
Rural development -; 
partnership of.villagers.. 
and.NGO: 
ActionA id's'long-term 
development programme*in The 
Gambia 
Robin-Poulton and Ousman Chain 

A. villagc - NCO partnership 

ActionAid The Gambia (AATG) operates an integrated rural dcvelop
mcnt programmc in around 130 villages along the Gambia river valley. 
Rainfall has become thinncr and shortcr sincc thc 1960s, changing 
much of thc Guincan Savannah into a Sahclian ecology with dustbowls 
and dying trees. Roads camc latc, and only in thc last 10 ycars has it 
been possible to drive the 500 km from Banjul to Bassc in 5 hours,. 
instead of2 / days. Our NGO work began along the river bankin the 
small"subsistcnccvillagcs of Kiang district, which live on groundnut 
cultivation;' ricc, millet, and fishing.
IVWhcn'wc went into the Villages of Kiang, we found the' villagers 
there. Thc villagers had their desires, priorities, needs: and of course 
thcAgcncy also had its own requirements, constraints, and desires., In 
fact we now consider (and with the wonderful benefit of looking back 
six years latcrl) that ActionAid went into thc villages with a*hidden:agenda:' Thc"Agcncy had experience in schools clscwhcrc. in Africa'
andia. sponsorship mechanism for 'fund-raising which' was: tricdand 

.. • ., " t14:1P.• ' 


provcd-succcssful. The expatriates who arrived in The Gami',a 
September,1979 had already designed much of tbcir program mc,bcforc 
thcy'lcft London. 

The govcrnmcnt of The Gambia*designated the isolated and then. 
neglected area of Kiang West to bc the target zone; and'Actionkid 
went into the villages to make contact. Discussions were hcld with thc 
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in the drawing up of a 'developmentvillagers, and thesc resulted 
or at least the provision of schools 

demand list'. Educqtion 
:featured at the top of the list: a happy coincidence with the Agency's 

priority on'its hidden agcndal 
was a popular demand in these 

:JThcre islno,'doubt that education 
villages! Fifteen' ycars aftcr independencc, Gambian villages in Kiang 

"andclscwhcrc'had less access to education for their children than most 

*rcgionsin'Africa in'the 1970s. But the villagers knew what schools they 

had its own ideas of what constituted'a
wantcd;whilc'the: Agency 
suitable.village education system. With government support, ActionAid 

thcrcfore' started a four-year non-formal education, system, but ins school 

school bells~and uniforms. Withinthree years; the 
.buildings.and:.with 

villagers' had rejected this recipe: they wanted formal primary education 

".fr'alfull'sixycari; which they hoped would lead to their definition of a 

s5 hoo!i'thin'the'govcrnmcnt system; and allow their children to profit 

accrued to secondary cducation graduates
from;tl -,*rewards; which 

during'the., 1970s.
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ActionAid was forced to yield to the wishcs ot Inc communaiics.: y 
Inc start was 'top-down', the Agency can also'claim.crcdit for rcacting 

,swiftly to: the, dcmands from 'bottom-up'. The villagcrs' wishes wcrc 

,respected, and formal education was welcomcd 	by thcm as cnthusiasti, 

cally as the non-formal variety had been rejected. Since thcn, schools 

'havc bccn run successfully in joint partnership betwcen the villag. 

:school commiUccs and the Agcncy's tcaching staff (cmploycd and 

traincd'by ActionAid as villagc cxtension workers and tcachcrs). 
i In rural dcvclopmcnt, dccision-making plays thc most. promincnt 

rolc.'In fact dccision-making is the sum total of dcvclopmcnt..Dccisions 
• • ~~~. ~~... . I,.t* 

should bc takcn by the communitics themselvcs, since thcy, arc;inthec
• 


,bcst position to dccidc what is best for thcm. Somcimcs community 

,dccisions and. desires arc so numerous and varied that-thc Agcncy, 

cannot cope with all of them, and often the community itself cannot 

.copc with so much activity in a short time. The advisory rolc of tbe 

'NGO then becomcs vital. This is not. a passive rol:.'thc outsid9 

'Agency should actively scck to promote discussion and democracy in 

,the community, ensuring that the womcn, the children and the poorcs,
 

arc all able to make themselves heard.
 
It is often difficult to identify the poorest. The poorest arc not on t..,
 

front line. Thc first people you meet arc thc elite. The poorest familics
 

cannot house you or fccd you. So partnership and long familiarity with
 

the village arc the only ways to find the very poor.
 

toThe poorest arc a residual, the last in the line, the most difficult 

find, and the hardest to lcarn from. Unless paupers and poverty arc 

deliberately and pcrsislcntly sought, they tend to rcmain cffcctivcly 

:screened from outside cnquircrs (Chambers, 	 1983, p.: 19). 

.You cannot cut straight lines in a community. Defining an 'elitc', ina 

poor rural village may be quite difficult to do. Anyway,.thcy arc. key 

members of the.community with which we work and they arc oftcn,thc 

opinion leaders. So there is a danger for all outsiders that they maybe 

by Robert Chambcrs:'spcaks;of,captured' and maintained the elite. 

•thc elite bias.. .a bias against the .poorest people'.. We /cannot, and 

should 	not work without the clites, but we can ensure that the elites 
and not taking all.:thcarclworking with the rest of the community 

not to bc,quict,,nor.tobenefits. The role of ActionAid is therefore 

distract the villagers fromithcir cxpresscd nccds.....but1 to hclp.thc 

community as a whole to select prioritica... . .. ,-. 

