
Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT)
Assessing hot spots for food loss in agricultural value chains 

User guide

Herausgegeben von:Published by:



As a federally owned enterprise, GIZ supports the German Government
in achieving its objectives in the field of international cooperation for
sustainable development.

Published by:
Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH

Registered offices
Bonn and Eschborn, Germany

Sector Project Rural Development 
Friedrich-Ebert-Allee 40 Dag-Hammarskjöld-Weg 1–5 
53113 Bonn, Germany 65760 Eschborn, Germany
T +49 (0)228 44660-0 T +49 (0)6196 79-0
F +49 (0)228 4466-1766 F +49 (0)6196 79-1115

sv.le@giz.de
www.giz.de/en

Authors:
Heike Ostermann, Margret Will, Kerstin Hell, Zira Mavunganidze,  
Edson Ncube, Matthias Berthold

Previous edition: 
Heike Ostermann, Margret Will, Kerstin Hell; Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT) 
for agribusiness value chains, User guide for maize; Bonn/Eschborn; 2015

Design and layout: 
Mediacompany – Agentur für Kommunikation, Germany 

URL links:  
This publication contains links to external websites. Responsibility for the 
content of the listed external sites always lies with their respective pu-
blishers. When the links to these sites were first posted, GIZ checked the 
third-party content to establish whether it could give rise to civil or criminal 
liability. However, the constant review of the links to external sites cannot 
reasonably be expected without concrete indication of a violation of rights. If 
GIZ itself becomes aware or is notified by a third party that an external site 
it has provided a link to gives rise to civil or criminal liability, it will remove 
the link to this site immediately. GIZ expressly dissociates itself from such 
content. 

GIZ is responsible for the content of this publication. 

Eschborn, 2021

Imprint

Photo Credits:
Cover: © Cover GIZ/Angelika Jakob
Page 5, 14, 18, 19, 21: © GIZ/Heike Ostermann
Page 9: © GIZ/Harald Franzen
Page 12: © GIZ/Klaus Wohlmann
Page 17, 23, 25: © GIZ/Matthias Berthold
Page 22: © Zira Mavunganidze
Page 27: © GIZ/Martin Godau
Page 28: © Livestock/Alex Kamweru

RLAT User Guide

https://mia.giz.de/qlink/ID=248472000

RLAT Toolbox

https://mia.giz.de/qlink/ID=248471000

https://mia.giz.de/qlink/ID=248472000
https://mia.giz.de/qlink/ID=248471000
https://mia.giz.de/qlink/ID=248471000
https://mia.giz.de/qlink/ID=248472000


3

Contents

Abbreviations 4

RLAT Process 7

1. Introduction 8

 1.1  Addressing Food Losses: A Sustainability Imperative 8

 1.2 The Global Food Loss Reduction Agenda  8

 1.3 About RLAT 9

2.  The Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT) 10

 2.1  Definition of ‘Losses’ and of the RLAT’s Scope 10

 2.2  Further selected Loss Dimensions Considered in the RLAT:  
Mycotoxin Risk and Economic Losses 11

 2.3   Principles and Challenges that Guide the Use of the RLAT 12

3. Process Steps of the RLAT 14

 3.1  Phase 1: Preparation 16

  Process Step 1: Deskstop study 16

  Process Step 2: Scheduling the RLAT 17

  Process Step 3: Training of RLAT users/faciliators 18

 3.2  Phase 2: Participatory Assessment 19

  Process Step 4: Key Expert Roundtable 19

  Process Step 5: Stakeholder Workshop 20

  Process Step 6: Focus Group Meetings with VC Operators 21

  Process Step 7: Key Informant Meetings 23

 3.3 Phase 3: Evaluation 24 
  Process Step 8: Assessment of Results 24 
  Process Step 9: Conclusions and Recommendations 26 
  Process Step 10: Reporting 27

4. Further Development of the RLAT:  
 Adaptation to Different Agricultural Value Chains (Crops/Livestock) 28

5. Bibliography 29



4

Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT)

ACi African Cashew initiative

APHLIS African Postharvest Losses Information System

BLE German Federal Office for Agriculture and Food 

BMZ  German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development 

CFS Committee on World Food Security

FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

FSDAM Food Security and Development of Agricultural Markets

GIZ Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit GmbH

HLPE High Level Panel of Experts on food security and nutrition

MOAP Market-Oriented Agriculture Programme

NAREN Sector Project Sustainable Agriculture

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

NRI Natural Resources Institute

PHFLA Post-Harvest Fish Loss Assessment methodology 

RLAT Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool for agribusiness value chains

VC Value Chain

USAID United States Agency for International Development

WRI World Resources Institute

Abbreviations



5

Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT)



6
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5.  Stakeholder 
Workshop

4.  Key Expert 
 Roundtable

RLAT Process

3.  Training of  
RLAT users / 
facilitators 

1.  Desktop 
study

2.  Scheduling  
the RLAT

ACTIVITIES

→  Initiate the  
implementation  
of an RLAT for a 
particular VC

→  Schedule the 
field-research phase 
to ensure smooth 
 implementation 

TOOLS

→  RLAT Toolbox

→  Information on 
experts and 
stakeholders

→  Maps of region  
of interest

DURATION

2 Days

ACTIVITIES

→  Review  secondary 
data on  quantitative 
and qualitative 
losses

→  Assess the frame-
work  conditions 
(policies,  infra- 
structure, laws, etc.)

→  Finalise the VC map  
so that it features 
all the VC functions 
in detail 

TOOLS

→  Internet research

→  Sector policy 
documents

→  Reports 

DURATION

3 Days

Phase 1: Preparation

Phase 2: Participa  tory Assessments

ACTIVITIES

→  Assess training 
needs 

→  Validate results of 
the desktop study 

→  Collect loss 
perceptions of 
stakeholders

→  Assess loss 
perceptions of 
different VC 
operators

→  Validate and 
complement results 
of preceding steps 

→  Summarize and 
compare results 
from preceding steps

→  Implement practice- 
oriented training 
programme

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC 

→  Observe and 
discuss loss hot 
spots 

→  Triangulate collected 
information and 
possible inconsis-
tencies

→  Identify needs for 
further analysis

→  Build knowledge  
on RLAT and needed 
skills

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Validate results on 
desktop study and Key  
Expert Roundtable

→  Validate results 
from preceding 
steps

→  Carry out biophysical 
measurements

→  Recieve input for the 
field assessments

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Collect samples 
of produce

TOOLS

→  RLAT Documents →  Desktop study →  Desktop study →  Farm Transect Walk →  Transect maps →  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis

→  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis 

→  Market  
Transect Walk

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Mycotoxin risk 
estimation sheets

→  Training Material →  Ranking of  
loss spots 

→  Ranking of  
loss spots

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Biophysical 
Measurements 

→  Biophysical 
Measurements

DURATION

0–2 Days* 6–8 Hours 6–8 Hours 3–5 Hours each 0–3 Hours each* 0–1 Days*
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7.  Key  
Informant 
Meetings

8.  Assessment 
of Results

6.  Focus Group 
Meetings with 
VC Operators 

RLAT Process

10.  Reporting 

ACTIVITIES

→  Draw conclusions 
from the final 
assessment of the 
cumulative loss

→  Imatrix and the 
mycotoxin risk 
assessment

→  Facilitate a de- 
briefing Stakeholder 
Workshop

TOOLS

→  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Results from 
preceding steps

DURATION

2 Days

Phase 2: Participa  tory Assessments

Phase 3: Evaluation

9.  Conclusions 
and Recom-
mendations

ACTIVITIES

→  Consolidate the 
findings of the RLAT 
excercise in a 
concise report

→  Create adequate, 
target group 
oriented communi- 
cation material of 
results 

TOOLS

→  Reporting structure

→  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Additional informa-
tion (e.g. laboratory 
results)

