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Abstract  
This Master’s thesis is one of two parts of a combined project called Sustainable development 
around the Lake Victoria, the purpose of which is to investigate the importance of local 
anchoring and active participation in the work towards sustainable development. The present 
study aims to investigate whether men and women are empowered by the participatory rural 
appraisal (PRA) process promoted in their villages by the VI Agroforestry Project 
Masaka/Rakai. The study is primarily based on interviews with farmers within the project 
area and brings up a local perspective on the concepts sustainable development, active 
participation and empowerment. 
 
The study shows that to improve the farmers’ livelihood and to create a sustainable 
development in the community, the farmers have to be actively involved in, and in control of, 
the process. The people concerned are the ones who are most familiar with the local society 
and to make the development sustainable in a long-term perspective, activities and solutions 
need to be adapted to local conditions and circumstances. However, the farmers must first 
know what kind of development they want, i.e. where they want to go, and be aware of what 
means they may utilize to get there. In other words, the farmers need to be empowered before 
they can be in charge of their development process. 
 
According to the interviews, the farmers are encouraged by the VI Agroforestry Project’s 
PRA process to discuss their present situation with each other, to develop strategies of how to 
improve it and to increase the collaboration within the villages. From this I come to the 
conclusion that the PRA process promoted in their villages has made the farmers more aware 
of their situation and better equipped to identify opportunities in their neighbourhood. 
Therefore, I argue that the farmers are empowered by the VI Agroforestry Project’s PRA 
process. 
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1.  Introduction 

1.1 Presentation of the field of study  
There is a traditional proverb saying; 
 
If you give a woman a fish, she will have food for supper. 
If you teach her how to fish, she will have food for the rest of her life. 
 
The proverb illustrates the difference between helping someone in urgent need and providing 
someone with sustainable support in a long-term perspective. The lesson told shows that to 
improve someone’s livelihood, or to create sustainable development the people concerned 
must be actively involved in the process. The lesson is old, yet not commonly practised, for 
example because it is faster and more convenient for outsiders to work in projects than with 
processes (Arvidson, 2003; Elliott, 1999). This Master’s thesis addresses the farmers’ 
involvement in the creation of a sustainable development around the Lake Victoria. It is a 
case study of the attempt to empower small-scale farmers through the VI Agroforestry 
Project’s participatory rural appraisal process in Masaka and Rakai districts in Uganda. 
 
Due to their political and financial power, the northern countries have traditionally taken the 
role of deciding what development the developing countries prefer (Ahmed and Mlay, 1998). 
This development has, as far as one might expect, been beneficial to the northern countries 
(Sachs, 1999). However, as the developing countries are concerned, it has not been 
sustainable and it has failed to develop not only the countries’ national independence, but also 
their populations’ individual self-reliance (Sachs, 1999). Even the expressions “developed 
country” and “developing country” themselves imply a hierarchical perception of the world 
(Sachs, 1999). When talking about developing countries, there is an underlying idea that 
nations, or societies, with time undergo changes that make them improve in certain aspects. 
The idea presupposes that all nations or societies aim at the same improvements, and that they 
will reach this destination in the end, provided they have been able to play their cards well. 
Further on, the view includes an assumption that it is possible to tell how much a country has 
improved, in the agreed aspects, or to compare which of two societies is the more developed. 
I will argue that development can differ and that any sustainable development has to start 
from the very conditions and circumstances of a particular society and, therefore, the people 
concerned have to be actively involved in the process. However, that makes the 
implementation of sustainable development dependent on empowerment of people, especially 
in poorer regions of the world, since being empowered has to do with being in charge of one’s 
own life. 
 
The measurement that is used in calculations of development is economic factors, for example 
a nation’s gross national product (GDP) (Elliott, 1999). Subsequently, the “developed 
countries” are today found in the northern or western parts of the world, since their GDPs are 
higher and, therefore, they are more improved than poorer countries, in for example Africa. 
These rich countries (from here on referred to as “the North”), have assisted the other 
countries (“the South”) in various ways in their struggles towards improvement. But what if  
there is not only one but several kinds of development? Or, what if it is not possible to talk 
about development at all, but rather of different types of societies, aiming at different 
 
 
* The study is published both as a Master’s thesis for the Environmental Science Programme, Linköping 
University and as a Minor Field Study for Sida. There are only editorial differences between the two versions.  
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destinations? In that case, policys based on perceptions of the developed North might 
misjudge the situation and provide the South with inadequate, or even miscalculated, 
assistance. 
 
The international call to leave the decision of the developing countries to these countries 
themselves has therefore gained increasing attention during recent decades. Although, such 
change would probably cause complications linked to the present dependence within the 
developing world towards the developed (Elliott, 1999). Still, the developing countries might 
need some assistance in their development, even if they are the ones in charge of what 
development they wanted. That, I would say, is a challenge and a delicate balance for 
supporters from outside (like, for example, governments and non-government organizations, 
NGOs) to enter. 
 
In line with this, the United Nations’ World Summit on Sustainable Development held in 
Johannesburg 2002, pointed at local participation as one of the crucial respects when fostering 
a sustainable development (United Nations, 2003).  
 
A NGO that is addressing this issue of local participation for implementing sustainable 
development, is the VI Agroforestry Programme. It is working towards a sustainable 
development in the Lake Victoria region by training small-scale farmers in agroforestry 
methods and thereby assisting them to improve their livelihood (Vi Agroforestry Programme, 
2002). About 75 % of the population around the Lake Victoria work in agriculture (Sida, 
2004). Besides, the majority of the households in the region use the agricultural production 
more for subsistence than for cash purposes (Elliott, 1999). Therefore, to improve the living 
standard in this region, and to create a sustainable development, it is crucial to address the 
farming methods.  
 
The Vi Agroforestry Programme’s project in Masaka, Uganda is using a process called 
participatory rural appraisal when supporting farmers to improve their farming methods. This 
tool aims to create a better understanding of the present situation among the farmers and to 
equip them with skills so they themselves are able to identify suitable activities and solutions 
to develop their livelihood. The questions, related to the introductory proverb, are; have the 
projects’s activities given the farmers help for the day or have they taught the farmers how to 
sustain their own living? In other words, do they stimulate empowerment among the farmers?  

1.2 Aim 
The aim of the study is to investigate whether men and women are empowered by the 
participatory rural appraisal (PRA) process promoted in their villages by the VI Agroforestry 
Project Masaka/Rakai (VIAFP).  
 
The study will primarily build on interviews with men and women in Kalisizo zone in Rakai 
district, but also on personal observations as well as on publications and information material 
from the VIAFP. 
 
To study this, the thesis will focus on three questions: 

- What does a sustainable development mean to the respondents? 
- Is the VI Agroforestry Project’s PRA process helping to create such a development?  
- Do the respondents have outspoken goals or visions for their future? 
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These questions will help to bring up a local perspective on the meanings of sustainable 
development, participation and empowerment and thereby widen the understanding of the 
concepts and the interactions between them.  
 
The study is one of two parts of a combined project called Sustainable development around 
the Lake Victoria basin and is based upon a case study of the VI Agroforestry Project 
Masaka/Rakai in Uganda. The aim of the project is to investigate the importance of local 
anchoring and active participation in the work towards sustainable development. The other 
part is called A case study of farmers’ perception of the VI Agroforestry Project 
Masaka/Rakai, Uganda, from a gender perspective and is written by Sara Nilsson. The aim of 
that study is to investigate how gender roles among men and women in Kalisizo zone, in the 
Masaka and Rakai districts, in Uganda affect the VIAFP and if the project in return affects the 
gender roles. 

1.3 Presentation of the study 
The present study is a Master’s thesis at the Environmental Science Programme at Campus 
Norrköping, Linköping University. The study is performed within the framework of a Minor 
Field Study and sponsored by Swedish International Development Agency (Sida). The 
collection of information was carried out during 10 weeks, from January to April in 2004. 
 
Since it is a Swedish Master’s thesis, academics and persons living in the North will be able 
to read the study. Persons connected with the VI Agroforestry Project will hopefully also read 
the study. It means that readers might not only have different backgrounds, they might also 
come from completely different societies. I have tried to consider this when writing, in an 
attempt to make the study useful to more than one group of readers. Due to this, some parts 
may therefore seem too detailed for some readers.  

1.4 The VI Agroforesty Project 
The VI Agroforesty Programme is funded by the Foundation Vi Planterar Träd, a NGO with 
its headquarters in Sweden (Suazo and Asiimwe, 2004). The Programme is financed by 
private Swedish donors, Sida and the Norwegian Agency for Development Co-operation 
(Norad). The VI Agroforestry Programme started in 1983 and its vision is “ A green belt of 
vegetation cover around the Lake Victoria basin within small-scale holders” (Suazo and 
Asiimwe, 2004). Today, the Programme has five projects around the lake; Kitale and Kisumu 
in Kenya, Musoma and Mwanza in Tanzania and Masaka in Uganda (see Fig. 1). A sixth 
project is, in addition, about to open in the region in the near future. The VIAFP in Uganda 
started in 1992 and operates in the two districts of Masaka and Rakai (Suazo and Asiimwe, 
2004) (see Fig. 2). 
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Fig. 1 A map of the VI Agroforestry Programme’s five projects around the Lake Victoria. 
(Source: Viskogen) 

 
Fig. 2 The VI Agroforestry Project in Uganda is situated in the districts of Masaka and Rakai. 
(Source: Studieförbundet Vuxenskolan Hallands distrikt) 

 
The goal of the VIAFP is to contribute towards improved livelihood of small-scale farmers in 
the districts within five to ten years by using participatory agroforestry extension 
methodologies (Suazo and Asiimwe, 2004). The small-scale farmers as a target group is 
defined as farmers “with up to five acres of farmland that depend on their farms to derive their 
livelihood using their own labour” (1 acre is 4 047 m2). The Project’s immediate objectives 
are 
- increased food and nutritional security at household level 
- increased fire wood availability at household level 
- increased sources of income at household level (Suazo and Asiimwe, 2004). 
 
The idea of agroforestry is that different components of a farm will interact biologically, 
ecologically and economically, in modes suitable to the social context, and thereby lead to 
increased productivity and sustainability (Haldin et al., 2000; Löf and Renman, 2002; 
Mawanda et al., 2000). Because of the wide modes of application, the word agroforestry has 
got several interpretations. A general definition may be a production method in which 
intercropping of annual and perennial crops with long-term and short-term trees is practised 
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on a given unit of land, spatially and/or over time, with or without a combination with 
livestock (Haldin et al., 2000; Löf and Renman, 2002; Mawanda et al., 2000). Agroforestry 
involves many activities (Uganda Agroforestry Development Network), for example, planting 
contour trees for timber production and wind breaks, producing fuel wood within the farm to 
conserve neighbouring forests both for soil conservation as well as for a fodder bank, 
intercropping short-term trees in the farm to fertilize the soil, and fruit trees to balance the diet 
and provide shadow. Other activities are to use organic fertilizer like manure and compost and 
to grow a variety of crops to ensure a sufficient supply of food to the family. All these 
activities may also play an important role as income generating activities, either as increased 
profit or as a reduction of expenditure.  
 
The VIAFP in Masaka/Rakai is divided into eight zones (see Fig. 3), each managed by a zone 
manager. The zones consist of so-called areas of concentration (AoC), in which a extension 
officer works in relation to the farmers. Altogether, there are 128 extension officers providing 
approximately 44 000 households with agroforestry knowledge (Suazo and Asiimwe, 2004). 
In addition to the extension staff, there are five units in the project, supporting the 
development of the project and improving it. One of these units is the Training and 
Community Empowerment Unit (TRACE). TRACE’s task is to identify or respond to training 
needs among the project staff and also to identify or respond to training needs among the 
farmers, in collaboration with the extension officers (Suazo and Asiimwe, 2004). TRACE 
addresses these needs and provides the skills and knowledge wanted. In other words, and 
according to its name, the ultimate task of the TRACE unit is to empower the community, and 
the staff, within the project area. Therefore, as I see it, the unit’s mission is, indirectly, to 
create opportunities for sustainable development. 
 

