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International development programs are often implemented with the goal of building
community resilience, but without a clear articulation of how this goal will be met, or
any consideration of if or why the effort was successful after it has concluded. This
thesis considers three different activities implemented by the U. S. Agency for
International Development STEWARD program as part of their effort to build
community resilience in Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Côte d’Ivoire. Activities
considered include: the creation of Village Savings and Loan Associations, market
gardening, and the introduction of improved beekeeping techniques. Through analysis
of interviews, focus groups, and household surveys conducted in 51 communities
throughout the duration of the STEWARD program, each activity was followed over
time with the goal of understanding if, how, and why each activity was or was not
successful at building community resilience. Community resilience is treated as a
process through which communities overcome general adversity (Cuthill et al. 2008).
Analysis was rooted in a framework of community resilience attributes identified by
MacLean et al. 2014. Attributes are not indicators used to measure community
resilience, but rather conditions that must exist for community resilience to form.
Attributes include: knowledge, skills and learning; community networks; peopleplace connections; community infrastructure; a diverse and innovative economy; and
engaged governance. Drawing on these attributes in an analysis of each activity,

several “lessons learned” resulted that can be useful to other development
organizations as they operationalize a general goal of “building community
resilience” into specific activities in local communities. Lessons include focusing
investments on learning that not only seeks to develop new skills associated with the
activity, but also facilitates problem solving; connecting local networks that form
around a specific activity to broader regional networks, and to resources outside of a
community; situating knowledge, skill development, and new technologies within
existing socio-ecological relationships; focusing resources on facilitating adoption of
activities over time, not simply in the short term; and recognizing that achieving a
particular outcome with a specific activity may require evaluating the relative
strength of other attributes, and adjusting implementation to account for weaknesses.
This thesis also serves as an example of how to use the community resilience
literature to evaluate efforts to build community resilience and offer constructive
feedback in the process. It also demonstrates that attributes of community resilience
are inter-connected and should be considered holistically rather than individually.
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1. Introduction
In their book Resilience Thinking David Salt and Brian Walker write, “Life is full of
surprises. Sometimes we take them in stride; sometimes they trip us up” (Walker and Salt 2006,
p. 1). As they summarize, resilience is a quality of a system that enables it to handle a surprise or
a challenge “in stride.”
Around the world communities face a variety of challenges driven by political,
environmental, and socioeconomic forces. Some challenges may be expected and develop
slowly, others may develop rapidly and be unexpected. Challenges may exist at multiple scales
or stem from forces primarily outside a community’s control – such as a changing climate, a
disease outbreak, or a famine. Or, challenges may be specific to a community, resulting from
forces that develop within the community itself - such as changing demographics or a political
upheaval. Whatever the context, how a community responds to the challenges it confronts
defines the community and shapes its future. Thus, understanding what a successful response is
and if or how it can be facilitated has important management and policy implications to a wide
variety of audiences. Consequently, increased attention is being given to the broad concept of
resilience, and the more specific concept of community resilience and how it can be built. The
US Agency for International Development (USAID) now considers building resilience (writ
large) an agency wide priority, stating, “In late 2011 and early 2012, building resilience to
recurrent crisis emerged as a USAID priority […] while we cannot stop shocks from happening,
USAID can – and is committed to – do more to help people withstand them” (USAID 2014).
Despite its proliferation as a development goal, resilience, and the more specific concept
of community resilience, continue to have nagging problems. These problems can be broadly
divided into two camps. First, there is a need to better define the concept (Davidson 2010, Brown
and Westaway 2011, Berkes and Ross 2013). Second, there is a need to help development
organizations operationalize the concept into activities and approaches that can be implemented
on the ground. This includes a need to provide methodologies through which to evaluate
implemented activities that seek to build community resilience (Carpenter et al. 2001, Klein et al.
2003, Cutter et al. 2008, Berkes and Ross 2013, Kerner & Thomas 2014). Through a focused
exploration of the USAID STEWARD program and its efforts to build resilience through
development assistance, this study attempts to provide insight to each of these problem areas.
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In March of 2011 the US Forest Service Office of International Programs began to
implement the third and final phase of the USAID funded STEWARD program in two different
priority zones in West Africa. STEWARD, which stands for Sustainable and Thriving
Environments for West African Regional Development, is a “forest conservation and sustainable