-.Wc can state, as a matter of principle, that the partnership should~bc 

the villagers should. be.taking.thqljnititivcindynamic on both sides: 
their own dcvclopmcnt..Thc Agency should be an active parti ipantljin 

the debate and dccision-making. The community takes dcpisipns,:.t 
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that all, parts.of .the community can paqticipae.in, t,lq
!gqpcy.p.csur!.s ",.. , .,,;.,.dccision.-makingiandin thcimplcmentation of.thc projcc, 


ctiA~idl .cntcred the.communitiC through clucalio.. '
i7 r rpdel %which.can.bc.fjollowcd. by every agcncy. ,1Nor do..Yc.cvn 

It just happens to bc .our.cntrypoipt..All*t~c
Dm'mcnd~it'particularly. 


icvclopn'lcnt: activitics. of Ac:ionAid thcrcforc havc to bc sccnthi.grou.
 

.h'.tcindow.of.our, work in. primary education. The story of Acii'kid, 

aii be.jllus.t.ratcd through a.four-part series of pictures, which illustrate 

hc dcvelopmcnt cycle we are seeking to achieve. 

..Stage, One .. . 

At a,villageidevelopment meeting, the community decid.ed. to,build, a 

school with assistance, from. AATG.. (We put. this. in the past tcnsc, 

since po new schools have.been created in this way.since 1983. How,,cr 

is.still.truc that the first entry point has been through the school,it. 
their children..to school intheevenfori feeder villages which, send 

largcr.or.'kcy' village.) A school parcnt committee organises the building, 
With, labourproyided by.thc community. AATG helps with .theeffective 

use,of lopal, resources, as fa.,as possible training villagers ,touse Wtfim 

a be.tter.way. (skill training.).With",the creation or improvcment of,ai.q 

school, .,the p9cmbat against illiteracy is engaged.. T.hc child..dev,ops 

literacy..an,d numeracy skills, and also trains for career skills.. through 
the school farms, the school garden, beekeeping project, art and cra(t, 

etc. ActionAid emphasises that the school has'an inside and an outside; 

that the school is an important part of the community, not a building 

outside the village, a first step towards urban migration. 

Stage Two 
The community .isconsulted about its basic priority needs. These have 

ncarlyalways included food.and water at the top of the list.:.Food 

production is a fundamental problem for all West African countries. 

AATG -helps communities to increase food production and incomes. 
we prefer to work withGivcn.the cultural context of .The Gambia, 

success has been registercd in Kiangwomcn's.groups. An enormous 
with dry-season irrigated vegetable gardens which allow food production 

in the .non-agricultural.period, and bring direct benefits to women and 

children. At.all.times, AATG has insisted on working through village 

groups, ensuring that communities arc taking the initiative in. the 

project preparation, design,.and implementation. Thcrc has also been 

a.lot..of work with women's groups and young farmers' clubs in.thc 

areas of animal traction, seed multiplication and selection, improved 

storage, beekeeping, fishing, credit and savings, and "farmcr training. 

stage Tirec 
When excess food is produced by the communities, they discover'a 
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ncd'for-nmarktting, )mctimes there is" a" problcm 6ol"1rhns- .. ihg
goo.ds. to, th.markct' outlct: 'At other times therc"s.' 'probcin 

onsmarket information,"and difficulties with storage of pr6dice (iikeo, 

until pricesriseand the'community can gain*bctter; profits' XTP th. , 
provided !assistancc .with marketing credits, with transpbrt,carts11with 

rain'and 'onion storagc, with varietysclcction to*avoidalrvcgct.!b.hl 
coningtto maturity at the same time .. and after' 6"ycars,.inKiapg 
assistancc has bec provided to create a new weekly marketor Ioomo. 

Stage Four 
The.whole of our work is directed at building up the village institutioins, 
for dccision-making.'AATG stresses the importance of involving al
strata' of.thccommunity in theprocess, men and women alik. Ii'this 
balanccd form of rcpresentation, one can justifiably claim thatdccisicdn's. 
belong to the whole community. Stage four is thc dccision-making.. 
phase; which we have defined as our development objective.- Decision-. 
making is emphasiscd from the start. Now in stage four we areclooking. 
at a'new sort of decision, investing in the'future. The' education," food . 

production and income-generating programme allow savings to be made, 
and to'bc re-invested in the community through' the inititiv and. 
dcci.ion of the community itself. How long does it take' to .echstage:i 

four? The Kiang bee groups may have reached it already -'as we shall 

show. For others it may take a gcneration. 

Te sito and dependency 

The official Gambian philosophy for rural development is described in 

the Mandinka expression tc silo. Literally this means 'tighten your 

bclt', but its implication is self-help, its objective is self-reliance. We 

arc faced in West Africa with massive development needs. At the same 

time, we are constrained by limited resources. We are therefore convinced 

that self-help must be the major component in the drive for improving 

living standards in the rural areas. The communities with whom we as 

extension workers arc collaborating, have already established their 

own sociopolitical institutions to propagate the philosophy of self

reliance. Te silo is participative development. 
The ActionAid programme espouses this village-first grass-roots phil

osophy. Its aims to be a philosophy of independence. In the beginning, 

however, the Agency's impact had rather the rcverse effect. 
The arrival of any NGO in the village is quickly noticcd. No matter 

what the intention of the NGO is, it is viewed. with suspicion at first. 

