such as production advice) from a university or 
research institute with expertise in particular topics.

Figure 1. Partners of a market information system
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Some of the information may be free. For example, 
it may be possible to get weather information, 
satellite imagery or census data for free. But you 
will still need an agreement with the data source so 
you can use an API (application program interface) 
to tap into their database and extract the data you 
want. Research institutes may allow you to do this 
in return for summary data – for example, the num-
ber of farmers you have supplied their information 
to.

You will probably have to pay to obtain most of the 
rest of the information. For example, you will need 
to pay enumerators and researchers for their time 
and expertise, and the partner market information 
services for the data they provide. 

Service providers
Service providers can be from a num-
ber of areas, such as security, data 
analysis and cloud services.

You will rely on internet providers 
and mobile network operators both for data 
gathering and for distribution (see below). You need 
partners that can provide a reliable, uninterrupted 
service, wide area coverage and adequate band-
width (data transmission speed). 

Software providers supply customized software 
(if you do not build this yourself). You need a clear 
understanding with the provider to ensure that the 
applications do what you want, that problems are 
dealt with quickly, and that security updates and 
enhancements are provided regularly and prompt-

ly. Larger providers may have more robust software 
but be unable or unwilling to customize it to fit your 
needs. Smaller providers may be more flexible and 
willing to cater to your requirements, but their soft-
ware may lack sophistication or robustness.

You may wish to engage a marketing agency to 
promote your market information service among 
your potential clientele. 

Finance sources
Your finance sources fall into four main 
groups: 

 � Funders: donors, the government, 
nongovernment organizations 
and development projects that contract you to 
provide information services to a certain group 
of clients.

 � Advertisers who pay you to get their message 
to your client base.

 � Lenders, including banks and microfinance 
institutions, who may loan you money if you can 
present a convincing business plan that demon-
strates how you will make a profit.

 � Customers who pay to receive information from 
your service. 

We cover the first three here.

Funders and advertisers will typically want you to 
prove that you have reached an agreed number of 
clients. The funders pay you to provide your clients 
with market-related information; the advertisers 
hope that the clients will also see an ad about their 
product.

Funders may give you a lump-sum grant or loan 
to develop and deploy your service in their area 
of operations. Their funding often takes the form 
of seed money: they will provide initial funding so 
you can roll out the service, but expect you to earn 
revenue by selling subscriptions to clients. (This can 
be risky, as you may become over-dependent on 
the donor funding. You will need to compensate for 
the loss of revenue once the funding ends.) Funders 
may offer material assistance, for example in 
organizing farmers’ groups, introducing the service 
to members, and getting farmers signed up. They 
may want their logo or name displayed in suitable 
locations on your website or information materials.

Advertisers offer no such assistance. They just 
want to reach as many eyeballs or ears as possi-
ble. They may pay a lump sum to have you include 
their message, or pay per view or per click (in 
online advertising).

Lenders will want to see a well-thought-out busi-
ness and financial plan that indicates how much 
money you will need, and when you will be able to 
pay back a loan.
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Figure 2. Africa & Middle East Telecom-Week has a useful list of mobile network 
regulators and operators



Regulators
You will need to work with various 
government departments: the tele-
communications regulator and the 
relevant ministries – probably those 
responsible for agriculture and trade.

You will need a licence to operate from the tele-
communications regulator (or whatever body is 
responsible for issuing licences in your country). You 
will probably need to pay a registration fee plus an 
annual fee for a licence. You must make sure that 
you conform to the laws concerning telecommuni-
cations, privacy, data security, etc.

You will also need the cooperation (and perhaps 
the permission) of line ministries such as trade 
and agriculture in order to gather and distribute 
data. They may also be sources of data themselves 
(see Information providers above).

At a local level, you may need the agreement and 
cooperation of the local authorities and market 
management committees in order to collect data 
and display information in marketplaces.

Distributors
Mobile network operators, or 
MNOs, may be both partners and 
competitors. You can think of them 
as a gateway: you need them to 
deliver your information to your 
users’ phones. The operator may charge around 
70% of the revenue generated from this traffic. You 
can avoid this by using internet-based SMS delivery 
channels, or by issuing your own smartphones 
with a preloaded app, or SIM cards for users to put 
in their phones. But such solutions add an extra 
layer of complexity and are feasible only for larger 
operations.

If you offer your service via one mobile operator but 
clients call in from another network, they may have 
to pay extra. You can try offering your service on all 
networks, but this requires separate agreements 
with all the operators. That may cost extra, depend-
ing on the regulations in each country.