livelihoods program” (STEWARD 2012, p. 2) with the objective of maintaining and
strengthening the “resilience of biodiverse ecosystems and human communities in target areas”
(STEWARD 2012, p. 8). Phase III was considered the implementation phase of the program, it
was preceded by both a planning phase and a scoping phase. The program concluded in 2016.
The performance management plan further posited that by strengthening community resilience,
there would be a corresponding positive impact on ecological resilience. This study does not
focus on testing that assumption, nor does it consider whether ecological resilience was built.
This study focuses exclusively on the program’s efforts to build community resilience in
local villages, attempted primarily through the introduction of different livelihood activities in
villages throughout each priority zone. More specifically, this study focuses on the creation of
Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA), the expansion of market gardening, and the
introduction of improved beekeeping techniques. Each of these activities began early on in
implementation, was implemented in each priority zone, and, with some overlap, represent
different focuses. VSLA groups focused on improving credit options, market gardening focused
on building and further developing existing knowledge and skills, and improved beekeeping
focused on introducing new technology.
The goals of this study were twofold: first, to consider if and how STEWARD activities
strengthened or maintained community resilience; second, in so doing, to put forward a
monitoring and evaluating approach that may be of use to managers in the future. These goals
were accompanied by the following research objectives:
1. To illustrate what it means to strengthen community resilience and explain how a
development objective of strengthening community resilience grows from a larger
narrative of international development theory.
2. To describe if and how STEWARD’s livelihood activities strengthened community
resilience.
3. To provide insight that could be used to improve the implementation and evaluation
of resilience-based development programs in the future.
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Data used in this study was gathered as part of a formal monitoring and evaluation effort
conducted for the STEWARD program. This official evaluation effort focused on standard
indicators issued by USAID and used to track program impacts. The indicator used to evaluate
the impact of STEWARD’s livelihood activities counted the “Number of people with increased
economic benefits derived from sustainable natural resource management and conservation as a
result of USG assistance” (STEWARD 2012, p. 16). Results of that evaluation have been
reported back to the STEWARD program (see Polasky & Charnley 2016). Recognizing the
limitations this indicator presented in measuring the broader program goal of strengthening
community resilience, data was also collected for the purpose of this thesis, which considers
program impacts within a resilience framework rooted in the academic literature.
Through a review of that academic literature, Section 2 situates resilience thinking within
a longer narrative of international development and outlines a resilience framework through
which the STEWARD program can be evaluated. Section 3 provides an overview of the study’s
research design and methods and Section 4 offers a summary of the research context provided
through the USAID STEWARD program in West Africa. Sections 5, 6, and 7 follow each of the
three different livelihood activities considered – the creation of Village Savings and Loan
Associations, expansion of market gardening, and introduction of improved beekeeping. Each
section explores if and how the activity strengthened community resilience. Several insights and
lessons learned suggest how activities could have been implemented to further strengthen
community resilience. Section 8 summarizes these lessons learned into more concrete findings
that may be useful to project managers tasked with strengthening community resilience, and
considers how an evaluation of program impacts, rooted more strongly in community resilience,
can lead to better insights and learning.
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2. Constructing a Theoretical Framework for the Analysis of Resilience-Based
International Development Assistance Programs
2.1 Evolving goals of International Development
The STEWARD program was funded by the U.S. Agency of International Development,
and thus constitutes a piece of the U.S. Government’s foreign aid spending. Foreign aid
spending, and its corresponding objective to promote international development, took shape
following the conclusion of World War II with the implementation of the Marshall Plan from
1947-1949. The Marshall Plan, formally known as the European Recovery Plan, was a largescale aid program through which the US Government provided significant financial and technical
assistance to Europe. This support helped the continent rebuild its infrastructure, strengthen
national economies, and ultimately led to stabilization throughout the region (USOH 2016).
Building on the success of the Marshall Plan, in 1949 then President Truman proposed the
formation of an international development assistance program. The resulting 1950 Point Four
program had two broad goas: first, by reducing poverty and increasing economic productivity in
developing nations, to create markets for the U.S.; second, to help developing nations thrive
under capitalism as means to prevent the spread of communism. USAID was formally created
11 years later, in 1961, when then President Kennedy signed into law the Foreign Assistance
Act, ultimately consolidating foreign aid under a single agency (USAID 2019).