DURATION

Up to 5 Days

ACTIVITIES

→  Assess training 
needs 

→  Validate results of 
the desktop study 

→  Collect loss 
perceptions of 
stakeholders

→  Assess loss 
perceptions of 
different VC 
operators

→  Validate and 
complement results 
of preceding steps 

→  Summarize and 
compare results 
from preceding steps

→  Implement practice- 
oriented training 
programme

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC 

→  Observe and 
discuss loss hot 
spots 

→  Triangulate collected 
information and 
possible inconsis-
tencies

→  Identify needs for 
further analysis

→  Build knowledge  
on RLAT and needed 
skills

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Validate results on 
desktop study and Key  
Expert Roundtable

→  Validate results 
from preceding 
steps

→  Carry out biophysical 
measurements

→  Recieve input for the 
field assessments

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Collect samples 
of produce

TOOLS

→  RLAT Documents →  Desktop study →  Desktop study →  Farm Transect Walk →  Transect maps →  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis

→  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis 

→  Market  
Transect Walk

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Mycotoxin risk 
estimation sheets

→  Training Material →  Ranking of  
loss spots 

→  Ranking of  
loss spots

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Biophysical 
Measurements 

→  Biophysical 
Measurements

DURATION

0–2 Days* 6–8 Hours 6–8 Hours 3–5 Hours each 0–3 Hours each* 0–1 Days*

(Total duration)  
10–20 Days

* According to needs
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1. Introduction

1.1  Addressing Food Losses:  
A Sustainability Imperative

Losses and inefficiencies along agribusiness value chains 
(VC) are a major impediment to rural development, food 
security, sustainable growth and rural transformation in 
developing countries. The most common causes for food 
loss in developing countries are weak economic infra-
structure and largely inappropriate practices employed 
throughout the whole food system and at all stages in the 
VC – from input procurement, production and harvest-
ing, to processing, trading and consumption. Up to 14 % 
of food produced globally is lost between the post-harvest 
and the retail stages1 and recent studies suggest that even 
up to 25 % of food are lost up until the retail level if all 
on-farm production losses are included.2 Food losses im-
ply the waste of scarce resources such as labour, land, fi-
nancial means, water, energy and other inputs. This re-
sources are invested in the production and handling of 
food that does not become available for improving food 
security, increasing rural incomes and creating employ-
ment opportunities. Additionally, contamination with 
mycotoxins – especially aflatoxin, presents a severe prob-
lem for consumer health and livestock productivity.3

1.2 The Global Food Loss Reduction Agenda 

In the aftermath of the 2008 and 2011 food price crises, 
new methodologies have been developed and studies 
commissioned to analyse and quantify food losses. The 
Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Na-
tions (FAO) collected estimates of national aggregates of 

1 FAO 2019, State of Food and Agriculture 2019

2 WWF-UK 2021, Driven to Waste – The Global Impact of Food Loss 
and Waste on Farms

3 African Journal of Food, Agriculture, Nutrition and Development 2016, 
Assessing the impact of aflatoxin consumption on animal health and 
productivity

post-harvest losses for selected agri-food VCs in several 
countries. Building on these numbers, in 2011 the Save 
Food Initiative published the study “Global food losses and 
food waste”, which for the first time contained key facts and 
figures on food losses at the global scale.4

With the adoption of the SDGs in 2015 also the target 12.3 
has been endorsed which calls for halving “per capita global 
food waste at the retail and consumer levels and reduce food 
losses along production and supply chains, including post-
harvest losses” by 2030. To monitor progress on SDG 12.3 
two indicators have been developed: The Food Loss Index 
(FLI) – measuring losses along the food supply chain start-
ing from post-harvest losses on the farm up to but not in-
cluding retail stage, its custodian is the FAO and the Food 
Waste Index (FWI) – measuring food waste at retail and 
consumer level, its custodian is the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP).5 

While the monitoring of food loss and waste data on a glo- 
bal level is important to keep track on the scale of the prob-
lem and the progress to solve it, the methodologies are very 
resource and time-intensive. The highly aggregated data of 
these methodologies has to be complemented with guidance 
required for project and business decision-making. The de-
mand among decision-makers for the identification of ap-
propriate solutions and planning of actions to make change 
happen on the ground remains unmet. Recently, the food 
losses and wastes have been exacerbated by COVID-19 re-
strictions resulting in closure of trading routes. The restric-
tions disrupted VC from production till marketing. The 
need to identify and prioritise loss hot spots as leverage 
points and to develop practical solutions to reduce losses  
has never been greater. 

4 FAO 2011, Global food losses and food waste

5 SDG 12 Hub, 12.3 Food Loss & Waste

http://www.fao.org/publications/sofa/2019/en/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/driven-to-waste-the-global-impact-of-food-loss-and-waste-on-farms
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/driven-to-waste-the-global-impact-of-food-loss-and-waste-on-farms
https://www.ilri.org/publications/assessing-impact-aflatoxin-consumtion-animal-health-and-productivity
https://www.ilri.org/publications/assessing-impact-aflatoxin-consumtion-animal-health-and-productivity
https://www.ilri.org/publications/assessing-impact-aflatoxin-consumtion-animal-health-and-productivity
http://www.fao.org/3/mb060e/mb060e00.htm
http://www.fao.org/3/mb060e/mb060e00.htm
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1.3 About RLAT

GIZ developed the Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool for agri-
business value chains (RLAT) with the aim of producing 
a concise and easily manageable methodology that would 
provide hands-on strategic orientation to those develop-
ing realistic and feasible measures for food loss reduction. 
The methodology is designed to serve as a pre-screening 
tool for further in-depth-studies and to identify hot spots 
for reducing losses at the various value chain stages – from 
production, through harvesting, handling, storage, and 
processing, to retail trade.

In its first edition RLAT had a focus on the maize VC 
along which it had been developed.6 With the experience 
from piloting the methodology on the maize VC in South 
Africa as well as the maize and the sunflower VCs in Tan-
zania, RLAT has been revised and its documentation has 
been completely redesigned. While the main process steps 
of the methodology remain close to its first edition, the 
different assessment approaches are more generalised and 
can be adapted to different VC more easily. 

The RLAT tool is based on a set of tried-and-tested par-
ticipatory approaches that draw on GIZ’s experience of 
using rapid appraisal methods, and on existing experienc-
es of food loss assessments. The tools have been simplified 
for rapid implementation at the local level, enabling users 
to quickly and systematically collect information, assess 
stakeholder perceptions of food losses, and triangulate the 
findings using fast-track multiple evaluation methods that 
make it possible to confirm the results without undertak-
ing representative sample surveys.

While the RLAT methodology works alongside the FAO’s 
Methodology on Food Loss Assessments (2014), the two 
do differ: RLAT is a fast-track appraisal tool that provides 
sufficiently accurate information for informed decision-
making, whereas the FAO methodology aims to turn out 
a database on different commodities. RLAT can also be 
used as a pre-screening tool prior to undertaking the FAO 
methodology and lays the foundations for more in-depth 
studies.

RLAT is particularly useful for existing VC projects that 
have a focus on reducing food loss and food waste along 
the VC as well as for professionals and other stakeholders 
working in this domain. RLAT explicitly serves the needs 
of local or regional practitioners and not those of macro-
economic policymakers.

6 GIZ 2015, Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT) for agribusiness value 
chains: User guide for maize

9

The whole RLAT methodology is divided into two pub-
lications that together, provide information on the re-
quirements and use of RLAT as well as ready-to-use in-
struments, measures and materials:

This User guide covers how to use RLAT, providing defi-
nitions and contextual information and explaining the 
structure of RLAT with the support of didactic and prepa- 
rative remarks. The guide is not to be handled as a static 
manual: users are responsible for ensuring that the process 
is implemented in a flexible, site-specific and appropriate 
manner.