The task of eradicating any misconception is complex and in most 

cases cannot be accomplished within a short time. This is what makes 
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grass-roots dcvelopment a long-term process. In partnership both p.arties 
must enjoy the confidence of cach other for any development to take 
place. 

Whcn the extension worker arrives in a village, full of thc lessons 
he has received from tcachers in college he gets a shockl Hc wps 
told that he would bc coming to organisc and develop the com
munity, and extend to them the knowlcdgc accumulated in the class
room. To his uttermost surprise, hc finds the village very organiscd! 
He finds that there is a central authority in the village. He finds that 
there arc various institutions within thc village with diffcrcnt socio
political functions, and that thcre is a sophisticated internal communi
cation system inside the villagc. Often his cultural background isdiffcrcnt 
from that of the villagc to which hc has bccn sent. fc may speak 
Wollof, or Mandinka, but thc villagcrs may bc Fulani or Sarahulay. Hc 
is young; the clders of thc community may not take kindly to advice 
from a mcrc youth. Hc arrives on a Honda motorbike, which makes 
him thc envy of all the young mcn, and gives him an unfair advantage 
over them with thc vil!agc girls! 

For the old mcn who arc thc lcaders of the village, hc is the 
representative of modernity both good and bad. Good arc thc radios 
and battery torches, thc fertiliscrs and selected sccds from which the 
old mcn benefit. Bad arc the changing patterns of behaviour, the 
disrespect of youth with motorbikes, and the toobab sillo or 'way of 
the forcigners' which leads to the looseness of city habits, and takes 
sons away from thc home of their fathers. 

This is the difficult combination with which we have to build rural 
development. Despite the 0otcntial frictions, ActionAid and othcr 
NGOs arc creating the rural partnership which is essential for rural* 
devclopment. It is not only a partnership betwcen an Agency and a 
villagc community. It is above all a partncrship bctwccn Gambians: 
bctwccn villagers out in thcir rcntc bush, and cxtcnsion workcrs who 

arc committcd to the dcvclopmcnt of thcir country and their pcoplc. 
This partncrship builds sclf-rcliancc through time. Thc long-term naturc 
of rural dcvclopmcnt should in no way be cquatcd with dcpcndcncy. 
On the contrary, it takcs tinc to build up a spirit of self-rcliancc; and 
this is wl'.y wc believe the idea of 'partncrship' is important. Rural 
dcvclopmcnt means building up community institutions to take decisions 
for dcvclopmcnt. 

At the bcginning, AATG was not very successful at this. Wc have 
seen how a 'top-down' model for non-formial cducation was imposed: 
and this point of departure was not propcrly articulated to ihc villagers, 
making thci look at AATG as provider of cvcrything. Thc repercussion 
of this was .lhe inability to make the villagers take up an active role in 
their own dcvclopment. Despitc the fact that villagers were joining in 
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the building, the early work and approach' of the Agency actually 
encouraged dcpcndcncy. 

Sincc the Agency's activities and cxpcricncc have dcvclopcd, howcvcr, 
changes in attitudc and approach have won the increasing confidence 
of thc villagers. Once AATG had creatcd enough room for the villagcrs 
to makc decisions at all levcls of thcir interaction, the villagers reactcd 
by showing how much tjtc Agcncy took for granted in deciding for 
thcir villagc. They taught us what we did not know about thcir nccds. 
Thcy willingly acccptcd thcir rolc as organiscrs taking care of logistics 
and working in partncrship with the Agcncy. This illustrates that the 
kcy to sclf-rcliancc is dhc approach. Pour in food-aid and you can 
create dependency in a wcck! But if you build up a partncrship, then 
you can build up the skills, the confidence and the institutions for sclf
reliance, and a sustained economic process in the community. 

The rclationship was described to us in this way by a villagcr in 

Kiang West, where AATG first startcd work. 

When thcy (AATG) camc, we listened to what they wan!cd us to 
hear. Thcy taught us new things and formed their own groups in the 
village. Whcn they involved us, that is the time they asked us to tcll 
them what wc want. We told them what we wanted and we taught 
them things about our village which they do not understand before. 
Now we are just like a big family with them in the village. We work 
and cat togcthcr. 

The social tics that the Agency enjoys in the village have helped us to 

'live in the thinking of the villagers': Since then, the confidence and 

cooperation of the villagcrs has been cnhanccd, the role of the Agency 
has been reduced from that of domination to being an active development 
catalyst. 

Building on villdge institutions 

Building institutions is not done in a vacuum. When we found the 

villagers in their village, we found them with a community organisation 

both intricate and efficient. Let us thcrcforc cxaminc the cxisting 

Gambian village institutions, their origins, their functions and thcir 

intcrrclationships. 
SThc village Council of Elders 

This is the traditional ccntrc of authority. It is headed by the 
Alkalo, the village headman who is rccogniscd by the villagers, and 
by central government as the formal authority in the village. The 
Alkalo almost always is selected from the founding family of the 
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vil~agc: in many cascs thc titlc is inhcrited by youngcr brothcrs or 
son. The Aikulo is surrounded by Councillors, who arc in thc 
dccision-making groups by virtuc of tlcir age and lineagc. They 
settle disputes in thc community, and thcy dccidc on thc dcvclopmcnt 
issues in thc villagc. Thcy arc always in thc background, and they 
arc always men. 