Through the 1950s and 1960s the primary focus of foreign aid spending was rooted in
national security - encouraging economic modernization, in other words capitalism, to prevent
the spread of communism. The prevailing idea at the time was that economic modernization
occurred primarily through industrialization. Walt Rostow, an important advisor to President
Kennedy, supported a linear stages of growth model of development. He believed that there were
five stages of growth, identified in his linear stages of growth model, through which a
developing country must pass through in order to reach an advanced economy status (Rostow
1960). Within this framework, the goal of financial aid spending, was to inject capital and
technical assistance into developing economies, thus expediting their progression through each
phase of modernization (Cairncross 1961). The impact of development assistance was almost
exclusively measured through change in GDP in aid recipient countries.
In response to growing criticism that there was still massive poverty in aid recipient
countries, development priorities shifted towards a basic needs approach. The basic needs model
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marked a shift towards focusing on income over GDP. The basic needs approach attempted to
define the minimum income necessary for a household to meet its basic food, clothing, and
shelter needs (ILO 1976). This minimum was eventually referred to as a poverty line. In the
1970s, USAID adopted a basic needs approach– ultimately using foreign aid spending to meet
the basic needs of individuals and households living in poverty, with the goal of raising them
above the poverty line (USAID 2019).
The 80s ushered in an era of neoliberalism, and in many development organizations the
basic needs approach took a back seat. Organizations, like the World Bank and the IMF, made
aid conditional upon market oriented economic reform. These so-called structural adjustment
programs encouraged a reduction in government spending, market deregulation, and a growth in
privatization (Todaro and Smith 2009). In terms of USAID, focus on government austerity led to
a scaling back of USAID personnel, and the agency began to implement programs through
development contractors, as opposed to through USAID field staff (Roberts 2014). Additionally,
aid shifted from individual projects to large scale programs focused increasingly on building
employment and income (USAID 2019).
Many in the development community, including the United Nations International
Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) grew concerned that neoliberal policies and structural
adjustment programs were leading to increased poverty, deficient education and health services,
growing wealth inequality, and a host of other human rights concerns (Cornia et al. 1987). They
argued for a shift away from neoliberal development policies, and their almost exclusive focus
on economic growth as measured through GDP, income, and employment – turning to Human
Development theory for a new way forward. From a development perspective, Human
Development Theory puts forward that human beings should be seen in terms of their
capabilities, rather than in terms of the income and goods they require to subsist. The theory,
rooted in the thinking of Amartya Sen and Mahbub ul Haq, suggests that by focusing on
improving the richness of human life, instead of on the richness of the economy alone, people
living in developing countries are free to advance their own valued goals (Sen 2001). The
resulting human development index (HDI), created by the United Nations Development
Program, measures ‘wellbeing’ through indicators that assess whether an individual is offered a
decent standard of living, is able to live a long and healthy life, and has access to an education
that builds knowledge (UNDP 2018).
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Human Development Theory, and the HDI, helped usher in an era of global goals with
measurable targets and defined indictors that can be used to measure the effectiveness of global
development efforts. The Millennium Development Goals, put forward in 2000, and
subsequently the Sustainable Development Goals, put forward in 2015, each by the United
Nations, embrace a human development approach in their efforts to create a holistic strategy for
global development, while simultaneously becoming more future minded.
In the 90s the concept of sustainable development began to proliferate. Sustainable
development is most often defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations 1987).
Most recently, sustainable development is expressed as 17 global goals, with some 169
indicators, put forward in 2015 by the United Nations (United Nations 2015). It is the position of
the United Nations that through achievement of these 17 goals, the world arrives at a sustainable
future – in which humans and the environment exist in a balanced and stable state.
Resilience grows out of a recognition that arriving, and staying, at a stable or balanced
sustainable future is an extremely difficult, if not impossible, objective – particularly given some
of the complex challenges currently confronting our world. These challenges, things like
financial crises, climate change, and political upheaval, bring with them unavoidable changes. As
defined by the Stockholm Resilience Center, resilience is the capacity of a system (ecological,
economic, social, or otherwise) to deal with that change while continuing to develop (SRC
2019). Like sustainable development, resilience is also future minded. Unlike sustainable
development – resilience-based development does not encourage arrival at some fixed and stable
future. Instead, resilience-based development is about creating opportunities for humans to use
the inevitable disturbances they might face to stimulate renewal and innovation.