If you want to transmit your information to users by 
radio or television, you will need to strike a deal 
with one or more broadcasters. Radio stations may 
be national, local or community; television sta-
tions tend to be either national or regional. Some 
broadcasters may be willing to air your content 
for free: they may think it will attract an audience, 
they may want it to complement a programme on 
farming, or they are legally required to broadcast 
public service announcements. Others may require 
payment for programme production and airtime. 
You may be able to team up with a development 
agency to broadcast the information: the develop-
ment agency covers the costs, while you provide 
the information. Try to negotiate an alliance with 

the broadcaster to transmit the information as part 
of a regular farming programme.

Newspapers and magazines are likely to want to 
be paid for printing your information. You may be 
able to combine a market update with advertising 
for your services. Or you might strike a deal with the 
publisher where you provide the information as a 
support service for an agribusiness page.

Development organizations such as NGOs and 
extension services working in your target region 
may be able to distribute your information and pro-
mote your services. They can introduce you to the 
farmers’ organizations they work with, recommend 

Figure 3. Know your mobile network operators. Here is part of a list of African 
operators from Wikipedia

Useful lists of telecomms regulators 
and mobile network operators

 � https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_telecommunications_regulatory_
bodies

 � https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_mobile_network_operators_of_
the_Middle_East_and_Africa

 � www.africantelecomsnews.com/Operators_Regulators/List_of_
African_telecommunications_regulators.shtm



your services to their members, and even assist 
with training users.

Making agreements 
In some of the categories above, you may have 
no choice as to who your partner is. You cannot 
choose your regulator, and may have little choice 
as to the network operator that serves your poten-
tial clients, for example. But for most categories, 
you can pick between several potential partners. 
Which should you choose?

Look for partners who: 

 � Are willing to work with you on a win–win basis

 � Are flexible and accountable

 � Are committed to delivering the types of services 
you need 

 � Have a good reputation and a proven track 
record. 

Price is a secondary consideration. The cheapest 
option is not necessarily the best!

The private sector – and especially companies in 
a fast-developing field such as mobile services 
– wants to make decisions fast. But other organi-
zations work to different rules and have their own 
goals and motivations. Government agencies, 
NGOs and donors may have complex deci-
sion-making procedures and fixed funding cycles. 
They may have to get decisions approved by a 

board that meets only once every few months. Even 
if they are eager to collaborate, organizations such 
as universities, research institutes and NGOs may 
not be able to commit any financial resources.

Types of agreements
There are two main types of agreements: memo-
randum of understanding and contract.

Memorandum of under-
standing. This is generally 
not legally binding, and 
does not involve money. It is 
used where both partners 
put effort and resources 
into an activity. It commits 
each party to working together and delineates 
what each is responsible for doing. It often includes 
terms of reference specifying the responsibilities of 
each party.

The process of developing a memorandum of 
understanding may be more important than the 
document itself. The discussions enable you to get 
to know your prospective partner and their capa-
bilities, and to build trust and mutual respect. Once 
you have gone through the process, a formal mem-
orandum of understanding may not be needed.

Contract. A contract differs fun-
damentally from a memorandum 
of understanding: it is legally 
enforceable, and it involves one 
side paying the other to deliver 
something.

Unlike memoranda of under-
standing, which are often loosely 
written, contracts are generally 
couched in legal language. They specify the roles 
and responsibilities of each party, the amounts to 
be paid, and what happens if one side or the other 
does not fulfil the agreement.

You will need to sign a contract with a partner 
where money will change hands in exchange for 
services performed.

Consider the duration of a contract carefully. You 
don’t want to make a large investment on the basis 
of a one-year contract with an essential partner, 
and then discover that the partner does not want 
to renew after a year. But you don’t also want to 
sign a long-term contract yourself if you are unsure 
about your business model.

Exclusive or open relationship
It is generally in your interest to demand that your 
partners sign exclusive deals with you (preventing 
them from working with your competitors), but for 
you to be free to work with whomever you want 
(so leaving yourself open to working with new 
partners). And, of course, your partners will want 
the reverse: they want to be free to work with your 

You need to get the right agreements with the right partners – or you risk end-
ing up with a pile of information that no one will pay for!
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What to look for in a market information system provider

You represent a government agency, rural develop-
ment organization, a development project, a farmers’ 
group or a company. You need a market informa-
tion service to provide information to your clients, 
members or customers. But you don’t want to set one 
up yourself: it’s not your core business, and you don’t 
have the time or expertise. 

So you will have to get a provider to set one up for 
you. What steps should you undertake? Here are 
some guidelines.

