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The International Development (ID) Program at Clark University was founded in the early 
1970s and is supported through its constituent departments including the Graduate Schoo' of 
Geogr phy and the Departments of Economics, History, and Government. Since its founding, 
ID has helped to create Clark's Centei for Technology, Environment, and Development and also 
maintains close research and teaching linkages with the Univers;ity's lazards Research group 
and the Program for Environment, Technology and Society. 

Over the years, ID has become an energetic research ar~d teaching group with a cluster ofspecific 
prolems as its target. These goals include: 

... to discover new knowledge and appr-oaches to development, especially in 
three substantive areas related to rural development and natural resources 
management: participation; gender; information systems; 

... to communicate research findings to the international development and 
scholarly communiiy as well as to sponsor training and policy seminars reiated 
to these findings; 

... to equip development professionals from government and non-government 
agencies with skills and knowledge to function effectively in their work; 

... to inform US and Third World students about issues of development and to 
provide orientation, skills, and information to deal with these issues. 

The papers in this series represent research findings based on collaborative field work and case 
studies carried out jointly between ID and colleague institutions in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America 

This paper ispublished by Clark University and reports on work supported by Social and Institutional Aspects of Regional
Resource Systems (SARSA) Cooperative Agreement No. 5452-AA-00-9083 at Clark uoliversity, he Institute for 
Development Anthropology, and the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, funded by the US Agency for 
International Development, Bureau of Research and Development, Office of Economic and Insitutional Development. The 
views and interpretations in this publication are those of the authors and should not be attributed to the Agency for 
International Development or to any individuat acting on its behalf. 
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Foreword 

This case study is part of a larger effort to bring sustainable development to rural communities in Africa. 

The narrative describes how a team consisting of staff from Kenya's National Erivironmeit Secretariat (NES), 

Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, Clark University's Program for International Development, 

and field based technical officers from Machakos District engaged local leaders to assess problems and develop 

a village plan of action. The methodology, known as Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), builds on earlier 

approaches such as Rapid Rural Appraisal and offers a new means to help local communities to help themselves. 

The virtue of PRA is that it provides structure and system to information villagers already have. It suggests 

ways in which systematizing village data will assist in mobilizing village organizations as well as attracting 

extern assistance from extension officers, locally based non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 
agovernment and intornational agencies. The record to date has been intriguing and highly encouraging in 

number of communities in East Africa. 

Self-help, based on PRA, is working in Mbusyani. Since the adoption of the Village Resource Management 

Plan, local groups, in association with government extension officers and NGOs, have rehabilitated wells, 

terraced hillslopes, constructed cutoff drains, obtained handtools, installed a grain grinding mill, and 

Working in association with an NGO, village groupsrehabilitated and fenced one reservoir catchment area. 


have raised funds to hire heavy equipment to desilt two reservoirs. Approximately three years after the original
 

PRA, energy and activity for improved resources production continue. 

In every instance, community organizations have provided leadership, labor, locally available materials, and 

project plans consistent with local priorities. Extension officers have organized technical design for terracing, 
to raise funds for training andwater development, and forestry. NGOs have joined with local leaders 

resulted inimplementation. This three-way partnership of government, NGOs, and local groups has 

accomplishments substantially greater than any of the groups, individually, could acheive. 

Given the PRA experience in Mbusyani, donor agencies, international groups, and governments are now 

exploring adaptations of the basic PRA approach to fit local cultural, ecological, and economic settings. The 

inside back cover lists several sources which can provide information about these local adaptations. 

In carrying out the Mbusyani study, we are iidebted to many people including staff from the National 

Environment Secretariat, Kangundu Division technical and administrative officers, leaders from the Kenya-

Africa National Union, The Ford Foundation, The United States Agency for International Development, The 

John N. Taylor Jr. Foundation, The World Resources Institute, The PEW Charitable Trusts, The African Centre 

for Technology Studies, and The International Institute for Environment and Development. 

Richard B. Ford 
Barbara P. Thomas-Slayter 
Clark University 
October, 1991 
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BACKGROUND AND SCOPE OF STUDY
 

Background 


A combined team of officers from Kenya's 
National Environment Secretariat (NES) and Clark 
University, with assistance from technical officers 
from Kangundo Division, Machakos District, field 
tested Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) in 
Mhusyani Sublocation inJuly/August. 1988. While 
collaboration on resources management between 
NES and Clark has been underway for several 
years, development of the PRA approach is new. 
The approach grows from three oi igins. 

NES and Clark have condutcted several collabora-
five research projects to improve approaches to 
natural resources nlanagement. One element of 
interest has been investigation of institutions and 
practices at the village level, in an effort to identify
approaches that community organizations can sus-
tain. PRA has emerged as one product of the NES/
Clark collaboration.' 

The second is a growing literature on Rapid 
Rural Appraisal for agro-ecological systems analy-
sis, zoning, project planning, monitoring, and data 
collection. Rapid appraisal approaches are best 
known through the work of Robert Chambers and 
Gotrdon Conway and a. implemented by the Inter-
national Institute for Environment and Develop-
ment. 2 While PRA is part of the rapid appraisal 

family, it differs in that it devises aplan for commu­
nities to implement, identifies agencies within the 
community to carry it out, suggests external agen­
cies that may be called upon for help, and provides 
a strategy for implementation. 

The third is the abundant literature on partici­
pation and rural institutions that suggests that 
sustainable development must build on principles 
and priorities that rural people identify) 

The Unique integration of effective natural 
resources management, rapid appraisal, and rural 
participation through PRA seemed worthy of field 
testing. A joint NES-Clark team reviewed the 
Rapid Rural Appraisal methodology, made anum­
ber of changes to prepare and implement village 
action plans, and designed a pilot test study to 
determine the effectiveness of the approach. 

The opportunity for field testing PRA arose in 
early 1988. During the summer of 1987, NES and 
Clark had carried out aresearch exercise in Katheka 
Sublocation' to determine how and why the commu­
nitv had functioned effectively in constructing bench 
terraces, cut-off drains, check dams, and gabions to 
control soil ioss and to develop water supplies. For 
the Katheka study, all data were gathered with 
conventional questionnaires, developed in conjunc­
tion with standard survey and sampling techniques. 

For example, since 1978, NES and Clark have published 12 District Environmental Profiles, case studies on local resources 
management, training matcrials and sclccted works on soil erosion monitoring and natural resources management. 

2See RRA Notes, Number 8 (January, 1990), "Manuals on RRA and Relataed Approaches," pp.30-35. 

'For example, Korten, David C. and Rudi Klauss, People Centered Dcvelopment: Contributions Toward Theory and PlanningFramcworks (Kumarian Press: Hartford), 1984; or Thomas-Slayter, Bariara P., Politics, Participation, and Poverty: Development
Throug~h Self-Help in Kenya, (Westview Press: Boulder), 1985. 



The team found that the methodology was time 
consuming and yielded only one-way flows of 

information between the community resident and 

the researcher. While the Katheka data were of 
interest, the team felt the approach was less than 

satisfactory in providing data to help community 
itself. An exploration for alternatives began. 