2.2 Theoretical Underpinnings of Community Resilience
Stated in its development objective, the STEWARD program seeks to build community
resilience. Definitions of community resilience have sprung from two bodies of literature:
complex adaptive socio-ecological systems research, rooted initially in ecology, and disaster
preparedness research that draws heavily from community health and development research. In
the first, community resilience is considered within the realm of “resilience thinking” and is
situated within theoretical models of complex, adaptive, socio-ecological systems (e.g.
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Gunderson and Holling 2002, Walker et al. 2004). In the second, definitions of community
resilience grow from efforts to understand how individuals and communities overcome adversity
in the face of disaster or crisis (e.g. Richardson 2002, Manyena 2006, Norris et al. 2008, Brown
and Westaway 2011). Berkes and Ross argue that despite differences that persist between each
perspective, drawing on the contributions of each may “provide insights that may not otherwise
be available” (Berkes and Ross 2013).

2.2.1 Community Resilience as a Property of Complex Adaptive Systems
The term ‘resilience’ gained traction in the academic literature largely through the work
of ecologist C.S. (Buzz) Holling. Holling rejected the idea that ecological systems existed in a
singular state of balanced equilibrium and instead described ecosystems as dynamic and complex
adaptive systems (Gunderson & Holling 2002). His definition of resilience, what he qualified as
‘ecological resilience,’ is often summarized as “the ability of a system to absorb disturbance and
reorganize while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function, structure,
identity, and feedbacks” (Walker et al. 2004). Resilience, thus defined, is a property of a system
that restricts or facilitates how it cycles between phases (Walker and Salt 2012). Within this
theoretical paradigm, managing for resilience is about navigating this cycle to keep the system in
a desirable state (Fath et al. 2015).
Since Holling’s initial writings, researchers of complex adaptive systems have
maintained a natural resource focus, but come to see systems as neither wholly ecological, nor
wholly social, and instead speak of coupled socio-ecological systems (e.g. Berkes and Folke
1998, Westley et al. 2002, Liu et al. 2007). Additionally, scholars note that socio-ecological
systems do not exist in isolation, but are nested across scales, with cross scale effects influencing
system behavior at each scale (Cash et al. 2006, Kinzing et al. 2006). Often this focus on a
researcher defined socio-ecological system supplants socially defined communities as a primary
unit for consideration (Berkes and Ross 2013). However, because humans can influence a
system’s trajectory in novel ways (Adger 2000, Gunderson 2000) social learning at the
community level plays an important role in managing a system to either build resilience (Wilson
2012, Berkes and Turner 2006, Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007) or identify windows of opportunity in
which to facilitate desirable transitions (Olsson et al. 2006). Researchers of complex adaptive
systems emphasize the importance of co-management or co-governance that facilitates ongoing
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learning at multiple scales, and the development of adaptive capacity (e.g. Folke et al. 2003,
Armitage et al. 2011). This learning enables a system to be managed reflexively, avoiding
negative transitions or managing unavoidable transitions in ways that still seek to maintain
important benefits while minimizing negative impacts on human communities (Olsson et al.
2004).

