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Introduction

Trade rests on two pillars, two pillars only, there are not three. The first pillar is
trust, the second is information. That’s all. Money does not count, these are the
two pillars. A trader who has the information is the first on all trading activities.

(A. Traoré, interview with author, October 23, 2012 in Bamako)

This quote, taken from an interview conducted in the course of an empirical study (Fofana
2015), contextualizes trade in Africa. This requires taking into account the subjective and
objective aspects of cereal trade in Africa in general and in Mali in particular. West Africa
has been experiencing a rapid change in the communications media for several decades,
which has brought about changes in many areas. These changes affect urban sites and the
countryside too. They have occurred thanks to the development of Information and Com-
munication Technologies (ICT). Among these ICTs, the mobile phone has been particular-
ly important in disseminating information in developing countries. It has marked African
countries during the last two decades. The commercial interaction is concerned. How does
mobile telephony contribute to the achievement of grain transactions for small farmers in
Mali?

Cereal markets have undergone changes since the 1960s. These changes concern
their structure as well as their functioning. They occur at the supply and demand levels
(cereal imports pass through the market), communication methods and policies. Produc-
ers who sell their surplus in the market are few, about 20% (Soulé 2011, 31). Since the
1980s with the structural adjustment program, the grain market has entered the era of
economic liberalism and must now prove its competitiveness. Technology contributes to
market performance and welfare of small farmers (Jensen 2007). Small producers are
among the poorest people in rural areas because they are sometimes forced to sell their
products on the market just to satisfy the problem of food, debt repayment, health, etc. In
the past, they did not have the real value of their goods on the market for lack of infor-
mation. Success in this market does not only depend on production capacity but also on

network capacity and access to information on the market (e.g. on the status, availability,
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quantity, best market, time to sell products, etc.). Their source of income is primarily the
sale of their productions. Success means benefiting more in grain sales for economic and
social advancement. So taking care of their family and getting into the wealthier produc-

ers’ position is more challenging for them in this situation.

The cereal market in Mali

Cereals occupy a central place in the Malian economy. More than 50% of the diet consists
of cereals, which are grown in general by small producers who are not well placed in the
market. Producers are sometimes uncertain about anticipating grain prices. It is an enclave
economy, and due to the geographical situation of the country, characterized by difficult
access, the cost of communication prior to the development of mobile telephony was high.
For example in Mali in 2012, the norm of consumption was estimated at 214 kilograms
(kg) per inhabitant per year (81,61 kg for rice, 9,86 kg for wheat and 122,53 kg for dry
cereals such as millet, sorghum, corn respectively), according to a report published by the
newspaper L’Essor (L’Essor 2013). This changed slightly in 2017, the annual per capita
consumption (the country has 18.1 million inhabitants) is estimated at 266 kg, i.e. 14 kg
of wheat, 83 kg of rice and 168 kg of other cereals. This shows that the standard of con-
sumption continues to increase year by year as well as the demand. Today, cereal markets
are based on demand and supply.

Farmers sometimes do not know how the sector is organized, but today anybody
involved in the cereal trade understands the issues related to information. This is the
reason why they organize themselves and get information at each level of the chain. In
addition to other programs contributing to their organization such as the Rice Initiative in
2008, corn and wheat in 2009, farmers have gotten organized to face the cereal market.
After this organization of producers, there a surge in grain prices occurred. The producers
thus have the power to negotiate directly with merchants via the mobile phone.

The following section discusses the mobile phone’s contribution to the sale of
grain to producers. The second pillar of the grain trade is access to information. Grain
market players used to have vertical access. The trader was better informed than the
producer. With the use of the mobile phone, access to information has become horizontal,
which reinforces the bargaining power of the producer. Horizontal access to information
influences price formation. “The mobile phone is helping to raise the price of cereals”
according to producer Diallo (interview with author, December 21, 2012 in Diabali). It
allows producers to better negotiate the market with the information they obtain through
its use. The use of the mobile phone is thus a positive aspect because it allows knowing
and understanding the marketing mechanism. Diallo (producer in Diabali) believes that
the mobile phone benefits producers rather than traders. Being well informed about the
reality of the market, the producers stagger the sale of products in order to benefit from

the rise of prices.
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Negotiation, access to information and competition for cereal trade’s
achievement

The information system initiated in the context of ICT progress will enable better mar-
keting of Malian agricultural products by providing donors and rural actors with reliable
information on agricultural sectors. The marketing of cereals relies on means of access to
information through radio, telephone booths, mobile phone and the internet. According
to A. Traoré, “the producers do not even know them, often when they come on the market
before the transactions, they go on the radio to ask the price. For them it is the radio

that gives the prices. It becomes a bargaining base for them” (A. Traoré, interview with
author, October 23, 2012 in Bamako). The mobile telephony in Mali in the late 1990s
adopted business models explicitly designed to reach the poorest (and largest) section of
the population, with low-priced mobile phones and small-denomination prepaid cards.
The mobile telephony is now integrated into the daily activities of business and household
lives.