 
Fig. 3 The VI Agroforestry Project Masaka/Rakai is divided in eight zones. Kalisizo zone is 
situated down to the right in the figure. (source: the author) 
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2.  Methodology 

This study is based foremost on qualitative semi-structured interviews with farmers, 
connected with the VIAFP in Masaka/Rakai. Since the aim of the study is to examine the 
empowerment of the people, it is hard to come up with a reliable answer if one has not talked 
to the people concerned. I do not consider it possible to present a picture of anyone’s reality 
without consulting this person first and listening to the person’s perception of life. However, 
basing my study on interviews does not automatically imply that my interpretation of the 
respondents’ realities is correct, or the only true version (Trost, 1997). I comprehend the 
interviews and my other observations during my stay in central Uganda from my own 
background, as being a white female, studying environmental science in Sweden. As an 
observer and listener I cannot act without this background, but I can try to be self-reflexive 
and make it useful for the study.  

Throughout the study I have chosen to argue from a local perspective. Evidently, global 
events, etc., influence the local society constantly. However, I claim that the local emphasis 
here will be a valuable asset to the study. It may also deepen the understanding of the 
complexity of globalization. 
 
The terms of explanation used to analyze and interpret the results of the investigation will be 
presented in section 3, Concepts essential to the study. There are two main alternatives of 
explanation, either to test a hypothesis in the field or to compare observations with existing 
theories. I will use the latter alternative, i.e. relate existing theories to the interviews and 
observations I made in Uganda. My understanding of existing theories has also been 
influenced by the impressions I got in Uganda. Therefore, the terms of explanation and the 
analysis are developed somewhat simultaneously. 

2.1 Interviews 
Qualitative interviews mean interviews where I, as the interviewer, am interested in the 
conceptions of the respondents, i.e. the farmers, on a certain issue. The “qualitative” part 
indicates that I am interested more in how the respondents find a certain issue or why they 
argue in a certain way, than in, for example, how many of the respondents that claim a certain 
matter (Trost, 1997). Although, it is often valuable to see if all of the respondents agree, if 
they have totally diverse opinions, or what the division of the answers looks like.  
 
As mentioned earlier, this study is related to another study, which together constitutes the 
project called Sustainable development around the Lake Victoria basin. Due to these 
circumstances I carried out the interviews in close collaboration with the author of the other 
study, Sara Nilsson. We co-operated while creating the questionnaire, conducted the 
interviews together and even shared the same respondents. The collaboration brought several 
benefits, apart from the main point that it allowed us to do more interviews, since we could 
use the same transportation and the same interpreter. We could, in addition, support each 
other both during the actual interview sessions as well as afterwards when transcribing the 
information and discussing impressions, especially after the tape recorder broke and we had to 
rely on our notes. A negative experience of this collaboration concerns the length of the 
interviews. Since we each had a set of questions, we had to compromise in the depth of the 
answers. The respondents could not take twice as long interview just because we were two 
interviewers. This limited the investigation in one way. Although, on the other hand, by 
attaining information from the respondents during Nilsson’s set of questions I also gained 
additional input. 
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2.2 Selecting respondents 
When selecting the respondents we started from the division of the VIAFP. We decided that 
in our 10 weeks we would not have time to cover the whole project area. Instead, we chose to 
concentrate on one of the zones. In this way, we got some spread of the respondents although 
they would still have a lot in common because of natural prerequisites (for example micro 
climate) and cultural traditions (like tribes, historical context, etc.). We wanted some spread 
of the respondents though in order to reduce the dependence of the results to any particular 
village or extension officer. The zone we chose is called Kalisizo zone (see Fig. 3) and 
consists today of 17 AoCs. The choice was based on the fact that this was the zone we had 
visited most times before we started our investigation and that we had already attended one of 
this zone’s monthly zone meetings and therefore had introduced ourselves to the zone 
manager and the extension officers working in this area. The reason why we had spent most 
time in this zone is because we accompanied the staff of the TRACE unit in their work and 
during this period they had many meetings scheduled in Kalisizo zone. 
 
We wanted to select one farmer from each AoC in the zone and we wanted this farmer to be 
part of the PRA process started by the VIAFP. We also wanted a gender balance, that is, the 
same number of men and women. So far, the VIAFP has not launched the PRA in all their 
project villages. Therefore, the next step in selecting respondents was to identify villages in 
Kalisizo zone, which had started a PRA process and conducted a so-called one-week training 
and produced a community action plan (CAP, for explanation see 3.3). After we had gone 
through all the CAPs kept in the VIAFP’s main office and compared the villages to the AoCs, 
we remained with 14 CAPs. Within the CAP there is a list of the farmers who attended the 
one-week training during which the CAP was formulated. We used these lists to identify 
which farmer in each of the 14 villages to visit. In two of the CAPs there were no such lists. 
In those cases we used two other attached lists instead. These listed the members of the 
Village Development Committee created after the one-week training or the villagers 
responsible for certain tasks identified in the CAP. One of the CAPs was written in 1999, five 
in 2001, seven in 2002 and the last one in 2003.  
 
In the following step in the selection we simply picked the farmer in the middle of the list. 
Sometimes this person was not at home, sometimes we failed to locate the house of that 
particular person, or the person might have passed away. In some cases we might have been 
looking for a man and found only the wife. If she was on the list too, we asked to interview 
her, otherwise we continued with another name. Only in one case did we end up interviewing 
a farmer who had not attended that particular one-week training. However, this farmer was 
very familiar with the VIAFP’s group activities, the village’s CAP and many of this farmer’s 
children had attended the training so we accepted the exception. During that interview the 
person we primarily had asked for returned from the garden and joined the session as well.  
 
We wanted respondents who had participated in the discussions during the one-week training, 
because our studies aim to investigate the impact of the PRA process. This does not 
necessarily imply that the respondents are very active persons within the VIAFP, it just means 
they attended that training. A further comparison between farmers in villages where the 
VIAFP has launched a PRA process and in villages without a PRA process is to be found in 
Löf and Renman (2002). 

2.3 Interpreter 
An interpreter was necessary since most of the farmers did not know English. They spoke 
Luganda. And since we did not know the culture, we needed an interpreter who could not 
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only translate our questions and the respondents’ answers, but also knew how to approach the 
farmers in a way that made them comfortable. The interpreter we finally chose to work with 
was a woman with experience of working in the field. She had an education in Social Science 
and was used to doing interviews. She was not employed by the VIAFP and thereby not in 
any biased situation when working with us. Before we started the investigation, we explained 
our aims and questions to the interpreter and we discussed the disposition of the coming 
interviews in order to create a common understanding.  

2.4 Questionnaire 
As mentioned earlier, we created a questionnaire to help us remember what issues we wanted 
the respondents to relate to (see appendix 1). The questions were semi-structured, which 
means that they were open-ended and the respondents were free to answer in their own words 
(Trost, 1997). We changed the questions somewhat depending on the session to fit into the 
present situation. Each interview also had its specific sub-questions.  
 
During the first couple of weeks in Masaka we studied the VIAFP and became familiar with 
the Project’s work as well as its terminology, which helped us a lot when formulating 
questions. We also discussed the questions with some of the VI staff and our interpreter, as 
well as with our supervisor in Sweden. Despite these preparations we realised after the first 
two interviews that we had to elaborate our questions and change interpreters. We found that 
the questions had to be more direct, and clearer, because we did not quite get the answers we 
had expected. The problems that arose were mostly because of our inexperience of working 
with an interpreter, but also due to cultural differences in the way we speak in comparison 
with the respondents. It is important to avoid so-called leading questions as an interviewer 
(Trost, 1997), i.e., the question has to allow the respondent to think and answer freely, 
especially when being asked open-ended questions, as we did. However, the questions have to 
be so direct that the respondent will understand what question they are supposed to answer 
(Trost, 1997). We found this to be more difficult when doing interviews in another language 
than our native language and in a culture we were not familiar with, since we did not share a 
common ground with the respondents, or with the interpreter. By making the questions as 
simple as we could, the difficulties were reduced.  
 
In the end, we did two test-interviews (with one man and one woman) and after that 14 
interviews (seven men and seven women) with a new interpreter and an improved 
questionnaire. 

2.5 The interview sessions  
Before each interview we met with the extension officer and briefed him or her about our 
studies. Then the extension officer showed us to the farmer selected from the list and 
introduced us to him or her. The interviews took place inside the farmer’s house or 
somewhere in the shadow in the compound. Every interview began with a presentation of our 
studies and us. We also explained that the participation was voluntary, that the farmer was 
free to choose not to answer any of the questions during the whole session and free to ask if 
anything was unclear. We stated that we co-operated with the VIAFP, but our studies were 
independent. Furthermore, the farmer was told that he or she was not going to be paid, the 
benefit would be the chance to improve the activities of the VIAFP. We assured the farmers 
confidentiality in the written report. During the interview itself there was a different number 
of people present; the two of us, the interpreter, driver, extension officer and sometimes even 
other family members or neighbours. So the interviews were not performed in a confidential 
way.  
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In some cases the extension officer did not join us, because of other programmes or if the 
AoC was phased out (i.e. if the VIAFP had finished its work in that village). If so, the driver 
and the interpreter handled the introduction.  
 
In each interview Nilsson started with her set of questions and I continued. That was the 
logical order since my questions were extensions of hers (see appendix 1). On average, the 
interview session lasted about one hour. In the test-interviews and another two interviews we 
used a tape recorder. When we used it, the farmers did not mind at all. After those four 
interviews, the tape recorder broke and we could not use it anymore. The disadvantage was 
limited since we had enough time to take notes during the translations. The impact on the 
study brought by the switch from using a tape recorder to note-taking only, concerns the 
possibility to support the results from the interviews with quotations. I do not have the 
interpreter’s exact formulations of the respondents’ answers, I only have my and Nilsson’s 
notes from the session to rely on. Neither has it been possible for me to return to the 
interviews and discover new details in the material, I have had to depend on my first 
impressions. Due to these circumstances I will not refer to the respondents with complete 
quotations, but, through-out the study show the answers from the respondents according to the 
notes. 
 
Using interviews as the method of collecting information raises a lot of questions. Is the 
respondent comfortable in the situation? Does he or she feel free to answer the questions? 
How do I affect the situation? Both the interpreter and the extension officers (those who 
joined us) said that the farmers spoke very freely. It was never hard to make the farmer start 
talking. The last of Nilsson’s questions was to ask if they missed anything within the VIAFP, 
and not even here did the respondents hesitate before they answered. This I think exemplifies 
that the respondents did not apprehend the questions as sensitive. The questions that caused 
trouble for the respondents, and once again made us attentive to our diverse cultures, were 
about the size of the farm and, unexpectedly, even more, the question of how many family 
members the respondent had. That latter question sometimes led to a few minutes long 
discussion. After we completed our questions we asked if they had a question for us. That 
specific reply turned out to be quite valuable to my study of the empowerment of the farmers, 
since it showed how the respondents viewed us as outsiders, and therefore I have included it 
in my results and discussion.  
 
Then there is the question of how I affected the situation, as the interviewer and a mzungo (= 
rich, white in Luganda). I think it was very good that we waited some weeks before we started 
doing our interviews. During that time at least we had time to learn how we must not behave 
when meeting farmers. However, the biggest issue is that I could not talk directly to my 
respondent and had to hear his or her response through the mouth of the interpreter. Even 
though I am very satisfied with the interpreter it is obviously preferable to listen to the 
respondents myself. Now I could only pick key words here and there and that creates a 
distance to the respondent that is different than if you share the same language and culture.  

2.6 Supplementing information 
To supplement the interviews with the respondents and to create a wider understanding of the 
investigation field, I also collected information by discussions with the managers and 
employees of the VIAFP and a person working at the Swedish Embassy in Kampala, Uganda. 
A third important source of information is all the farmers I met at meetings, visits, and 
discussions I attended and participated in during my stay in Masaka. I wanted to learn as 
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much as possible about the VIAFP’s work and about the farmers’ situation in the area, 
therefore I took every opportunity to attend any meeting. The information I got from all these 
sources I have used to develop my understanding of the society.  
 