2.2.2 Community Resilience in Disaster Preparedness Research
“Resilience thinking” in disaster preparedness research began with explorations of why
some individuals coped with adversity better than others, eventually expanding to consider what
made some communities better able to cope with stress (Paton and Johnston 2001). Here
resilience is understood as a process through which a community overcomes adversity rather
than a property of a system (Luthar et al. 2000, Almedom 2008). Common definitions of
community resilience in this literature describe it as the community’s ability to recover from
crisis (Buikstra et al. 2010) or the ability of the community to bring together community
resources and thrive despite uncertainty and change (Magis 2010). In this context, understanding
resilience is more about identifying a community’s strengths, and building resilience focuses on
enhancing those strengths, and to a lesser extent addressing weaknesses (Luthar 2006, Kulig et
al. 2008, Buikstra et al. 2010). In other words, the focus is on both the capacity of the
community, and the collective capacity of individuals within the community (Kulig et al. 2005,
Manyena 2006) as well as on an individual or community’s agency (Berkes and Ross 2013). In
addition, the literature considers how this agency is enhanced or compromised through
interactions with the social and physical environment, as well as through personal experience
(Kumpfer 1999, Brown and Westaway 2011).
Recognizing contributions from each body of literature, I utilize Cuthill et al.’s (2008)
definition of community resilience as the way communities, “adapt, transform, and potentially
become stronger when faced with environmental, social, economic or political challenges”
(Cuthill et al. 2008, p. 146).
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2.3 Measuring Community Resilience – A Framework for Analysis
Within the complex adaptive systems literature, researchers initially emphasized the
importance of carefully defining the system of focus in relation to a specific threat, essentially
answering “resilience of what” and “resilience to what?” (Carpenter et al. 2001). While it is
always useful to clearly delineate a community of focus, only considering resilience in relation to
a specific threat can be limiting. Building resilience to one threat can potentially negate
resilience to a different threat. In the face of uncertain or multiple threats, this is undesirable.
Therefore it can also be beneficial to consider general resilience (Folke et al. 2010, Carpenter et
al. 2012). General resilience is understood as a community’s capacity to respond to a wide range
of unexpected disturbances (Walker and Salt 2012).
In considerations of community resilience, generalized resilience is more desirable as it
provides the necessary flexibility to respond to a wider range of challenges, and can support
more specified forms of resilience when necessary (Berkes and Ross 2013). For this reason,
general resilience is “receiving most attention from those applying resilience in practice”
(Carpenter et al. 2012). However, the broader scope of general resilience makes it difficult to
outline specific steps towards its creation. Instead the literature identifies conditions that support
its development (Carpenter et al. 2012). Assessing whether resilience has been built is more an
exercise in determining if the correct conditions for resilience to grow have been created.
MacLean et al. (2014), through case study research, identified six attributes of
community resilience, defined as a general concept. These attributes of community resilience
should not be understood as indicators of resilience, but rather as factors of, or conditions
necessary for, resilience to flourish (Kulig et al. 2013). Each attribute, presented in Table 2.1,
encompasses concepts of resilience that have sprung from each body of resilience literature. I
draw on these six attributes as a framework of community resilience, ultimately considering how
STEWARD activities strengthened or weakened each individual attribute. In so doing I follow
previous assertions in the literature and assume that strengthening attributes of community
resilience leads to higher community resilience over time (Magis 2010). To the extent possible, I
also consider both positive and negative “ripple effects” (Wilson 2012) that occurred when
singular attributes were enhanced or weakened, recognizing that, as highlighted in the ecological
and complex adaptive systems literature, attributes are interactive across scales (Berkes and Ross
2013).
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Table 2.1 - Attributes of Community Resilience (adapted from MacLean et al. 2014)

Attribute

Description

Connection to Community Resilience in
Literature
Learning enhances a community’s social
memory1, brings new knowledge to problem
solving2, and increases willingness to
experiment3.