In the meantime, as pail of the Katheka work, 
NES held several training sessions and demonstra­
tion days in the village to inform other communities 
about Katheka's effective praLtices. On one dem-
onstration day in early 1988, a nearby sublocation, 
Mbusyani, sent its Chief, chair of the Farmer's 

Cooperative Union, and leaders of ten women's 
mwethya (self-help) groups. The Mbusyani leaders 
liked what they saw and asked NES to help imple-

ment similar programs in resources management in 
Mbusyani. NES agreed. What was to become PRA 

began to take shape. 

Plirpo-e and Scope of the Mbusyani Study 

The purpose of the Mbusyani study then was to 
learn whether a team consisting of NES staff, a 
Clark representative, technical officers, and commu-
nity leaders could gather data, define problems, 
rank solutions, and devise an integrated village plan 
tor natural resources management in a relatively 
short time period, with substantial community 
participation. The basic questions included: 

Data 
To what extent did Mbusyani residents possess 
sufficient data upon which to build a practical 
resource management plan? 

Participation 
Would participation as a means for gathering 

data and setting priorities be a manageable way 

to devise an agreed upon plan? 

Village Leaders and Institutions 
To what extent would a PRA approach capture 
the attention of village leaders who are in a 

position to manage the plan? 

Technical Officers 
Would PRA engage technical extension officers 
whose expertise and administrative backing 
would bevital in the design and implementation 
of any significant resource management plans? 

Donor and NGO Assistance 
Would preparation of an agreed-upon village 
resource management plan attract non-govern­
mental organizations (NGOs) or donor assis­

tance?
 

Sustainability 
Would village groups, once mobilized and 
familiar with the PRA process, sustain resource 
management activity and design new plans? 

Mbusyani leaders agreed to provide every pos­
sible help to the PRA team. NES had a small budget 
to pay for petrol for the project Landrover and 
overnight accommodation (US$20 per night) for the 

5 NES team members. Staff salaries were already 
covered through regular NES budgets. An assess­
ment was planned for 10 days InJuly-August, 1988. 
The total "additional" cost for the pilot PRA was 

less than US$1,000. 

'Program for International Development, Clark University and National Environment Secretariat, Ministry of Environment 

and Natural Resources. Government of Kenya, Resources Management, Povulation, and Local Institutions in Katheka: A Case 
Study of Effective Natural Resources Management in Machakos. Kenya, 1988. 
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COUNTRY AND PROGRAM SETTING
 

PRA has undergone most of its field trials in 
Kenya's arid and semi-arid zones. These dry areas 
constitute 80 percent of the country but, given their 
arid itv, support only about 20 percent of the nation's 
population. However, in many cases, these dry 
zones are increasing in population at rates far faster 
than the high potential zones. This increase results, 
in part, from natural growth but, more specifically, 
because the high potential lands are becoming 
"full" and younger generations are migrating into 
the drier zones in increasing percentages. Whereas 
the high potential districts tend growto at rates 
below the national average of 3.9 percent annual 
increase, many of the drier zones are increasing 
(natural increase plus in-migration) at rates of 4.5 
percent and even higher.' 

While pressures on Kenya's drylands create 
difficult problems, there have recently been a series 
of encouraging policy changes. For example, one 
positive development has the been introduction of 
the Kenya Government's District Focus. Officially
launched in 1983, the District FOcus strengthens 
regional development through greater mobilization 
of local resources and increased involvement of the 
beneficiaries. In principle, t ,e District Focus 
enables the sublocation -- the smallest unit within 
Kenya's administrative structure -- to initiate devel-
opment planning and projects. 

A second important factor in Kenya's rural 
development has been greater attention on the part
of the Kenya Government and thedonor community 

to resource allocation and policy change. The 
marginal areas have now been recognized as impor­
tant to Kenya's economic growth. For example, the 
recent creation of the Ministry of Reclamation and 
Development of Arid and Semi-Arid Areas and 
Wastelands represents this new thinking. The new 
Ministry's mandate is to develop those marginal 
areas that have been "left out of the mainstream." 
One segment of the Ministry's approach is to 
involve communities in setting priorities in orter to 
inject long term sustainability. Through this pro­
cess, local resources will be mobilized and demand 
for improved services created. In fact, one of the 
Ministry's project proposals is on "Community 
Participation and Social Mobilization." 

The PRA site, Mbusyani, is a sublocation
consisting of eight villages in Kenya's semi-arid 
zone. It lies 90 km east of Nairobi in Kakuyuni 
Location, Kangundo Division, Machakos District. 
The terrain is hilly, the climate dry (avg. rainfall is 
400 to 600 mm per year), elevation is about 1500 
meters. Population in 1990 is estimated at 8000. 

The residents of' Mbusyani are Akamba, a 
group of agro-pastoralists who have lived in 
Machakos since the seventeenth century. Some 
Mbusyani households have family ties in the 
sublocation that date b:tck three or four generations. 
Due lo increasing land pressures in neighboring
regions, many have moved into Mbusyani in recent 
years, occupying land that previously was used for 
rotational grazing. Today people derive their 

'For example, the districts ofTrans Nzoia, Laikipia, Garissa, West Pokot, Marsabit, Tana River, Kajiado, and Narok are all dryareas with rates of population growth higher than 5percent per year. "Analysis of Natural Resources Mangement Activity in Kenya,"Richard Ford, William McConnell, and Ute Arcns, a paper presented at a national seminar on "lnstitui,,nal Innovations in Land-UseManagement in Kenya," Nycri, September, 1989. 
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livelihoods mostly from subsistence agriculture and 

cash remittances though about 20 prosperous farm-

ers sell coffee as their primary source of income. 

The extension of farming and the subsequent 

constriction of grazing lands are two forces that 

have led to accelerated resource degradation includ­

ing loss of ground cover, soil erosion, and reduced 

water availability in the region in general and 

Mbusyani in particular. These forccs, coupled with 

erosive soils, steep hillslopes, and torrential 

seasonal rainfall, have created a situation in which 

the community's natural iesources are vulnerable. 

There are many dimensions to this predicament 

including health problems such as bilharzia, food 

storage needs, acces; to reliable water, high rates of 

soil loss, and declining water supplies. 

With these needs and with the potential utility 

of PRA in mind. the NES team began its PRA 

experiment. 
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RATIONALE AND DESCRIPTION OF THE METHODOLOGY
 

Declining productivity, degradation of natural 
resources, and en ;ronmental mismanagement are 
problems throughout much of Africa. Rural food 
production, per capita, has declined by as much as 
15 percent in recent years in African nations., 
Declines in water supply and increases in soil loss 
are evident in many areas. Excessive deforestation, 
especially in semi-arid zones, along with significant
population increases, are widespread. 7 

Over the last three decades, national govern-
ments and donor agencies have tried a number of 
approaches to stimulate rural production, increase 
the well-being of rural households, and assure the 
capacity of the human and natural resource base to 
sustain these developments for generations tco come. 
While sone projects have achieved their objectives, 
many have not. 

For example, a recent World Bank report 
describes the details of Africa's crisis, much of 
which focuses on natural resource issues. The 
document cites declining per capita agricultural 
output, rising debt, eroding human services, weak-
ening institutions, and increased pressures on the 
environment.' 

The rural poor who live in marginal environ­
ments tend to benefit least from present develop­
ment initiatives.' These project failures have con­
tributed to the "African Crisis" and led to disillu­
sionment on the part of many donor agencies about 
prospects for meaningful rural development in 
much of Africa. 