The VIAFP’s main office in Masaka has a small library with literature concerning 
agroforestry, PRA and information about Uganda, etc. The project has also material about its 
own work. I was free to use these sources and the staff were very helpful if there was 
anything I could not find. The material I studied about the project is, for example, the 
VIAFP’s programme profile, the annual report 2003, a survey report of Kalisizo zone and a 
report from the PRA review in January 2004.  

3. Concepts essential of the study 
In this section I will present the concepts discussed in the study. My understanding of the 
concepts and the terms of explanation used, were influenced by my observations and findings 
in Uganda. Therefore, they are based partly on existing theories, partly on the investigation 
itself. 

3.1 Sustainable development  
Sustainable development as a concept, or approach to the environmental issues of today, 
draws attention to a need of putting these issues in a broader context. It is not advisable, nor 
possible, to separate ecological processes from processes within society, even though the 
attempt may be to simplify the reality by disregarding either of them. The realms interact 
constantly and to be able to address any matter completely, this must not be overlooked. 
Subsequently, when dealing with questions of development, it is necessary to consider social, 
ecological, as well as economic aspects in the discussion.  
 
The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) (1987:43) outlined the 
official definition of sustainable development in 1987:  
 

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

 
The WCED (1987) claimed that such development implies considerations of social, 
economical and ecologic aspects. Today, a wide range of actors commonly use the term 
sustainable development. However, the actors emphasize different parts of the concept, due to 
their individual cultural, social and political backgrounds or contexts. In other words, there is 
no common understanding of the correct interpretation of what a sustainable development is, 
although one may be deceived to believe so since the differences are not always made clear. 
 
Multinational corporations, NGOs, governments and individuals have all come to support the 
striving for sustainable development. That is both a strength and a weakness of the concept. It 
is a strength because it has managed to bring a wide range of actors somewhat closer each 
other. However, the lack of consensus in what constitutes such development, and the fact that 
anybody would hardly be in favour of unsustainability (Harvey, 2001), make the concept 
weaker. The concept suits the heart of the contemporary political-economic power, Harvey 
(2001) argues, because it allows, or even urges, economic growth to continue, as long as it 
respects certain natural limits. Actors that consider development synonymous with economic 
growth, further increase the complexity (Elliott, 1999). 
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Sachs (1999) illustrates the different interpretations of sustainable development in three 
perspectives: the contest, the astronaut, and the home perspective. In the contest perspective, 
he says, the society is seen as a corporation, which aims at efficiency where sustainability is 
about conservation of development, not conservation of nature. Furthermore, development is 
not for everybody but only for some spaces, although it has to start including environmental 
concerns. According to Sachs, this perspective views the South as “the home of incompetence 
and the North as the stronghold of excellence”. This means the South is the place to make 
environmental adjustments. The second perspective, the one Sachs called the astronaut 
perspective, pictures the world “as a physical body maintained by a variety of biogeochemical 
processes rather than as a collection of states and cultures”. Consequently, the holders of this 
perspective consider human realities, or social processes, irrelevant when it comes to creating 
sustainability. Instead, sustainability is to conserve the biosphere and that is a challenge for 
global management, international agreements and global action. The third perspective, the 
home perspective, concerns what Sachs calls, ”the crisis of justice” and connects a sustainable 
development with local livelihoods. Sachs argues that in this perspective, the South is seen as 
disempowered and environmentally disrupted communities, while the North is called upon to 
reduce the environmental burden it places and has placed on other countries today and in the 
past. Sustainability is, in this third perspective, to build resistance against development by 
searching for decentralized forms of society.  
 
 The comprehension for the concept of sustainable development that I will state in this study 
and on basis of which I will describe the results of my interviews, is in line with the third and 
final interpretation above. It is an interpretation that starts from a place where, today, there is 
an insufficient and unsustainable development and where it is absolutely necessary to find an 
accurate and sustainable replacement of the present pattern of behaviour. To quote Ahmed 
and Mlay (1998:2): 
 

What should not be overlooked is that environment is where people live; and 
development is what these people attempt to do, to improve their lot within that 
abode. 

 
They argue that to succeed in development it is necessary to manage and distribute the human 
environment, its related natural resources and benefits in a suitable and fair way (Ahmed and 
Mlay, 1998). Rasheed (1998) underlines the same thing. He says, it is not effective to handle 
the socio-economic crisis if the environmental dimension is neglected, since strategies of 
growth and development, which do not consider the environmental aspects, will not be 
successful or sustainable in the long run.  
 
I would say that, from my experiences in central Uganda, people in poorer regions cannot 
afford to neglect environmental or social aspects in their striving towards development. These 
two parts must be included in any activities and policies if the development is to be seen as 
sustainable in a long-term perspective. In accordance with the home perspective above, the 
sources where the environmental and social aspects to consider are likely to be found are in 
the local communities. The people who are to improve their livelihood should be the very 
persons in charge of choosing what kind of development they want to have and how it will be 
created. I think it is hard to ensure that local conditions and prerequisites would be identified 
and respected otherwise. Due to the economic situation in many areas, or of many families in 
the South, I argue that people in the South cannot afford to let economic aspects control their 
development. I agree that a monetary flow is important in society (Harvey, 2001) and I am 
aware of the necessity for anyone to have access to financial means. However, I do not think 
lack of income is a hindrance to start a developing process. On the contrary, by respecting 
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local conditions, i.e. low financial status, there are certainly suitable solutions to be identified, 
which may help to reduce the expenditure of the local people. When the expenditures 
decrease, the amount of money available increases and might very well result in an improved 
livelihood.  
 
To be able to be in charge of their own development, the people first of all need to know 
where they stand at present and what their situation looks like. They also need to know where 
they want to go, or how they would like to live, as well as what available means and 
opportunities they can use in the process to get there. In other words, the people need to be 
empowered. This may seem trivial, but in reality this is, in fact, the real challenge.  

3.2 Empowerment 
The second concept I will relate to in this study is therefore empowerment. Empowerment is, 
according to Wacker (1994:139), about self-organization;  
 

Self-organization and democratization may do nothing for sustainable 
development in itself, but provide a type of enabling environment which makes 
progress along the path of sustainable development a real possibility.  

 
Through empowerment, groups become social movements and as such, they can 
obtain or regain access to their environment’s resources to meet their livelihood 
needs; but only if the movement consolidates into an institution with 
legitimized control over the management of natural resources can an important 
precondition for sustainable development be met. 

 
That is, empowerment is about people’s self-reliance, about them being in charge of their own 
lives. It is not a guarantee, as Wacker stated, for sustainable development, but an important 
nucleus of it. Elliott (1999) explains why, by defining empowerment as a process where 
individuals and communities become agents of their own development. In such a process, the 
community will get a wider understanding of the sources of its lack of power, as well as the 
actions it may take to address this. Consequently, empowerment involves a process of change, 
from not having power, to having power. Kabeer (2001) argues that power is the ability to 
make choices. Therefore, a person who is disempowered, is also denied to make choices and 
an empowered person is someone who was previously denied to make choices, but now has 
acquired such an ability. The choices Kabeer refers to are what she calls “first order choices”, 
i.e. strategic life choices that are critical for people to live the kind of lives they want to live. 
 
There are different ways of promoting an empowerment process in a community or among 
individuals. It may be done, as Nakyeyune (2004-03-30), the head of the TRACE-unit in the 
VI Agroforestry Project Masaka/Rakai, puts it, by providing a community with skills, 
knowledge or resources, or all of them. To her, and in line with the arguments above, 
empowerment is to equip people to enable them to stand on their own and to steer their own 
future. 
 
In this study, I will investigate whether farmers in rural communities where the VIAFP is 
active, have been empowered by the PRA process launched in their villages. The purpose is to 
find out what the possible empowerment has meant to the improvement of the farmers’ 
livelihood. This discussion will also be linked with a discussion concerning the importance of 
regarding local anchoring and active participation when fostering sustainable development. 
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3.3 Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)  
PRA is defined as a family of approaches and methods which intend to make rural people 
analyze their own life and conditions and choose their own means of how to improve them 
(PRA Unit, 1999), i.e. they are tools to empower rural people by participation. PRA may also 
be seen as a method for research, where the people investigated are the ones who actually are 
the analysts (Holland and Blackburn, 1998). The conviction in PRA as described by Holland 
and Blackburn (1998:4), is  
 

(1) that local people have the knowledge and ability to be the subjects of their 
own development, and 

(2) that those who facilitate PRAs must pay particular attention to the way they 
behave when interacting with local people. 

 
The VI Agroforestry Project Masaka/Rakai started using PRA in 1997 in their work of 
improving the livelihood of small-scale farmers. The intention was to mobilize communities 
to participate in and learn about agroforestry practices (Okalebo, 2004). There was also hope 
of, by this approach, being able to form structures in the communities, which in time would 
take over the planning, implementation and management of agroforestry activities from the 
Project (Okalebo, 2004). 
 
By means of a diverse set of tools, the VIAFP mobilizes the community and encourages the 
community members to discuss the characteristics, prerequisites and livelihood in the village 
during one week (PRA Unit, 1999). The tools, and the discussions, aim to bring the villagers 
closer to each other, to stimulate the collaboration among them, by creating a feeling of 
affinity. During the discussions the villagers are supposed to get a wider understanding of 
their local context, in both a historical and a present-day perspective. They are also supposed 
to become aware of what has caused the present situation and what means they have to 
improve their current livelihood. At the same time, the staff from the VIAFP who are present, 
acquire valuable information and insights about this specific village and its residents, which 
they both will need and use in their subsequent work with the community. 
 
Examples of some of the tools the VIAFP uses in the PRA process it launches are “time line”, 
“trend line”, “seasonal calendar”, “livelihood mapping” and “gender calendar” (PRA Unit, 
1999, see appendix 2). A time line is a list of events in the history of the community that the 
community considers to be important. It helps to identify and understand past trends and 
problems in life, and how the community has dealt with natural resource issues in the past. 
The trend lines show the villagers’ perspective of 30-40 years’ changes in population, rainfall, 
land productivity or soil fertility, forest cover, etc. The retrospects will probably be somewhat 
inaccurate in numbers, although they give a direction of how the villagers view their situation. 
The community may also explain the causes of the changes. The next example, the seasonal 
calendar, draws up the pattern of activities and occurrences within the community over a year. 
By visualizing cycles like rainfall, diseases, food shortage and so on, it is easier to reveal 
common periods of excessive environmental problems, as well as times for opportunities. The 
mapping of livelihood simply identifies what the community considers important basic needs 
and whether it is self-sufficient in those resources (see also appendix 3). Finally, a gender 
calendar is an analysis of existing roles and responsibilities between the genders. It is thought 
to be a help to the community to find out if there can be a positive change in gender roles 
without offending the community and, thereafter, who should be responsible to initiate such a 
change. 
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After all those discussions, the community has come up with a list of problems within their 
village or livelihood. These problems are analyzed, by the villagers, and possible options of 
how to deal with them are identified. In the end, the outcomes of all tools and the whole 
problem-and-solution analysis are put together in a community action plan (CAP) (PRA Unit, 
1999). The CAP makes a reference point for the future development in the community and is 
what supports the villagers when they, united, are to improve their livelihood.  
 