The guide is complemented by the Toolbox.7 While the 
RLAT process steps are generic and applicable to any VC, 
the participatory instruments and tools (checklists and 
evaluation sheets, etc.) must be adapted to specific com-
modities and contexts (e.g. agro-ecological zones or VC 
framework conditions). The adaptation of the tool re-
quires knowledge of the VC in question and should be 
performed by or in cooperation with proficient VC experts.

 

7 GIZ 2021, Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT), Toolbox

https://mia.giz.de/esearcha/browse.tt.html
https://mia.giz.de/esearcha/browse.tt.html
https://mia.giz.de/esearcha/browse.tt.html
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2.  The Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT)

2.1  Definition of ‘Losses’  
and of the RLAT’s Scope

Despite the long history and abundance of studies on 
food losses, significant differences exist in the definitions 
used and the scope of application along value chains. ‘A 
value chain is an economic system that can be described 
as a sequence of related business activities (functions) 
from the provision of specific inputs for a particular prod-
uct to primary production, transformation and market-
ing, up to the final sale of the particular product to the 
consumer’8. 

In developing countries, post-harvest losses occurring in 
the VC from harvest to distribution are known as ‘food 
losses’, whereas discarded or spoilt food on the consump-
tion side (in households, gastronomy and catering) is re-
ferred to as ‘food waste’. The High Level Panel of Experts 
on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE), on the other 
hand, also distinguishes between quantitative and qualita-
tive losses, stating that: 

• ‘Food losses’ refers to a decrease in quantity and  
quality of food, at all stages of the food chain prior to 
the consumer level, in mass, of food that was originally 
intended for human consumption – regardless of the 
cause.

• ‘Food waste’ refers to a decrease in quantity and 
quality of food appropriate for human consumption 
resulting in food being discarded or left to spoil at the 
consumer level – regardless of the cause.

• ‘Food quality loss or waste’ refers to the decrease of a 
quality attribute of food (nutrition, aspect, etc.) linked 
to the degradation of the product from harvest to 
consumption (HLPE, 2014).

8 Springer-Heinze, Andreas and Eiligmann, Alfons (2008).  
Value links: training seminar.

 
RLAT does not consider alternative uses, such as the use 
of by-products, and natural weight/volume reduction, as 
losses. Alternative uses and the use of by-products refer to 
the repurposing of produce as feed or fuel. However, the 
definition of a loss may differ depending on the context. 
According to a Stakeholder Workshop held in Tanzania, 
by-products are therefore no losses, when intended, but if 
not intended, they are defined as a loss. Natural weight/
volume reduction refers to losses arising from natural 
physical alterations (e.g. due to the drying and processing 
of raw material to create semi-finished or finished prod-
ucts, respectively). 

However, by focusing on post-harvest losses, the often 
substantial losses generated during pre-harvest production 
often go unobserved. Inappropriate and unsustainable ag-
ricultural practices and prevailing unfavourable circum-
stances, like economic infrastructure, directly translate in-
to losses in the form of depressed yields or are a root cause 
of losses that only become visible and generate losses at 
the trading, processing or distribution stages of the VC 
(e.g. low yields in processing, rejection due to quality 
problems or aflatoxin contamination).

Furthermore, the large majority of existing methodologies 
and studies look at food losses through the prism of food 
security, so their focus is usually on food that is lost for 
direct human use. However, this viewpoint fails to take 
into consideration an important fact: many agricultural 
products that are not directly consumed by human beings 
often do not end up being wasted. Instead, by-products 
and produce that are not used to feed humans (e.g. due to 
intended dual uses as food and feed, to minor quality 
problems or to the lack of a market or buyer) may end up 
being used as feed or fuel, and VC operators, particularly 
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smallholders, do not perceive these alternative uses to be 
losses. During Tanzanian RLAT workshops, Key experts 
underlined, that every production, which does not yield 
the intended outcome, is a loss. This may not reflect real-
ity for smallholders (who feed their chicken with “lost” 
grain), but it mirrors the effect, that the economic out-
come of the economic input is most probably less.

2.2  Further selected Loss Dimensions  
Considered in the RLAT: Mycotoxin Risk 
and Economic Losses

Qualitative losses refer to reductions in the marketability/
market value of products due to their abnormal external 
appearance (e.g. discoloration, damage due to bruising or 
wilting, etc.) or an alteration of the internal quality (e.g. 
organoleptic properties, nutritive values, food safety, etc.) 
due to insect or pest infestation. 

RLAT also considers that all types of pre- and post-har-
vest losses ultimately translate into quantitative, qualita-
tive and economic losses:

• Quantitative losses translate into economic losses 
either when farm households have to spend money to 
substitute losses in weight and/or volume to satisfy 
their subsistence needs or when lost produce along the 
VC reduces operators’ profits at any stage of the VC. 

• Qualitative losses translate into economic losses when 
products are no longer marketable or cannot be sold in 
higher-value market segments (i.e. produce is rejected 
by customers for quality reasons meaning that 
premium prices cannot be achieved and/or price 
discounts need to be applied). 

• Economic losses refer to lost income opportunities 
resulting from low prices prevailing shortly after 
harvesting, when a lack of storage facilities or an 
immediate need for money urges producers to sell their 
produce immediately. 

 
Mycotoxin Risk

RLAT considers myctotoxin risk assessments to be an es-
sential part of a comprehensive loss appraisal on crops 
that are susceptible to mycotoxin contamination (such as 
maize, millet, groundnuts, cottonseed, tree nuts, coffee, 
rice and spices) and integrates them accordingly. The FAO  
estimates that around 25 percent of the world’s grain har-
vest is contaminated with mycotoxins9. Contaminated 
grain is usually consumed in developing countries, lead-
ing to serious acute and chronic negative effects on hu-
man health and other related impacts. To understand the 
true extent of losses and to be able to find viable solu-
tions, the underlying hypothetical losses need to be deter-
mined. By using proxies for potential mycotoxin contam-
ination (e.g. grain moisture, harvesting time, methods of 
drying and, storage conditions), RLAT supports the sys-
tematic assessment of risks that may lead to mycotoxin 
contamination along VCs.

Estimating economic losses requires careful consideration 
of possible differences or inaccuracies in weights and 
measures. Since prices in many developing countries are 
set using traditional measurement units (often volume in-
stead of weight), conversion rates for deriving metric val-
ues and the extent to which the definition of traditional 
units varies must be known in order to be able to estimate 
the economic effects of quantity or quality losses. Maize 
in Ghana and Tanzania is a case in point: ‘Price per bag 
was often found to be an inaccurate measure throughout 
the marketing process as bags tend to be larger at the 
farm gate (up to 135 kg) with traders and middlemen 
taking commissions in grain rather than cash. Quality 
premiums are usually applied in this manner, as high-
quality maize may be bagged in 100 kg bags, while lesser 
quality maize may be bagged up to 135 kg. Though infor-
mal, this is a structured and accepted practice, and is not 
considered skimming by players in the marketing chain10.

9 Mycotoxin contamination in food:  
An exposition on spices – ScienceDirect

10 USAID (2012), The Market for Maize, Rice, Soy, and Warehousing  
in Northern Ghana, p. 10, available at: http://eatproject.org/docs/
USAID-EAT%20Market%20 Assessment%20Ghana.pdf
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2.3   Principles and Challenges that Guide  
the Use of the RLAT

RLAT Approach: The RLAT, as an approach for expedit-
ing information collection, applies an action research 
methodology that employs a range of participatory instru-
ments. These participatory approaches ensure that the 
tool builds on the local knowledge and hands-on experi-
ence of VC operators, on other stakeholders’ familiarity 
with how the VC is functioning on the ground, and on 
the expertise of key specialists from relevant disciplines. 
One of the RLAT’s core principles is that participants be-
come active agents in the investigation process.