While causes of resource degradation, declin­
ing productivity, and failed projects are many, one 
of the core difficulties is the gap between those who 
Jesign and manage project interventions and the 
intended beneficiaries. Increasingly, the task of 
project design has become a specialized skill, 
carried out by trained professionals. Accordingly, 
project planning and investment decisions have 
become centralized as has the authority to manage 
resources. "I 

These project failures and environmental de­
clines have led to soul searching within the devel­
opment community to find more appropriate means 
to channel investments for rural development. They 
have initiated a quest for new approaches to data 
gathering, problem identification, and project de­
sign to reverse the decline in Africa's production. 

'World Resources 1988-89: An Assessment of The Resource Base that Supports the Global Economy World Resources Institute,International Institute for Environment and Development, and United Nations Environment Programme, 1988.
 

'Lloyd Timberlake, Africa in Crisis: The Causes and Cures of Environmental Ban~kruptcy, Philadelphia, Earthscan, 
 1986. 

"The World Bank, Sub-Saharan Africa: From Crisis to Sustainable Growth, a Lony-Term Perspective Study, 1989. 

'Alan B. Durning, " Poverty and the Environment: Reversing the Downward Spiral," Worldwatch Paper 92; Worldwatch institute,
Washington, 1989, p. 54. 

10Goran Hyden, No Shortcuts to Prg'ess: African Development Manaiement in Perspective, London, Heinemann, 1983. 
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The PRA approach assumes that popular par-

ticipation is a fundamental ingredient in project 

planning and that locally maintained institutions 

and technologies as well as sustainable economic, 

political, and ecological inputs are fundamental to 

reverse Africa's decline. This approach builds on 

the premise that individual rural communities re-

side in discreet ecosystems or micro-zones -- rain-

fall, soils, elevation, vegetation, etc -- and require 

particular and unique combinations of farm, health, 

soil, water, and woodland/grassland managemnent. 

PRA further assumes that community residents 

have a good working knowledge of their ecological 

and development needs but do not necessarily have 

the means to systematize this information or mobil-

ize the community to take action. 

PRA uses multi-sector teams to join with village 

leaders to assess village needs and priorities and 

then create village resource management plans. The 

plan becomes the basis for action in the .rural 

community and enables local institutions, govern­

ment units, and NGOs to cooperate. PRA draws 

upon knowledge and skills already known in the 

village; it creates a setting in which local residents 

exchange information with one another and the 

local technical officers; it provides a structure for 

local aspirations and goals to be expressed and 

implemented; it provides a ranked list of village 

project activities that funding agencies can support; 

and, it sets in place a plan that village leaders and 

institutions can implement and sustain."1 

"Barbara P. Thomas-Slayter, "Implementing Effective Local Management of Natural Resources: How Much Can NGOs 

Accomplish?" Paper presented at the African Studies Association meeting, November, 1989. 
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THE PRA PROCESS
 

The NES team that carried out the pilot PRA 
consisted of a social scientist with extensive agricul­
tural experience (team leader), a biologist, a social 
scientist, an environmental informaion specialist, 
and a health nutritionist. The team worked closely 
with extension officers for technical assistance, 
particularly in water, and drew heavily on the 
energy and assistance of local leaders including 
formal officers such as the Assistant Chief and 
informal leaders such as heads of women's groups. 

PRA normally has eight steps though the proce-
dures can vary, depending on local need and
preferences of the team. These steps include: 

o 	 site selection and administrative clearance; 

t 	 preliminary visit; 

• 	 data collection: (a) spatial; (b) time-related; (c) 
social; and (d) technical, especially problems of 
the community; 

l, 	 data synthesis and analysis; 

I 	 prioritizing problems and exploring opportuni-
ties to resolve them; 

o 	 ranking opportunities and oreparing a Village

Resource Management Plan (VRMP); 


• 	 adoption of the VRMP; 

0 	 implementation. 

The eight steps, as carried out in Mbusyani, were: 12 

Step 1: Site Selection
 
Administrative officers 
 and ten leaders from 

Mbusyani women's groups came to Katheka to see 
how village groups had organized programs and 
projects to ease natural resource pressures. The 
Mbusyani group was so impressed with Katheka's 
achievements that they invited NES to visit their 
sublocation to determine if similar work could 
begin in Mbusyani. Thus, NES went to Mbusyani
because the local leaders requested it. 

Step 2: Preliminary Visits 
NES made a preliminary visit on 31 May, 1988 

and spent a half day meeting with leaders. After 
extended discu;sions among NES and Mbusyani
leaders, all agreed to go ahead with a PRA. The 
viilage leadership understood what would be ex­
pected of them, especially in organizing groups of
 
leaders and residents for discussions with the PRA
 
team. NES pledged to assist with gathering data,
 
organizing it into forms that village groups could
 
rank, and helping to prepare a village 
resources
 
management plan. 
 NES stressed that implementa­
tion of the plan would fall on community leaders, 
with assistance from technical extension officers, 
NES, and donor or NGO groups to be identified. 

Step 3: Data Collection 
The team gathered: (1) spatial data; (2) time 

related information: (3) data on institutions and 
social structure; and (4) technical information. All 
were important in carrying out the PRA. 

SKabutha, Charity, Barbara P. Thomas-Slayter and Richard Ford. Participatory Rural Appraisal Handbook, published by theWorld Resources Institute, in collaboration with Kenya's National Environment Secretariat, Egerton University, and Clark University,
1990. 
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Data Gathering 

Example 1 : Village Sketch Map 
(Spatial) 

defined largely by elevation, soils, and rainfall. TheDefinition 
The sketch map is a spatial representation of the 	 Upper Zone has somewhat higher rainfall, gener­

aily fertile soils, and potentials for growing coffee.community. 
The Lower Zone is generally drier, has tw water 

sources, and generally lower agricultural potential.Purpose 
It provides reference points within which data 

collection, analysis and planning take place. Usefulness 
Knowing about micro zones, disparities in 

wealth, differences in land use, and variations inProcess 
resource access provided opportunity for the Assis-Whereas the Assistant Chief already had a 

map, he did not have a tant Chief, women's group leaders, and the PRA1:50,000 topographical 
areas where local leaders thoughtdetailed map of the sublocation. The team traced a team to locate 

base map, using the 1:50,000 topo map as a guide. there were particular problems. Having this initial 

Then the PRA team, two village elders, and the visual reference provided common ground for the 

team and local leaders to exchange information.Assistant Chief, drove all roads and lanes in the 
-- The sketch map also suggested how the teamentire sub!ocation -- a trip of about 2 hours 

as should go about preparing the village transect.
recording information and talking with people, 

appropriate. 
Time 

The mapping exercise took one half day.Result 

The map exercise identified micro-zones,
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Figure 1 
Village Sketch Map 
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Data Gathering 

Example 2: Village Transect 
(Spatial) 

Definition 
A village transect is a spatial cross-section of 

the community, showing ecological, cultural, eco-

nomic, and land use conditions. 

Purpose 
The transect identifies types of land use, local 

perceptions of problems, and village views of 
opportunities to solve them. It helps the team to 

verify the validity of the sub-zones defined by the 

sketch map. There are several goals in using the 

transect First, the transect confirms sub-zones set 
out in the sketch map. Normally, the PRA team 

pencils in a rough track on the sketch map that will 

cut through the differing micro-zones in the corn-

munity. These zones may be distinctive in many 
ways including ecology, cropping patterns, eco-

nomic activity, wealth, ethnicity of residents, or 
type of land tenure system. Using a transect enables 
the team to double check the approximate zonal 
estimates in the sketch map. 