(1) Knowledge,
skills and
learning

Learning and experimentation, through new
knowledge partnerships, technology and
innovation, or skills development preferably through adaptive and
collaborative management.

(2) Community
networks

Bonding and bridging ties that enhance
connectivity, engage community capacities,
and enable people to act collectively.

Access to diverse networks improves a
community’s connectivity and promotes
learning across scales and cultures2,5, which
can help identify opportunities for innovation4,
provide various forms of support6,7, and
encourage optimism and hope during times of
change4.

(3) Peopleplace
connections

Acknowledgement of relationship between
humans and their environment (culturally,
spiritually, practically, etc.) and a
conceptualization of the community as a
socio-ecological system with complex and
unpredictable connections.

A strong attachment to place can motivate
adaptation8,9, especially when adaptation
maintains or strengthens elements of the place
that are valued10. Acknowledging
interdependencies in a socio-ecological system
leads towards better management actions.2

(4) Community
infrastructure

Appropriate services, spaces, and facilities
to support a community’s needs.
Infrastructure can support new
opportunities.

Well-developed infrastructure supports
community needs and actions in a variety of
ways11 - including through improved local
economic development4.

(5) Diverse and
innovative
economy

Economy includes a broad range of industry
and services and can support new
opportunities.

Local economies that are built around a small
number of industries have less flexibility and
are more likely to collapse when confronting
impacts.4 Fostering a diverse and innovative
economy promotes redundancy, providing
‘insurance’ within the community by allowing
some enterprises to compensate for the loss or
failure of others.2

(6) Engaged
governance

Collaborative processes for decision making
that emphasize participation from all
relevant stakeholders, inspired leadership,
shared vision, appropriate communication,
systems thinking, capacity building, and
institutional learning.

Genuine engagement of all stakeholders builds
relationships and trust - necessary to legitimize
new knowledge and lend authority during
community decision making. Well-connected
and functioning governance structures more
effectively deal with change and disturbance
because they engage the right people at the
right time.2
1
2
3
4
Wilson 2012, Biggs et al. 2015, Magis 2010, MacLean et al. 2014, 5Woolcock and Narayan 2000, 6Adger 2003,
7
Newman and Dale 2005, 8Amundsen 2013, 9Karlsson and Hovelsrud 2015, 10Vaske and Kobrin 2001, 11Prichard et
al. 2010
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3. The Study
The research centers on an exploration of three different livelihood activities
implemented by the USAID STEWARD program with the objective of building community
resilience. The goals of this study were twofold: first, to consider if and how STEWARD
activities strengthened or maintained community resilience; second, in so doing, to put forward a
monitoring and evaluating approach that may be of use to managers in the future. These goals
were accompanied by the following research objectives:
4. To illustrate what it means to strengthen community resilience and explain how a
development objective of strengthening community resilience grows from a larger
narrative of international development theory.
5. To describe if and how STEWARD’s livelihood activities strengthened community
resilience.
6. To provide insight that could be used to improve the implementation and evaluation
of resilience-based development programs in the future.

3.1 Study Design
The study is structured as three case studies. Each case is focused on a different
STEWARD livelihood activity that was implemented by the STEWARD program with the goal
of building community resilience. The activities included in this study were selected because
they were implemented by STEWARD in both priority zones, and implementation began early
and continued throughout the duration of the research period. These factors meant that
monitoring could occur for longer, and more data regarding implementation and outcome could
be gathered. Activities also represented a range of different actions undertaken by the program.
The central focus of each case was to determine if and how the activity built community
resilience, and to discuss how implementation could have been improved. Cross case analysis
looked to generalize key lessons learned that may help inform subsequent efforts to build
community resilience through other activities or in other contexts.
A case study is first and foremost, “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context” (Yin 2009, p. 18). It is a particularly useful
approach when the boundaries between the phenomenon in question and its context are not
especially clear. Case studies are applicable when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed
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about a contemporary set of events over which case the researcher has little to no control. In
evaluation research case study research is used to “explain presumed causal links in real life
interventions,” and to “describe an intervention and the real life context in which it occurred”
(Yin 2009, p. 20). In each of the case studies included in this study, successes and failures of
each activity cannot be separated from the context in which they were implemented. Context in
each case includes consideration of where specifically the activity was implemented, and the
broader program framework through which they were implemented. Additionally, researchers
had no control over how and where activities were implemented, the purpose was instead to
describe events and to examine presumed causal links – that these activities would build
community resilience.
One strength of the case study is its iterative process - collecting and analyzing data helps
shape and inform the design and direction of the research. Another strength of the case study lies
in its ability to deal with a wide variety of evidence across multiple sites. This study draws on
evidence, both qualitative and quantitative, gathered through mixed methods including
observation, interviews, focus groups, and surveying. Data was gathered in multiple villages
across two broad geographic areas delineated by the STEWARD program.

