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Hermogenes Alonso Espinoza

Vegetable Producer

Nicaragua
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TECHNOSERVE

Business Solutions to Rural Poverty




Background

Hermogenes Espinoza has been a small-scale vegetable grower all his life.  He grew up working on his parents’ farm, growing basic grains, onions and peppers.  His dream was to become an important onion producer in his community.

When he got married, he began farming his own six acres of land.  Between 1980 and 1998, Hermogenes was doing well by Nicaraguan standards.  He had repaid a bank loan for irrigation equipment, and he built a house for his family.  He had just taken out another loan to finance his production when Hurricane Mitch devastated Nicaragua in 1998.  He lost all his crops, and was left with $5,000 of debt.  

In Nicaragua, small-scale vegetable producers like Hermogenes have traditionally grown crops such as onion, tomato, cucumber and cabbage using only the most basic technology.  Most have no irrigation equipment.  That, combined with a lack of basic technical know-how, means that they have very low yields of produce for their labor.  In addition, they often sell through middlemen – and not having an assured market means that they constantly live in insecurity.

Experience with TechnoServe
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The Del Sol Produce Marketing Company produces both organic and traditional vegetables for export as well as local markets.  Del Sol is owned and managed by an entrepreneur who used to produce most of the vegetables on his own farm.  Starting in 2000, however, Del Sol started to “outsource” production.

This presented a huge operational and logistical challenge for Del Sol.  So TechnoServe began helping Del Sol to establish an effective working relationship with 120 small-scale farmers – including Hermogenes – by providing the growers with technical assistance and training and working with Del Sol to set up a database to manage production.  These were growers with whom TechnoServe had already been working to get their production back on track after Hurricane Mitch.

Since 1998, Hermogenes and other farmers in his area have received training from TechnoServe in agricultural production (soil preparation, pest management, irrigation), post-harvest management, and marketing.  Beginning in 2000, with the marketing connection to Del Sol, TechnoServe has focused its assistance on organic production techniques.

The benefit to the farmers is tremendous.  Through Del Sol they are setting up drip irrigation, obtaining financing, and gaining access to the organic market with a guaranteed higher price for their product.  Organic vegetable farming is extremely labor-intensive, so each farmer is also hiring up to 15 temporary workers.  Del Sol is limiting most farmers to 1.7 acres of organic production, to focus them on quality rather than quantity.  For those who do well, Del Sol will ask them to increase their area of production.

Results of TechnoServe’s Assistance

Hermogenes is delighted with the relationship he has with Del Sol and the assistance he has received from TechnoServe.  As his income level improved after Hurricane Mitch, he was able to slowly begin paying back his debt.  He’s also made considerable improvements to his house: it now has a zinc roof, concrete walls, a brick floor, and even electricity and running water.  But he’s most proud of being able to send his children to school – including his oldest daughter, who is now studying business administration at a local university.

Since Hurricane Mitch, Hermogenes has cultivated only two or three acres of his land.  Starting in 2001, he focused on growing only onions for Del Sol.  During each of the coming two years, Hermogenes plans to add about two acres of onion production, which will significantly increase his income, while his costs of production will decrease.

Hermogenes strongly believes that “the support of TechnoServe and Del Sol has been very beneficial for us and for our communities.  We’ve learned better cultivation techniques, improved our quality and yields, and we’re selling our produce at better prices.  With their help, I’m back to making almost as much as I earned before Hurricane Mitch – and by expanding my production for Del Sol, within two years I could be earning three times as much.”
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* Income decreased due to crops lost in Hurricane Mitch





Hermogenes Espinoza with his children
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