Second, the transect enables the team to begin 
looking for problems and opportunities on a zone­

by-zone basis. The core of PRA is developing 

collaboration among community institutions to de-
fine and act upon their needs, as residents perceive 
them. The transect is the first firmal data collection 
step in this process. 

Third, the transect exercise is one of the first 
opportunities team members will have to interact 
with humble (unofficial) leac • s of the community 
in totally non-threatening ways. As team members 
walk the transect line, they will encounter farmers, 

school children, water carriers, animal cart drivers, 
market goers, cattle herders, and more. Creating 
the transect allows team members to ask villagers 

what kind of yields the.; had last year, how prices 

are changing for maize or fertilizer, whether the 

water table is rising or falling, and how they 

describe their most severe problems. 

Experience in doing several PRAs suggests that 

these casual conversations yield huge dividends. 
For example, a casual conversation en the road, in 

an anonymous setting, may get an honest response 
about prices or problems whereas aformal sit-down 
interview may encourage cautious answers. Achance 

meeting on a village path may bring together two or 

three totally disassociated residents candidly dis­
cussing, for example, the current ,fuelwood or 

forestry situation, without fear of reprisals from 
higher authorities. Finally, informal transect con­
v"-sations call forth comments from people who 
might not normally speak up in a community 
meeting or formal interview -- women, impover­

ished residents, ethnic minorities, or youth. 

Process 
While some PRA teams walk a straight line 

from one side ofa comm',,ity to the other, intersect­
ing all micro zones, the Mbusyani team chose a 
different tactic. As the distances were great, the 
team broke into three smaller units to explore the 

routes (as noted on the sketch map). The sub-groups 
joined with elders and asked questions as they 
walked. In each case, the sub-groups started at the 
highest point in the micro zone and worked out. 

10 



Results they observed, recorded data, and stopped and
The transect provided a detailed look at land use talked with whomever they met. A list ofproblems

practices, present problems, and potential solu- and opportunities for the sublocation began to
tions. It also enabled the team to confirm that emerge.

considerable variety in ecology and land use prac­
tices was present in the sublocation. Time
 

Given that the team split into three sub-groups,Usefulness it took only one half day to gather the data. ThenPreparing the transect enabled the PRA team to one member from each sub-group sat together in thebecome acquainted with details of the micro zones. evening and prepared the composite transect that
As the sub-groups walked through the comriunity, appears below. 

Figure 2
 
Village Transect
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Data Gathering 

Example 3: Farm Sketch 
(Spatial) 

Definition Results 
Farm sketches are hand drawings of individual The fa:rm sketches show individual farm manage­

farm layouts and use including cropping patterns, ment practices and enable the team to compare 

buildings, tree locations, and water sources. facilities and strategies among the three zones. 

Purpose Usefulness 
They illustrate relationships between resource It became clear that the Upper Zone was, on a 

management practice,- and a variety of variables rel,,tive basis, more affluent than the Lower Zone, 
including income, education, and ecology for a had better managed farms, produced more, and 
representative sample of households in the com- provided higher incomes than in the other two zones. 
munity. The farm sketches (coupled with the farm inteniews 

noted below) confirmed these differences. 
Process 

The team divided into smaller units and chose Time 
two to three farms within each micro zone, paying Farm sketches took an entire day, even with the 
ciose attention to examples of the diversities of team breaking into three sub-groups. In subsequent 
ecology, income, land use, and family size present PRAs, the teams have combined the exercises offarm 
in the community. Team members prepared sketches, farm interviews, and the transect, just to 
sketches by walking around the farm with house- save time. 
hold heads. 
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Figure 3
 
Farm Sketch
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Data Gathering 

Example 4: Time Line 
(Temporal) 

Definition 
The time line is an aggregate of past events, as 

influenced by present conditions. 

Purpose 

The goal is to understand and learn from the 

community what residents consider to be important 
in its history. This provides insight into the comm-
unity's historical perspective on current issues. 

Process 
The PRA team meets with residents to discuss 

what they consider to he the most important events 
in the community's past. It is important to note that 
groups assembled for data gathering should reflect 
the age, ethnic, gender, class, and educational 
diversity of the community. Data are gathered in 
group meetings with explicit attention to include 
community residents from different backgrounds 
and perspectives, 

Depending on the size of the community, three 
or four groups are organized, reflecting the differ-
ent sub-zones. In Mbusyani, with a population of 
about 8,000, the PRA team split into four groups. 
They asked the Assistant Chief to arrange for four 
community groups to go to four local market centers 
to meet the visitors, 

The time line tries to determine what the 
community considers to be important in its history. 
The PRA team learns from discussions among small 
groups about problems and achievements as far 

back as the most senior local residents can remem-
ber. In Mbusyani, the elders presented a vast store 

of information that normally might not be offered to 
a visiting researcher or project design team. 

The role of elders, both male and female, is 
important in Africa where age is so highly re­
spected. Further, the elders carry some of the 
community's history with them and personify some 
(but not all) of the values, priorities, and aspirations 
ofthecommunity. They lend the sense ofcontinuity 
to community action that has been sorely lacking in 
many development interventions. 

Results 
The community emphasized earlier problems 

that they had experienced or had remembered being 
described by previous generations. Drought is an 
important element of Mbusyani's past as is famine. 
The exercise pointed out to the PRA team that 
problems of aridity and periodic drought were not 
new to the community and that they had some 
experience in dealing with them. 

Usefulness 
Thetimelineexercisewaseffectivein Mbusyani. 

Residents became deeply involved in describing 
their expe,'iences, especially their hardships. The 
exercise drew heavily on the elderly who are not 
always consulted by planners and project designers. 
The exer-ise also helped to confirm some of the 
emerging hypotheses about the nature of Mbusyani's 
problems and aspirations. 

Time
 

The time involved in Mbusyani was a full day 
though normally one half day is enough. 
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Figure 4
 
Time Line
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Data Gathering 

Example 5: Trends 
(Temporal) 

Definition 
Trend lines plot village perceptions of change 

over time in key sectors. 

Purpose 
PRA assumes that local communities have a 

good grasp of changes over time within their own 
villages and that these data are fundamental in 
helping communities plan management strategies 
for their resources. Trend line discussions bring 
together all ages and groups in the community, 
including men and women, to elicit their perspec-
tives on "the way things are going." The trend 
lines show village perspectives, over twenty years, 
on changes in resource issues such as rainfall, crop 
production, soil loss, deforestation, health, popula-
tion, and other topics of concern to the community. 
They complement the time lines. The team organ­
nizes groups of residents for this exercise. 

Process 
In recruiting trend line groups, less emphasis is 

placed on elders than for the time line group. More 
attention goes to those currently using the land. The 
reason is that time lines go back as much as a century 
whereas trend lines look only at the recent past and 
how it is changing. 

Normally villagers talk about trends in some 
basic sectors such as soil loss, rainfall, income, 
education, population, and food production. But the 
open-ended style of PRA enables villagers to add 
new categories for trend analysis. 

