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Domestic food crop production within the small-scale farming
 

sector has long been regarded as a key aspect of economic development in
 

poor Third World countries. Despite continuity of inturest and wide ranging
 

government initiatives designed to increase output, the depressing facts
 

are that in many de,°eloping countries, domestic food production continues
 

to stagnate. A variety of explanations have been offered to account for 

this, but a basic point is that the success of many new agricultural 

initiatives is bedevilled by the gaps which still exist in our understanding 

of these -ighly complex and adaptable farming systems, and the cltural 

and e irobmertal-milicu in .which-they..,ar.-cmbedded. 

Farmers are often aware of more efficient or effective methods
 

of farming, but the realities of their agricultural environment may neces­

sit-ite a course of action contrary to official advice. Farmers continue 

wich well established principles, and they are probably correct to do so; 

not only does 'expurt' advice often fai.l to appruciate the circumstances 

under which small farmers make decisions, but somuti_!e.io 'Then that advice 

is applied in a practical sense, it can turn out to be at worst 'bad'
 

advice, or more usually, require the farmer's ingenuity to adapt it to
 

local conditions.
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Thus the ability of agricultural planners to predict how
 

'farm,.rs will react to advice and new initiatives is still rudimentary,
 

yet :h.,y ure frequctntly surprised by farmcrs' refusals to adopt what 

appear to them to be sound innovations. An understanding, therefore, 

of the decision-makino environment of farmers is indispensible to any
 

agricultural plan which anticipates success.
 

Behavioural research in agricultural geography has started to
 

make significant inroads into understanding decision making amongst
 

small farmers in the tropics. Inevitably this research has investigated
 

farmers' environmental perception and cognition, alongside detailed
 

documentation of their skills and agronomic practices. Research has
 

moved ahead faster in Africa (Knight, 1976; Richards, 1975; Atteh, 1901)
 

than in the Caribbean (Iton, 1970; Innis, 1980; Hills and Iton, 1983).
 

A more sympathetic view of small-scale farmers is starting to 

emerge. .Farmers .an manipulate their resource base in highly skillful 

ways, in the Lace of severe fi:ancial constraints, and meshed in an 

exploitive, urban-biased, economic system. They can be highly innovative, 

Possess an, utilise an iLmprsccive functional knowledge of their environ­

ment, an6 17r-quently conduct their own informal experiments, for example, 

to determine successful crop combinations or to try out new fertilisers
 

or Pzst control strategies. 

This alterinative view of small-scale farmers, as potentially 

re sponsivu to chanie, but trapped in an exploitive economic system, is 

difficult for some people to reconcile. The pejorative image of these 

Carmers, as illiterate 'peasants', conservative, primitive and ineffic­

ient 'bad' farmers is deeply ingrained in the popu ar mind, and until 
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relatively recently, was the dominant stereotype in the literature.
 

The purpose of this paper is to highlight some positive aspects 

of farmers t knowledge, and argue that there is a gr.20at dea.l that we can 

learn from them, in the tropics. Knight (1g74-1976) and Richards (1)75n 

1979) sugge3t, ih the African context, that research should identify 

the structure and content of indigenous knowledgc. and the ;way farmers 

acquire and use thei- knowledge (w;nethcr i:ntornilly ger.crated or extern­

ally derived) to fash'ion their agricultural landscapes. A growing
 

interest in in:,ine-nous knowledge systems is also evident in other discip­

lines, and the orientation is refreshingly multidisciplinary (see for 

example the -J:cial issue of IDS Bulletin, 'Rura.l Development" whose 

knowledge counts', 1979). 

There has been c, parallel interest in methodology (Barker, 1977; 

1979; IDS, Uorkshop on Rapid Riral Appraisal, 1978). Concern here was 

that formal questionnaire methods were not always the most appropriate 

way of, communicating with farmers and eliciting knowledgc from them. 

A v;briety of supporting projective elicitation techniques have been 

suggested and tested in the fleld. 