Producers who could not compete with others because of the problem of access
to the right information, are now armed with mobile phones. They can negotiate with Ma-
lian and foreign traders easily, which was not the case two decades ago. The actors (State,
Producers, Consumers, Financial Institutions, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs),
Transformers, and Traders) in the cereal market are positioning themselves in relation to
the purchase and sale of cereals. The market is a competitive space. When seeking to max-
imize the benefits, the access to information is an important element in all decision-mak-
ing processes (Svensson and Yanagizawa 2009; Fofana 2016).

The use of mobile telephony (Short Message Service (SMS), platforms like
Senekunnafoniso, Senekela of Orange - Mali and social media) has allowed market players
to create several commercial networks inside as well as outside the country. Trade on a
certain scale and in this competitive environment is an activity in which a mobile phone is
a crucial factor. Access to market information allows for good integration, thus promoting
competition. Two factors make the grain market competitive, namely the integration of
the national and the regional market (Burkina Faso, Mauritania, Senegal, Ivory Coast, and
Niger) and access to information. Producers face price instability that increases the risk of
investments in the grain sector. Producers remain little involved in the marketing circuits
of their products, and value their cereals insufficiently. Each actor intervenes according
to their knowledge to improve efficiency. Hence, an information asymmetry between the
actors is bound to create an asymmetry of market power. Producers used to be poorly
paid for their rice with traders in a dominant position in the market. The use of the mobile
phone allows an economic freedom that counters the asymmetry of information and
becomes part of a narrative of improvement. Thus, small producers are free in their com-
mercial movement. The decisions are inspired by the state of the growing cultures, the

information received on the situation of the cultures in other zones of the country (circle,
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regional, national level) through the telephone.

The mobile phone has developed new services and modes of behaviour in Mali
that can be explained by activities related to its development. It is seen as a means of
raising and dissemination information and thus assumes great significance. It offers quick
feedback from investigators. Its use has revolutionized market interaction by facilitating
the successful cereal transactions: “Not only the information systems use it but also trad-
ers do the same. Its use reduces the time of the transactions. It makes available business
opportunities as quickly as possible. It created some trust between the operators. The
cellular (mobile phone) is not a very complicated equipment. The user can move around
everywhere and at any time he can call either inside or outside to get the information,”
according to P. Traoré (interview with author, October 17, 2012). Although the focus of
the present paper has been on the benefits, it should be mentioned that there are criti-
cal views, as well: Molony (2006 and 2008), for instance, in his work on the telephone
and the agricultural market offers a critical perspective on information disseminated via
the mobile phone in the context of the competitiveness and performance of agricultural
markets, especially when perishable agricultural products are concerned. He interviewed
a number of entrepreneurs who said they did not trust information received from the
mobile phone (Molony 2006, 76).

Conclusion

ICT in the Malian context allows communication and interactions that promote the inte-
gration of markets and intra-regional trade. They also sustain the growth in intra-Africa
trade. The use of the mobile phone has greatly improved the fluidity of the exchanges. A
trader or a producer can give a price that is not real. The mobile phone offers the possibil-
ity of a cross check through an alternative source and helps producers to make informed
decisions. Farmers need reliable information for their successful self-promotion. The use
of the mobile phone allows the actors to better organize themselves and better negotiate
with the producers. It has allowed them to increase their profit margin and to be able to
sell their products while expanding their trading networks both inside and outside the
country. Producers sell their grain to any buyer, not just to traders or consumers,
deviating from the rules of trust and routine. In this case, the market is based on the
games of the actors. The profits made in the sale of cereals are invested in working oxen,
equipment (plows for better production), houses, education, health, motorcycles as a
means of transportation, etc. Increasing a producer’s income is synonymous with their
social and economic promotion. Hence, the impact of the mobile phone on the prices, the
incomes and the performance of small farmers is important, too, in terms of changing

their social status.

39



Forward, upward, onward?

References

L’Essor. 2013. “Campagne agricole 2012-2013: Un léger mieux malgré I'insécurité au nord.” L’Essor,
February 13, 2013. http://news.abamako.com/h/14058.html.