For example, in Mbusyani, local leaders charted 
their problems and discussed whether they had had 
more problems in recent years or earlier. This 

discussion unlocked a range of perspectives that 
might never have surfaced in a more formal inter­
view or questionnaire setting. Further, the discus­
sion among villagers concerning whether the trend 
line is going up or down revealed an inner core of 
villager feelings about basic issues in youth unem­
ployment, need for vocational training, constraints 
of land, and the grinding poverty that many villag­
ers faced. A team leader from NES led the discus­
sion, using chalk and a blackboard (the meeting was 
held in a school classroom). The groups developed 
trend lines for population, rainfall/water availabil­
ity, land productivity, formal education, tree plant­
ing, soil conservation, and erosion control. 

Result 
Trend analysis helped the team to: (a) learn 

from the community how they perceive change over 
time in various sectors; (b) integrate key changes 
into a village profile; and (c) organize the range of 
opportunities for the community to consider. 

Usefulness 
Several of the earlier data collection exercises 

had focussed on opportunities to solve problems. 
This exercise expanded the list. 

Time 
The trend analysis took one half day. 
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Figure 5
 
Trend Lines
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Data Gathering 

Example 6: Seasonal Calendar 
(Temporal) 

Definition every year. In times of drought or blight, these 
A seasonal calendar is a snapshot of problems, problems may start earlier and last longer. But they 

opportunities, and possible interventions, repre- recur year after year. Other problems, such as 

sented over the course of a year. access to fuelwood or ned for building materials 
for water storage, may persist at an even level 

Purpose throughout the year. 

It enables the team, using group discussions, to 
learn about land use, hunger seasons, farming Results 

activity, times when disease is more prevalent, food The seasonal calendar presented large quanti­

surplus, and cash availability. The seasonal calen- ties of diverse information in a time frame. It 

dar also adds to information about village views of compared village activities, month by month, across 

problems and opportunities. sectoral boundaries. These annual cycles helped to 
determine, for example, labor availability, timing 

Process for project activity, potential absorptive capacity 

The Assistant Chief assembled a group repre- for new activities, times of disease and food short­

senting different age, gender, and leadership per- age, and variations in cash flow. 
spectives. The PRA team leader asked questions 
about what activities were most important during Usefulness 

the year and when did they happen. Responses The calendar was one of the chief determinants 

helped the team to prepare a profile of activity in the to show th:'t water scarcity seemed to be at the core 

village, on a monthly basis. of many of the community's problems. Regardless 
of season, water appeared to be a persistent prob-

One of the valuable contributions of the sea- lem. 
sonal calendar is the chance to link problems and 
oppo tunities to an annual cycle. For example, in Time 
some communities, dilemmas such as human and Group discussions on the calendar took one half 

animal diseases or seasonal hunger occur virtually day. 
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Figure 6 
Seasonal Calendar 
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Data Gathering 

Example 7: Farm Interviews 
(Institutional) 

Definition Results 
Farm interviews collect detailed information While the farm interviews yielded good data on 

for a small number of households. They supple- family size, income, education levels, numbers of 

ment the farm sketches. livestock, etc., the prime use was to confirm the 
growing list of problems and opportunities. The 

Purpose interviews, representing the diversity of the com-

The interviews yield socio-economic informa- munity, reinforced the hypotheses that water was a 
tion. Topics include the nature of resource manage- problem for the entire sublocation but was espe­

ment practices, the characteristics of the particular cially severe for households in the iower and poor 
farm household, and the respondents' observations zone. 
on household and community problems. These 
interviews offer the team an opportunity to hold UsefulnLs 
discussions with residents wh,, ,iight not normally The most helpful dimension was to assure that 

be included among the leaders or other group problem definition and eventual program activity 

meetings, would be sensitive to issues of equity in the 
sublocation. 

Process 
Household heads were the same as those se- Time 

lected for farm sketches. They represented a cross- Farm interviews take one day if they are inte­
section of the community by gender, class, and grated with the farm sketches. 
ecological micro-zone. 
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Figure 7 
Farm Interviews 

(extract) 

This Household Data Form isto be completed for each interview and submitted to the PRA team
leader at the end of the day. It records basic household dat,. The remaining information is to be 
collected as Field Notes, using the categories described in the Questionnaire Guidelines. 

Name _Position in Household _ Zone 

Male Female .. _Age _ Marital Status 

Highest level of education attained for husband and wife: 

husband wife
 

Place of origins of parents and grandparents?
 

How many children have been born to you?
 

How many children are living?
 

How many children are living with you on the farm?
 

How many people are, living on the farm?
 

Does anyone in tis family have a job outside Kyevaluki?
 

Do they help sometimes with such things as school fees or money for fertilizer?
 

Source: PRA Handbook, WRI, NES, Egerton, Clark 
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Data Gathering 

Example 8: Village Institutions 
(Institutional) 

Definition 
Groups of residents rank community institu-

tions in order of importance and construct diagrams 
that indicate the relationships between and among 
village units. 

Purpose 
An understanding of institutional roles and 

relationships is fundamental to sustainable develop-
ment. The analyses helped the PRA team to: (a) 
learn about the activities of groups and organiza-
tions within the community; (b) understand how the 
community views these institutions and how they 
rank them according to their contribution to com-
munity development; and (c) assess the relation-
ships among these institutions by creating adiagram 
of institutional interactions. 

Process 
The team first compiled a list of all institutions 

(church groups, women's organizations, coopera-
tives, etc.) in the sublocation. Meeting with clus-
ters of men and women in four different sites of the 
sub-locatioi, the team askMd residents to ran. the 
importance and cooperation of village institutions. 
The PRA team leader brought 30 to 40 circles, cut 
from paper, roughly a third being small circles, a 
third medium sized, and a third large. The team 
leader asked group members to place names of the 
community's institutions on the labels, using large 
circles for the influential groups and smaller circles 
for the less important. This exercise alone fre-
quenly consumes one or two hours as there isoften 
intense discussion among villagers about which 
groups are the most important. 

Next, the group leader asks villagers to arrange 
the circles to show how different institutions in the 
community cooperate to get things done. If two 
groups work closely together, the circles would be 
placed to overlap one another; if the groups have no 

record of collaboration, circles would be placed 
separate from each other. 

Results 
The Mbusyani discussions created four dia­

grams, one each from the four discussion groups, 
showing institutional relationships. While details 
varied, they all identified the important role of 
women's groups as well as government institutions 
in Mbusyani. 

Userulness 
Responses on the social and institutional analy­

sis are revealing. They provide direct information 
(institutional structure) and indirect data (which 
groups work together). For Mbusyani, they con­
firmed that the women's groups were the best to 
supervise follow-up work, raise and manage funds, 
and cooperate with the Assistant Chief to plan new 
activities. (In a different community, the institu­
ticnal analysis revealed that no village group trusted 
the Assistant Chief and thus would not work with 
him.) The point of the village social analysis is the 
depth of understanding and action imperatives that 
can be derived from a half-day discussion of the 
village's social and political profile, as perceived by 
representatives from the community. 