Considerations for facilitators: RLAT facilitators should 
be familiar with participatory methods and instruments, 
have excellent moderation and communication skills, inter-
personal and cultural sensitivity, a deep knowledge of how 
the value chain functions in reality, an ability to quickly as-
certain and digest situations, and an unbiased approach to 
assessing findings and drawing out conclusions.

Selection criteria of the value chain: The selection of the 
crop/livestock product does not form part of the RLAT 
process. With regard to the overall development objective 
of rural transformation and the specific objectives of im-
proving food security, fostering rural development and 
accelerating the growth of the agribusiness sector, this se-
lection should be guided by the following criteria: the 
VC’s importance for food security, the VC’s relevance for 
rural and agribusiness development, the assumption that 
losses along the VC are fairly substantial, and the data 
available on the VC (sufficiently detailed VC mapping 

and existing VC analysis). Usually, the project interested 
in implementing the rapid loss appraisal will perform the 
selection.

Social considerations when implementing RLAT: 
When working with perceptions, it should be considered 
that scientists and projects on the one hand and VC op-
erators on the other sometimes define/perceive losses dif-
ferently. RLAT users may not be able to understand per-
ceptions and to quantify losses according to the perceived 
or actual situation of the VC. For example, eating pat-
terns may differ greatly from region to region, which 
means that products rejected in one place due to informal 
or formal standards are still marketable or even highly 
prized in other places (e.g. broken rice in Senegal). Cul-
tural aspects must therefore be considered when assessing 
losses.

To ensure optimal implementation, the RLAT processes 
need to be guided by ‘optimal ignorance’ and ‘appropriate 
imprecision’. Optimal ignorance refers to strictly focusing 
data collection on what is worth knowing with respect to 
the subject at hand. In this way, the collection of irrele-
vant data is avoided. Appropriate imprecision is where the 
degree of exactness required for results is reduced to what 
is necessary for approximating losses, identifying the caus-
es of problems and deriving suitable solutions. 

When applied in a competent and unbiased way, RLAT 
helps to expose the real causes of losses and provides reli-
able results for deriving potential solutions and planning 
measures to reduce these losses. However, care must be 
taken not to confuse symptoms with causes. Past experi-
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The visible outcomes: 
Grain on side of the road

Changes over time: 
Move to double cropping

Determines patterns: 
Government loan policy

Events

Patterns

Structure

Ca
us

es

Sy
m
pt
om

s

The System Hierarchy

Steve Sonka, 2015: Mitigating Postharvest Loss: Addressing Causes Rather than Symptoms 

ence shows that symptoms are all too often misinterpret-
ed as sources of losses, which leads to measures being de-
signed that fail to tackle the root causes of problems. As a 
result, solutions are not sustainable, investments are mis-
directed and losses persist. The graphic below (by Sonka, 
2015) illustrates the difference between causes and symp-
toms.

The social and/or cultural distance between facilitators 
and participants resulting from their different back-
grounds can also impact on how the tool is deployed. For 
example, while facilitators may try hard to ‘hand over the 
pen’ and put themselves in the role of the moderator rath-
er than the professional, it cannot be guaranteed that par-
ticipants will automatically accept any such modification 
in roles or be open to taking the lead (Krummacher, 
2004; Chambers, 1994). Participation is often influenced 
by people’s perceptions as to the purpose of the project, 
by who else is participating, by where the session takes 

place and by what its outcome may be. In some cases, 
people adapt their expressed needs and expectations ac-
cording to the facilitator present and her or his expected 
objectives, as well as to the project at hand and its objec-
tives. This kind of subconscious modification must be fac-
tored into the analysis and interpretation of information. 

Facilitators need to be flexible enough to adapt to the dif-
ferent situations and settings in which the tools are de-
ployed and they need to be aware of the possible challeng-
es that can arise in the field which might have an impact 
on the findings. 

For the rapid appraisal, it is recommended to triangulate 
the perceptions of various stakeholders using a cascaded 
participatory approach in tandem with sample measure-
ments. This will provide sufficiently reliable results that 
can be used to generate potential solutions for reducing 
losses or, where required, to plan more in-depth studies.
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Rapid Loss Appraisal Tool (RLAT)

The tool comprises of three consecutive and interdepend-
ent phases and 10 process steps. Sequential appraisals of 
loss hot spots realised by different sets of VC stakeholders 
make it possible to survey, compare, triangulate and ana-
lyse perceptions about losses. Finally, inconsistencies or 
discrepancies in the loss perception data collected through 
the different activities undergo a verification process (i.e. 
are discussed by experts). The aim of this check is to for-
mulate a shared view of the prevalence of losses along the 
VC and to provide realistic loss figures. 
 
The RLAT process visualisation provides an outline of 
RLAT’s overall structure for assessing losses along VCs. 
Note that the list should be adapted to each individual 
VC, since some activities may not be applicable to some 
VCs. Thus the sequence may have to be changed or fur-
ther activities may need to be considered depending on 
the local context.

3. Process Steps of the RLAT

Timing

Although this loss appraisal tool is defined as rapid, when 
planning an RLAT survey care must be taken to allow 
sufficient time for implementation. RLAT is meant to ac-
celerate the appraisal of losses along agribusiness VCs, but 
the participatory approaches involved are carried out in 
real-life contexts, which places limits on how fast the 
fieldwork can be performed. Remember that providing 
genuine results requires sufficient time.

While the average field-research phase of a typical RLAT 
takes about two weeks, it is nevertheless recommended to 
set aside a month for this activity. The extra flexibility this 
affords will make it easier to manage time constraints im-
posed by participant availability, to factor in transport 
times and, in particular, to allow for intermediate assess-
ments to be carried out along the RLAT process. The 
RLAT process illustrated on the figure on page 7 provides 
an idea of the length of time required for each process 
step.

When scheduling meetings and workshops, the availa- 
bility of stakeholders must always be considered. For in-
stance, it may be difficult to secure the participation of 
VC operators during their peak working times. For pro-
ducers, traders and processors, this would most obviously 
be during the major season, at the point when the major-
season harvest coincides with work to prepare the fields 
for the following minor season. The survey should ideally 
take place at the time when losses become a ubiquitous 
problem, such as during the major rainy season. In short 
then, the RLAT survey must either be scheduled outside 
of peak season or be implemented in a very structured 
and time-efficient way.
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Resource requirements

To cut down on the resources required (time, staff, and 
expenses for workshops and expert meetings) for prepar-
ing and carrying out a rapid loss appraisal, it is recom-
mended to integrate RLAT into existing VC projects. 
Mapping a VC in sufficient detail requires time and re-
sources. Therefore, projects requesting the rapid appraisal 
are expected to provide a sufficiently detailed VC map 
upfront, which can then be used for the desktop study, 
preparing the hot spot analysis, and identifying key ex-
perts and participants for the workshops and meetings. 
Drawing on RLAT users’ existing expertise and familiarity 
with the actual situation of the value chain is essential 
when it comes to identifying critical loss points, analysing 
findings and drawing out recommendations. It also helps 
to reduce the risk of misinterpreting the causes for losses 
(provided users’ views on the VC are unbiased). The RLAT  
can also be used to build a loss-specific focus into overall 
VC analyses and mapping. This supports the develop-
ment of holistic strategies for upgrading VCs, which, in 
turn, makes investments in improved technologies along 
VCs more sustainable. Embedding RLAT in existing pro-
jects also ensures that results get properly used. 

The task of scheduling a rapid loss appraisal initially falls 
to the project and/or partner organisation interested in 
carrying out the RLAT survey. A coordination team com-
posed of project and/or partner staff should be set up. Its 
members should know the VC in question and its rele-
vant stakeholders very well and should have a sufficient 
understanding of loss-relevant issues to be able to start the 
RLAT process. If the project/partner staff have the re-
quired expertise, the team can implement the rapid ap-
praisal. If not, external experts will need to be brought in 
to reinforce the internal team or take over full responsibil-
ity for the implementation of the RLAT survey. Usually, 
external experts are brought in early on, when the process 
steps are being planned. When planning a rapid appraisal, 
it is important to ensure that stakeholders will be avail-
able to participate in the workshops, focus groups and in-
dividual meetings. The scheduling of a rapid appraisal 
should, as far as is possible, take into consideration the 
limited availability of VC operators during the main pro-
duction season. To ensure relevant stakeholders are able to 
participate in planned meetings and workshops, it is 
therefore essential to remain flexible. 