Löf and Renman (2002) performed a minor field study comparing villages working with PRA 
and villages not working with PRA within the VI Agroforestry Project Masaka/Rakai. They 
argue that the launching of and continued work with PRA done by the VIAFP, increases the 
farmers’ level of awareness and understanding of existing problems. They write in their study 
that the farmers in the villages with PRA “talked of problems, the causes of the problems and 
possible solutions in a much more concrete way” than the farmers in villages without PRA 
and that farmers in villages with PRA “focused on constraints which were possible to deal 
with such as low soil fertility and erosion”, whereas the other farmers mentioned “problems 
which they were unable to attack or solve”, such as, e.g., drought. Besides that, they found 
that the work with PRA methods reduces false expectations since the farmers who have 
attended the one-week training and participated in all the discussions are more sensitized to 
the means and opportunities they have available to deal with their situation. This also makes 
the extension officers’ work easier and the VIAFP’s work in the communities more 
sustainable, Löf and Renman claim, since the farmers in villages with PRA are more aware of 
what they need, which increases the villagers’ level of control, while the VIAFP’s 
management may be reduced.  
 
In spite of all these advantages of the approach, the VIAFP is not satisfied with the way it has 
come to use the PRA method (Okalebo, 2004; Nakyeyune, 2004-03-12). PRA as a 
development tool is supposed to be seen and handled as a process. The discussions leading to 
the formulation of the CAP are most important and the foundation of the coming 
development, but the real challenge and effort come when it is time to implement the CAP. 
The usefulness of the CAP is not as obvious if not properly implemented and evaluated 
gradually. So far, the staff of the VIAFP in Masaka realized, they have used the tool of PRA 
more as an end, i.e. in many cases they have settled with the one-week training and the 
production of the CAP itself (Okalebo, 2004; Nakyeyune, 2004-03-12).  
 
During a PRA review in January 2004, therefore, new guidelines for the participatory 
approach were discussed (Okalebo, 2004; Nakyeyune, 2004-03-12). The biggest changes 
include the shift from considering PRA to be an end to emphasizing it as a process. Because 
of this even the name is changed and the VIAFP uses today participatory development 
process, PDP, instead. In line with process thinking, the VIAFP will change its way of 
entering a new area or village. From now on it will start collaborating with existing structures 
in society on higher levels than before, i.e. not start with the Local Council 1 but maybe Local 
Council 3 (see appendix 4), to ensure a proper and sustainable anchoring of the development 
process. Local Council 1 is the lowest political level in Uganda, the political committee of a 
village. Some villages form a parish and in turn, some parishes constitute a sub-county. The 
political committee in the sub-county is called Local Council 3. In this way the VIAFP 
believes the village may get better support from above in their implementation of the CAP. It 
may also increase the sense of ownership for the development process in the village, as well 
as in the parish and sub-county, if the initiative to start the PDP comes from the local leaders, 
rather than from a foreign NGO. Another change is to replace the word problem with issue. 
By focusing on issues, the VIAFP hopes to open up for even more fruitful discussions, since 
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talking of problems tends to miss a lot of possibilities and opportunities. Another novelty is an 
emphasis on visioning. In the PDP, the farmers will be more encouraged to work on a target, 
i.e., the VIAFP will teach the farmers how to think in visions and thereby be more prepared to 
plan and work towards their aims. 
 
In this study, however, I will use the abbreviation PRA when relating to the work of VIAFP, 
since the new approach had just been formulated by the time of the interviews, and PDP only 
when discussing, or referring to, the future.  

4. Results 
In this section I will present the results from my interviews. The section is divided into three 
parts, each concerning one of the three main questions presented in 1.2. The first part, The 
farmers’ view of what is important in a development, is about what the respondents found 
important for their families and villages. This information will help in the understanding of 
what sustainable development means to them. Next is a part about how the respondents would 
like to accomplish their development and whether the VIAFP’s PRA process is any help to do 
this. The part is called The farmers’ choice of development. The last part brings up the 
respondents’ visions for their future. It is called The farmers’ vision for their future and deals 
with the respondents’ empowerment.  

4.1 The farmers’ view of what is important in a development 
The respondents gave a very concordant picture of what they considered important in their 
livelihoods. I did not ask them directly what they would include in a sustainable development, 
because I was not sure that they would be familiar with the concept. To avoid 
misunderstandings and uneasiness, and to get more open-ended answers I asked them what 
they held as important for their families and villages instead.  
 
All of the respondents (interviews 1-16) mentioned almost the same things as important for 
the lives of their families. They wanted enough food, water, clothes, firewood and a good 
house. To provide the family with this, they said, it is important with land, agriculture 
(including tools to perform agricultural activities) and animal rearing. One respondent 
(interview 3) for example, said that land helps you maintain your life.  
 
In appendix 3 there is an example of a livelihood analysis from one of the respondents’ 
villages. It supports the picture given by the respondents in the interviews, that the farmers 
primarily think of the needs of food, water and firewood in their daily lives. In the livelihood 
analysis, the community has listed all things they use in their daily life and that is food, water, 
firewood, timber and coffee. In other words, it does not involve things like for example 
electricity and television, which a community in the North most likely would have considered 
basic. 
 
It is also important for the respondents, as they explained in the interviews, to be healthy and 
thereby able to work. When looking at their current situation, this is clearly a crucial point. 
Since the respondents depend on the harvests of their farms and they themselves are the ones 
who have to produce the crops, they will most likely suffer a lot if they fall sick for a longer 
period or get injured, so that they are not able to work as much as needed.  
 
In addition, it is most vital, according to all the respondents, to get any form of income. The 
income may come either from the farming activities only, but if possible also from some other 
activity besides farming. Examples of income generating activities among the respondents 
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and their families were running a retail shop (interviews 7 and 13), selling bark cloth 
(interview 9) and mat weaving (interviews 11, 12, 13 and 15). The income is foremost used 
for school fees, medicine, clothes, paraffin and supplementary food (like salt, sugar and 
meat). The respondents (interviews 1, 2, 6, 8, 9, 12, 13 and 16) also pointed out the 
importance of transports (e.g. a bike for water collection or means to carry crops to the 
market) and the nearness to any sort of health facilities. Finally, respondents (interviews 1, 2, 
4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13 and 15) highlighted education or the meaning of knowledge and skills. 
 
Essential for a good village is, to begin with, according to all the respondents (interviews 1-
16), people (some even stressed hard-working people), friendship and co-operation in daily 
life. Then the village needs agriculture and livestock, as well as trees and forests. The trees 
are, to mention some purposes, used to support crops and improve the soil, produce medicine 
and food and provide the people with shadow and windbreak. A good village also has safe 
water, health facilities and accessible veterinary services, schools and good roads. 
Furthermore, it is important for the villagers to have some sort of income-generating 
activities, such as trading centres and businesses operating taxis or bodabodas (which means 
“moped” in Luganda). Having transports within the village is not only vital for business but 
also for security reasons, e.g. when someone falls sick and needs to see a doctor. One 
respondent (interview 6) explained that in her village there is only one taxi and it leaves at 7 
a.m. and returns at 7 p.m. The nearest bodabodas are two kilometers away from her. So if she 
gets sick when her husband is at work, she will have difficulties in finding medical assistance 
since it is far to the closest heath facility. One respondent (interview 2) also mentioned the 
presence of NGOs as important for the village. He claimed that his village was not very 
developed since it did not have that many NGOs working in the area. 
 
Some of the things the respondents did not mention in the interviews, I believe they consider 
very important in their lives, namely their family and the church or God. Religion has a 
prominent role in their society. All meetings, for example, start with an opening prayer and 
common expressions among farmers I met, as well as among the respondents was “if God 
wishes” and “I will pray for that/you”. Many of the farmers I talked to, took care of orphans, 
sick persons or the elderly outside their immediate family if they needed some extra care. 
That explains why the respondent had trouble in answering in section 2.5 about the size of his 
or her family. It seems that the family in this society includes the whole tribe, rather than just 
parents and children. Therefore, I believe, the family is vital to the respondents even though 
they did not explicity say so. 
 
Not all the respondents mentioned any environmental aspects directly, although all of them 
talked about those aspects indirectly when, for example, thinking of agriculture and growing 
firewood. When listening to the interviews it seemed to me that respondents who had 
experienced some kind of trouble with the environment were more aware of the interactions 
between themselves and the environment surrounding them. That is probably because they 
have been forced to create a wider understanding of the matter, but perhaps also because they 
had been visited by, for example, the VIAFP who discussed the causes of their problematic 
situation with them. Although generally, the respondents appeared to have a rather weak 
understanding of the interplay between their society and the environment. This is a crucial 
issue since they are so heavily dependent on the environment. Nakyeyune (2004-03-30) 
supported my impression by explaining that farmers might have scattered knowledge of how 
to handle the situation, but not a whole picture. For example, the farmers know that it is 
important to have fertile soil and that they often can tell that the soil used to be more fertile 
than it is today. However, they may not know why this has happened or how to improve it. 
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They need this “more scientific” input and, indeed, that is what the extension officers of the 
VIAFP give the communities. The extension officers explain the cycle involving crops, 
nutrient decrease, animal fodder, animal manure, decomposition of humans, animals and 
plants and nutrient replacement and, in the end, the farmers are hopefully more equipped to 
deal with their over-cultivated soil.  
 
In conclusion, the interviews have shown what the respondents consider important and 
necessary in their lives as well as the close linkages between these different components 
within the local society. The respondents aim at fulfilling their families’ basic needs, like 
food, shelter and education. The means they use are those available in their own compound or 
in their neighbourhood, i.e. soil, water sources, trees, etc. Subsequently, I argue, these means 
must be managed and maintained in a sustainable manner, otherwise the whole society may 
fall apart. Any increase in living standard has to be made within a development process that is 
sustainable in a long-term perspective and that is not risking a future degeneration. I also 
claim, based on the interviews, that any development in this area has to start with the very 
needs expressed by the respondents.  

4.2 The farmers’ choice of development  
The previous section handled the factors the respondents thought were important in their lives 
and for their future development. In this section, I will describe how they would choose to 
achieve those aspects.  
 
The picture given by the interviews of how the respondents thought of achieving the factors 
presented above was, just as in the previous part, quite unified. All 16 respondents expressed 
the necessity of improving the farming methods and to evolve forms of co-operation within 
the village or among neighbours (interviews 1-16). More than half of them stated the 
importance of knowledge or training (interviews 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 15). Some 
talked about planning (interviews 4, 5, 7, 13 and 16), to increase the income-generating 
activities (interviews 6, 7, 11 and 15) and to improve the handling of firewood (interviews 6, 
8, 9, 10, 11 and 12). In addition to these solutions, individuals mentioned improving the 
health status (interviews 13 and 16), accessibility to land (interview 12) and getting assistance 
from NGOs (interview 2).  
 
The improvements of farming methods the respondent talked about, dealt with ways of how 
to get bigger yields. The examples the respondents gave showed that, to be able to improve 
their livelihood, it is significant to raise the standard of agriculture. This can be done by 
managing the bananas properly. Bananas, or “matooke” in Luganda, are the main source of 
food in this part of Uganda and, therefore, the banana plantations are very important in the 
local society. The agricultural standard may also be raised by intercropping different crops, to 
get a wider variety of food, or trees, to produce firewood, reduce soil erosion as well as to 
improve soil fertility. Other ways are to grow fodder and thereby pave the way for (more) 
animals, which may provide the respondent with compost manure to further improve the soil 
fertility. But of course, the farmers have animals for other reasons as well. Yet other details in 
a raised agricultural standard are, according to the respondents, to find ways of how to 
manage the water on the farm, either to collect water during the dry season or to redirect it 
when it is raining heavily, and to learn how to avoid or prevent crop diseases.  
 
All of these things mentioned are parts of agroforestry, which is what the VIAFP is working 
with. When the respondents say they want to improve their farming methods, I interpret this 
to mean they want to learn more about their current agricultural situation to be able to know 
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how to plan for and manage different crops. This implies development of a more concentrated 
and organized practice of agriculture, compared with the agriculture practiced before the 
VIAFP entered the area. I would like to illustrate this by giving an example. A woman told 
me in one of the interviews (interview 9) that vegetables are good for one’s health. Some time 
back they grew wild and she used to find them in the banana plantation. Now she has learnt 
how to plan for the vegetables and she grows them in larger quantities. As a result, she gets 
enough vegetables and does not have to buy any. In this improved way of farming the farmer 
has learnt to recognize what comes next and accepts to work step by step. It also involves 
more working hours and a higher degree of carefulness. One of the respondents (interview 6) 
explained that her extension officer had told her to keep the farm in order and to work with 
precision. That means, she said, that it takes longer to complete a smaller part of the farm. 
Another respondent (interview 14) also talked about the longer hours in the field. She said she 
used to spend time with her friends, but since the VIAFP she has to work more. Her husband 
comes straight home from work nowadays to work on the farm too, instead of socializing with 
his friends on the way.   
 