An important feature of farmers' indigenous environmental 'nowl­

edge is its practical utility and its dynamism in the face of rapidily 

changing corditions. Barker, Oguntoyinbo and Richards (1977) provide 

an illustration of hcw U'iLer.icir. Farmurs learned to cope With z' gracshop­

per pest {Zonocerus vcriegatus) by rnobilizin thir own, often consider­

able ecologi.cal knowl(dge,. The farmer;' knowledge of Lhe pest was 

acquired through th ir day-to-day contact with it and quite indepe!ient1.y 

of para.llel entomological rescarch on the insect by the scientific 
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community nearby at I.I.T.A. 
 In an interestinq, and perhaps salutary
 

commentary on the results of the two 
types of 'research', that is, by
 

scientists at I.I.T.A. and by local fLrmers learning how to deal with
 

the pest through their own trial and error procedures, Page and Richards 

(1977) demonstrate that some similar methods of pest control were arrived 

at by both routes. They conclude that both methods of 'research' w.ouLld
 

have benefitted from more effective communication between the scientists
 

and the farmer;.
 

The i)z.per presented here is based on the premise that the tra.dlit­

ional diagnosis of the problems of zmall-scale fLimers (bas.-d 
on the
 

pejorative imac-. of them as 
'bad' farmers) has seriously impaired the 

nature of any dialogue between farmer and agricultural planner. Almost 

always the communicAtion between the two parties is unidirectional, one­

way traffic from expert to farmer. The skills and knowledge of the
 

farMer is sometimes acknowledged (more often in. private conversations) 

but rarely is ,n attempt made to build farmers' knowledge, experience 

and diagnosis of their own problems into the planning process, as an 

integral part oE it.
 

This is not to sugcst, of course, that the problems of develop­

ment planning in agriculture would be solvcd by simply implementing a 

more effctive commuicati.on model between farmer an, planner. Lasting 

solutions lie in solving thL much atorc fundament1l problems of beleagured 

and cxploited snall-sc..le food prod-ucers, by re-emphasising domestic 

food production nid essi-gninq it priority status, by promoting greater 

nati.onal :I f-suffiency *nd by di;rnr-mtling an exploitive economic 

Structuru. What we arc sugqestiny .houq2h is that a greater understanding 

of the ramifications 'of ducision-makinc, anid appreciation of farmers' 
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skills and knowledge, and ability to make innovative and sensible decisions,
 

and 	the creation of a genuine dialogue between planners and farmers is a
 

necessary, but not a su fcizn condition for economic development.
 

The 	rest of this paper tries to highlicht some positive aspects
 

of small-scale farmers' skills and knowlcedge. The examples cited are mainly
 

derived from a number of ongoing projects based in the Department of
 

Geography, Univetsity of the Wcst Indies. They are i-signed to contribute
 

towards a greater understanding and reappraisal of the value of small-scale
 

farming in the Caribbean. As yet, the data reported have to be fully
 

analysed; many of the examples are ceneral impressions from field work,
 

However, some themes are strongly in evidence.
 

For the purpose of this paper we hayv- tried to identify and cate­

gorise a number of areas in which we feel that outsiders can learn from
 

small-scale farmers. In a sense, any research endeavour in the social
 

sciences, involves an element of learning, either directly 'ror, the indi­

viduals with whom one is interacting, or indirectly through reasoning about
 

their actions. However, by emphasising the idea of learning in a self­

conscious active and intimate way, directly from farmers, we hope to stress
 

their importance as individuals, and the value of their knowledge,.
 

For 	convenience, we haive classified 5 areas in which outsiders can
 

'learn' from. farmers. The cla.ssxficatiJn .z ex oratory and makes no claims 

to be exhaustive; nor are the categories mutuZ'lly txclusive. It merely 

serves as a framc reference for discussion. The categories are 

1. 	Educational field work - learning, for
 
example, through conducting field trips 
for the benefit of school children, 
conference delcgtes etc.
 

2. 	Traditional aqronomic prctices - many 
practices arc still only i.'rtially docu­
mented and rLcorded; rarely are regional 



-6 ­

spatial patterns adequately described.
 
Some of these practices (intercropping,
 
mulching, food forefts) have gr-.at 
potential utility which we need to learn 
about before thcy disappear without comment.
 

3. 	 Understandinc _armer' dccision making 
environment - this is a key aospect in 
under-tanding small-sclc farming systems, 
and an area whcr, much research still necds 
to be undertaken in the Caribbean. 