2 The villagc peer groups 
Thc Mandinrka word for an agc-groups is Kafo. These groups vary a 
great deal from one arca to another, but most of thcm originatc as 
:ircumcision groups linking boys or girls inscparably through their 
iharcd ritual passagc out of childhood. Thcir fundamental function 
in the village is an activc labour force. This is particularly imporJtant 
,or communal tasks (like building a school), and for work of a 
;ocial or relicf nature. If a mcmbcr of the Kafo is'sick, the rest will 

loin forccs to carry out labour in his fields. Other community 
mcmbcrs can likewise bcncfit from thc Kafo, by hiring it as a work 

unit. In case of nccd, the Kafo provides a source of support, and 
this is especially true for women's groups. 

3 New groups 
Modern changes have brought new groups into existence. Religious 
organisations, political parties, social clubs for football or dancing, 
young farmers' clubs, primary health care committees, and numerous 
groups attachcd to onc or other of the aid organisations (notably 
the NGOs) arc found in cvcry village. Although they arc not 
traditional groups, they do play a vital role in the village devclopmcnt 
process. Their intcrnal cohcsivcncss varies gratly, and dcpcnds to 
a large cxtcnt on thcir lcadcrs. Thcir place in the village hicrarch1y 
is just as variable, and the internal communication existing between 
groups diffcrs from community to community. Since 1983, govern
mcnt policy (through the Department of Community Development) 
has been to cncouragc the formation of Village Development 

andCommittces, which should pull together the various groups, 

provide a forum for village development stratcgy-making.
 

Meanwhile many traditional groups arc becoming weaker. Seasonal 
migration dilutes the cohesion of the Kafo groups. The cost of 

circumcision feasts is becoming prohibitive, and poor harvests in 

time of drought only makc it more difficult to maintain traditional 

ceremonies. More and more parents group their children together 
for hygienic hospital circumcision: so it becomes a family affair (4

ycar-olds and 12-ycar-olds together), and the village peer group 
begins to disappear. 

Many of the new groups we work with did in fact evolve from 
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to animatingtraditional Kafo groups, whosc initial roles wcrc limitcd 
drumming, dancing, wrestling, and other leisure activities. With.the 

pacc.of devclopmcnt and change in Thc Gambia, many of the agc

groups have bccn transformed into young farmcrs' clubs and village 
women's farming groups. 

While ActionAid has tried to strcngtlicn somc groups, othcrs. arc 
school committees have been new crcations of thc illagcrs. Thus 

formed where there wcrd previously no schools. Beekeeping Kafo 

groups (we avoid using the term 'cooperativc', which has a different 

legal sense in Th: Gambia) have bcn developed out of thc new honey 

production programme. Fishing groups havc been formed to organisc 
usc of ncts and othcr improvcd cquipmicnt for bettercommunally the 

fish-catchs. Women' g;r':dcning groups and women's ploughing groups 
a communal increase in foodhave bccn creatzd, in ordcr to develop 

Many of thcsc groups exist underproduction and womcn's incomcs. 
thc banncr of the Young Farmer's Club; others arc scparatc. 

groups, to increase theirActionAid has sought, by training these 
and decision-taking.capacity for scif-organisation, sclf-managcmcnt, 

objectives. ItPreviously these ncw groups had no clearly set-out 
appeared that extcrnal cxtension agcnts wcrc formulating objectives 

for thc groups, to suit the extension agents' own introduced projects. 

These might very -well bc different from the preferred goals of the 

a result, many projects failed. Even successfultarget groups. As 
projects could not be sustained by the villagers. The groups were not 

properly organiscd, and their structures were not always suitable for 

development purposes. Furthermore, their capital was usually too 

small to make an impact on village dcvclopmcnt. 
The programme started work in Kiang district, in 1979 a remote and 

the South Bank of the river Gambia. We couldforgotten corncr on 
as manyhave gone for individual model farmers (or opinion leaders), 

this concept,large extension projects like to do. But we rejected 

which is cost-incffcctive and elitist. 
From the start AATG adopted a group approach. Women's groups 

arid young farmers' clubs arc the main groups through which we reach 

the rural population. The groups are essential for producing the spirit 

of mutual aid (traditional in the Kafo), interdependence, self-reliance, 

and to promote communal participation in development. 
arc introduced throughAll the development projects in the village 

the groups. The projects arc supposed to be known from the start as 
never as ActionAid projccts).group and community projects (and 

Thus the Agency seeks to be a catalyst to development, not to be a 

development authority. We shall now give illustrations of where we arc 

successful in this creation of community initiative, and where we have 

gone wrong in sonic cases. 
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It is clcar from all that wc havc writtcn, that thc villagc groups arc 

both economic and social organisations. They arc based on sclf-intcrcst, 

and depend on the initiative and active participation of their members. 

If we rcach the individual, it is through the work of the group. Thus 

the individual is mobiliscd as part of the group, in a communal cffcrt: 

chalcenging thcir problcms and finding solutions collcctivcly. 