Collaboration among the villagers or neighbours supports the farmers in many ways 
according to the respondents. All of them mentioned the VIAFP as a prominent part in 
launching the forms of co-operation they take part in today. For example, a woman (interview 
3) argued that they had been practicing agriculture in her village since they were born, but it 
was not until the VIAFP entered the village that they started working together in agricultural 
issues. Similarly another respondent (interview 10) explained that they now discuss how to 
improve the agriculture, how to grow passion fruits, how to prepare compost or how to dig 
trenches to reduce soil erosion. Before the VIAFP they handled other things, the respondent 
said, for example how to bring back a body when somebody died away from home or money 
collection for functions and medical treatments. The co-operation brings the villagers closer 
and makes them understand their current situation, as well as helping them to develop 
strategies to improve it, the respondents said. They exchange ideas and knowledge and crops 
and encourage each other in the daily activities. Further examples of collaboration are groups 
that work together to share the harvests or gains or to reduce the individual workload or time 
needed for certain activities. A group may also collectively introduce new kinds of crops or 
prepare nursery beds for tree seedlings. Some groups collect money jointly for different 
purposes, e.g. to buy animals together. 
 
In order to learn about the new farming methods and possible ways of collaboration, the 
farmers required training or some sort of education. Knowledge is, of course, always 
important in any society to equip its population with skills to manage everyday life and 
changes. In the interviews, the respondents who talked about the importance of knowledge, 
highlighted both further training for farmers and basic education for the children. One 
respondent (interview 4) declared that there was a difference between the farmers that 
participate at the meetings arranged by the VIAFP compared with the farmers that do not. The 
farmers that do not participate lack something, according to the respondent, and they are more 
afraid of the new things. The respondent continued by saying that training makes a difference 
in how farmers respond to new ideas, that it is easier to approach the farmers that participate. 
Another respondent (interview 8) made a comparison with how it used to be in his village and 
concluded that the villagers really need more training since they lack knowledge and skills 
and do not know how to cultivate the land, which is something children should learn from the 
beginning. He told in the interview that many of the villagers were formerly businessmen who 
bought coffee beans from farmers. That is a job which involves a lot of waiting during the 
year, but they did not know how to get income using their own land. Now, since the arrival of 
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the VIAFP, the respondent said, several of them had started to grow their own coffee, and 
even other crops.  
 
Of course, everything is not about agriculture. For example, some of the respondents 
requested training in health issues as well, because when medical assistance is scarce it is very 
helpful to know how to prevent certain diseases and have the skill to perform some basic 
treatments. 
 
I found that, in line with a more organized farming method and knowledge about causes and 
effects in one’s present situation, also the custom of planning ahead evolves, knowing when 
and where to sow what. As stated above, some of the respondents talked about the benefits of 
planning ahead. Planning might also, according to the interviews, mean securing the support 
of the family by finding at least one income-generating activity outside the farm and by 
promoting such initiatives within the village.  
 
The issue of firewood is closely connected to this as well. Collecting firewood for cooking not 
only takes a lot of time, it also threatens the surrounding forests and the environment in 
general. To buy firewood instead of collecting it is an expense not many farmers can afford. A 
possible solution that the VIAFP is trying to implement within its project area, is for the 
farmers to gain knowledge and skills in how to plant and manage trees in their own 
compounds. That would give them a reliable source of firewood which, at the same time, will 
reduce their burden of work, or save them money, and decrease the pressure on the 
environment nearby. A respondent (interview 12) had been thinking a lot about the 
importance of trees and firewood. She said the villagers used to go to the forest nearby and 
cut whole areas to get firewood. Because of that, drought almost destroyed the 
neighbourhood. Now the villagers, she continued, have been taught by the VIAFP and the 
government to use only the dry parts of the trees, or to grow their own trees and also not to 
use young trees for timber and the condition has improved. She explained she used to collect 
a lot of firewood herself and that took many hours. Now, however, she still has to collect it 
but it lasts much longer because she has constructed a wood-saving stove.  
 
To sum up, so far this part has shown that the respondents choose to develop their livelihood 
with the help of improved farming methods and increased co-operation within the village. A 
vital aspect of improving the farming methods seems to be to improve the farmers’ 
knowledge and skills, for example by learning how to plan and manage the farm. 
 
A critical question is whether the respondents mentioned improved farming methods and 
collaboration due to the VIAFP’s work in the area, or if they would have emphasized these 
issues anyway. My connection with the Project may also have influenced the answers relating 
to agricultural matters. I think the stressing of co-operation has to do with what the VIAFP is 
promoting. Most of the respondents said during the interviews that there was no permanent 
co-operation in the village before the VIAFP started working there. Now there is and, as 
revealed in the interviews, the respondents have seen several advantages in sharing things and 
supporting one another when developing their village and livelihood. In terms of improving 
farming methods, I believe the respondents would have chosen this tool as a mode of 
procedure to develop their livelihood regardless of the VIAFP on account of agriculture being 
so central in their society. However, based on the information from the interviews and on my 
observations, I think the solutions are somewhat different now because of the training 
conducted by the Project; the solutions now being easier and cheaper, more in line with what 
the farmers can cope with. That is in line with Löf and Renman’s (2002) conclusions as well 
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(see 3.3). I build this argument on the fact that the improvements made, and activities 
mentioned, by the respondents, do not cost the farmer’s family anything and the means 
needed are often provided within their own farm. The biggest costs lie within increased 
workload and time spent on the farm.   

4.3 The farmers’ vision for their future 
In this third part of the results, I will analyze whether the respondents believed they would be 
able to have the development they wanted. I will also present the respondents’ answers of the 
two last questions in the interviews, i.e. if they had any vision for the future, and if they had a 
question or comment for us. In section 3.3, I wrote about the changes in the VIAFP’s work 
connected with the new PDP approach. One of them is the emphasis on visioning, that is, to 
have an idea or a dream of where one wants to go and to be able to figure out how to get 
there. I argue that someone who is not in charge of his or her life, or does not understand his 
or her present situation, has difficulties both to know, and freely choose, where to go and how 
to get there. In other words, that person may probably be unable to formulate or express any 
concrete vision for his or her future. Therefore, I believe, the answers to the question about 
future visions were vital, since they gave a pretty good hint whether the respondents were 
empowered or not. The second question was just meant to be a conclusion of the interview 
session, but turned out to give valuable additional information relating to the former question, 
for example to get a better understanding of how the respondents viewed outsiders.  
  
The respondents consider that collaboration and improved farming methods are important 
aspects when fostering a sustainable development. But would that be enough to get there? I 
asked the respondents what they thought would happen if the VIAFP left the area. In the two 
villages where the project already stopped working, I asked the respondents what had 
happened since the VIAFP left them. Some of the respondents (interviews 2, 4, 9, 10, 11 and 
16) said they had got the knowledge and the skills, so they would continue working even if 
the VIAFP left their villages. A respondent (interview 4) told me they would continue the 
farming, because they have learnt the methods and had them in their heads, as well as in 
practice. Another category (interviews 3, 5, 6, 8, 12, 13 and 14) thought they would probably 
try to carry on, but that they still needed the VIAFP for more training or inspiration. If the 
VIAFP left, they would still have the knowledge in their heads, one respondent explained 
(interview 6). She had made a wood saving stove herself and if it broke, she was able to make 
a new one. However, she continued, so far they have not managed to mobilize meetings by 
themselves so that would be a problem. Another respondent (interview 13) stated that the 
village still needs the VIAFP because some villagers have not yet joined the groups, they are 
waiting to see how the ones who joined from the beginning are doing first. The respondent 
and some others have tried to share their knowledge to the ones outside the groups, but it is 
hard, he said, since the villagers do not want to be taught by someone they know. Acording to 
him, they do not trust their neighbour to have this knowledge. Finally, there were a few 
respondents (interviews 1, 7 and 15) who did not like the idea of the VIAFP to leave the area. 
One of them (interview 15) argued that if the project left them, they would lose moral and 
interest. Maybe the group would carry on, the respondent said, but if the extension officer, i.e. 
the inspirer, disappears it would be difficult. 
  
The question of any future visions divided the respondents in two categories, the ones with 
visions for the future (interviews 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14 and 15) and the ones who did 
not express such thoughts (interviews 1, 2, 3, 12 and 16). The respondents with visions had 
these formulated, or built up, in several steps. The vision was described like a chain: to reach 
a goal, I start with this, then move to that, and so on. A few examples will illustrate this 
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thinking. One respondent (interview 5) said she wanted “enough” to manage in her older 
days. Therefore, she planted trees and coffee now, so they are there today and in the future. A 
second respondent (interview 8) wanted to gain more knowledge and skills in modern farming 
and teach his children. The children will, hopefully, then use it in the future and get a good 
future, good life and better welfare. Another (interview 15), wished for a car or a motorbike. 
To get that, he planned to rear hens to get income from eggs, chicken and hens. He said he 
had the bricks for the shed today, but still lacked some money to start the work. A final 
example is a respondent (interview 7) who wanted a wife. He explained that this was the 
reason why he worked to have food, a stable income and planned to build a house. He already 
had the land for the house. 
 
The second question also divided the respondents into categories. One category consisted of 
respondents who were looking for some kind of information (interviews 5, 6, 8, 10, 13 and 
15), a second contained respondents who were curious about us (interviews 7, 9, 11 and 12), 
or did not have any specific question (interviews 1, 2, 4 and 14), whereas respondents who 
wanted us to help them made up the third category (interviews 3 and 16). The information 
sought for in the first category was, for example, advice concerning a disease among the 
bananas or advice on how the respondent could further improve his or her livelihood. Some of 
them also wanted to know how we were going to spread this information we collected, so that 
it would be beneficial to them. These respondents probably took our visit as an opportunity to 
learn something. The last category, however, saw us more as a chance to get some help. They 
asked us if we could give them money, or what else we could do to support them. 
 
It is interesting to note that the respondents are divided into different categories in this part. 
Earlier I have shown that the respondents agree on what is important in their lives and how 
they would choose to act to improve their livelihood and to get the development they wanted. 
The analysis in this part reveals that, despite their similar starting point, all respondents have 
not come to the same conclusions about their opportunities to have sufficient development. 
There were both respondents who believed they were on the way, or soon to be on the way, to 
improve their livelihood and direct their community into a sustainable development and those 
with a more pessimistic view of the future. It seems to me that the division depended on the 
degree the individual respondents had got into, and discovered, what is actually in the two 
tools highlighted in part 4.1, i.e. the collaboration and the new practices of agriculture. The 
more optimistic respondents, I would say, had started to use the tools and adopted their 
potential. As a consequence, they were more secure of their future. The remaining 
respondents, I think, had simply received the tools, without turning them into their own 
capabilities. Therefore, compared with the former group, they still lacked a plan, and thereby 
a belief, on how to improve their present situation. 
 
I argue that the respondents who did not believe, or at least did not express any belief, in 
improving their livelihood with the means around them, are less self-reliant and more 
dependent on help from outsiders, than the respondents who believed it possible. The 
respondents who worked to fulfil their visions or had a plan on how to raise the family’s 
standard, seemed to understand their situation and to have more control over their lives. These 
two aspects are important and part of becoming empowered. Someone who does not have the 
control of his or her own life are much more vulnerable to sudden or unexpected events, than 
someone who understands more about the context. Of course, one can never have a complete 
control and know everything that will happen. However, the farmer who has decided to grow 
different types of crops, will still get some food if one of the harvests fails. 
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In relation to this argumentation, I would like to draw attention to the fact that even though as 
many as approximately 80 % of the population in this region are farmers, these people have 
not chosen to work with agriculture. The term “farmers”, therefore, does not refer to a 
homogeneous group of people. In a developed country, for example Sweden, only a few per 
cent of the population are involved in agriculture, and the persons who are have most likely 
chosen this way of living. Among the farmers connected with the VIAFP, there are interested 
and skilful practitioners, but there are also many who want to leave the rural society, the 
village and the agriculture as soon as possible. Those persons may be forced to be farmers, 
possibly because they were born in a farmer’s family, and due to poverty have not had any 
possibility to change their life style.   

