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40 Innovators, 7 Million People, and 19 Billion Liters:
Lessons Learned from SWFF





$34 MILLION DOLLARS
for 3 focus areas

Re-use/Efficiency

1

Salinity

3

Capture/Storage

2
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SWFF Ecosystem



SWFF INNOVATORS LOCATIONS (35 COUNTRIES) 2014-2020



SWFF Funding

Stage of Innovation Maximum Initial Financial 
Support

Maximum Total  Financial 
Support 
(initial Y1 funding, as well as 
potential funding in Y2 and 
Y3)

Stage 1 –
Validation

$100,000 $500,000

Stage 2 –
Commercializat
ion/Scaling

$500,000 $2 million
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Benchmark Process & the IIAC
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Technical Assistance Facility Portfolios and Objectives



Program Targets and Actual Impact (End Users/Farmers)

7 Million Actual



Program Targets and Actual Impact 

19 Billion Actual

6.8 Million Actual

8 Million Actual

Agricultural Water Consumption 
Reductions (liters)

Mass of Crops Grown (tons) Land Under Improved
Production (hectares)



Lesson Learned 1: 
Milestone-Based Funding + 
Acceleration Support
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Project Alba
INNOVATION SNAPSHOT

LESSON LEARNED

● Project Alba offers partnerships to farmers and 
provides technical support, inputs and tools at 
no upfront cost; and guarantees to buy 100% of 
the harvest at pre-agreed prices.

• Milestone-based funding, paired with 
acceleration support services, delivers greater 
program &  innovator impact than development 
dollars alone. 

• Acceleration support services should increase 
an innovator’s technical capacity. Milestones set 
must be both realistic and ambitious.

Disseminating water 
management technologies 
through an innovative 
business model
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Lesson Learned 2: 
Capacity Building on Grants 
Management
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Broad bed and furrow 
maker (BBM) – a ridger and 
bed maker that reduces 
planting time and drainage

Aybar Engineering
INNOVATION SNAPSHOT 

LESSON LEARNED

• The Aybar Broad Bed and Furrow Maker (BBM) 
is a multi-purpose ridger and bed maker used to 
drain excess water and conserve moisture in dry 
areas made up of light-weight materials 
appropriate for Ethiopian farmer needs.

• Accounting operations struggled in the beginning 
of the SWFF award due to incompetent 
accountants, lack of policies, and standard 
operating procedures.

• TA Facility Grants and Contracts Specialist worked 
closely with Aybar and provided specific support. 
Through direct support, Aybar’s financial systems 
went from “Acceptable” to “Operational” 44



Lesson Learned 3: Multi-
Stakeholder Collaboration + 
Flexibility to Pivot 
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Cross-Innovator Discussions & Partnerships



Lesson Learned 4: 
Creating a Viable Financial 
Model & Marketing Strategy 
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For Profit 
MIMOSATEK

LESSON LEARNED

● Monitors and analyzes data on farms with 
sensors to measure soil moisture, rain, wind, 
light

● Recommends farmers a precise irrigation 
schedule in real-time

• Early-stage SMEs need to focus on creating a 
viable and financial model along with a realistic 
sales and marketing strategy before focusing on 
a sales target

For Profit Organization 
Lesson Learned Story
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ICU PERU &  ICU JORDAN  

● In SWFF’s experience, Not for Profit 
organizations that have focused on financial 
sustainability & developed viable business 
models in the earliest stages of their 
innovation’s development were more likely to 
have reached their milestones. 

• In Y1, ICU Peru’s main partnership collapsed. 
SWFF provided support to help them find a 
new partner and create a viable business model 
and strategic plan for success. 

• In Y1, ICU Jordan had a similar problem and a 
similar support was provided. However, ICU 
Jordan was not able to properly uptake the 
SWFF support to lead them to long term 
success.

SWFF Non Profit 
Organizations Lesson 
Learned Stories
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MEAT NATURALLY 

Not for Profit 



Lesson Learned 5: 
Incorporating Design & 
Marketing Feedback from 
Women 
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Green Heat 
INNOVATION SNAPSHOT

LESSON LEARNED

• Green Heat’s slurry-separation system creates 
an easily managed fertilizer product while 
increasing gas production.

• In some cases, innovators have become more 
profitable because they have incorporated 
design and marketing feedback from women 

• In many cases, women using SWFF innovations 
have benefitted more than men because of the 
time savings realized in cooking, collecting water 
and performing other on-farm labor.SST- Slurry Separation System 
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Lesson Learned 6: 
Insufficient Measurement 
and Integration of the BoP 
into the Program
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Lesson Learned #6 
BACKGROUND

PIVOT/RESULT

● SWFF struggled to measure customers at the base of the 
pyramid (BoP).

● In their applications, SWFF innovators typically claimed 
to benefit low to middle income farmers. Yet, SWFF 
faced significant challenges in helping its innovators 
measure the innovation’s impact on customers from the 
bottom of the pyramid or the lowest income groups.
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● SWFF hired external evaluators with a mandate to focus 
on questions that asked which income group customers 
belonged to,  their previous/current, & expected incomes. 

● End-users were segmented into income groups to focus 
on those that targeted the extreme poor. This has led to 
the ability to know the income segmentation of most 
innovators and thus the numbers of extreme poor 
customers impacted by SWFF innovations. 

● With support from SWFF, the follow on program, WE4F, 
created the BoP Innovator Guidebook.

https://securingwaterforfood.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/WE4F_ThoughtLeaderReport_InnovatorGuidebook_9-24-2019b-1.pdf


Lesson Learned 7: 
Lack of Local Presence & Networks 
in the Region to Support the 
Enabling Environment
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Lesson Learned #7 
BACKGROUND

PIVOT/RESULT

● The SWFF TA Facility failed to take into account how 
much local context and local networks matter when 
providing technical assistance.

● The SWFF TA Facility did not have strong local networks 
to facilitate activities that benefitted the enabling 
environment for the innovators.
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● In addition to increasing the number of local vendors in 
the RVPM, SWFF also altered the current scheduling of 
vendor calls for RFPs to include an off-cycle, rolling basis 
mechanism. 

● In certain instances the SWFF and Powering Ag 
programs were able to connect to local governments and 
change policies to benefit the innovators.



Lesson Learned 8: 
Innovator Engagement in the 
Technical Assistance Process

56



Lesson Learned #8 
BACKGROUND

PIVOT/RESULT

● SWFF failed by not recognizing early enough the 
importance of involving the innovator during the vendor 
selection process. 

● By only engaging them during SOW development, SWFF 
missed out on the valuable input that potential vendors 
could learn from. 
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● The TA Facility revised the procurement process to 
include a competitive range component that allowed 
Innovators to have input into which vendor was selected 
to work with them.

● In 2015, only 50% of business services delivered by the 
TA Facility met innovator expectations. In 2018, 100% 
met innovator expectations.



Lesson Learned 9: 
Fully Integrating Financial 
Transactions for all Stages 
of Innovations and End-Users
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THANK YOU
Dr. Ku McMahan

lmcmahan@usaid.gov

www.securingwaterforfood.org
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QUESTIONS?

www.securingwaterforfood.org

60

Dr. Ku McMahan