Working with ie beekeepers of Kiang 

'Kiang people drink porridge' is a traditional joke: for in Kiang you 

always find honey to swcctcn your millet porridge. Bee hunting 
can 

for the youths: but the methods used 
has long been a popular sport 

vcry crude. The bush fires caused trees to dic, and many bccs 
were 

killed in the process. The traditional grass hives, and the herbs 
were 

to trap them, tcstify to the skills of these 
used to attract bccs and 

has sponsorcd the transiti'n from 
bechuntcrs. -lowcvcr, ActionAid 

hunting to farming. 
traditional methods and 

A radical departure was made from the 

equipment, and modcrn mcthods of beekeeping have been introduced 
hivc, though cleverly

to the villagers. The traditional round grass 

woven, pollutes the purity of the honcy and also does not allow selective 

comb harvesting. This results in the destruction of broods. When the 

as a substitute to the traditional 
Kenya Top Bar hive was introduced 

hive, it was readily acccptcd. This modcrn hive is not only strong, but 
it 

easy to harvest and maintain. Unlike the traditional grass hivc, 

leaves the brood untouched. The Kenya hive has combs formed vcrti

cally from the top bars. The brood stays in one or two of the combs, 

leaving the other combs clean. You simply leave the brood alone, find 

is needed (contrast European
No (juccn.cxcludcrharvest the rest. 

the hivcs arc cheap, and made entirely in The Gambia. 
hives): so 

was introduced in 1982, 13 
When the honcy-production programme 

to develop beekeeping. Front
groups emerged almost spontancously, 

line workers identified by the groups were trained in bcc-managcmcnt. 

to cncouragc pccr tcaching, the trainers identified 
The objective was 

group being charged with responsibility for training
by the village a 
fcllow-villagcrs in tic modern techniques. The result has been that 

broad cross-scction of village youths have become involved in the bee 

programnme. 
The active involvcnicIt of villagers in the programme is due in large 

of the trained frontline workers. 
part to the organisational ability 

Beekeeping has also been found to be a less labour-intcnsivc income

generating activity, capable of supplementing rural incomes. Building 

on (and improving) existing skills has proved a good entry point. These 
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of the AATG beekeepingarc all reasons for the apparent success 
programme. 

Thc initial onc-coopcrativc structurc for all Kiang bcc groups has 

now been changed. Thc distances were too great for all village groups 

to' fccl equally involved in the organisation of thcir Kafo. So the 
"original structurc split into two, cach with a sclf-built round-hut hcad

cluartcrs at Burrong and Jqli, rcspcctivcly. The huts arc for storage of 

the Kafo proccssing cquipmcnt, and for storage of the honey harvcst. 

Thc provision of modern cquipincnt has bccn an important factor 

too in the groups' succcss. Proccssing was traditionally donc by heating 

reciting the honcy. But usually ovcrhcating gavethe honcy combs, 
a bitter taste to the honcy. The introduction of mectal honey extractors 

and ripcncrs has madc the village honcy processing more cfficicnt. The 

cquipmcnt is provided to thc Kafo groups, and carried around to each 

village group for the ,ight-timc harvest (three each year; inJanuary, 

March and July). It must be said, howcvcr, that thc cquipmcnt is 

important, and provided on credit by the Agency. The transport is also 

providcd by AATG, and bee assistants arc usually prcsent. Thercforc 

although the training in tcchnical bcckccping has bccn successful, wc 
truly indcpcndcnt in their honeycannot'yct claim that thc groups arc 

production. * 
Thc'samc is truc of honey marketing. So far AATG has failcd to 

crcatc a balance bctwccn consumption and marketing of honcy. We 

would'likc to sce more honey consumcd, both for improved dicts, and 

to rcplacc the cost of importcd sugar. However, more than 80 per cent 

of the honey produced is taken to the market. So far it is taken to the 

market by Action Aid. Markctinig committees were set up, but they arc 

clearly at a disadvantage when it comes to negotiating with buyers like 

supermarkets. Very good prices have bccn negotiated for the villagers, 

but they arc false prices in the absence of competition. Imported 

screw-top honey jars make AATG honey supreme in the market, but 

their use also cmphasiscs the villagers' dependence on AATG. 

Now we have encouraged the producers to lay down new marketing 

strategies to take care of future production. Local weekly markets will 

be visited, and honey will be sold in plastic bags as a sugar-substitutc. 

The two bee Kafo:; at Jali and Burong have each retained some of 

their profits for a village communal fund. The active group members 

do not benefit as individuals, but as group members. The success of the 

bcc-programmc in building the groups is illustrated by the spontaneous 
as a stage four proccs.s indecision-making which has developed (again, 

our pictorial scheme of development).
The Jali group has decided - without any prior discussion with 

to invest their funds in their own bakery project.ActionAid officers -

Ticrc is no brcad baked in Jali: the production of bread is scheduled.
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to start in 1987, and it will bc funded by the bce-profits. This proves. 
that rural people can and will participate in development, if the original 
idea is idcntificd by them as a real felt need. 

In Burrong, during the 'hungry scason' of 1985, thc villagers in thc 
bec Kafo dccidcd to bring in ricc. Again, entircly spontancously, the 
group took thc initiative and purchascd ricc in the capital city. When 
thcy brought it into the village, thcy sold it at cost to membcrs of the 
bec group only. o among the beckccpcrs we havc bccn successful in 
creating initiatives cvcn if the villagers arc not independent in parts of 
the honey production process. Some of the village groups have devclopcd 
their self-confidence and their incomc-gencration capacity to the stage 
where they have gone one step ahcad in the development process. 
They arc now taking investment decisions. This provides the base for 
sustained economic development in AATG-assistcd Kiang communities. 