It is recommended to structure the RLAT delivery team 
with two senior project staff members or consultants sup-
ported by a junior expert for documentation and other 
support tasks. Ideally, the team should possess a blend of 
complementary knowledge (e.g. of Post-Harvest-Losses, 
the current status of the VC from farm to fork, and of ag-
ribusiness economics) and skills (e.g. in workshop mod-
eration and the use of other participatory tools). While 
project/partner staff are usually responsible for initiating 
the RLAT process (process step 1), the RLAT team is re-
sponsible for implementing the RLAT process steps 2 to 
10 as well as some aspects of process step 1. Besides first-
hand knowledge of the VC, command of the local lan-
guage (translation should be considered only as a second-
ary solution), and experience working with participatory 
approaches are essential when recruiting staff or consult-
ants to implement an RLAT appraisal.

Additional expenses for consideration

In addition to the human resource requirements (inclu- 
ding honorariums, allowances and travel costs) mentio-
ned in the above table, the following cost items need to 
be considered:

• venue hire and the provision of light refreshments 
(roundtable, workshop, possibly debriefing); 

• travel and accommodation for some participants 
(roundtable, workshop, debriefing); 

• refreshments for the focus group meetings  
(if required); 

• communications (scheduling of events, copying 
presentations and final report); 

• materials and supplies (workshop materials, moisture 
meter, weighing scale, household sieve, plastic bags, 
UV light and viewing cabinet, and the shipping of 
samples to a laboratory)
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3.1  Phase 1: Preparation

Secondary research can provide a preliminary overview of 
potential loss points, quantitative and qualitative losses, and 
potential causes (at the level of VC operators, services and 
framework conditions), and it can also indicate potential so-
lutions. The desktop study is an obligatory step that must be 
conducted prior to the commencement of the rapid apprais-
al’s field-research phase. By determining what is already 
known and what supplementary information is required, the 
desktop study informs the planning of the workshops, focus 
group and key informant meetings, and also the selection of 
relevant participants. The loss data gathered through the sec-
ondary research is then cross-checked in hot spot analyses, 
which are conducted in the Key Expert Roundtable, Stake-
holder Workshops and Focus Group Meetings. It is, how-
ever, important not to assume that secondary data is always 
relevant or correct, and RLAT users must work to remove 
any biased views about what is happening on the ground 
from their appraisal. Even if secondary research provides loss 
data for a given VC in a particular geographical area, the 
RLAT may produce different results due to variances in how 
losses are defined (secondary data often only refer to post-
harvest losses), varying conditions from one place to another, 
or omissions in data collection (e.g. the importance of losses 
occurring during transportation is often underestimated or 
even neglected).

The purpose of the desk top study is to assess and compile 
existing related food loss data for the VC in question for 
cross-checking during the workshops, focus group and key 
informant meetings. The main activities include performing 
a rapid review of secondary data on quantitative losses and 
describe the VC map featuring all VC functions in detail. A 
rapid assessment of the loss relevant framework conditions 
(policies, infrastructure etc) and VC services can also be pro-
vided. Additional, information can also be collected on for-
mal/informal quality and food safety standards, traditional 
weights, and the respective conversion factors.

Process Step 1: Deskstop study

ACTIVITIES

→  Perform a rapid review of secondary data on quanti- 
tative and qualitative losses (if possible, including  
a description of the data collection/analysis methods 
that focuses in particular on the VC functions 
considered)

→  Perform a rapid assessment of loss-relevant frame- 
work conditions (policies, infrastructure, etc.) and VC 
services

→  Examine the VC map closely, then identify and detail 
the functions at the different VC stages 

→  Finalise the VC map featuring all the VC functions in 
detail

→  Review secondary sources regarding potential causes 
for losses and possible solutions

→  Collect further loss-relevant information (e.g. formal/
informal quality and food safety standards; traditio- 
nal weights and measures and their respective con- 
version factors)

TOOLS

→  Internet research

→  Sector policy documents

→  Reports of national, regional and international 
research institutions and NGOs

→  Checklist – General Information in Toolbox
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A series of meetings which aim at validating results from 
the desktop study on specific and detailed loss issues, vis-
ual appraisals of value chain operations, assess losses and 
discussion of causes and solutions will need to be sched-
uled well in advance to ensure a smooth flow of the pro-
cess. A long range of activities and items need to be pre-
pared before field-research work can be scheduled and 
participants for the workshops, focus groups and individ-
ual meetings are invited. Additionally also the required 
materials, resources and logistics should be planned in ad-
vance. Consider what is going to happen during the 
RLAT application? Who does what, when and where? Al-
so special instuments like moisture meters or UV lights 
should be organized well in advance.

ACTIVITIES

→  Form a team for initiating and coordinating the RLAT 
process

→   Identify relevant partner organisations as co-orga- 
nisers (where relevant) 

→  Establish an initial schedule and initial budget and 
secure funding

→  Draft the terms of reference (ToR) for RLAT facilita-
tors

→  Select competent facilitators for moderating the RLAT 
(project staff, partner staff or consultants)

→  Prepare a detailed programme for the implementa-
tion of the RLAT process steps

→  Establish criteria for selecting the informants (work- 
shops, focus group and expert meetings)

→  Establish a (realistic) time frame for implementing 
the process steps

→  Select venues for the workshops, focus group and 
key informant meetings at or close to VC operators’ 
locations (see the relevant participatory methods  
and checklists in the toolbox)

→  Decide on the conditions of participation (e.g. travel 
costs for workshop participants)

→  Finalise the budget

→  Draft the programmes for the Key Expert Roundtable 
and Stakeholder Workshops

→  Draft and send event invitation letters

→  Contact focus groups to create awareness on the 
topic and ask for cooperation

→  Finalise the schedule for the implementation of the 
field-research phase

TOOLS

→  RLAT Toolbox

→  Information on experts and stakeholders

→  Maps of region of interest

Process Step 2: Scheduling the RLAT
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It is recommended to train the team applying the RLAT 
methodology during a practice-oriented and participatory 
training. The length and depth of the training depends on 
technical knowledge of the participants about the value 
chains to be assessed, as well as the experiences with par-
ticipatory research methodologies. The training should 
run through all RLAT process steps, including the mod-
eration of workshops and meetings, and should seek to 
build participants’ capacities for analysing and structuring 
the information gathered as well as their ability to draw 
conclusions and formulate results.

Process Step 3: Training of RLAT users/faciliators

ACTIVITIES

→  Assess the appraisal teams training needs in terms 
of the planned application of the RLAT

→  Identify and contract a trainer or expert familiar with 
the RLAT methodology

→  Implement a two-day practice-oriented training 
programme based on the contents of the RLAT 
documents 

TOOLS

→  RLAT Toolbox

→  Desktop study

→  Training Material  
(developed based on RLAT documents)

→  Excercises on paticipatory methodology
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3.2  Phase 2: Participatory Assessment

 
 
The main objective of the Key Expert Roundtable is to 
bring together highly qualified and experienced people 
from different disciplines who are relevant to the loss de-
bate in general and to the selected agribusiness VC in par-
ticular. When selecting the participants, care must be tak-
en to balance potentially differing views that may affect 
the collection and validation of data and the formulation 
of conclusions. 