5. Discussion 
The aim of this study was to investigate whether men and women are empowered by the PRA 
process launched in their villages by the VIAFP. Also, as part of the project Sustainable 
development around the Lake Victoria basin, the study aimed to investigate the importance of 
local anchoring and active participation when fostering sustainable development. Throughout 
the study, and therefore in the discussions too, the argumentation will build on a local 
perspective. 

5.1 Sustainable development 
The results in 4.1 showed what the respondents wanted to improve in their livelihoods, i.e. 
what they would include in the term development. To them, as I see it, development is above 
all to ensure and provide for their own and their families’ needs. The development, therefore, 
is sustainable when, firstly, this is accomplished, secondly, when the needs are provided for in 
a way that is in line with, and adapted to, the local circumstances, and thirdly, when this is 
practiced without decreasing the possibilities of meeting the needs of future generations. The 
answers from the farmers in this issue make the interactions between society, the environment 
and the economics quite obvious. All the things mentioned in the interviews imply a focus 
held on humans, which make up society. The children, family, villagers, community or 
whatever, are human beings that need to be provided with food, clothes, education, and so on. 
To succeed in doing so, the humans depend on surrounding environments, like ecological 
conditions and their opportunities to create economic activities.  
 
The economic aspects are, therefore, most important in the creation of sustainable 
development. But, and this I would like to stress, I find the economic aspects as being 
outcomes of, or something maintaining, a developing society rather, than the keys to start the 
development. That is, I do not hold economic means to be necessary to start a development or 
empowerment process for a family. However, a higher economic standard is a part of a 
person’s or a village’s development, and will be helpful in the long run. An objection to this 
statement might be the existence and contributions of the VIAFP, or any other NGO. The 
VIAFP as an organization, uses economic means, a surplus from the North, to help farmer 
families around the Lake Victoria basin to improve their livelihood. It is true the VIAFP has 
the economics but, I claim, to the individual farmer what matters is the knowledge the 
organization provides. The farmers’ livelihood standards are primarily raised due to an input 
of knowledge, not by an additional income. Any additional income, as I see it, will be 
developing when it is recurrent and founded on stable activities performed by the farmer or 
the village. 
 
Besides the social and economic aspects, there are the environmental or ecological aspects of 
a sustainable development. When analyzing the interviews and from all my observations of 
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the area and the society, I got the impression that the neighbouring ecosystem, the 
environment, is the resource, the prerequisite. Whether the farmers in this region are going to 
ensure the needs of themselves and their families or not, depends on how they manage and 
understand the environment around them. Since all of the respondents emphasized improved 
farming methods as part of the way to improve their livelihood, I take it as a sign of 
increasing awareness of the connection between their own choices and activities on the farm 
and the final yield.  
 
Before I continue the discussion, I would like to recall the three perspectives of sustainable 
development presented in 3.1 above, the perspectives called contest, astronaut and home. 
After examining the answers in the interviews, I think it is obvious that the two first 
perspectives originate from the North, from cultures and societies probably unfamiliar of the 
reality of, e.g., the farmers in central Uganda. The various values expressed by the contest and 
astronaut perspective, and the home perspective and the interviews of this study, are so widely 
different that it is hard to believe that they in fact belong to societies in the same world. The 
crucial questions come, as I see it, when it is time to assist the farmers in their improvement 
of their livelihood. Who will decide what is included in a sustainable development for farmers 
like them? Who will decide how this sustainable development will be created and who will 
come up with the most appropriate solutions? 
 
Without including the farmers, i.e. the people concerned, and considering a diverse set of 
local conditions, as well as adapting the solutions to these very circumstances, there will not 
be any sustainable development. That is what I believe the holders of the home perspective 
aim at when they talk about a search for decentralized forms of society and building a 
resistance for development. “Resistance for development” (Sachs, 1999) means ability to 
refuse forms of development that do not suit one’s specific situation, so I would like to 
interpret it to “resistance for inappropriate development”. That is part of being empowered 
and I will come back to this in part 5.3.  
 
The difference between the contest and astronaut perspective, on the one hand, and the home 
perspective and the picture outlined by the interviews, on the other, is the consideration given 
by the latter to the local reality. To take the local reality into account is the determining factor 
if a developing project will favour its target group, for example farmers. However, this 
opinion does not find expression in current policies and actions of sustainable development in 
the North today, even if it is theoretically present (Elliott, 1999). Why this is so, I think, 
probably has a lot to do with the colonial background and because of convenience to the 
North. That is, the prevailing thought in the North that its own society is superior any society 
in the South, i.e. the view on which the whole idea of development is based. Unfortunately, I 
believe, this perception is very hard to alter since a focus on local societies in the South would 
not be directly economically profitable to the North and subsequently it would not attract any 
majority of the powerful actors in the North. Similarily, Elliott (1999) mentions, that rural 
areas often have been left out of development initiatives since bureaucrats, academics and 
journalists rarely move into distant areas, or visit rural areas only when it is easy to travel 
there, and since outsiders have often only spoken to influential community leaders and not the 
people. 
 
There are several reasons to emphasize the local reality in development projects. When 
working with environmental issues or any kind of aid, it is very important to have a long-term 
perspective. To make valuable changes, one often needs to start from the bottom, i.e. include 
the people concerned, and that takes time. Therefore, it is more useful to work in processes 
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instead of projects. Arvidson (2003) explains that “convincing villagers of the project 
ideology, its benefits and working methods can be time consuming” and since many 
development projects work under time pressure, the projects sometimes rank their goals 
instead of emphasizing local participation and local decision-making. However, Elliott (1999) 
argues, it is the local community members who in the end make the decisions upon which 
sustainable development depends. Therefore, she continues, a sustainable development 
requires that the people concerned are not only involved but are also agents of their own 
development.  
  
There is a saying that goes “if you want to change the environment, you have to start with 
changing the minds”. After completing my interviews I am convinced that any development 
in this area has to start from the people living there. I cannot see how it will ever last or 
favour these people, unless they are part of its creation. And the first step in including the 
people concerned is to make them understand the situation, so they have the possibility to be 
equal actors in the process. However, the people will not have the possibility to concentrate 
on further development unless their basic needs are ensured in the first place. Elliott (1999) 
claims it is “unrealistic to expect poor people to conserve resources for the future when they 
are struggling for survival”. Therefore, my conclusion is that the people who are to be 
“developed” have to have their say in the matter. No one else can tell what these people 
would like to address first, or how they would like to do it. 

5.2 Participation 
According to the interviews, the responding farmers want to build any development from 
what they have at the moment, i.e. improve the farming methods. They make their living, 
foremost, from out of their farms, which is the resource they have to maintain and rely on. 
Therefore, management practices that increase the standard of their farms are welcomed and 
appreciated. The fact that the respondents introduce practices of agroforestry that the VIAFP 
informs about, and keep on practicing them, despite the increased workload involved, 
confirms this. It is within this field, I claim, that any sustainable development has to begin and 
any solutions have to be found. This statement makes local anchoring and active participation 
of the farmers, the concerned people, inevitable. However, the argumentation also involves an 
input from outside. If the farmers themselves already had the skills and solutions to improve 
their livelihood, they would probably have implemented them earlier. 
 
That draws attention back to the introduction, where it was argued that assisting in developing 
issues is a delicate balance due to several points. Let me take the VIAFP, the NGO in eastern 
Africa with Swedish managers, as an example. On one hand, the project must co-operate with 
the people concerned to be able to find simple and cheap solutions based on local 
prerequisites and circumstances. It also employs people familiar with the societies and 
cultures, to simplify the transformation of information to and from the villagers. On the other 
hand, it cannot leave the work entirely to its employees, since these people in turn do not yet 
have the skills or experiences to run the project. Therefore, by using people from the country 
itself as employees, the VIAFP not only assists its target group (the small-scale farmers) but 
also invests in the training of other persons, and by that raises the skills of the community in a 
broader sense. That is, the VIAFP adds new input to the country it works in and contributes 
thereby to the national empowerment process as well. The new input consists of, e.g., 
practices in how to manage organizations. Such are yet not commonly known in a country 
like Uganda since nearly 80 % of the population are farmers and consequently not used to that 
kind of work.  
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A third point in a NGO’s balance act has to do with the purpose of the organization. The 
VIAFP works with developing agriculture. It exists due to that reason and it earns its money 
by doing this. Although, the goal is to do the work so well that the project is not needed 
anymore. With that in mind, it becomes evident that it should not be the NGO who decides 
what development to create and how to make it sustainable. The NGO is there to become 
unnecessary and if it works in a way that develops dependence from the community to the 
organization, there will probably be a setback of “progress” when it disappears. However, if 
the community is in charge of the development, has taken an active part in the creation of it, 
and thereby is confident in how to carry on even without a supportive partner, I consider the 
improvements more likely to be sustainable. 
 
Thus, the managers and employees in a NGO have to define whom they work for; either they 
work to maintain their own job, or they work to assist others in their development. This means 
the end has to be defined first. It is hard to start working in an area if the work is not well 
thought-out and established firmly. And, if the NGO aims to develop the people living in the 
area, it also has to have a clear picture of how it is going to end its work in the area. The 
VIAFP’s goal is to improve the livelihood of small-scale farmers. If the project does it in a 
sustainable way, it makes sure the improvements stay when the project itself leaves. 
Therefore, the VIAFP has to equip its members with enough skills and knowledge so they can 
continue the development by themselves. Again, as I see it, this is definitely not possible 
without participating villagers and it is not sustainable if the things or tools needed in the 
development are not found within the neighbourhood, i.e. without sufficient consideration of 
local conditions. In addition, it is important to remember that all the small-scale farmers 
connected to the VIAFP do not want to remain farmers. They may want to leave their farms 
and find, as they see it, a better way of living somewhere else. Subsequently, when working in 
an NGO and wanting to co-operate with people in a community, it is necessary to realize that 
the members of the organization may be much more devoted to the matter, than the target 
group may be. 
 
The NGO has to define how they will work as well. The message the organization wants to 
deliver or share with the community will not be spread automatically. It has to be done 
according to some guiding principles, e.g. regarding how to attract the community members 
and keep them interested because there are of course difficulties connected with using active 
participation when working with communities in developing countries. Arvidson (2003) 
argues that it is not just to assume that people want to participate, or that they will participate 
due to the “right motives”. It costs to participate (Arvidson, 2003; Chambers, 1998b), for 
example, the farmers have to leave their farms for some hours and would probably first want 
to ensure they will benefit enough by the participation before they abandon their duties. I have 
come to understand that many NGOs entice community members with some kind of gift if 
they show up at their meetings, for example a free meal, money or any small thing. The 
VIAFP offers, so to say, only knowledge at their meetings. Several of the respondents talked 
about this difference in the interviews. Some of them (interviews 6, 11, 12, 15 and 16) wanted 
some kind of inspiration from the VIAFP as well, others (interviews 4, 9, 11 and 14) 
mentioned that they knew many in their villages who wanted some appriciation in exchange 
to attend a meeting. One respondent (interview 14) said that she was now in her third group 
connected with the VIAFP, because, she explained, people lose their interest after some time, 
since they tend to expect to get something extra in return. I claim that NGOs that base their 
work on gifts and compensations, do not think in terms of sustainability. I do not believe that 
keeping people interested by compensating them with small gifts will lead to any 
empowerment process in the community and it will probably be hard to maintain any progress 
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achieved after an NGO of that kind has left the area. Here I would like to recall the quotation 
in part 3.3, where Holland and Blackburn (1998) state that the outsiders “must pay particular 
attention to the way they behave when interacting with local people”. The focus of a NGO 
should not be on getting a large number of participants at the meetings. It should rather be on 
how to act to guide these people to the most suitable development, and that involves a 
constant self-criticism within the NGO as well. 
 