1. Do your own self-assessment 
You need to understand exactly why you need a 
market information service. 

 � What clients do you want to serve? What kinds of 
information do they need? What kinds of informa-
tion will they be able and willing to pay for?

 � What does your organization want the market 
information service for? How much are you able 
to invest? What kinds of information do you hope 
your clients or members will get through it? Do you 
want to provide some of the content, or rely entirely 
on outside content? Do you hope the service will 
earn revenue for you? Do you want it to generate 
information about your clients? 

 � What kinds of channels do you want to use? Mo-
bile SMS or app? Radio, television, print, websites, 
email, noticeboards at marketplaces, etc? See the 
separate sheet in this series on Disseminating 
information to your clients for more details.

2. Get expert advice
Market information services come in many shapes 
and colours – from simple updates on prices delivered 
by mobile phone to sophisticated, multi-channel ap-
plications with a wide range of features. The options 
and technical details can quickly get complicated.

So find someone who can give you independent, 
professional advice. Discuss your requirements and 
expectations with this expert, and ask him or her to 
help identify potential service providers. 

3. Profile the service providers 
Check the technology features and services that each 
provider offers. Do they do what you want? Are they 
suitable for your clients? What will the service cost per 
client or per message? There is no point in having a 
sophisticated mobile-based system if your clients are 
illiterate, if they do not have smartphones, or if they 
cannot afford to pay for airtime. 

Make a shortlist of suitable service providers for 
further analysis.

4. Carry out due diligence
Check the providers in your shortlist. Does each one 
have a good reputation? Do they provide a reliable 
service? Do they have the capacity to do what you 
want? Are they likely to continue to offer the service 
into the future?

Visit their office to meet the team. Are they listening to 
you? Or do they just want to sell?

5. Understand the service
Go into details with your shortlisted providers. Ques-
tions to ask:

 � What kinds of services would they offer? What 
channels would they use e.g., SMS, voice, call 
centre.

 � What customer support would they provide? What 
type of technical support?

 � What kinds of content do they provide? Where 
does the information come from? Does it cover the 
commodities and geographical areas you are in-
terested in? If not, can they expand their coverage?

 � What third parties do they work with to create 
content and develop their system? 

 � What security and privacy safeguards are in 
place? Who owns the data that is generated by the 
system? What kind of disaster-recovery system is 
in place – to recover from hacking, a virus or theft 
of computers?

 � Is the technology easy to for your clients to use? Is 
it simple and reliable? Is it in the right language? 

Negotiate for a free trial with some of your clients. 
What do they think of the service? How might it be 
improved?

6. Check the revenue opportunities 
If you are interested in earning income from the 
service, check on the possibilities. How could it work? 
Could you get a share of the revenue per page view 
or per SMS sent? Could you reach a revenue-sharing 
agreement with the provider? Can you use the service 
to advertise your other products or services? At least, 
is it possible to cover the costs you will incur?



competitors, but for you to be tied exclusively to 
them.

In practice, you will have to negotiate with each 
partner. An exclusive relationship reflects a strong 
commitment, close collaboration and (probably) 
more money changing hands. An open one reflects 
the reverse: less commitment, looser collaboration 
and greater flexibility on both sides. The agreement 
should be reflected in the contract or memorandum 
of understanding signed by both sides.

Sharing costs and revenue
The contract or memorandum of understanding 
should specify who bears what costs, and who 
gains what revenue. You need to take into account 
the level of effort contributed by each side in the 
agreement. Remember that it is in your own interest 
that both sides gain from the relationship. Only 
then will they be committed to it, invest time and 
resources, and want to continue it when it comes 
up for renewal.

Beware of open-ended agreements where either 
side can accrue large, unforeseen costs and charge 
them to the joint project. That can lead to disagree-
ments and a loss of your profits. 

Branding 
Be clear whose brand (name, logo) appears on the 
product you deliver to the clients. You will want an 
attractive, simple brand that is easy for people to 
remember and that gives them a positive view of 
your product. You do not want to clutter your infor-
mation materials with a forest of logos.

However, donors and information providers such as 
universities and research institutes may insist that 
their logos appear somewhere prominent. Mobile 
network operators may want their brand (and not 
yours) to be displayed. You will have to negotiate 
with each partner. Make sure the agreement is 

included in the contract or memorandum of under-
standing in order to avoid disputes.

Get your logo registered as a trademark before 
anyone else can do so. Protect your logo and your 
brand: a familiar logo is a big asset when trying to 
persuade people to sign up to your service.
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