The organisation of women's gardens 

Our-success with village groups is most visible in the dry-season vege
table gardens. We have assisted groups to set up 95 vegetable gardens 
for women farmers. Gardening has become their major activity in the 

dry season, when nv other food production is normally possible. 
The gardens are owned and organised by the members. Before 

AATG will agree to assist, the women must organise themselves by 
creating a committee, arranging membership subscriptions and tasks 

(President, treasurer, etc.), and negotiating as a group for the com
munity to allocate land for the garden. Then the women must negotiate 
with the young farmers' club, or with the youth Kafos, for the young 
men to cut dead trees in the bush with which to make fencing posts. 

Only at this stage will ActionAid arrive with assistance to set up the 
garden: extension advice, measuring tapes to lay out the beds, barbed 
wire on credit to be repaid over three years, and seeds either on credit, 

or for cash at cost price. Before AATG agrees to assist the groups, 
therefore, they must have contributed a large amount themselves in 

terms of effort. 
Each garden contains wells. AATG agrees to dig the well, using 

skilled and trained contractors' teams, as long as the villagers provide 

the unskilled labour, gravel, sand, and lodging for the diggers. Again 

the. emphasis is on village participation. The result is a ccment-lincd 
irrigation well, 1.9 metres wide to allow tcn or more women to draw 

water at one time during the watering hours of carly morning and late 
afternoon. In addition, the wells provide clean water for domestic use, 

and a centre for social activity and discussion for the village women. 
These wells are a vast improvement on the usual narrow unlined wells 
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3 A skilld ivell-diggiig tcant digs a wvell to provide waler 

for the expansion of the women s vegetable gardens i The 

*Ganibia. 

two seasons Mcore incy conapbu. vvo
which last only for one or 
not fix pumps. Thcrc is a West African proverb which says: 'If you dig 

a pump, you give a pump.'a well, you give water. If you fix 
Ile secret of the garden succcss story is probably our combination 

of c;ommunal organisation and individual bcnclit. With 226 wells in 95 
,, .: .;4 

group gardens, AATG has a lot of cxpertise after six ycars. Each 

garden is organised and run communally: but the garden crops arc 
oneThere is a lot of inter-family cooperation:produced individually. 

woman will water all the beds of the family today, and another will do 

the task tomorrow; but basically the benefit from the crop goes to she 

who has done the work. Each woman has between 5 and 15 beds, and 

the number of women in a garden group is between 60 and 80. When 

woman cuts a tiny pice of her dress, and
setting out the garden, each 

a stick. One of the community's leading personalities
attaches it to 

all the sticks, and distributes them at
(usually a man!) then takes 
random. Imnpartiality isassured by the fact that a min never recognises 

that of his wifel'the'dress of the womcn, not even 
Thle question of impartiality brings us to ask whether every woman is 

able to benefit equally from the garden. Is the garden for the village 

elite, or does thc AATG programme help the poorest families as well? 
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The method of grouPAt the prescnt time wc have no sure answer. 
womento suspect that many of the poorestcreation would lead us 

might not join the group initially. Many gardens have only had a sinai 

at the beginning, and invariably the original group
number of women 
ends up with a sccond and third allocation of beds when the gardcn'is 

Is this a way for the clitc to obtain doublc.3rencit from thc
extended. 
garden? 

Wc cannotanswer this question yet. A detailed survey was begun ir 

in three Kiang villages, an AATC
1987. On a small sample survey 
external evaluation mission showed in 1985 that there was no apparcni 

to the gardens between richer and poorer coin 
.difference in access 
pounds. First 1987 results sccm to confirm this. However, morc detailc 

to confirm that AATG is in fact reaching th,
information is nccdcd 
poorest of the poor. 

in the gardens contribute significantly to improving livin:
Yields 

in the a:.-istcd villages. An evaluation in 1984 found ar 
standards 
average in money terms of 850 dalasis per group member in vcgetabl, 

at 1984 rates it was £170 pci
yields: at 1987 exchange rates that is £85, 

Of this total crop, one-third was sold, two-thirds wcrc consumed 
woman. 
Sales at that level rcprcscnt a significant incrcasc in family cash incomes 

but above all they mean an cnornipus increase in thc women's income: 

(and therefore cconoinic influcncc), since cash crops in The Gambi. 

arc grown and markctcd by mcn. 
Men bcncfit, of course: 'My wife was able to sell vegetables to bu: 

one bag of rice. This is enough for our food for more than one month, 

said a farmcr in 1985, folloMing a bad 1984 harvest. Another old grey 

bcard grinned 'We like the ActionAid. Our stew never tasted so. gooi 

before my two wivcs began to grow vegetables in their garden.. 

AATG agriculturalists c-.timatc the annual yields (in tonnes) as follows 

19&
1984 1985Year 
10 12.5

Average output per garden 13 

that 8 of the 10 tonnes were onions 
The 1984 evaluation showed 

was achieved in succeeding years. Onions arl 
Similar onion output 
favoured mainly as being a goo'l vegetable for sale. Indeed the questioi 

of selling surpluses has been high on the agenda in 1985 and 1986: th 

success of the gardcns had created the 'problem' of selling the surplus 

There is no readily available market for *thesurplus,.since the village 

we work with arc all far from the capital. Some women travel a Ion 
fares and foo 

way to take vegetables to market, spending money on 

no better prices arc obtained, and the woma 
in the process. Often 

as she gains in the profit. In a fcm on the transportspends as much 
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cases, howcvcr, group organisation has again come forward to assist. 