4. 	 Understanding hoi and why farmers redefine 
and re-interpret technicol advice - farmers
 
sonetimes reject technical advice or modify 
it substantially to suit their own circumstances.
 
Agricultural planners often look askance at
 
this, or in despair. Such redefinitions and
 
reinterpretations are not always undesirable;
 
advice can be 'improved' upon by farmers.
 
Rarely, however, are farmers actions irrational
 
in terms of ticir decision-making environment° 
We need to learn why farmers behave in such ways, 
in order to identify potential conflicts with
 
planners.
 

5. 	Learning through monitoring change - networks
 
of farmers could be established to regularly
 
report ecological changes (e.g. incidences of
 
pests, drought, changes in soil fertility) and
 
associated problems. By utilising such relat­
ively cheap and effective information system,
 
agricultural planners could keep track of
 
regional problems, as a supplement to more
 
scientifically based monitoring systems.
 

8ACKGROUND TO CASE STUDIES
 

The 	 date. rcLate to t',o areas in th.2 Caribbean. The first project 

is a study of Maroon farming in Accompong, St. Elizabeth, Jamaica, the 

second a study of ,.moall farmers in northern St. Vincent. In Accompong,
 

98 farmers were itberricwed du:ing July ,mnd Aug.ist-. 1983, a 50% sample 

of farm families. In St. Vincent, 130 farmcrs were interviewed in the 

same period, rcpresenting approxirmat21y a 7% sample c'f fa:rmers living in 

the 	study area.
 

The 	 two projects differ in spatial sc.h, covering different size0 

geographical arc.is. Accompong is t. sm-ill community of 2,000 people, 

occupyinq an iarea oi about 3 sq. miles. AlthouTh the ,ra w ; definred at 

the 	time of a Trc..,ty with the British, it was never propterly surveyed. 
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The vllage is located on the edge of remote Cockpit Country, straddling the
 

parishe. of St. E.izabeth and rrulawny.
 

The St. Vincent ztudy covers the rorthern part of the island.
 

There are over: 
 1,900 f rm,:rs in thc two dL:-tricts (Agricultural Statist.cal 

Digest, 1978) in a d is-erscd v'lL1.C' pnttern. On -. 1,wardhc: side (District 

1), the main settlements are Ros,. Hall, Chat,-aubelair, Trouinaca, Petit 

Bordel and Coull's Hill, whilst on the windword side (District 8) the 

principal communities are Georgetown, Dickson, O'Irin'n; Valley, Sandy Day
 

(a largely Carib area), Owia and Fancy.
 

More specific details of the areas are indicated below:.-


I. ACCOMPONG
 

Accompong is one of three surviving arcon communitius in Jamaica, 

the others being at Moore Town and Scott's iall. Accompong remains the most 

isolated, only having a motorable road since the early 1950s. Jamaica's
 

original Maroons were slaves who escaped from their Sptnish masters 
(a well 

as freed slaves who remained behind when the Spanish left) before the English 

invasion in 1655. Thy found refuge in the hilly interiors of Jamaicai and
 

there, established themaselves as farmers, roconztructing their communities 

along the remebered vestiges of African societies, Robinson (1969). 

Ini the ensuing years of British occupation, tihe Maroons, along 

with new cscapc s from *he plantations, aggressively defended their freedom 

until the British we-re forced to join in treatise with thum in 1739. The 

treaty allov'ed thsu Miroon villages hhigh lvtl of autonomy. Many of 

these rights have sincL been abrogated, such as th.: right of the chief to 

exercise judc-emeat on legal muatters - now.idiys leaal disputei; are tried at 

Baloclavao Aizo, the pressurc for 3s;imilcition as viell as the modernisation 

process has altered an2' is still altering the origin l 'African' 
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characteristics of these villages. However, some traditional features have
 

persisted. These include communal land ownership, communal labour arrange­

ments and the symbolism of the village chief (or Colonel as he is referred
 

to). The Colonel, formerly elected by a show of honds but now by ballot,
 

presides over a cabinet of selected officers who are collectively responsible
 

for the administraticn of the village.
 