Due to the behaviour of earlier “development projects” and alike, there is widespread 
suspicion among, for example, farmers towards new help from outside. They want to make 
sure that they actually will benefit from the new ideas and also find out what it will cost them. 
At the same time, there is widespread belief that outsiders come with fast and easy treasures, 
and that outsiders will come eventually and help them in their situation. This may seem 
contradictory but it really is not. People from the North have come for a short period of time 
and accomplished a project in a village maybe. They are not there for long, but during that 
time they may give away a fortune, in the eyes of the community members. Due to the short 
time perspective, the project might not have the proper local anchoring and in the end not 
fulfil its objectives. Therefore, with time, community members have learnt to expect 
contributions from outsiders, but do not trust those contributions to last for long. There is an 
illustrative example from the VIAFP’s history on this subject. When the Project started 
working in Uganda, it presented the idea of planting trees in the compound and handled out 
seedlings to begin the work. It had a really hard time to get the farmers to accept the tree 
seedlings, since the farmers did not trust the Project. They thought the VIAFP would claim 
the trees to be the Project’s property when they had matured. Earlier contributions in 
developing issues by the North have, in other words, created both dependence and expectation 
from the local community towards outsiders. They have also not encouraged the local 
community to search for their own solutions. This has in part to do with the history of 
colonialism and is too complex to discuss in a satisfactory way in this thesis (for example: 
Rasheed, 1998). However, I think the argumentation above stresses the importance of actually 
provide the communities with means of how to become independent, how to look for suitable 
solutions and allow the development to grow from below. 
 
The study shows that there is a lack of independence and self-reliance among the farmers in 
central Uganda. This must be addressed first, before any further progress or development is 
possible. Therefore, it is frankly impossible, I argue, to disregard local anchoring and active 
participation in work towards a more sustainable society. In the next part I will discuss 
empowerment, which, as I see it, is a process increasing people’s independence and self-
reliance. 

5.3 Empowerment 
So far, the study has shown that a development that takes environmental, social and even 
economic aspects into consideration, does not necessarily have to be complicated or difficult. 
Actually, I have argued, the point is quite the opposite. Make the development as simple as 
possible. The conclusions made by the villagers in the attached livelihood analysis (appendix 
3) prove this. Two of the conclusions say “they should make efforts to get/make whatever 
they can from their village instead of buying when they have them from within”, and “those 
who have products in plenty should sell the surplus to their friends who don’t have”. It is 
obvious that the villagers have realized some very important clues to improved livelihood 
during that discussion. However, the solutions are not particularly advanced or complexed. 
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To find simple development strategies, the easiest way is to start with the question “what do I 
have?”. Go through what the conditions are at the moment and what possible opportunities 
there are. Then, be critical and evaluate whether these conditions and opportunities in the 
presence are utilized in the most efficient way. Efficient ways in this context means 
sustainable ways, i.e., modes of behaviour or activities that do not consume the resources a 
local society depend on today, at the expense of coming generations. 
 
However, to be able to make an examination of one’s current situation, the person has to have 
the ability to understand the conditions and the constant interactions within and around the 
society, influencing the outcome. That involves an ability to think and reason about causes 
and effects of one’s activities, as well as of other events that occur. During my meetings with 
farmers in the districts of Masaka and Rakai, I realised that this is apparently something very 
difficult. It seemed that the farmers were simply not used to thinking in these terms, and new 
things may be a bit difficult in the beginning. Löf and Renman (2002) argued in line with this, 
as presented in part 3.3. They found that farmers in villages without PRA “did not know 
causes of or solutions for” the problems they talked about. I will illustrate this issue with an 
example from a meeting in a village I attended. The villagers discussed the problem of too 
little food and agreed on the reason, the area of their land was too small and the soil not good 
anymore. They would have to buy or borrow more land to get enough food to supply their 
families, but unfortunately they did not have the means to do so. Then a representative from 
the VIAFP asked them why they had so little land. The answer was that a family’s land is 
divided among the children (most often among the sons), so it used to be enough but now it 
has become too small and they will have to buy more land. After some discussion between the 
VIAFP staff and the villagers, the villagers concluded that the reason why they had too little 
land is because the population is too high. The VIAFP representative asked how the 
population had become so high and first got the answer that God is the one responsible. Some 
time later the assembly said that they themselves were responsible. Once stated that the 
community itself had caused the problem in the first place it was easier to start looking for 
solutions to solve it. Possible solutions would, for example, eventually be family planning, 
but to start with, efforts should be made to make the soil more fertile and improve the 
management of the existing piece of land to increase its yields.  
 
There might be several cultural explanations why the farmers in this region are not used to 
carry out reasoning about consequences of certain activities. Even though this is a very 
interesting issue, this is not the appropriate study to investigate it. Therefore, I settle with 
claiming this ability to be very important in any process of development or empowerment. 
Since many farmers were unfamiliar with this procedure, apparently the VIAFP’s one-week 
training makes a significant difference. That week may be the first time the villagers gather 
and fully discuss their situation from all possible aspects, and that is very valuable. 
 
But is it really up to a NGO to arrange such a basic event, i.e. to mobilize a community and 
encourage them to start discussion its situation? As I see it, if the community does not have 
the capability or the skills to do it alone, then of course it is a good thing if a NGO is willing 
to support the occasion. It has also to do with the aspects of local anchoring and participation. 
By arranging these discussions, the VIAFP will learn so much about the conditions of the 
particular community that will be helpful in the future co-operation. In addition, the 
community will be strengthened in its possibility to improve its living standard and more 
aware of what influence its members actually have of their future. The VIAFP’s conclusion in 
the recent PRA review concerning an increase of collaboration with existing structures in the 
society (Okalebo, 2004), will probably be beneficial to all actors. That will leave the final 
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initiative to the participatory development process (PDP) to the local leaders, which implies a 
higher degree of ownership of the development among the local society. At the same time, the 
VIAFP, as an outsider in the system, prepares its retirement right from the time of its entrance 
in the village by utilizing present conditions as efficiently and sustainably as possible. 
Arvidson (2003) brings up possible problems connected to the issue of focusing only on one 
target group, as the VIAFP has done until the PRA review. She argues that if small groups, or 
separate villages implement changes outside the society’s existing traditional structures, they 
will probably have difficulties in sustaining these changes. That is because, Arvidson (2003) 
argues, when the groups get separated from existing power structures, they “will have little 
impact once put in a broader context”. Chambers (1998a) gives attention to this issue as well. 
He encourages poor people to become empowered to be able to analyze and present their own 
realities, but states that “whether their voices are heard, understood and acted on” is another 
thing. In other words, the bigger context the local people’s empowerment process is anchored 
within, the better.  
 
In the area where the VIAFP operates, there are several other NGOs working, as well as 
organizations and institutions connected to the national government and foreign governments. 
These are invited to be present and part of the discussions during the one-week training. 
Although, I got the impression that this was not always appreciated. Unfortunately, there is 
sometimes a competing issue of prestige between development projects or organizations, due 
to misguided attitudes. It is all a question about the purpose of the development project; Is the 
organization in the community to support the community members when they foster their 
development, or is it there to give the community its idea of development? 
 
In this part I have so far argued that it is important to understand the present situation to be 
able to create a sustainable development. I have earlier in the thesis also pointed at the 
necessity to know where one wants to go, to vision what future one wants to have. The 
respondents also emphasized the importance of planning and thinking ahead. What makes a 
person start thinking ahead or to formulate a vision? That is a question that is new to me. The 
society I come from is, so to say, built on plans and I found it hard to imagine how someone 
can not plan or formulate visions. However, as Asiimwe (2004-03-23), one of the Assistant 
Project Managers, commented, if you come from a place where you have never thought about 
planning or visions, would you not have a hard time to imagine what those things were?  
 
I believe the habit of planning and thinking ahead has to do with what kind of input a person 
gets. In the interviews, all the respondents talked about the benefits of working in groups and 
to co-operate within the village. They appreciated the discussions during those occasions, 
since they said, these gave them new ideas and made them develop strategies on how to deal 
with different issues. A statement by Chambers, quoted in Elliott (1999:126), underlines the 
significance of inputs by claiming that it is required to find new ways of how rural people can 
be  

strengthened in their own observations, experiments and analysis to generate 
and enhance their own knowledge; how they can better seek, demand, draw 
down, own and use information; how they can share and spread knowledge 
among themselves; and how they can influence formal agricultural research 
priorities. 

 
 The VIAFP also uses so-called field tours in its work, i.e., staff of the project bring a group 
of farmers to another single farmer or another group of farmers, to let this farmer or group 
introduce, or deepen the knowledge of, a practice they know well. This seems to be another 
valuable way of getting input that widens the farmers’ minds and makes them try new things. 
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Considering the fact that the VIAFP is there to become unnecessary, I think it is important to 
encourage the farmers to teach each other. In that way, the practices and methods may 
continue to be spread after the project is gone as well. However, if the farmers have not 
started doing that while the VIAFP is around, I doubt, based on the picture given by the 
interviews, that they will start such co-operation after the project has left. 
 
Consequently, to become empowered involves becoming aware of one’s current situation and 
to figure out how to get where one wants to go. And to achieve this, the person needs to stay 
in a context where he or she encounters inputs that will provide him or her with better 
understanding of opportunities available and efficient ways to perform common activities. I 
will give an example of this. World Vision is a NGO and it works among other areas in 
central Uganda. One of the things it does is to give away a goat of improved breed if the 
receiver has the capability to take care of it, i.e. has a proper shed and a reliable source of 
fodder. It is a fair, and seems to be a pretty easy, deal. However, after a closer examination I 
realized there are several crucial points for a farmer to overcome if he or she will benefit from 
this. First of all, the farmer has to know about the organization and this offer, i.e. the farmer 
needs an input. Secondly, he or she must know how to write and be able to produce an 
application. Then, before the application is approved, the farmer has to get timber to be able 
to build a shed and start to grow fodder. That implies even more input needed. Some of the 
respondents and several of other farmers I met, explained how they had come up with the idea 
to apply for a goat as a group instead. That reduced the work for the individual and brought 
additional benefits. The group could share the costs and if they were given a male goat, they 
explained, every member could bring its female goat to the male and get kids of improved 
breed. In that way, more of the farmers improved their livelihood and the village raised its 
standard as a collective as well.  
 
A final thing I wish to discuss in this context is the significance of inspiration. The interviews 
showed clearly that the respondents viewed their extension officer as a very important person. 
This was partly due to the extension officer’s knowledge, but also due to this person’s 
inspiring effect on the groups. The respondents expressed a need of getting continuous 
inspiration and encouragement during the process of improving their livelihood. Let us recall 
the discussion regarding compensations earlier in 5.2. A reward for attending a village 
meeting or for implementing a certain practice may be a source of inspiration. That is also a 
sort of quick payment. Observable progress or success may be another kind of inspiration, but 
in terms of improving livelihood, this may often take some time. So, which type of inspiration 
would be the most sustainable? Which would give the most empowerment to the farmers? I 
think the solution is to find the source of inspiration and encouragement within the village. 
The extension officer may begin the search by emphasizing collaboration and offer field tours 
and so on. However, to sustain the development process in the village, the villagers gradually 
have to inspire and encourage each other. They must not develop any dependence on 
outsiders in this matter either. A way to work this out is to develop a pattern within the village 
where the villagers are able to teach each other, i.e., to be each other’s sources of input. This 
may be hard in the beginning, but by continuing working in groups and finding issues to co-
operate about, as well as utilizing the opportunities of arranging field tours, I would say it is 
possible. During the interviews, I noticed that some of the respondents belonged to groups 
which regularly had meetings without their extension officer. That is a good start for creating 
their own source of inspiration. Another way to find encouragement is evaluation, to be able 
to compare the status of today with how it used to be. Here the CAPs are of value, I think, 
since they may be seen as a starting point of the villages’ development process and it is 
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possible to return to the written report and actually say what progresses have been made 
lately. 