In 1984 thc village of Jiroff requested fron) AATG a marketing credit 

of D250 (no more, no less) in order for the group to send two of their 

members to sell their Cntire group crop in the eastern market town of 
in five days.Bassc' where prices were higher. The credit was repaid 

This is a grand example of group orgaunisation: a clear illustration of 

our stage 4 sclf-dctcrniination. 
to s'-l thcir women's surplus vegetables, the

•Faced with the need 
together in 1986 to construct a weekly

villages of Kiang west got 

market, or louno. Their sclf-organisation was in fact so successful, 

that the facilities constructed unfortunatcly arc larger than the likely 
of Sankandi whcre the

real commercial activity in the small village 

market takes place. Thirty villages collaboratcd: those near the Sankandi 

sand and gravel and labour for the central cementsite helped with 
structure (funded by the British High Commissioner, and erected with 

AATG assistance and supervision) and those far in the bush collected 

for the stalls. No evaluation of the loonio is yetposts and made mats 
possible: it was opened officially by tl - Vice President Honourablc 

Bakary B. Darbo (MP for the district) on Apil 25 1986, just before 

planting, and has restarted with the end of the harvest in early January 
as a major vegetable1987. Time will tell whether the loonto cin develop 

marketing centre. 
more efficientThe Agency has also embarked on a campaign for 

production. Prices can be increased for onions by avoiding 'glut' periods 
to keep their crops until

in the market. Onion-storage allows women 
have been built in a dozen

prices rise: group-organised onion stores 
doing all except purchase the barbedvillages, the women and men 

wire for. the sides of the store (which AATG supplies). The village 

groups.run.the stores communally, but again each woman has her own 

her own shelf: and the groups have been guided and assisted 
crop on 
to maintain better stores and to reduce storage losses of their onions. 

These strategies have allowed groups to raise their selling prices from 

D25 in the urban market (April) to D60 per 25 kg bag in August at the 

village.onion store (where the urban sellers come to buy). Groups have 

also been assisted to diversify. With onions, there have been short- and 
so that womcn can choose their periodlong-maturing onion varieties, 

for selling. And other vegetables have been introduced, diversifying 

vegetable-cropping patterns rather than concentrating only on onion

growing. 
Women generally make better dcvclopmcnt partners than men. "lcy 

arc quicker to seize an opportunity, and easier in organisation and 

cooperation. Womn, have fewer hang-ups than men about status and 
arc amhierarchy. Women arc ambitious for their family, while men 

bitious for themselves. Women arc also more trustworthy with money. 
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As food produccrs responsiblc for thc nutrition and health of the 

chiLdrcn, women arc thc prcferred partners for ActionAid. Again,.W 
mnc 

cannot cut straight lincs in a community: women work with men, 

havc a say in all village affairs, and also thcy arc the fathcrs of th 

womcn's childrcnl So wc work with both women and men as partncs 

yet thc spcctacular vegetable crops which bcautify thc Gambian'di 

testify cvcry year to thc particu'ar dynamism of women.' 
scason 

Overcoming cultural barriers 

We have already statcd that ActionAid isan active partncr in dcvclo 
mcnt, acting as acatalyst for changc. Our cxample of vcgctablc-gardc 

organisation illustrates thc capacity of women to organisc thcmsclvc 

and to generate thc support of mcn to carry out thosc rolcs which at' 

theirs by tradition. On occasions traditions need to bc bcnt, or changca 

to removc barriers to development. 
finds itsclf backing thc womca

As a catalyst, AATG sometimes 
was the siting of the well

against thc traditional clitc. An example 
Maka Masirch, a villagc at thc far castcrn cnd of Thc Gambia, on the 

northern cxtrcmity of the river valley. Thc Alkalo asked us: 'Whcre 
thc wcll to bc sitcd?' Onc hundred and fiftl

does ActionAid want 
to discuss this importan

peoplc werc gathcrcd around the silk cotton trec 

subject, and they listencd with batcd breath for our dccision. Naturally 

thcy were disappointed, for wc were certainly not going to decide f.o, 

thcml 'The well must be sitcd whcrc the community dccidcs', was out 

answer; but we added cannily: 'wherever it is of most benefit to thi 

men and women and children of the village, and where it can contribute 
" to greater food production for the villagers'. 

Thc background to the debate was really quite straightforward. Th 
on the north*of cattle hcrds, wanted the wellvillage clitc, owners 

the village whcrc they could water thcir livestock. The women wants 

the well near the school at the opposite end of the village, where la 

was available for a vegetable garden.. 

As the debate progressed, several strong malc speakers dominatcd 

the village meeting. Reluctantly, the Alkalo was bcing ovcrwhclma 

by the force of the vocal minority. As so often, the poor, the timid' 

and the women had no voice in the debate. It was at this stage thai 

a decisive intervention. He gave ne 
AATG's representative made 
opinion, other than to restate in other words that the whole communit) 

should benefit, and should decide. But he made one request: that the 

opinion of the women should be sought. The clitc objected, the NGC 

staff remained politely firm and the Alkalo agrecd that the women'l 
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president should be hcard: and in cffect thc debate was won before the 
womcn even bcgan to speak. After two men had said their picco, the 

chief hcrd-owncr stormed out of thc mecting in angcr! Thc NGO staff 
aremained silent: our job was simply to gct hearing for the wholc 

community, and not only thc bully-boys of the clitc. Our function is to 

ensurc that democracy is respected, instcad of accepting that what thc 

eldcrs say is inevitably right. Once the women had their say, the 

Alkalo found it casy to decide, on bchalf of the asscmbled community, 

that thc well should bc uscd for producing dry-scason vegetables, 
thereby benefiting the womcn and thc school. AATG had helped to 

achicvc a more rcpresentative village dcmocracy, had incidentally 

got the well sitcd where wc felt it would bring maximum bcnefit, and 
to group discussionhad establishcd a precedent for a new approach 

across the cultural barriers of this remote and conservative Sarahulay 

community. 
It would be misleading to suggest that the work of AATG is all 

Changing the cultural barricrs is a difficult task, and one whichsuccess. 