Various forms of communal labour arrangementz exist, such as.­

(a) Day for day - this is probably the most com­
mon type whereby one farmer
 
invites his colleagues to work
 
on his farm for a day. He pro­
vides people with food during the
 
day. He is then committed to
 
returning a day's labour (under
 
similar terms) to all the farmers
 
who assisted him. This arrangement
 
is used for clearing of land, tilling,
 
or planting yams.
 

(b) 	Di2ing - as in day-for-day, the farmer is 
responsible for feeding his invited 
labour, but is not committed to 
return the services given to him.
 
This arrangement is used for tilling
 
and sometimes for harvesting yams.
 

Farming is the main activity, directly or indirectly involving
 

about 75% of the population, Annual rainfall is ,around 100" , falling 

mainly in May, and 	from August to October. Soils vary from thick deposits
 

of heavy clay on the floors of the CockPits arid on the less steep areas, to
 

thin layers o.. light sandy foams in the crevasses of the higher slopes.
 

Most of the a:Lrea surroundinc the sottlement is thickly forested; vegetation 

rapidly regenerates an the normally wat.erlogged clays. 

Slash and burn methods are still used to clear the land, and the 

main crops qro::n are yams, coco, hadoo, dasheen, plantains, bananas and 

beans. Cash crops are however becoming increasingly prominent; sugar cane 

dominated the village economy until serious transport problems and a drastic
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reduction in the importance of sugar in the Jamaican economy occurred about
 

ek t years ago.
 

The communal nature of Accoaqpong lands has removed the necessity
 

for an overemphasiv on plot size -.2 fe.ture so common among Jamaican snall 

farmers. Farmers explain that the land they occupy was chosen by them 

.(26% of cases or inherited (62%). In both instances, these lands were 

never 'staked' (surveyed). This is further comoourd!ed by the degree of 

fragmentation; the mean number of plots per farmer is 3. 

The settlement itself is nucleated, many of the building, being 

strung around the lip of a Cockpit like a necklace. There is also a very
 

well-defined zonal pattern of land use associa'ted with the village. The
 

land immediately surrounding the village is giv,n ovo- to a combinAtio;i 

of food forests and yam grounds, for household consumptionc Beyond this
 

first zone are found yam grounds which are used for market sales and also
 

private animal pens. Beyond these are the main areas of perennial cash 

crops, such as sugar cane and bananas. Farthest from the village is The 

communal cattle pen - a natural depression of about 50 acres with the
 

surrounding sides reaching as much as 500 feet above the floor.
 

2. SMALL FARMING IN NORTHERN ST. VINCENT 

St. Vincent, one of the Windward islands in the eastern Caribbean, 

is dominated by a mountainous interior and divided by the Central Range 

which rises to a neak in the active volcano Soufriere (1214 m.), which last 

erupted in 1979, causiag considerable damage,, The study area forms the 

northern parts of the island, both on the windward and leeward sides. The
 

coastal sides zs;iow seven terrace levels, which Lre particul.irly noticeable 

on the exposed eastern side. 

Rainfall r. 300 in the mountainous interior, to 1,500 rmangez from mm. 
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near the coast, with the heaviest rainfall falling between May and November
 

(Barker, G., 1981). This well distributed and heavy regime is favourable 

to the gro.!,th of tree crops like bandna. Temperatures range from 180 C 

to 310 c, the former beinq experienced in the cooler months of December 

and January. 

Althou.ih St. Vincent lies in the hurricane belt, it seldom suffers 

hurricane damage, although in 1980 Hurricane Allen destroyed many buildings, 

crops and stock. 

Soils are mainly lithosols (volcanic) and the high level yellow
 

earths (Watson, Spector and Jones, 1958). Volcanic soils are coarse textured
 

cindery loams on the gently sloping sites, and finer foams are on the steeper
 

sites. Steep slopes and loose consistence induce heavy erosion, but soil
 

fertility is easily regenerated by the addition of organic matter. By
 

contrast, the yellow earths are based on deeply weathered volcanics, are
 

subject to high rainfall and a high intensity of leaching, favouring the
 

development of a deeply weathered acidic soil. With the addition of
 

phosphate, they cu.; support a variety of crops such as bananas, cocoa and 

nutmeg,
 

Over 90'.0 of the farms sampled were less than 5 acres in size, a 

distribution similar to that reported in the Agricultural census 1972-73. 