Fofana, Issa. 2016. “Regulation of Information and Transparency in the Grain Market in Mali.” In Com-
peting Norms: State Regulation and Local Praxis in Sub-Saharan Africa, edited by Mamadou Diawara and
Ute Roschenthaler, 73-95. Frankfurt/New York. Campus Verlag.

Fofana Issa. 2015. “Le role du téléphone mobile dans le fonctionnement du marché céréalier au Mali : cas
de Bamako et de la zone polarisée par I'Office du Niger.” PhD diss., Université Gaston Berger, St. Louis,
Sénégal.

Jensen, Robert. 2007. “The Digital Provide: Information Technology, Market Performance, and Welfare in
the South Indian Fisheries Sector.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 122, no. 3: 879-924.

Molony, Thomas. 2006. “I Don’t Trust the Phone; It Always Lies: Trust and Information and Communica-
tion Technologies in Tanzanian Micro and Small Enterprises.” Information Technologies and International
Development 3, no. 4: 67-83.

Molony, Thomas. 2008. “Running Out of Credit: the Limitations of Mobile Telephony in a Tanzanian
Agricultural Marketing System.” Journal of Modern African Studies, 46, no. 4: 637-58.

Soulé, Bio Goura. 2011. “Les marchés céréaliers en Afrique de I'Ouest: un paysage en recomposition.”
Grain de sel, no. 54-56: 31-32.

Svensson, Jakob, and David Yanagizawa. 2009. “Getting Prices Right: the Impact of the Market Informa-
tion Service in Uganda.” Journal of the European Economic Association, 72: 435-45.

40


http://news.abamako.com/h/14058.html

	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk19682011
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk14361396
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk532676077
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk14455204
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk23979499
	_Hlk20905465
	Notes on the contributors
	Introduction: Narratives of achievement in African and Afroeuropean contexts
	Eva Ulrike Pirker, Katja Hericks, Mandisa M. Mbali
	I.	Universal agendas - particular practices


	Considering the communal aspect of narrating achievement
	Mpho Tshivhase

	Neoliberal meritocracy, racialization and transnationalism 
	Jo Littler

	“Becoming a chief is more important than anything else in life.” Interrogating the notions of success and fulfilment among Mamprusi royals in Northern Ghana.
	Steve Tonah

	“What a shock!”: On mediated narratives of achievement in popular Ghanaian death-announcement posters.
	Joseph Oduro-Frimpong

	Concepts of achievement among Konkombas: Representations in their folktales 
	Tasun Tidorchibe

	Mobile telephony and cereal trade in Mali: More than a narrative of achievement
	Issa Fofana

	Inventing Africa: From narratives of achievement to E.U. development discourse
	Manuela Boatcă

	Myths of productivity in international labour standard trainings by the ILO
	Katja Hericks 
	II.	Science, politics and the public:	Metrics of success


	Measuring the global South against the principle of ‘achieving societies’
	Mina Godarzani-Bakhtiari

	‘Against the odds’: A reflection on institutional and black doctors’ narratives of achievement at the University of Natal’s Medical School
	Vanessa Noble

	‘Universality’ and ‘particularity’ in student residences at Historically White Afrikaans Universities in South Africa. On the challenges of crafting inclusive diversity in organisational transformation
	Florian Elliker

	Alternative narratives of achievement and Democratic Education – a model for a few?
	Lena Kraus

	Blacademics, blacademia and the representation imperative 
	Charlotte Williams

	The idea of upward mobility within Black French citizenry
	Abdoulaye Gueye

	African achievers, structural barriers and ‘The End of AIDS’
	Mandisa M. Mbali
	III.	Narratives of form/ation:	Achievement in literature and the arts


	Recognition and the satirization of achievement in African conceptual poetry: The case of Nana Awere Damoah’s My Book of #GHCoats
	Kwabena Opoku-Agyemang

	Against triumphalism: Mashingaidze Gomo’s Pan-Africanist concept of madness
	Ruby Magosvongwe

	Afrofuturism and women’s merit: Wangechi Mutu’s artwork 
	Cezara Nicola

	Scheherazade’s achievement(s): Storytelling and agency in Fatima Mernissi’s memoir Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood and Scheherazade Goes West
	Tina Steiner

	“God […] expects perfection.” Norms, forms and performance in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus
	Eva Ulrike Pirker

	Achieving Blackness and social mobility in Diran Adebayo’s Some Kind of Black 
	Joseph McLaren

	Interrogating the ‘Achievement Principle’ in Afroeuropean contexts: Zadie Smith’s NW and Swing Time
	Suzanne Scafe