will takc women many decades to achieve. While the women have
 

obtained men's support and coopcration in every case for setting up
 

vegetable gardens, their success with animal traction has been less easy
 

to achieve. Vegetables arc traditionally grown by women; animals arc
 

traditionally handled by men. 
Surveys by ActionAid and others in Scncgal and Thc Gambia (for 

1985) show clearly that labour is the principal cor:instance Haswcll, 
Sometimes thestraint in local traditional food production practices. 

labour constraint affccts sowing and ploughing; often it affccts the 

weeding period more severely. Either way, food crop harvests arc 
a wide acceptance for oxreduced. Thc past twenty years have sccn 

drawn equipment in nca's farms, although there arc univcrsal problems 

of availability and maintcnancc. Meanwhile, this technology has passed 
to bring .inimalthe womcn by. ActionAid dccidcd as early as 1981 

drawn implemcnts to the womnc: introducing donkcy-drawn sine-hoc 

ploughs and sccdcrs which women can handle more casily than ox
were held, which caused greatdrawn implements. Training courses 

hilarity in the villages. Womcn's groups were set up, and a set of 

were supplied. In early 1985 two evaluatorsequipment and donkey 
looked at the programmc,.and came up with different judgements. The 

first, a Gambian community development expert, wrote that this social 
Thc second - aand cultural revolution was exciting and undcrway. 

that the stated aim of incrc~isingKenyan agronomist - complaincd 
food production had not been achieved. Both of course arc right. The 

whole effort had been too timid (one donkcy-plough for 50 women is 

unlikely to double cereal output), but the cultural breakthrough is the 

one which will be critical. Time aftcr time, the village survey showed 
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that the donkcy-ploughs were in fact being used by the mcn, and not 

by the womcn. 
villagc, the womcn had 'dccided' to hirc it to a man (by.

In one 
coincidcnce thc brothcr of the Alkalol) instcad of using it thcmsclvcs'. 

In another, the women's prcsidcnt's husband used it 'as compensation,' 

because he had the burden of looking aftcr the group's.donkey'. InA 

third village, thq AATG cxtension agcnt had delivered thc equipment 
so hc had givcn it to the Young

to the Alkalo instcad of the womcn, 
Never mind the reason, the facts showcd that most

Farmers' Club. 
women, but by their husbandsdonkcys wcre not bcing drivcn by 

(although oftcn the men tillcd the women's communal group farm for 

we had failed to make the experiment theirs. When a
them). Finally, 
donkey died in the village, it was usually 'The ActionAid donkey'. Our 

donkey mortality figures were frightening! 
president claims

In Kassa Kunda villagc, however, thc women's 
used it; the second year only 15 used 

success. 'The first year 30 womcn 
it; last year only 4 needed it, now the others arc all able to use their 

husbands' equipment. Some women, they showed their men the value 

of our group donkey, so they convinced their husband to buy a sccdc; 

This is why only four needed the donkey this
for their compound. 
year.' 

Thcrc is some evidence that the Kassa Kunda donkey equipment is o! 

greater bcnefit to the women's president and her friends, than to somc 

of the poorest familics in the community or those of different ethnic 

origins: so we cannot claim full success for our objectives yet. But the 

example of Kassa Kunda shows cracks appearing in those social-cultural 
in 1986 seemed. to 

barriers. An intensive farmcr-training campaign 
more womicn were using donkeys than in any previous

bear further fruit: 
harvest season. totinc, and closer follow-up of the women's groups

With more 
boost their confidence and their organisation, we shall get more labour

saving tools accepted. Cultivation will change, and production output 

will rise for a smaller input of energy effort: but it will only happen 

because the NGO has succeeded as an active catalyst in helping the 

women to change the cultural barriers. 

To wards self-reliance 

For us, dcvclopmcnt is not just output. The, important factor is the use 

of output. Does the increased food production lead to beticr nutrition 

for women and children, as well as men? Arc rising incomes leading to 

better nutrition? Does more income mean morc savings and investment? 
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Docs*the villagc work togcthcr and organisc togcthcr to facc the 

thrcats of ccological changc and cconomic prcssurc? 

Throughout the cxamplcs wc have citcd, the common thcmc 's' 

group organisation. Sclf-hclp and sclf-minagcmcnt crcate the path 
us that the ActionAid dcvcloptowards sclf-rcliancc. And it sccms to 

diffcrcnt from thc bankrupt policics of tradi.tionalmcnt modcl is ncw, 

aid: for it is a modcl of partncrship.
 

The authors thank Falie Buldeh and Ramesh Singh for help with the agricultural 
data. The data is available in interial relurts and evaluations carried out by 
ActionAid The Gambia, Box 725, lanjul. 
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