A variety of crops are growon on these farms, the most common being banana, 

carrots,7 tanncIa and olInt-in. On 200 of the farms as many as 10 different
 

crops are planted.
 

Below, wc examine, by way of examples encountered during field
 

work for these projects, different contexts in which we can learn from 

farmers' skills and knowledge. These contex.s are organised into the five
 

sections outlined earlier.
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1. 	Educational field work
 

On a 	fairly superficial level, by visiting farm plots and talking
 

to farmers, we c.cLn bugin to learn an' appreciate the depth of their skills
 

and 	 knowledge o- the land they cultivate. If nothing el-z% this sim:)le 

educational experience can, on a persona.l level, do much Lo dispel the 

pejorative popular imave of 'peasant' fartners. 

Instances of the farmers' environmental knowledqe which can be 

observed at this level &bound: for example, centuries of accumulated folk
 

knowledge and experience allows farmers to make accurate judgement about
 

soil 	fertility and infertility. In Accomponc, 78% of farmers interviewed
 

used 	one or more cf the following traditional methods of determining soil
 

capability;­

(a) Indicator olants. These include Spanish needle and
 
wild hops, which indicate fertility, .!rid foxtail
 
grass, an indicator of poor fertility.
 

(W) 	Soil texture. Some farmers were able to determine
 
.soil fertility by noting texture. This is achieved
 
by rubbing soil between the fingers or by sticking
 
a machete in, in both cases if the soil is sticky it
 
is described as having 'gum' and therefore fertile.
 

(c) 	Soil a)poearance. In Accompong, yellowish soil is 
an indic :tion of infertility, black soils are con­
sidered fertile. Other soils are described as 
oily, again a fertility, indicator.. 

(d) 	Soil smell. As yet this Edapttion is not clearly 
understood. The f~irmers who use this method are 
unable to describe how fertile soil smells, except 
that it "smells rich"; soil sniffing though is 
clained to be effective. 

Similarly, in St. Vincent, 82% of farmers interviewed were able
 

to determine soil fertility by cutting it with their hoe or cutlass, or by
 

rubbing the soil between their fingers. The accuracy of the farmers assess­

ments of soil texturo and fertility has been corroborated by Abroad (1981) 
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2. Agronomic Pr:ctices
 

Some agronomic practices have proved durable and highly successful 

over the years; they are proven techniques which have been adopted to local 

ecological conditions. Generally, within the last ten years, more and more 

of these practices have been thoroughly investigated and vindicated by modern 

science. The remarkable volte-face with regard to intercropping (mixed crop­

ping), which was once univers-ally condemned, is a classic example of such 

rethinking. Recently, some 	 of the advantages which accrue from intercropping 

have been extended to a reappraisal of the value of food forests in the
 

Caribbean (Hill and Iton, 1982).
 

However, unless concerted action is taken soon to document and
 

record the geographical distribution and local variants of traditional
 

agronomic practices, and to evaluate their potential ecological and economic
 

utility, many may be lost forever without ever being critically examined. 

In these days of high prices for agricultural inputs, especially fertilisers
 

and pesticides, this would ne indeed unfortunate, since at the very least, 

some traditional. methods cn augment and offset the high costs of modern 

methods and inputs. 

In Accomponc, for exomple, both before )nL since the -dvent of 

inorganic fertilisers, traditional ornaric ,irtiliscrs have played an 

important role in agriculture° Three nain types were identified.­

(a) 	 oiill This is . type of earth found in caves 
in ti:e surrounding dictrict. At 'rt.sent the 
ch(rPi:;try of the substance hic, not been &scertained, 
although it is strungly suspected to contain a 

ppror.ortion rf ht dung. T'wcnty years ago, 
G6' of farmers interviewed used bogdill on a 
regular basis, mainly for the cultivation of legumes, 
cor- and umpkin. Today only 11% use bogc'ill though 
as rew us 12% found any :ault ':ith the manure. The 
r.;aun reason oiven for its discontinuance was said 
to be tho di:ct-trice necess .ry to travel to obtain it. 
Also, inorganic fertilisers aie more accessible. 
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(b) 	Burinof bush 
 15% of farmers working heavier
 
clay soils bury bush after clearing their farm.
 
They claim this aids fertility since there is

rapid breakdown of organic matter in the often
 
waterlogged clays.
 