When it comes to developing the agenda, alongside pro-
gramming focused presentations (objective-setting and 
keynotes), ensure to build in sufficient time for interactive 
discussions, the validation of existing loss data, the identi-
fication of critical loss points using Loss Hotspot Analysis 
(see Toolbox), the discussion of loss perceptions, and the 
working up of a realistic assessment of quantitative and 
qualitative losses. 

Process Step 4: Key Expert Roundtable

ACTIVITIES

→   Validate the data collected in the desktop study 

→   Identify critical loss points along the VC using a hot 
spot analysis 

→  Complement secondary data on quantitative and 
qualitative losses along the VC 

→  Discuss the potential causes of loss and, where 
possible, identify which of these are most likely

→  Discuss possible solutions for reducing losses at the 
different VC stages

→  Collect information on traditional weights and 
measures

→  Collect information on formal and informal grading 
standards

→  Discuss issues related to quality and food safety 
(especially aflatoxin) 

→  Gather information for adapting the RLAT approach  
to local conditions

TOOLS

→  Loss Hotspot Analysis 

→  Key Expert Roundtable 

→  Desktop study
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The second participatory step, the Stakeholder Workshop, 
is used to validate and further complement the results of 
the Key Expert Roundtable and desktop study. Partici-
pants predominantly come from the survey zone and, to-
gether, should constitute a balanced cohort of practition-
ers from the farming, trading and processing stages of the 
VC, and also from public and private advisory services, 
local authorities, development programmes, and other 
relevant organisations. This is essential for collecting suf-
ficiently diverse views on the actual situation of losses oc-
curring along the VC in question. These different percep-
tions on food losses will enrich the discussion and facili-
tate the identification of critical loss points.

If participants are to successfully get to grips with the hot 
spot analysis concept, they must have a sufficient level of 
understanding of VC linkages and functions and, in par-
ticular, must be able to distinguish between obvious 
symptoms and underlying causes of losses. Also, to ensure 
the results of these activities are realistic, the proficient 
moderation of workshops and guidance of working group 
sessions is essential. 

The moderation method (used in both plenary and work-
ing groups) and the presentations must be adapted to par-
ticipants’ practical backgrounds. Practitioners usually 
have an excellent understanding of the realities on the 
ground, but scientific language and theory-laden presen-
tations and discussions will not help to draw this out.

ACTIVITIES

→   Collect the loss perceptions of workshop participants 

→   Discuss and assess loss hot spots (critical loss 
points) along the VC 

→  Validate and complement the results of the Key Ex- 
pert Roundtable (hot spots) 

→  Supplement the data on quantitative and qualitative 
losses along the VC collected so far

→  Discuss the potential causes of loss and, where 
possible, identify which of these are most likely

→  Discuss possible solutions for reducing losses at the 
different stages of the VC 

→  Collect loss-relevant local knowledge and/or loca- 
tion-specific solutions

→  Validate information on traditional weights and mea- 
sures (if necessary)

→  Validate information on formal and informal grading 
standards (if necessary)

→  Discuss issues related to quality and food safety 
(especially aflatoxin) 

→  Gather information for adapting the toolbox to local 
conditions

TOOLS

→  Loss Hotspot Analysis 

→  Stakeholder Workshop 

→  Desktop study

→  Conclusions and recommendations from Key Expert 
Roundtable

Process Step 5: Stakeholder Workshop
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Focus group meetings are an inexpensive rapid appraisal 
technique used in the context of RLAT for holding guid-
ed discussions with small groups of operators from a spe-
cific stage of the VC (producers, traders, processors). 
Meetings with processors are not always held as focus 
group meetings but can instead be one-to-one interviews 
(particularly when meetings involve medium- and large-
scale processors).

A facilitator who knows how to use the tool as well as the 
specificities of post harvest losses and the VC guides the 
discussion on loss perceptions and other loss-relevant 
questions. Combining guided discussions with participa-
tory methods, such as transect walks or the  Loss Catego-
ries and Loss Ranking Matrix (“Loss voting”), is very use-
ful for promoting discussion on and understanding of loss 
issues and their impacts on VC operators at different stag-
es of the VC. In principle, focus group meetings should 
take place near the locations where losses usually occur 
(e.g. on a farm, near a field or storage facility, at a market) 
so that a transect walk can be undertaken. This technique 
enhances discussions and provides a sound footing for a 
realistic assessment of the product flow and critical loss 
points.

Focus group meetings should be scheduled as close as 
possible to harvest time, because the experience of losses 
is still fresh in participants’ minds. However, during the 
major harvesting season and other peak times, it might be 
difficult to make appointments with traders, processors 
and farmers (especially labour-constrained small-scale 
farmers). The best option is therefore to choose a date ap-
proximately – three months after harvesting, when part of 
the harvested produce remains on the farm awaiting 
transport or is stored on the farm for later use, and other 
parts have already been delivered to markets and proces-
sors.

The length of the field phase depends on the number of 
villages and farmers to be assessed. While two days are re-
quired for Key Expert and Stakeholder Workshops, the 
focus group and key informant meetings may take longer 
in situations where survey zones are far away or difficult 
to access, where facilitators lack sufficient background in-
formation on the VCs, or where people are not aware of 
or forthcoming about losses. 

During the field-research phase, the information collected 
and the appropriateness of the tools must be continually 
assessed. If necessary, further meetings will need to be or-
ganised or the tools adapted to respond to the capacities 
of stakeholders and their willingness to share information. 
Identifying these needs to adapt the approach and RLAT 
process largely depends on the skills and experience of the 
users/facilitators.

To complement the findings of the Farmer, Trader and 
Processor Focus Group Meetings, biophysical measure-
ments are used to quantify losses at the different stages of 
the VC. Field samples are examined to measure their 
moisture content and to ascertain the share of damaged or 
discoloured cobs and grains.

Process Step 6:  
Focus Group Meetings with VC Operators
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ACTIVITIES

→   Collect participants’ loss perceptions in the focus 
group/processor meetings 

→   Discuss and assess loss hot spots (critical loss 
points) along the VC 

→  Validate and add to the results of the preceding 
process steps (hot spots) 

→  Supplement the data on quantitative and qualitative 
losses along the VC collected so far

→  Discuss the potential causes of loss and, where 
possible, identify which are the most likely 

→  Discuss possible solutions for reducing losses at the 
different stages of the VC 

→  Validate information on traditional weights and 
measures 

→  Validate information on formal and informal grading 
standards 

→  Discuss issues relating to quality and food safety  
to raise awareness (especially about aflatoxin)

→  Collect samples of produce from the farms/trading 
establishments/processing facilities in question and 
carry out biophysical measurements (e.g. moisture 
content, aflatoxin prevalence) 

TOOLS

→  Farm Transect Walk 

→  Market Transect Walk 

→  Loss Categories and Loss Ranking Matrix 

→  Biophysical Measurements and Methods for Aflatoxin 
Assessment 

→  Checklist – Farmer Focus Group Meeting

→  Checklist – Trader Focus Group Meeting

→  Checklist – Processor Focus Group Meeting 
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Key informant meetings are used to cross-check, supple-
ment and/or deepen information gathered in the previous 
process steps. They also serve to verify specific issues that 
(a) could not be discussed in depth during the Key Expert 
Roundtable, Stakeholder Workshop and Focus Group 
Meetings due to time constraints or (b) remained contro-
versial and for which no common understanding could be 
reached.

Key informants are VC operators or experts who have ei-
ther participated in earlier process steps, possess demon-
strable first-hand knowledge of the VC in question and 
have an understanding of the actual situation of the VC 
or are recommended by key experts.

As with focus group meetings, discussions with key in-
formants should take place near the locations where losses 
usually occur so that a transect walk can be carried out.

There is no pre-structured outline for this process step – 
the format should be an open interview focusing on top-
ics that have arisen during the preceding steps and that 
still need cross-checking and further clarification.