Time 
The exercise took one half day. 
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Figure 8
 
Village Institutions
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Data Gathering 

Example 9: Technical Survey 
(Technical) 

In addition to the time, spatial, and social data, 
technical officers on the PRA team assemble infor-
mation on economic and technical feasioility, i.e. 
water, soils, forestry, agriculture, etc. needed to 
help villagers rank project activity, 

Technical data are fundamental to the success-
ful design and implementation of an actitn plan. 
Most PRA teams include two or three technical 
officers who conduct surveys of potentials in water, 
forestry, c,op adaptations, marketing, etc. In cases 
where aparticular skill is lacking, the PRA team has 
been able to identify a local expert, in most cases for 
no additional money other than providing transport 
and sometimes cost of food and lodging, 

Technical assessments consider the economic, 
ecological, and technical implications . alternative 

interventions. After doing several PRAs, it has 
become clear that: (a) the technical dara are among 
the most important to integrate into the villages' 
socio-economic and institutional capabilities; (b) 
villagers are the key agents, in cooperation with 
technical extension and NGO officers, to do the 
implementation; and (c) the technical interventions 
that work best are those that community leaders can 
understand and manage with very little external 
help. 

Thetechnical survey may take two or three days 
and may not require active involvement of village 
groups. However, previous PRA experience has 
shown that it is helpful for a village leader or eider 
to work closely with technical groups in developing 
the information. 

Figure 9
 
Technical Survey
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Step 4: Data Synthesis and Analysis 
Once it had collected the data, the PRA team 

spent a day meeting by itself to organize the 
information. Large charts and tables of trend lines, 
institutional arrangements, the transect, etc. were 
made and lists of all the problems mentioned in any 
of the data collection exercises were compiled. The 
team then split into pairs. Each took a particular 
problem and (a) summarized it, in sone cases 
subdividing by ecological zone; (b) matched oppor-
tunities or potential solutions to each, and (c) listed 
opportunities for each on large pieces of paper. 

Step 5: Ranking Problems 
The next day, villagers came together to rank 

their problems. The meeting was held in a primary 
school classroom near the sublocation's market, 
The charts and graphs made by the PRA team were 
displayed on the walls, with the charts containing 
the lists of problems and opportunities being placed 
at the front of the room. The NES team leader 
chaired the meeting. Participants included: the six 
team members from NES; nine technical officers 
representing soil, water, forestry, agriculture, health, 
community development, and livestock; a number 
of village elders and community leaders; the Assis-
tant Chief for the sublocation; and leaders from 
eight women's groups. 

There are many ways to rank problems. The 
literature on PRA and 'ts companion Rapid Rural 
Appraisal offers many suggestions. in most cases, 
community groups have simply voted to derive a list 
of problems, ranking from most to least severe. 
This was the system used by Mbusyani. Some 
groups place clusters of problems in categories of 

severity; while others use a numerical ranking of 
severity. In Pwani (Kenya), the community agreed 
on one set of rankings the first day and then, after 
intense discussions, established a totally different 
ranking the following day. 

Given that all problems of a community cannot 
be solved in one effort, there is need to organize 
these problems into sets of issues that can be dealt 
with, step by step, over an extended period of time. 
The ranking process in PRA has become an impor­
tant exercise in Mbusyani's efforts to help itself. 
The outcome in Mbusyani was a list of problems
that villagers and technical office! s agreed were the 
most severe and in greatest need of attention. The 
task was completed by lunch time. Several high 
priority problems were mentioned, but by far the 
most frequently cited isssue was water. 

Step 6: Ranking Opportunities 
In the afternoon, the group -eassembled to 

discuss possible solutions to the water problem. 
The PRA team made a list of recommended solu­
tions, ranging from boreholes to rehabilitating rock 
springs. The NES/PRA team leader chaired the 
meeting. 3 To bring order and system to the ranking 
an "Op'ions Assessment Chart" developed by 
Gordon Conway and Robert Chambers was used. 4 

The criteria of stability, equity, productivity, 
sustainability, and feasibility were used to help the 
group place weighted values on each possible 
solution and eventually arrive at a unanimously 
agreed upon set of actions. They would develop a 
new well, rehabilitate two small reservoirs and 
water catchments, terrace a badly eroded hillside, 
and continue with efforts of reforestation. Techni­

"A detailed description ofthe ranking procedure can be found in Chairity Kabutha and Richard Ford, "Using Rapid Rural Appraisal
to Formulate a Villnge Rcsources management plan: Notes on PRA and a Meeting (4 August 1988) ofN ES, Mbusyani Women's Group3,
and Division Technical Officers," in PRA Notes, October, 1988, Number 2. 

"4For an example of the Conway/Chambers Options Assessment Chart, see the article cited in ' and how it was used in Mbusyani. 
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cal officers played an important role in this discus-
sion to ensure solu,.ions would be feasible in tech-
nical, economic, ecological, and social terms. There 
was some difficulty using the Options Assessment 
Chart, as the terms (eg, sustainability) did not 
translate well into Kikamba (the local language), 
but the team work ed closely with the village leaders 
and eventually a ranking emerged. 

Step 7: Adopting a Village Resource Manage-
ment Plan (VRMP) 

The group was to reassemble the following 
morning to create a village resource management 
plan. However, several leaders and especially the 
water engineer felt there was insufficient technical 
information to develop a comprehensive plan. The 
water engineer returned the following week and, 
joined by the PRA team and the Mbusyani Resource 
Management Committee, visited all potential water 
points in the sublocatior, and expanded considerably 
upon the technical teasibility document. 

Two weeks later, the entire sublocation com-
mittee reassembled and, using data from the water 
engineer's survey, organized a comprehensive wa­
ter and natura! resources management plan for 
Mbusyani.' The plan indicates tasks to be carried 
out, materials needed to do the work, who will do 
it, and what, il,'any, external assistance is needed. 

Step 8: Implementation 
Mbusyani has moved forward, not always on 

schedule, but with considerable commitment from 
all parties involved. The Assistint Chief has been 
the prime mover with cooperation and support from 
the community. The first task, a well at Kithini 
Springs, went quickly. Labor and local materials 
came from the community and cement rings and 

skilled labor from the Ministry of Water Develop­
ment. No external funds were required. 

The second project, rehabilitatior of Mbusyani 
Dam, was more ambitious. Women's groups dug 
dozens of fence post holes for a fence to protect the 
watershed area. The groups also dug several meters 
of bench terraces and planted trees to curb erosion 
and siltation in the reservoir. A local NGO heard 
of the project and agreed to provide fence posts, 
wire fencing, and tree seedlings. The NGO also 
wrote a successful proposal to a UN agency, using 
data developed during the PRA exercise, noting 
how the work on the dam was part of a larger village 
plan to bring sustained production to its natural 
resources. 

A third elerment of implementation was devel­
oping soil control on a badly eroded hillside. The 
Ministry of Agriculture donated tools io carry out 
this work and additional tools have been obtained 
through a private donor. Women's groups have 
provided hours of volunteer labor for the effort and 
planted hundreds of trees along the new terraces. 

Eighteen months after adopting the plan, 
Mbusyani has made considerable progress though 
the work is not yet finished. It is unclear whether 
the enthusiasm and work energy that has been 
maintained over this period will continue. It is 
equally unclear whether the small external inputs 
such as hand tools from Agriculture, fencing and 
posts from an NGO, cement rings from the Ministry 
of Water Development, and funds from the UN 
have been critical to the success or whether the 
commu,ity would have been able to organize alter­
native means to acquire these inputs on their own. 