6. Conclusions 
In this concluding section I will discuss the implications of the study regarding the 
empowerment by the participatory rural appraisal (PRA) process in Masaka/Rakai and the 
overarching aim of the project. I will relate these findings to the relationships between 
sustainable development, local participation and empowerment, as I see them. 
 
The study aimed to investigate whether men and women are empowered by the PRA process 
promoted in their villages by the VI Agroforestry Project Masaka/Rakai. The overarching aim 
of the project, which the study is part of, was to investigate the importance of local anchoring 
and active participation in the work towards sustainable development. Throughout the study I 
have chosen to bring up a local perspective on sustainable development, the issue of 
participation and empowerment. This approach, I argue, has given valuable insights into the 
discussions connecting the respondents’ realities with these concepts. A focus on the local 
reality was not least necessary in the discussion about sustainable development, where the 
respondents’ interpretation differed significantly from mainstream interpretations in the 
North.  
 
The respondents in this study are farmers, living in a rural region in a developing country in 
Africa. To them, humans are in the centre of a sustainable development. Humans have needs, 
which they meet by using means available in their neighbourhood. To make their society 
sustainable in a long-term perspective, the people have to find solutions to their daily 
practices and activities that are well adapted to the local conditions and circumstances. As a 
result, the relations between social, environmental and economic aspects, as well as their 
respective importance to improving anyone’s livelihood, are made clearly visible.  
 
Since the farmers’ reality is so diverse from the realities in the North, I think it is quite 
obvious that these people are the ones who should identify where and how to start a 
developing process. The respondents showed in this study that they want this to be done based 
on what they have at present. The people concerned have to decide which needs to provide 
first and that is not an issue for any NGO from outside nor any foreign government or 
organization. Crucial to NGOs, for example, is to ensure that they do not make the 
communities they work with develop dependence towards them. The NGOs are there to 
become unnecessary and that ought to be their guiding principle. Subsequently, any NGO 
need to have a clear picture of how it will withdraw from the community and how it will act 
to make any possible progress sustainable, even after the NGO left the area. I argue that by 
supporting active participation from the beginning in a developing process and encouraging 
the people concerned to be the ones in charge of the development, it will be more sustainable. 
 
In the study, I have stated that for a person to be in charge of his or her development, or to 
have control of his or her own life, that person has to know where he or she stands today, 
where he or she wants to go and what means there are available to utilize to get there. This is, 
as I see it, to be empowered. It may be hard for a person to achieve this ability, but possible if 
he or she gets a fair chance to discuss the issues with other people in the same, or similar, 
situation. 
 
This argumentation brings me to answer the aim of this study. I believe men and women are 
empowered by the VIAFP’s PRA process. The approach used by the VIAFP encourages the 
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farmers to discuss issues crucial to their societies with each other. The farmers are also 
encouraged to form groups and increase the collaboration within the villages. The interviews 
showed that this was highly appreciated and had brought a lot of benefits to the individual 
farmer, as well as to the village as a whole. Among others, the discussions and co-operation 
have made the respondents more equipped to deal with their present situation and to identify 
solutions suitable to their specific conditions. 
 
I argue that an important factor in this empowerment process, is the new input the respondents 
got, first from the VIAFP, but eventually from their groups as well. Additional inputs raise 
new thoughts and may stimulate a person to look for new ways to handle old problems. 
Therefore, I claim, it is a critical task for the VIAFP to pave the way for the farmers to start 
assisting each other with further input, i.e., to equip the farmers with skills to sustain progress, 
even after the project left them.  
 
Another result of the PRA process is that the respondents have started thinking ahead and 
working targeted. Those are aspects that increase the possibilities to foster a development in a 
long-term perspective. And to make it sustainable, there has to be some kind of strategy, a 
plan of how to ensure the improvements to be made in accordance with local conditions. I 
think the VIAFP’s new PDP approach probably will further improve the conditions for this 
issue, since it emphasizes visioning, which is frankly all about thinking and acting in a long-
term perspective. 
 
The VI Agroforestry Project Masaka/Rakai has been working in the area for more than ten 
years and it has allowed its methods of approaching the farmers to change over the years, due 
to new insights and experiences. This further proves that it is not possible, nor desirable, to 
hurry a sustainable development. Rather, sustainable development has to be seen as a process, 
where the first step is to empower the concerned people by letting them be actively involved 
in the process. This may, in the end, make them equipped to control this very process and 
improve their livelihood in a long-term perspective. 
 
These are reasonable conclusions within this study’s terms of explanations, seen from a local 
perspective. At the same time, there are events, patterns and circumstances in a regional and 
global perspective, which constantly interact with the local reality as well. I have in the 
discussions shown that it is crucial to identify ways for people in local rural societies to make 
their voices heard in wider contexts. They, too, have to be respected as actors on the global 
arena. They are definitely already a part of it, since agricultural crops from rural societies in 
developing countries make big contributions to the global economic sector. However, I argue, 
the recognition from the North is still lacking. Theories and strategies for development 
originating from the North, for example, show that the developed countries’ understanding of 
the different realities in this world is still deficient. And as long as they avoid regarding these 
differences and miss a proper local anchoring when “supporting” developing countries, the 
insufficient independence and self-reliance in developing countries will continue to be 
hindrances to the fostering of sustainable development, whether around the Lake Victoria or 
elsewhere.  
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Appendix No. 1 
 

Questionnaire 
Sara: 
Name? 
Age? 
Origin? 
Which are the different members of your family? 
Sources of income? 
Landowner? 
Size of farm? 
 
Which are your daily activities on a typical day? 
→ What do the other members of your household do?  
 
Are there any of these activities performed especially by men or especially by women? 
 
When did you join the VI? 
→ Why?  
→ Who made the decision to join? 
 
Which changes have been made on your farm as a result of joining the VI? 
→ Have these changes brought about any differences in your daily work? 
→ Is the time consumption for your activities different because of any of these changes? 
 
Do you grow crops to supply your family with food or to generate income?  
→ What kind of crops do you grow? 
 
Who makes the decision about which crops to grow? 
 
If income generating crops: How do you sell them?  
→ Who does? 
→ How do you use the income from these crops? 
 
Groupmeetings: 
How often are you in contact with the VI? 
 
How often do you meet without the VI staff? 
 
Do you participate in the one week training connected to the VI? 
 
If yes: How often do you have these meetings?  
→ Do/did you participate every day during this week? 
 
Do you participate at other meetings connected with the VI? 
 
Why do you have these meetings? 
 
How often do you have such meetings? 
  
Do you always participate? 
→ Does anyone else from your family participate? 
 
In what way do you participate at these meetings? 
→ Do you talk? (listen, learn, teach others…) 
 
What is the outcome of these meetings? 
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→ Do you discus these matters with your family members or other villagers? 
 
Are there mostly men or women at these meetings? 
→ If more of one kind: Why do you think it is this way? 
 
Are you a member of any other group? 
→ If yes: Which?  
→ When did you join this group? 
→ Why did you join this group? 
 
Do you miss anything within the VI? 
 
Tora: 
Which components are important to make your and your family’s life good? 
- social 
- economic  
- environmental 
- knowledge 
 
Which of these needs are satisfied today? 
→ How? (one at the time) 
 
Which of these needs are problems today? 
→ Why? (one at the time) → Do you see any solution in that matter? → Who is responsible to make it better? → 
How will the solutions be accomplished? 
 
Have you benefitted from the group activities (connected to the VI) in any way? 
 
Which components are important to make your village good? 
- social 
- economic 
- environmental 
 
Which of these needs are satisfied today? 
→ How? (one at the time) 
 
Which of these needs are problems today? 
→ Why? (one at the time) → Do you see any solution in that matter? → Who is responsible to make it better? → 
How will the solutions be accomplished? 
 
Have the village benefitted from the group activities (connected to the VI) in any way? 
 
What do you think will happen in the village if the VI leaves the area? 
(phased out areas) What has happened in the village since the VI left the area? 
 
Do you have any visions for the future? 
→ Do you think you will fulfil them? → How?/Why not? 
 
The end: 
Do you have any questions or comments to us? 
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Appendix No. 2 
 

The PRA process  
(PRA Unit, 1999) 
SITE SELECTION 
 
↓ 
 
PRELIMINARY VISITS 
 
↓ 
 
LAUNCHING 
 
↓ → SECONDARY DATA 
 
DATA GATHERING → SPATIAL DATA – TEMPORAL DATA – SOCIAL DATA – TECHNICAL DATA
  ↓          ↓                       ↓                           
↓                SKETCH MAP       TIME LINE                           LIVELIHOOD MAPPING 
                TRANSECT            TREND LINE                       INSTITUTIONAL ANALYSIS 
↓                                                                        SEASONAL CALENDAR   HOUSE HOLD INTERVIEW 
                                                                                                                        GENDER DAILY CALENDAR 
↓                                                                                                                        FARM SKETCH 
 
DATA ANALYSIS → PROBLEM              – PROBLEM – IDENTIFY             – OPTIONS ASSESSMENT 
AND SYNTHESIS       IDENTIFICATION    RANKING    OPPORTUNITIES 
 
↓                                                                    ↓ 
 
PREPARATION OF CAP          PROBLEM OPPORTUNITY ANALYSIS   
 
↓ 
 
IMPLEMENTATION OF CAP 
 
↓ 
 
PARTICIPATORY MONITORING AND EVALUATION 
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Appendix No. 3 
 

Example of livelihood analysis from a village in Kalisizo Zone  
(Translated by Muggaga Lydiah, VI Agroforestry Project Masaka/Rakai, Uganda.) 

(Name of the village) Community Action Plan 
Livelihood analysis as a tool used in 

participatory rural appraisal 
(what they use in their daily life) 

 
C  A  B 

 
Irish potatoes  
Bread  

Water   
   Sweet potatoes 

Yams 
   Pineapples  Cassava 
   Chicken  Maize 
   Milk  Beans 
   Palm leaves  Sugarcanes 
   Firewood  Tomatoes 
   Fish  Timber 
     Bananas 
     Beers 
     Coffee 
     Coffee seedlings
     Groundnuts  
     
 
 
 
Key 
A – what the village has in plenty and is enough for their use 
B – what the village has but is not enough; some are bought outside (the village) 
C – what the village lacks completely 
 
Conclusions reached by the people of (the village) 
● They should make efforts to get/make whatever they can from their village instead of buying when they have 
them from within. 
● They are still ignorant about almost everything. 
● Those who have products in plenty should sell the surplus to their friends who don’t have. 
● Insufficient labour has led to poverty and famine. 
● Some foodstuff are not in plenty due to the following reasons; 

► We have small pieces of land 
► Pests 
► Lack of seeds 
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Appendix No. 4 
 

List of political levels in Uganda  
(Explained to the author by Neema Teddy, Mbarara, Uganda) 
National level: All persons older than 18 years may vote for president. The president chooses the candidates for 
the Parliament. In all levels the election period is five years. 
 
Regions: The country is divided into five regions, north, south, east, west and central. In every region there are 
special representatives for the youth. 
 
Districts: The regions are divided in about 56 districts. This level is calles Local Council 5. All people in the 
district is allowed to vote for representatives. In addition, all women chooses a female representative from the 
district for the Parliament.  
 
Counties: The level below the district is the county and everybody within the county may vote in these elections. 
All counties also have a representative in the Parliament. 
 
Sub-counties: A sub-county is called Local Council 3 and it is the members of Local Council 2 that choose the 
members of this council.  
 
Parishes: The sub-county consists of several parishes, which are also called Local Council 2. The members of 
Local Council 1 choose the representatives in the parish. 
 
Villages: The first level in the system is the village. All villagers may vote for their council, called Local Council 
1. 
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