(c) 	 Muchinq Only 1.5% of farmers use mulching as a
form of manure for bananas, Whilst mulching is
not common in Accompong, in other parts of Jamaica 
such as southern St. Elizabeth.. it is extensively
and successfully used 
as a method of conserving

soil moisture.
 

SUnderstandingfarmers' decision-making environment 

Farmers' decision making is based upon their knowledge and skills.
 

However, contrary to the popular belief that farmers' knowledge ts static
 

arfd unchanging, and th~s their methods are stereotyped seldom change, we
 

cited literature above that provided examples of the inherently rotioiial,, 

and often innovativethinking and behaviour of which small farmers 
are
 

capable.
 

It is evident that within the decision-making capacities of many 

farmers is a very strong propensity to 'experiment'. Farmers may adjust
 

their methods on the basis of their own, simple, trial-and-error experiments. 

Whilst lackinn the fo'm,-,l rircour of organised scientific experiments, they 

form important facL: of frners' decision-making apparatus, and as such are 

thus of inherent research interest. Where farmers reich new or different
 

conclusions based on 
 such 	 experiences, there arc obvious lessons to be
 

learnt by outsiders.
 

A very cotramon arz where 
 farmers extensively 'experiment' is in 

trying out diif.rent crop combinations, Strict scientific 'control' is
 

never attained, but over a 
 long 	 period of experimentatation and trial-cud­

error, sensible intercroppiiig oatterns have emerged. 
A weal'th of
 

scientific literature 
now attests to this (Norman, 1977; Jodha, 1980) 
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farmer ha 
Farmers too, will readily adopt a 'newl combination if they have convinced 

themselves of it! utility. 

A more specific example of experimentat. i was found in Accormpong, 

where a faLmer had set up his own informal experiment to assess la'nd 

capability. He was trying to determine the effect of cultivating for C. 

loncer period than norTaal on a particul.ir plot (ground). Normally, farmers. 

cultivate a ground for one or two years, then clear another site. Four 

years ago this farmer recleared and replanted a small patch of his o1d ground 

in order to compare the output of the replanted ratoon site with the output
 

from a new site. He explained that at harvest time the output of the ratoon
 

site was greater. He is now in the fourth successive year of replanting
 

this particular ratoon site, and has been obtaining a steady output. His
 

own explanation of his 'researcl' findings is that with each consecutive 

year of replantinc, the soil becomes more workable and this facilitates root 

penetration onU thus healthier crops. Thus, exp(.rimentation is often 

Within the deci.sion-making process of frr"irs. Such features are important 

qualities of small-scale farming systms (Richards, 1973) and need to be 

carefully encour,-Lo'w:! within aoricultural communitL, s. 

Sometimes we --an learn from ;nely sinc dcisiou-m:zing activ:ities 

in other t.'ays -,hich can: 1e equai.y rcve~lino In St. Vincent, Tannia is 

intercropped t. /th .lint.-in. 60% of farmers in the eastern Wvilf of the 

study area encneou in t~iis crop combin:jtion. :o !ever, they realise that 

Tannia, when Jintcrcro.?ed in this way, does not live good yields. Ho',ever, 

they argue that i:]tercroppinc is the most effective way of keeping tho 

plantain field clean. T..nnia helps keep down weeds, bind wthen it is being 

cleared the plantain field also benefit-3. Whilst TInnia, yields are not 

high as with commrcial crops, the firmer does obtain some ruturn on his 

i abour o 
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A few farmers, however, have discovered that if they plant tannia 

two months before the plantain, then they have a better chance of obtaining 

'commercial' yields of tannia. This earlier plantino practice is becoming
 

more common, Imongs3t farmers in tho area.. 

Another illustration of the inher,-it soi. vness of farmers' decisions, 

despite apparent discrepancics bctween thuir zs!*.!2ssme.L arnd use of a resource 

also comes St. Vincent. 70% of farmers in the samplce thought pen manure 

was better than fertilisers, yet only 34% 
use pen manure to any significant
 

extent.
 