"SFor tiose interested, the full Mbusyani Village Resource Management Plan appears on Pages 72 to 80 in Kabutha, Thomas-
Slayter, and Ford, PRA Handbook. 
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FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
 

The introduction set out six clusters of ques-
tions to be tested by the field methodology. Find-
ings from Mbusyani have been reinforced by sub-
sequent PRA field exercises. They include: 

Data 
Mbusyani residents know a great deal about 

their community. The time line and trend analyses 
revealed an intimate awareness of what past circum-
stances had been; the seasonal calendar indicated an 
integrated understanding of past problems and 
present needs. Yet in spite of these good data, there 
were gaps in their information base on topics 
normally assumed to be important in development 
planning. Villagers were generally unaware of 
quantified information on, for example, statistics of 
rates of soil loss or percentage change in infant 
mortality. They were also weak in anticipating the 
economic and technical feasibility of proposed 
solutions. Finally, they were mostly uninformed of 
ways to find technical and financial support to 
implement their hopes and aspirations, 

Even so, these data gaps seemed to pose no 
serious problem in formulating the Village Re-
source Management Plan. Given long-term in-
volvements with the community, villagers had 
sufficient data to rank problems and consider solu-
tions. Extension officers provided technical and 
economic information. As a result, the conmunity 
was able to rank solutions in ways that reflected 
their own knowledge base enhanced by technical 
and economic considerations. 

In the judgment of the PRA team, villagers 
in association with extension officers, had access to 
sufficient data to formulate sound resource manage-
ment plans. 

Participation 
PRA provides an organizational structure that 

focuses and systematizes participation. At every 
level, Mbusyani residents responded actively. For 
example, there was no shortage -f elders to describe 
past events and present trends; people were inter­
ested in the seasonal calendar exercise; discussion 
was prolonged when consideiing the relative im­
portance and relationships among institutions in the 
Sublocation. During the formal meeting to finalize 
Mbusyani's VRMP, discussion was vigorous and 
often intense. While women were sometimes reluc­
tant to speak in the presence of male extension 
officers and local officials, with conscious encour­
agement and specific support methodologies, they 
aid speak up and, by the end of the sessions, had 
made their feelings well known. 

Two elements seem to have structured the 
participation. First, data gathering from village 
groups sent a message that the PRA team had 
interest in knowing what the community knew. As 
the participatory data gathering continued, a mo­
mentum began to build. At no point were there ever 
more than 300 or 400 people invo'ved in the 
process, out of a total population of 8,000. So it 
would be inaccurate to say that the entire commu­
nity participated. Yet significant numbers did par­
ticipate on a sustained basis, suggesting that the 
process was im.portant in attracting the attention of 
the community. 

Sec:,nd, the task-oriented and visual nature of 
the PRA was important. Village residents could see 
what the researchers were collecting and felt they 
could comment, for example, on whether the trend 
line was being accurately drawn. The interactive 
and tangible nature ofthe data gathering demystified 
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the research and made the community feel owner-
ship of the PRA from an early stage. 

While there are certainly other elements in 
explaining why Mbusyani has implemented its 
resource management activities, the PRA team 
agreed that the structured and systematized partici-
pation has been one of the most important, 

Village Leaders and Institutions 
Locally initiated plans require committed and 

skilled local leaders to follow-up on the recom­
mended initiatives. In the case of Mbusyani, the 
Assistant Chief demonstrated these qualities admi-
rably. He called meetings, organized work groups, 
attended local committee discussions, and kept 
good records. He also served as liaison for dealing 
with external groups such as NE-S or the NGO. His 
leadership, while not necessarily flashy or charis-
matic, was steady, rcliable, and thorough. This 
consistency in the Assistant Chiefs leadership in 
follow-Up has been a fundamental element in why 
the research has produced results. 

It must be stressed, however, that the Assistant 
Chief was not !he only leader. To date, he has 
managed none of the money which has been raised. 
All funds have been administered by one of the 
external i;geLocies (for example, the indigenous 
NGO) or by the Mbusyani Women's Group. Thus 
a second crucial quality vf local leadership is the 
skill and commitment that leaders of a half dozen 
women's groups have brought to Mbusyani. They 
have carried out bench terracing, fence-post instal-
lation, sand and gravel collection, and tree planting. 

They are now collecting money for a maize grinding 
mill and are gathering funds for a cost-sharing 
acquisition ofttois. As with the chief, the women's 
leaders are not necessarily charismatic. Instead, 
their success comes through with assigned tasks and 
delivering serviv'es on time. 

The Assistant Chief, the women's group lead­
ers, and the community institutions are essential 
elements in Mbusyani's effective management. Given 
the recent shift in Kenya toward decentralization of 
development planning, through the District Focus, 
there is clear evidence that PRA provides a method­
ology that enables rural institutions to function 
more effectively. The PRA team agreed that culti­
vating such leaders and institutions in new commu­
nities will be a fundamental element in expanding 
the work of local sustainability. 

Technical Officers 
Bringing stimu on to extension services is 

another component in sustaining rural resources 
management. During the Mbusyan; PRA, exten­
sion officers lent support, provided :ata, partici­
pated actively in group meetings, and played vital 
roles in follow-up. The greatest help has come from 
Water, Agriculture, and Community Development 
with smaller but important support from Forestry. 
However, not all extension officers assigned to the 
area have participated equally. Health, livestock, 
and animal production did not figure prominently in 
ihe VRMP and, accordingly, have not had s' nifi­
cant roles in the implementation efforts. 

There seem to be at least three reasons why PRA 
has attracted some of the extension officers. First, 
much of the technical officer's work relies on active 
support and labor contributions from the commu­
nity. Frequently, technical officers lack the time or 
the means to elicit community support. PRA does 
it for them. 

Second, officers frequently function with ex­
tremely limited budgets. Given financial pressure 
on government bdgets, there is little likelihood 
that the water engineer or -iricultureofficer will 
soon have a significant incre .se in funds to imple­
ment extension 'ervices. However, PRA helps. In 
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several cases, including Mbusyani, the structured 
plan which PRA fostered has been a convincing 
factor in persuading donors to allocate small funds 
for materials. In the case of Mbusyani, funds were 
raised for tools and fencing. In other communities, 
PRA has facilitated the flow of cement, pipe, 
building stone, and timber. If extension officers (or 
NGOs) see that PRA can increase their access to 
project supplies and therefore to successful projects, 
they will cooperate. It has worked well in Mbusyani. 
Linkages between PRA and technical officers prom-
ise to work in other settings as well. 

Third, technical officers do not always have 
occasion to cooperate across sectoral lines. The 
virtue of PRA is that it starts with a problem and 
seeks solutions, independent of sectoral responsi-
bility. The reason why water, agriculture, and 
forestry have cooperated vigorously in Mbusyani is 
that one of the major activities has been rehabilita-
tion of a reservoir in which technical help from all 
three ministries has been required. Thus, at least in 
the case of Mbusyani, PRA has promoted 
intersectoral cooperation in resolving problems of 
sustainable production. 

Donor and NGO Assistance 
Aproblem that prevails in much of rural Africa 

is dependency on outside help. Rural communities 
wait, beg from donors, or implore help from 
politicians to get water systems, agricultural sup-
plies, or tree nurseries. This "client" relationship 
is demeaning and perpetuates a second class status 
for rural communities. PRA suggests there is agreat 
deal that rural communities can do themselves, 

The process of ranking needs and designing 
solutions in Mbusyani placed initiative in the hands 
of the rural groups in ways that identified: (a) what 
steps community groups themselves could take; (b 
what services and materials they can organize from 
local extension staff; (c) the role of NGOs; and (d) 

how requested donor assistance can complement 
items 'a' through 'c.' 

