
Paraguay’s economy is largely focused on 

agriculture, which makes up 90 percent of the 

country’s exports and employs more than a 

quarter of the population. Yet Paraguay 

suffers from an underemployment rate of 24 

percent; simultaneously, drug trafficking and 

civil unrest have proliferated. This instability 

elevates the need to take advantage of the 

country’s resources and growing agricultural 

sector to increase employment.  

To reduce poverty and increase agricultural 

incomes, ACDI/VOCA began implementing 

the Cooperative Development Program 
(CDP) in 2002. Since then, ACDI/VOCA has 

provided a broad range of technical assistance 

services to small-scale farmers and other 

vulnerable populations through programs that 

emphasize enterprise and community 

development. 

Support to Vulnerable Populations and 
Agricultural Cooperatives 

Programs like CDP have fostered local, 

national and international partnerships to help 

a wide variety of cooperatives add value and 

become sustainable in the eastern half of 

Paraguay. CDP I was implemented from 2002 

to 2010 and fielded more than 40 volunteer 

assignments that benefitted over 61,000 

Paraguayan cooperative and association 

members. CDP II, which will run through 2015, 

builds on the successes and lessons from the 

prior program while taking a more strategic 

and in-depth approach to cooperative 

development. This follow-on program works 

with 16 cooperatives, helping them define a 

vision for growth and develop a technical 

assistance program tailored to their specific 

needs. To ensure that program results last, 

CDP II has prioritized forming strategic 

linkages among technical service providers 

and other stakeholders. It also focuses more 

heavily on learning from the development of a 

Cooperative Learning Information Center and 

other dissemination strategies. 

To reduce poverty, ACDI/VOCA has also 

worked to strengthen key value chains for 

agricultural products and make smallholders 

more competitive in the market. In 2009,  
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ACDI/VOCA received a subgrant from Carana 

Corporation to implement the Paraguay 
Productivo project. For the next three years, 

the project improved the competitiveness of 

3,768 micro and small producers, facilitated 

loans to 2,226 producers and addressed 

policy obstacles. During its lifespan, 

Productivo leveraged $2.21 million dollars and 

generated $3.85 million in local and export 

sales.  

Efforts to Bolster Local Government 

Although smaller in scale than the CDP, other 

programs implemented by ACDI/VOCA in 

Paraguay have successfully strengthened the 

role of local government in community affairs 

and economic stability. In 2010, ACDI/VOCA 

began the USAID-funded Iniciativa Zona 
Norte (IZN) program, which aimed to 

strengthen local governance through the 

provision of technical and financial assistance 

to Paraguayan municipalities. IZN also hoped 

to ensure economic security by providing licit 

alternatives for generating income among poor 

rural populations.  

Since the start of the project, IZN has worked 

with local communities to provide assistance 

in various fields, such as agricultural 

diversification and food security for the Mby’a 
Guaraní in Concepcion. In addition, IZN has 

provided technical support for farmers through 

the use of demonstration plots as well as 

direct support to banana and milk associations 

and cooperatives. This assistance has helped 

farmers increase their income despite 

challenges such as drought. 

IZN is proactively engaging local authorities 

and boosting participation in 21 municipalities 

across Paraguay. The total number of 

households benefitting from stabilization and 

livelihood development activities has reached 

23,128, and over 1,400 individuals have 

received training in areas such as 

management skills and fiscal management to 

strengthen local governments.  

ACDI/VOCA’s efforts to support local 

government and encourage stability are 

ongoing. Most recently, in February 2013, 

ACDI/VOCA was awarded the Department of 

State-funded Paraguay National Police 
Community Outreach program, which aims 

to enhance security, improve positive 

government presence and establish stronger 

ties between underserved communities and 

Paraguayan government agencies, particularly 

the Paraguay National Police.  

Inclusion of Women 

In Paraguay, women constitute 49 percent of 

the total population. However, more than half 

of female-headed rural households have fewer 

than 5 hectares of land, and only 14 percent 

receive technical assistance and 13 percent 

access to credit. To increase women’s access 

to decision-making positions in rural 

cooperatives, ACDI/VOCA in Paraguay has 

made significant strides in developing, 

implementing and monitoring a gender 

strategy.  

The main goal of CDP’s gender strategy is 

that cooperatives in Paraguay become a 

mechanism through which women can 



empower themselves. At the start of the 

program, only two of the targeted cooperative 

groups had women in leadership positions; 

both of these had been women-run and 

women-majority unregistered cooperatives. 

Now approximately 400 men and women from 

16 cooperatives have been trained in gender 

issues in cooperative development, and 

women from one of the cooperatives have 

successfully established a women’s 

subcommittee.  

 

Under IZN, ACDI/VOCA has partnered with 

local microfinance institutions to offer village 

banking services targeted to women. In 

addition, key support has been provided in the 

dairy sector in the Northern Zone, a sector 

dominated by female producers who now have 

better equipment and training on livestock 

keeping and a secure value chain for their milk 

production.  

Establishing Partnerships with 
Cooperatives 

Aware of how important collaboration and 

synergies are in achieving sustainable 

impacts, ACDI/VOCA has built strong 

relationships with a variety of public and 

private sector partners. Both CDP and IZN 

collaborate closely with the Federation of 
Production Cooperatives (FECOPROD), 

particularly around efforts to develop a 

structured training program that will build the 

capacity of local and regional technical 

assistance providers and foster sustainable 

improvements for Paraguayan agricultural 

production.   

 
ACDI/VOCA has also carried forward its 

successful work supporting second–tier 

cooperatives to act as mentors to medium-

sized cooperatives and associations. These 

groups often have promising business models 

but lack the knowledge and skills to sell to 

regional and international markets. This 

includes collaborations with the Paraguayan 

Center of Cooperatives (CEPACOOP), 

FECOPROD, public entities such as the 

Export and Investment Network and private 

sector corporations such as Archer Daniels 

Midland. Volunteers have played a prominent 

role in these efforts, training trainers and 

providing targeted technical assistance to 

build the capacity of primary and secondary 

cooperatives to engage in market activities. 

Looking Forward 

ACDI/VOCA is slowly transitioning from being 

the lead implementer in activities in Paraguay 

to providing guidance to other alliances. At the 

same time, ACDI/VOCA is also strengthening 

linkages between the public and private sector 

to support the long-term sustainability of 

associations and cooperatives. Our hope is 

that in the near future, Paraguayan 

cooperatives and government agencies will 

play a larger role in strengthening these 

groups and better enabling them to participate 

in the larger value chain markets. 
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