Many farmers do not have animals to meet their basic manuring
 

needs. 
 It is much easier to purchase fortilisers than to either purchase
 

manure or to rear animals and then obtain manure from them. 
Also, rugged
 

terrain makes it difficult to transport bulky loads of manure. 
Bulk-for..
 

bulk more manure is needed than fertiliser 7-,r area. Over 70% of the
 

farmers walk or ride to their farms by donkey, a journey which takes on
 

average over an hour. 
Many more trips carrying manure would be necessary
 

than when fertiliser is used.
 

To obtain manure, the animal must be penned, and in St. Vincent
 

this 
also militates against the more widespread use of manure since penning 

incurs additional time costs in searching for grass for animals, thus reducing 

time available for crop husbandry. Some farmers hz:ve adjusted to this 

problem to some extc:r.t by stak'ing the animal ovur a Flcld at different points 

in time - practice also undertaken widely in Jamaica :nd called fly-penninl. 

There is a sound economic reason too why St. Vincentian farmurs-u 

prefer to use fertilisers. Since they are in farmiiing to make money, they 

argue that fertiliser 'pushes' the crop faster thnn ! inure -nd olso increases 

khe yield, whereas manure, though it lasts in the soil fcr ;i longer t!.1., 
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takes a longer period to decompose and be available to plants. 25% of
 

farmers also claim t1vit manure is generally a breeding home for insects
 

like cutwc-ms thai lie unde(r the soil, and .i prcfer f%:rtiliser for environ­

mental reasons. 

In this exinple, ten, -n appazc.nt .nomaly betweern frmers' asses­

sment of an input, and their actual us : of it, becomes l..ss mystifying i:hen 

a greater understanding of the decision envirn::1k:tt is certined. 

"Thus by 	 looking closely at farmers' decision..making and their 

behaviour we can learn to appreciate both its logiu cnd it.. capacity for
 

change.
 

4. 	Farmers' rede'7iniuion and reinturpretation of tcc1.nc,1! advice 

We can pursue the above theme further. Farmers, as they accru-.ra 

additional information from their own experiences or throuoh externl.a"Y 

generated technical a n'Ico, constantly reassess their: k'owledge and 

readjust their-farming mcthods, but Al..,ays within thc. constraints of their 

own particulir decision-making environment. 

However, somcti-eis L-ssessments of external advice lead to out­

comes (in terms of farming prtctices or methods) which were not inten OC(-. 

by the advisory bodies. In some of these instarces, thc farmers modi.icati.ons 

can be more realistic assessments or produce better results. This then is 

another frui.ful area whereby planners and others cou!i learn by obtaining 

feedback from farmers. ..bout their own advice. 

An example of this wE.s noted by one of the authors during field 

work in the summer of 1982, in the Kellits area of Clarendon, Jamaica. One 

farmer related that traditionally farmers hoc planted y.ims in hilloc),s. 

The Intergrate(I Rural Developncnt Programme (IoD.R.P.) at the time (it is 

http:accru-.ra
http:appazc.nt
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now defunct), through extension services, advised farmers to plant yams in
 

extended banks. To qualify for cash inccntives offered by the prograirte, 

this farmer had planted most of his yams in these particular extended banks, 

but also cultivated a traditional plot clo:-e by. At harv-st time he invited 

the extension officer to observe the output from both plots using the "moulit 

of seeds planted as a reference point. The yams from the inlividual hillockss 

the traditional cultivation method, were !a£rger than those in the extendCd 

banks.
 

Another example comes from St. Vincent. Some banana farmers on 

the windward side worked steep slopes and realised that fertiliser was being 

washed away during rainy periods. Agricultural officers recommended that 

farmers shotild avoid such was,,': by digging a holc to the depth of hif a 

luchetb% and put fertiliser in the hole. Farmers found this useful, but
 

very time consuming, and so resorted to spot fertilising. This involved 

dropping fertiliser about two feet upslope from the pl.nt, so as to cllow. 

the 1ain to wash it down to the plant. 

They claimed this was effective. Here, labour constra.ints neces­

s'Itated a modification of the recommendatiorA which though probably not as 

effective as that officially recommended, was an improvement on the previous 

situation.
 