Mbusyani's experience suggests that external 
funds the community raises actually reach the 
intended beneficiaries. At present, donors are not 
set up to respond to rural requests. While structures 
for such support are potentially available, the 
present donor process of project identification and 
design relies on centralized and external agencies. 
PRA shows that a "bottom-up" approach in village 
assessment produces tangible results. There is now 
equal need for donors and governments to direct a 
portion of their eflfrts to respond to such locally 
identified project design. 

Sustainability 
The crux of the issue in rural development is 

how long Mbusyani will carry on without continued 
encouragement or help from NES, an NGO, or 
other external sources. It is too early for a final 
judgment. However, a number of interesting and 
perhaps significant results have been observed. 

First, much of the PRA follow-up has been 
carried out by the commimity. Bench terracing,
fence post installation, watershed rehabilitation, 
and well-digging have been completed independent 
of outside help. 

Second, a local Kenyan NGO discovered
 
Mbusyani's VRMP and turned it into fundable
a 
proposal. While delays within the UN bureaucracy 
dampened the initial enthusiasm, the funds have 
finally come and both the NGO and Mbusyani are 
benefitting. There will probably be additional 
"joint" ventures. 

Third, both the Ministry of Agriculture and the 
Ministry of Water Development have been moved 
to provide assistance they would not necessarily 
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have provided. In both cases, they did so because 
the community was organized and the ministries 
knew that any supplies made available would be put 
to good use. 

The point that persists throughout the PRA is its 
capacity to: (a) focus attention on problems that 
people already knew about but have been unable to 
act upon; (b) organize solutions that were not 
previously contemplated; (c) integrate services of 

local labor, skilled technical officers assigned to the 
region, and external inputs; and (d) give the entire 
community atarget ..s well as a systematic way to 
achieve it. The experiment in Mbusyani was quick 
(less than 10 days), inexpensive (less than $1,000), 
participatory, and provided the community abun­
dant and systematized data that has led to the 
VRMP. Thus, the PRA methodology has been 
effective, a,lcast in one cmmmunity, in turning data 
into action. 
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GUIDELINES AND SUGGESTIONS FOR POTENTIAL USERS
 

Raised Expectations 
One concern of PRA is the expectations which 

it arouses. If communities spend several days 
discussing and ranking needs, they wat to follow 
up with action. While the PRA team is concerned 
pr',aarily with creating a plan, itcannot detach itself 
from providing solutions. Experience shows that 
results are best when the PRA team helps the 
community to identify sources for solutions, 

In part, these solutions lie within the comm-
unity itself and should be called upon. In part, 
solutions are within the jurisdiction of technical 
officers (water, agriculture, etc.) on the PRA team. 
In part, however, solutions lie in bringing resources 
from beyond the community, mostly in the form of 
materials not available locally. For example, one 
PRA team found hand tools for women's groups; 
another brought marketing guidance from a national 
horticultural agency; another helped the local water 
engineer bring hand pumps and roof-top catchment 
building materials which the villagers installed 
themselves. If those carrying out PRA have no 
means to provide small external assistance, they 
may create conflicts and frustrations that will defeat 
the purpose of the PRA action plan. 

Two points are crucial on the role of external 
help. First, the outside resources are a small part 
of the overall project effort. Yet without them, the 
PRA "solutions" may never get off the ground. 
Thus, PRAs succeed for many reasons, including 
mobilized community institutions, strengthened local 
leadership, activated technical officers, and enliv-
ened NGOs. But one additional element is finding 
modest external help that can coalesce all of these 
elements into productive activities, 

Second, the eventual goal of PRA is to enable 
communities to find their own external ass.stance. 
For natural resources management and production 
to be sustainable, communities need to know about 
sources of assistance available and how to access it. 
For example, in one case, the momentum of a 
Kenyan PRA led to creation of a village committee, 
the chairofwhichwasaretiredschoolteacher. She 
wrote a short proposal, based on the PRA team's 
data, to the United States Embassy's Self-Help
Fund, for a maize grinding mill. The fund manager 
noted that the proposal was one of the best re­
searched and supported documents they had ever 
received. It was immediately awarded the money. 
In a second case, a women's group activated through 
PRA has now begun raising funds from within the 
community for self-improvement projects. Those 
embarking on village PRAs should keep in mind 
that strengthening community institutions is a long 
term effort and that modest but persistent nurture 
may be necessary to make communities sustainable. 

Majority Will/Minority Sensitivities 
PRA draws upon consensus building among 

leaders and institutions in rural communities. While 
some villages have long-standing traditions ofopen­
ness and equitable involvement in local decision­
making, others do not. In one PRA community, 
men had traditionally dominated in managing the 
affairs of the village; suggestions from women's 
groups were, at first, not welcome. In another, a 
cluster of friends of the Assistant Chief tried to 
dominate selection ofopportunities. In still another 
case, where the poor of the village tended to live in 
the drier micro-zone, there was a clear attempt by 
"wealthy" farmers to steer water rehabilitation 
towards their already moist area. 
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Such expressions of self-interest are normal and 
the daily fare of village politics and mobilizing 
communities. PRA is not immune. Yet, because 
PRA seeks to implement sustainable resources 
management activities, it is mandatory that those 
managing PRA bear in mind the joint goals of 
production AND equity; development AND con-
servation; growth AND sustainability. These are 
not contradictory concepts. Yet without careful 
planning, village social stratification could evolve 
into interest groups manipulating the methodology 
of PRA into self-serving local projects. While such 
problems have not arisen at any of the PRA test sites 
to date, it is a constant possibility and needs to be 
anticipated. 

PRA as a Flexible Approach Rather than a Rigid 
Structure 

PRA is not a static methodology. Rather, it is 
a philosophy or orientation in which various data 
gathering and problem/solution ranking can be 
carried out amongst community, technical, admin- 
istrative, and NGO institutions. The degree to 
which some aspects of the "PRA Approach" re-
quire amendment and expansion will depend on the 
local need and the imagination of the PRA team and 
village leaders doing the work. In the five case 
examples coming from Kenya, local teams have 
ai. ended the ranking methodology, sub-divided the 
transect, simplified institutional diagrams, added 

greater stress on gender issues, and more. The 
point here is that the basic steps noted in this article 
are suggestive rather than prescriptive and should 
be treated accordingly. 

PRA as AN Approach Rather than THE Ap­
proach 

PRA is a new way to look at village data, rural 
priorities and aspirations, and potential interven­
tions. It offers possibilities of restructuring the way 
rural planning and resources management take 
place. Yet nothing in this article should be inter­
preted to mean that the PRA process can replace 
national and district planning, data collection and 
analysis by various government agencies, technical 
and economic feasibility studies, environmental 
impact statements, or extension services provided 
by technical officers. Rather, PRA should be 
considered as a supplementary methodology that 
gathers site-specific data, integrates sectors, in­
volves beneficiaries in the planning, links extension 
services directly with rural communities, and sets in 
place a plan of action that local institutions take 
seriously. As the development community searches 
for means to introduce su;tainable development, 
PRA appears to bring a mix of elements not present 
in most donor and government initiated methodolo­
gies. To this uxiciit, PRA warrants further testing 
and refinement in various ecological, cultural, 
economic, and political settings. 
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