
 
Key Learnings: From Loan Innovation to Greater 
Financial Access for Smallholder Farmers 

In 2016, Kiva and the Mastercard Foundation launched a five-year partnership to test, develop, and scale high-
impact loans serving the unique needs of smallholder farmers and rural populations across Africa.  This case study 
highlights key learnings from an external evaluation of the partnership conducted by The Research Base in 2020 - 
2021 to identify approaches and products that are suitable to be replicated and expanded.

Loan innovation is a key strategy deployed by Kiva Labs and its partners to reduce, and even remove, the 
barriers to financial inclusion. With Kiva’s support, lending partners have developed, tested and scaled up 
new loan products and services in order to expand financial access for underserved populations, while 
ensuring that the quality of products and services remains consistently high. 

These innovations can be drawn together into three broad approaches, with many partners adopting more 
than one of these strategies across their loan products to better meet the needs of their borrowers:  

Removing barriers: Removing potential barriers to accessing finance, such as by offering interest-free 
loans, provision of loans that are not backed by collateral and flexible repayment schedules.

Tailoring loans: Designing loans to target and serve specific underserved groups, such as refugees, or 
specific borrower needs, such as solar energy lighting.

Providing wraparound support: Providing holistic support in combination with lending, such as 
provision of core resources, knowledge sharing and technical assistance to maximize loan impact.

A Focus on Rural Agricultural Finance 
Smallholder farmers are often caught in subsistence farming with a high degree of hesitancy about the debt 
burden that comes with taking out loans. Kiva partners, however, consistently report that borrowers in the 
agriculture sector experience improved farming yields and higher incomes as a result of taking out loans 
that have been tailored to their specific crops or geographical location — especially when loans are 
packaged together with business training and agricultural support. 

Kiva has specifically targeted partners providing finance to the agricultural sector that focus on creating 
lasting social impact through their lending activities. Over the past five years, loans administered by these 
partners have increased by 67%. Kiva has also expanded its support for social enterprises that serve 
agricultural communities. The case studies below highlight how Kiva works closely with its lending and social 
enterprise partners to develop business models, reach underserved markets and scale services. 

Case Study: iDE Mozambique   

iDE Mozambique offers loans and business training for rural farmers to support their transition from 
subsistence farming to creating surplus goods as agricultural entrepreneurs. Working in partnership with 
Kiva, iDE offers three types of loans: general agriculture, agricultural equipment and agricultural 
infrastructure. The infrastructure loan is a new product developed in 2020 as a result of the Kiva 
partnership, supporting farmers to scale up their operations through investment in infrastructures such as 
warehouses, shops and trucks. To date, 194 loans have been disbursed, ranging from $150 to $15,000. 
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iDE works closely with small farmers to ensure that loans are appropriate to their needs. All loans are 
delivered in tandem with business support and technical training. Repayments are based on typical cash 
flows for farmers across lean and harvest seasons. And finally, for many of these borrowers, the fact that 
loans are offered at below market rates is critical: ‘[Even] if they were able to finalize all the documentation to 
have access to a formal loan, the interest rates are so high that it doesn’t justify the investment.’ 

On average, farmers report income growth from 20% to 70% as a result of an iDE loan and business 
support. However, some individual farmers have recorded increases in profit up to 200%. iDE credits this 
impact to its holistic approach to working with farmers, offering a package of low-cost loans, business 
training, access to affordable technologies and support to open a bank account to establish a financial 
identity as a first step towards establishing collateral and accessing greater funding in the future.

Case Study: Farmerline   

Farmerline is a social enterprise working with rural farmers in Ghana. It offers farmers a range of support, 
including access to the market, high-quality agricultural inputs such as seeds and fertilizers on credit and at 
affordable prices, and ongoing agricultural and business training in farmers’ local languages. Farmerline’s 
business model involves bringing together all actors in the supply chain to provide farmers with holistic 
support packages. These actors include local agribusinesses, farm input companies, global traders, 
government and development organizations and sustainable food brands. This approach ensures that farmers 
receive high-quality inputs delivered directly to their farms and, once crops have been harvested, access to 
buyers who will pay a fair price for their goods.  

Farmerline’s partnership with Kiva introduced innovative financial services to their business model: ‘We 
always wanted to support farmers to get everything they need to succeed on and off the farm, but it was difficult to 
attract funding from third-party sources in the early days.’ The opportunity to offer low-cost loans to rural 
farmers and community-led agribusinesses - with flexible repayment schedules linked to harvests - has had a 
direct impact on Farmerline’s ability to improve financial access in the communities that it serves. 
Farmerline also helps its farmers create a financial identity with digital repayments. The impact of this work 
is significant: Farmerline supported over 46,000 farmers in 2020, despite the challenges of the pandemic.

Case Study: Meridia  

Meridia is a social enterprise working in Ghana that secures land documentation for smallholder farmers 
who have not established ownership of their land plots. Providing the security of land documentation for 
smallholder farmers has had a dramatic impact. As a result of greater investments in land and crops, farmers’ 
incomes have increased an average of 20% within three to four years. Moreover, the risk of deforestation 
has been reduced because farmers’ yields on their existing land now provide sufficient income. 

Meridia’s initial loan from Kiva’s Social Enterprise program provided the working capital to test a business 
model in which credit was provided to farmers to pay the full cost of land documentation. Meridia used its 
learnings to evolve its business model, which now focuses on securing the funds for mapping and land 
documentation from large multinational companies that have a vested interest in being able to trace their 
supply chains, with farmers contributing a minimal cost: ‘Farmers get land documents and the food sector - the 
food companies - get traceability and know that their farmers are not causing deforestation.’ 

In response to the Covid-19 crisis, Kiva launched a new product, Crisis Support Loans, to help lending 
partners bridge liquidity gaps, fund operations, and pay staff. One of these loans enabled Meridia to cover 
the wages and operational costs for its local office in Ghana during the crisis, at a time when business 
activities had reduced dramatically. Meridia sought this second loan from Kiva because of its favorable rates, 
flexible loan terms and realistic reporting requirements. ’With this loan we were able to know that no matter 
what happened… our Ghana team was protected.’
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