ACTIVITIES

→   Conduct a qualitative interview without a predeter-
mined checklist 

→   During the meeting, frame questions so they address 
inconsistencies and/or information gaps identified in 
the preceding process steps 

→  Validate and/or complement information collected in 
the preceding process steps 

TOOLS

→  Results from previous process steps (e.g. transect 
maps or Loss Ranking Matrix)

→  Desktop study

→  Preliminary Biophysical Measurements

 
Process Step 7: Key Informant Meetings
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3.3 Phase 3: Evaluation

In general, the assessment of results should be kept simple 
and remain strictly related to the objective and scope of 
the survey. It is highly recommended to start evaluating 
results already during the paticipatory assessment. This 
way methodologies can be improved on the way and re-
sults from one meeting can inform the discussions during 
the next one. Relevant moments for an interim assess-
ment are:

• during data collection activities (i.e. during the Key 
Expert Roundtable, Stakeholder Workshop, focus 
group meetings and key informant interviews) in order 
to adapt the facilitation process so that it guides and 
refocuses discussions towards specific loss-relevant 
subjects where required; 

• immediately after collecting information in each 
process step to support the understanding of the 
information gathered and results achieved, to work out 
any remaining information gaps and to gather 
information for the next process step; 

 
During the final analysis the results of the different pro-
cess steps are cross-checked from different angles (triangu-
lation). 

The collected information is processed in order to facili-
tate the formulation of conclusions and recommendations 
as well as the documentation (e.g. in form of a report).

The assessment of the results should involve everyone 
who participated in the field-research work (usually faci-

litators and project and partner staff). In this way, the  
different understandings of what has been said and heard 
can be integrated, as can the different views on the issues 
at hand, which helps to prevent the biased interpretation 
of information. 

To summarise and compare the results of the roundtable, 
workshops, and meetings, use the Cumulative Loss Ma-
trix and the aflatoxin risk appraisal that are described be-
low. 

Cumulative Loss Matrix

The Cumulative Loss Matrix provides an overview of 
stakeholders’ perceptions regarding the critical loss points 
and quantitative losses occurring during the different par-
ticipatory process steps. The perceptions relating to loss 
hot spots that have been recorded in the workshops and 
meetings may vary significantly. Participants in the Stake-
holder Workshop may define VC functions in more detail 
and may identify more hot spots than participants in the 
key expert workshop. Participants in focus group meet-
ings may identify critical loss points that have not been 
raised in other workshops. This shows that loss percep-
tions are a relative and not an absolute means to assess 
losses and that further discussions are necessary in the 
RLAT team. If the results diverge so much that conclu-
sions cannot be drawn, further key informant meetings or 
more in-depth studies may need to be carried out. These 
extra activities will shed more light on these different per-
ceptions and produce more realistic definitions of the per-
ceived loss hot spots.

 
Process Step 8: Assessment of Results
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Mycotoxin risk appraisal 

The mycotoxin risk estimation sheets for farmers, traders 
and processors support the systematic appraisal of myco-
toxin contamination risks along the VC. Since mycotoxin 
risks are crop-specific, evaluation sheets need to be drawn 
up for each family of crops (e.g. cereals) and sometimes 
for each specific crop (e.g. maize).

This mycotoxin appraisal is based on the use of proxies –  
for example, by measuring the moisture content of maize 
grain with a moisture meter, an indication (proxy) of the 
risk of mycotoxin contamination can be derived.

The mycotoxin risk score is obtained by evaluating the as-
sessment of the information collected during the different 
focus group and meetings. With the help of the mycotox-
in risk estimation sheets, a risk level is calculated for each 
interviewed VC actor. These sheets must then be cross-
checked with the results of the biophysical measurements 
(sampling and laboratory tests). 

ACTIVITIES

→   Summarise and compare the results from the round- 
table, workshop and meetings 

→   Facilitate approaches for testing the plausibility of 
conforming and divergent results (triangulation) 

→  Identify remaining information deficiencies and gaps 
that require further analysis 

→   Carry out biophysical measurements on the basis of 
the collected samples during the focus group meet-
ings. (e.g. moisture content, mycotoxin prevalence) 

→  Evaluate the relative mycotoxin risk for individuals  
or a group of farmers, traders or processors 

→   Determine mycotoxin risks through evaluating the 
collected data with the mycotoxin estimation sheets. 

→  Determine mycotoxin risks using proxies (moisture 
levels, damaged or discoloured cobs/grains) 

TOOLS

→  Checklist – Farmer Focus Group Meeting 

→  Checklist – Trader Focus Group Meeting 

→ Checklist – Processor Focus Group Meeting

→  Cumulative Loss Matrix 

→  Mycotoxin Estimation Sheets for Farmer,  
Trader and Processor Meetings 

→  Biophysical Measurements and Methods for Mycotoxin 
Assessment 

→  Summary – Mycotoxin Risk Assessment 
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To draw conclusions and make recommendations, infor-
mation which was gathered during the different participa-
tory process steps and then assessed and summarised in 
the Cumulative Loss Matrix, as well as the mycotoxin risk 
appraisal are assessed one last time and a number of ques-
tions are considered. These include among others: 

• What is the dominant pattern of losses and what  
are the notable variations (triangulation)? 

• When and where do losses occur  
(e.g. seasonal, geographical)? 

• What is/are the cause(s) for the losses  
(relationship between prevailing practices and losses)?

• Which VC stages, VC functions and VC  
operators are involved and how? 

• Which other factors affect the losses  
(e.g. knowledge gaps on technologies or  
infrastructure issues)? 

• What are the effects on upstream and  
downstream VC operators?

• What solutions are possible?
• How much of a loss reduction can be realistically 

achieved?
• What costs are involved in reducing the losses?
• What kinds of investment are required?  

Are they feasible?
• What cost-benefit (incentive for investors)  

can be expected from investments?
• What are the constraints inhibiting the adoption  

of improved technologies?
 
While qualitative conclusions can be drawn from the in-
formation gathered during the field-research phase, quan-
titative assessments (such as prospective investments and 
feasibility and cost-benefit analyses) will require more reli-
able data than can be collected through a rapid appraisal. 
Nevertheless, the conclusions will help with focusing fur-
ther in-depth surveys on the leverage points identified in 
the RLAT process.

The recommendations that have been developed should 
be feasible for and easily adoptable by those who have to 
invest in improved technologies, services or infrastructure 
(farmers, traders, processors). But also policiy makers or 
other decision makers who are influential in the assessed 
VC could be addressees of the recommendations.

A broader understanding and discussion of the proposed 
recommendation can be achieved, if this process step is 
combined with a wrap-up workshop of the RLAT ap-
praisal. During this workshop the most important find-
ings and conculsions can be shared among all stakehold-
ers from different VC steps. Immediate feedback, sugges-
tions and discussions will contribute to practical and ap-
plicable solutions.

Presenting a concise report is essential for making RLAT 
results accessible to the VC operators who are required to 
change technologies, to the VC service providers who 
must adapt their service offering and to policymakers and 
administrations that are responsible for creating an ena-
bling environment for investment in loss reduction. 

ACTIVITIES

→   Guided by the above list of questions, draw conclu-
sions from the final assessment of the Cumulative 
Loss Matrix and the mycotoxin risk appraisal 

→   Facilitate a Stakeholder Workshop to present and 
discuss findings and jointly develop solutions 

TOOLS

→  Cumulative Loss Matrix 

→  Summary Mycotoxin Risk Assessment 

→  Additional information from the Key Expert Round- 
table and Stakeholder Workshop Reports 

 
Process Step 9: Conclusions and Recommendations
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When compiling and encapsuling the wealth of informa-
tion gathered in the field, it is important to remember 
that the report should only contain genuinely relevant in-
formation that directly relates to the objective of the 
RLAT exercise and the needs of those who will potentially 
use the results. 