A final example comes from Accompong. In the 1970s, when A.M.C.
 

food collectioi from Accompong t;vs at a peak, the extension services 

advised farmers to use commercial rat baits with a highly toxic substnIzce
 

called dildrin. Faiemers explained that some of the commercial baits were
 

quite effective but other3 were removed by the rats without any obvious
 

reduction in their activities. Morcover, commercial baits were not elsily
 

availabje. 58% of farmers who have employed pest control methods other than
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traditional ones expressed reluctance to use dildrin because of its high
 

toxicty. Dildrin dehydrates rats. The nearcest supply of water are the 

household water tanks. Instances have occurred where dead rats have been 

found in w:,ter tanks, and thus farmers fear water contamination. 

Traditional methods of pest control for rats do not carry such 

threat to water contamination., In Accompong there arc two traditional method­

of rat control:..
 

(a) 	 Dunqca-ne wth turned cornmez Dungcane is a 
wild soft-stemmed plant whose exposed edges 
results in prolonged itching on contact. The 
plant is crushed into a paste which is mixed
 
with 	cooked ccrnmeal. The mixture is used as 
a bait and the extreme discomfort caused by
 
the itching results in the rats being unable 
to feed. Slow death ensues., 

(b) 	 Bitter cassava Contains a toxic juice 
"orussic acid) which has to be squeezed from 
the pl..nt bufore humni consumption. As a 
poison for rits cazsn"vc juice is mixed with 
cornmea] and sat as a bait. Thc ThpDarent 
effect is to drastically ir~c!.-ase the rat's 
need for water to the -)oint w,.-r(. tncv over­
gorge. thensclvcs causing an eruption of the 
stonai>. 

5. Monitori.nq Chaiqe 

A fifth scn:i-L'o which pr-sents n oppcrtunity to learn from small­

scale farmers, is to ha-rness thcir' onscr''ationail :- d reasoning abilities 

within a kind of monitoring system. This wwould involve using a network of 

farmers who make re.u> r vcrbol reports on v:-ieus types of ecological 

problems, such a:; the inciIunce :f pesu>:, c}ing,:s in rainifull patterns and 

soil fertility, and on their ot.'n farming problerms. The-.se reports could be 

monitored and colcatud by ajricu1.. tur-:l planners, and u:sed in conjunction 

with instruralent-basd monitoring systems, as a way of keeping a pulse on 

the agricultural problens of an area. 

http:Monitori.nq
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These ideas are dojeloped more fully in Barker, Oguntajinbo and
 

Richards (1977). Ar examnlJ of an orjanisation which has notential to carry 

out similar furic-ionr; is th. Organ:.:ation for RL,r.,! Dtvelopment (O.R.D.), 

a voluntary, ncn-profj m.aki[c organis.tio: based in St. V.ncent, "it 

operates in 6 villages, mahyof w::h ar2- located in Ute study area. O.I1.D. 1 

main objectives -ro to help fzdrmcrs increase their agricultural -Lroduction., 

improve nutrition ;:id support (development projcctr, under.:aken by villzt.ec 

communities. 

However, O.R.D.'s cirect involvement with 900 farmurs could, if 

taken further along the lines suggested above, utilise farmcrs' observational 

reports to :iu.p monitor environmental charge, and also or-ovid(. fedbac): from 

farmers on their current poroblems, This might be (Ione through the Voluntary 

Field Corp, who visit the farm at least once a week. 

Tc conc?.udc, we have tried to demonstratc, throu,-i a selection of 

field work exam-Iles, that there are a number of ptunti3lly useful ways 

whereby outsiders, .hcthcr research workcrs or agricultural planners can 

learn from Caribbcan small-scale fairmers. W, have deliberately highlighted 

the positive asDects of farmers skills and knowledge. This is not to deny 

that there arc serious malpractices by sml-sc le farmers3 in the recjion. 

The most noticeablti of these is farmir.g steep slopes in Catchment Areas, 

which can result in serious erosional probl,.2., These practices severely 

effect thelKin-%;ton are , and also other parts of -Jomaica and the Caribbean. 

Howcvcr, we feel that the small-scale f3rmer has beer, denigrated far too often 

in the past, iin almost a blanket condeinnotion of !is methods and proctices. 

There arc, it L. tri,e, many environmuntally disastrous farming methods i1 

certain .'ItuAtlons, but onually there 1a . lot that we z.till need to learn 

from farmers frr uffactivt aqricuitural pl,.inning and management. 

http:villzt.ec
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