When documenting the conclusions and recommenda-
tions, it is important to clearly distinguish and explain the 
differences between: 

• recommendations that are based on sufficiently  
reliable and verified findings and thus can support 
decision-making on loss-reduction measures; 

• findings that require further substantiation (e.g. 
evaluation of the feasibility of proposed measures) to 
inform the planning of standalone loss-reduction 
interventions or the integration of loss-relevant actions 
into strategies for upgrading VCs. 

 
Loss-relevant results arising from the Key Expert Round-
table, Stakeholder Workshop, Focus Group and Key In-
formant Meetings should, as far as possible, be presented 
as diagrams accompanied by concise explanations. To il-
lustrate specific issues that have arisen during the field-re-
search phase or possible solutions recommended by inter-
view partners, include text boxes featuring these issues or 
solutions. The report will need to be distributed to rele-
vant stakeholders. Depending on the target group to be 
adressed, further communication material might need to 
be developed. In this case the report should serve as a 
point of documentation as well as a source of informa-
tion, but might not be distributed itself.

ACTIVITIES

→   Consolidate the findings of the RLAT exercise in a 
concise report 

→   Include an executive summary that provides a very 
brief overview of the main results 

→  Where required, develop a presentation to inform 
potential users or to raise public awareness 

TOOLS

→  Reporting structure and contents 

→  Cumulative Loss Matrix 

→  Summary Mycotoxin Risk Assessment 

→  Additional information from the Key Expert Round-
table and Stakeholder Workshop Reports 

 
Process Step 10: Reporting
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The RLAT methodology can be applied to livestock and 
other crop VCs. While the process steps are directly ap-
plicable to other agribusiness chains, the participatory in-
struments, checklists and estimation sheets will need to be 
adapted to the specific features of the produce, the actual 
situation of the VC and the external conditions (e.g. agro-
ecological and framework conditions). 

When adapting the following issues should be considered: 

• the Loss Hotspot Analysis, the Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix, and the Farm and Market 
Transect Walk can probably be used in their existing 
form; 

• the checklists for focus group meetings will probably 
need to be adapted to a large extent; 

• the estimation sheets for mycotoxin risks and the 
instruments for biophysical damage measurement will 
in most cases need to be adapted so that they can be 
applicable to a specific crop. Mycotoxin risks are 
crop-specific, so evaluation sheets need to be devel-
oped for each family of crop and sometimes for each 
specific crop. For example, if the RLAT is to be used 
for groundnuts, new mycotoxin evaluation sheets will 
need to be developed reflecting the fact that mycotoxin 
risks particulary aflatoxin in groundnuts is mainly a 
pre-harvest problem, whereas aflatoxin in maize (for 
which the risk estimation sheets have been developed 
originally) is more of a post-harvest problem. 

4. Further Development of the RLAT:  

 Adaptation to  Different Agricultural  

 Value Chains (Crops/Livestock)

 
As these kinds of adaptations have not previously been 
carried out, experiences to inform the development of ap-
propriate approaches and to indicate the time and re-
sources needed to adapt the material are lacking. Obvious 
sources of information and support to guide the adapta-
tion of the tool would, however, be the key experts and 
VC practitioners. 
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5.  Stakeholder 
Workshop

4.  Key Expert 
 Roundtable

RLAT Process

3.  Training of  
RLAT users / 
facilitators 

1.  Desktop 
study

2.  Scheduling  
the RLAT

ACTIVITIES

→  Initiate the  
implementation  
of an RLAT for a 
particular VC

→  Schedule the 
field-research phase 
to ensure smooth 
 implementation 

TOOLS

→  RLAT Toolbox

→  Information on 
experts and 
stakeholders

→  Maps of region  
of interest

DURATION

2 Days

ACTIVITIES

→  Review  secondary 
data on  quantitative 
and qualitative 
losses

→  Assess the frame-
work  conditions 
(policies,  infra- 
structure, laws, etc.)

→  Finalise the VC map  
so that it features 
all the VC functions 
in detail 

TOOLS

→  Internet research

→  Sector policy 
documents

→  Reports 

DURATION

3 Days

Phase 1: Preparation

Phase 2: Participa  tory Assessments

ACTIVITIES

→  Assess training 
needs 

→  Validate results of 
the desktop study 

→  Collect loss 
perceptions of 
stakeholders

→  Assess loss 
perceptions of 
different VC 
operators

→  Validate and 
complement results 
of preceding steps 

→  Summarize and 
compare results 
from preceding steps

→  Implement practice- 
oriented training 
programme

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC 

→  Observe and 
discuss loss hot 
spots 

→  Triangulate collected 
information and 
possible inconsis-
tencies

→  Identify needs for 
further analysis

→  Build knowledge  
on RLAT and needed 
skills

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Validate results on 
desktop study and Key  
Expert Roundtable

→  Validate results 
from preceding 
steps

→  Carry out biophysical 
measurements

→  Recieve input for the 
field assessments

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Collect samples 
of produce

TOOLS

→  RLAT Documents →  Desktop study →  Desktop study →  Farm Transect Walk →  Transect maps →  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis

→  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis 

→  Market  
Transect Walk

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Mycotoxin risk 
estimation sheets

→  Training Material →  Ranking of  
loss spots 

→  Ranking of  
loss spots

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Biophysical 
Measurements 

→  Biophysical 
Measurements

DURATION

0–2 Days* 6–8 Hours 6–8 Hours 3–5 Hours each 0–3 Hours each* 0–1 Days*



7.  Key  
Informant 
Meetings

8.  Assessment 
of Results

6.  Focus Group 
Meetings with 
VC Operators 

RLAT Process

10.  Reporting 

ACTIVITIES

→  Draw conclusions 
from the final 
assessment of the 
cumulative loss

→  Imatrix and the 
mycotoxin risk 
assessment

→  Facilitate a 
debriefing Stake-
holder Workshop

TOOLS

→  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Results from 
preceding steps

DURATION

2 Days

Phase 2: Participa  tory Assessments

Phase 3: Evaluation

9.  Conclusions 
and Recom-
mendations

ACTIVITIES

→  Consolidate the 
findings of the RLAT 
excercise in a 
concise report

→  Create adequate, 
target group 
oriented communi- 
cation material of 
results 

TOOLS

→  Reporting structure

→  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Additional informa-
tion (e.g. laboratory 
results)

DURATION

Up to 5 Days

ACTIVITIES

→  Assess training 
needs 

→  Validate results of 
the desktop study 

→  Collect loss 
perceptions of 
stakeholders

→  Assess loss 
perceptions of 
different VC 
operators

→  Validate and 
complement results 
of preceding steps 

→  Summarize and 
compare results 
from preceding steps

→  Implement practice- 
oriented training 
programme

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC

→  Identify critical loss 
points along the VC 

→  Observe and 
discuss loss hot 
spots 

→  Triangulate collected 
information and 
possible inconsis-
tencies

→  Identify needs for 
further analysis

→  Build knowledge  
on RLAT and needed 
skills

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Validate results on 
desktop study and Key  
Expert Roundtable

→  Validate results 
from preceding 
steps

→  Carry out biophysical 
measurements

→  Recieve input for the 
field assessments

→  Discuss drivers  
for losses

→  Collect samples 
of produce

TOOLS

→  RLAT Documents →  Desktop study →  Desktop study →  Farm Transect Walk →  Transect maps →  Cumulative Loss 
Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis

→  Loss Hot Spot 
Analysis 

→  Market  
Transect Walk

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Mycotoxin risk 
estimation sheets

→  Training Material →  Ranking of  
loss spots 

→  Ranking of  
loss spots

→  Loss Categories and 
Loss Ranking Matrix

→  Desktop study →  Summary mycotoxin 
risk assessment

→  Biophysical 
Measurements 

→  Biophysical 
Measurements

DURATION

0–2 Days* 6–8 Hours 6–8 Hours 3–5 Hours each 0–3 Hours each* 0–1 Days*

(Total duration)  
10–20 Days

* According to needs
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