3.2 Methods
Data for this study was collected from 2012 to 2015, over the course of the STEWARD
Phase III implementation, and again in 2018 following the project’s conclusion. Data used in this
study was gathered as part of a formal monitoring and evaluation effort conducted for the
STEWARD program. Results of that evaluation have been reported back to the STEWARD
program (see Polasky & Charnley 2016). Data was also collected for the purpose of this thesis,
which considers program impacts within a resilience framework rooted in the academic
literature. Data was collected by a team of two social scientists (Polasky and Charnley) with the
support of STEWARD program staff, hired local translators, trained field assistants, and
community guides.
Data collection occurred in 39 different villages, with most research occurring in eight
focal villages (Table 3.1). Focal villages were selected intentionally to span both priority zones,
and both countries in each priority zone, equally. Additional factors influencing selection
included rainy season access, and presence of multiple livelihood activities. (Not every activity
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was implemented in every village where STEWARD worked.) Additional villages were selected
for supplementary research during program implementation. These villages were both
purposefully and randomly selected. In PZ1 some villages had been randomly selected by a
program partner for baseline survey work (separate from the baseline surveying done as part of
this study). Including those villages in an additional village participation survey provided an
opportunity to cross check and add to that data for final reporting purposes.
Data collection was disrupted by the outbreak of the Ebola virus throughout the region in
2014. This outbreak resulted in a temporary suspension of program activities, including
monitoring and evaluation work. While Charnley was able to return to the field, Polasky was not
due to a combination of institutional and personal factors. This resulted in canceled site visits,
and an increased reliance on field assistants to administer surveys. It also resulted in a permanent
inability to revisit any of the villages in Côte d’Ivoire.
Following conclusion of the STEWARD program, Charnley returned to a selection of
villages as part of a post project evaluation of other program activities. Not all villages visited by
Charnley had been visited during implementation, however Charnley held focus groups with
project participants and discussed current status of all livelihood activities considered in this
study.
Research activities included observation that occurred during site visits, collection of oral
histories, focus groups & interviews with activity participants, as well as surveying. Table 3.2
summarizes these activities. In addition to research in field sites, research activities also included
reviewing STEWARD reports, and interviewing STEWARD field workers and program
managers. Thematic analysis of collected field notes and survey data was ongoing throughout the
duration of the study.

3.3 Methodological Challenges
The primary challenge confronting this study was the remote nature of the villages
included in the STEWARD program. Access was difficult and expensive, owing to poor
transportation networks. Some villages were frequently inaccessible due to poor road conditions.
Communication with villages and STEWARD field offices was also difficult, owning to limited
or patchy telecommunication or internet access. This meant that it was not always possible to
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give prior notice of an intended site visit to each village. Thus, many focus groups had to be
opportunistic, depending on who might be available to meet on any given day.
It was also necessary to adapt and adjust research plans in response to several unexpected
events. For example, in several instances a funeral prevented any research activities from
occurring at a village for several days or weeks. In another instance a tree blocked the road
cutting off access to the village until it was cleared. This meant frequently changing a research
agenda so as not to lose field time. A much larger and wholly unexpected limitation was the
outbreak of the Ebola virus throughout the region in 2014. This outbreak resulted in a suspension
of program activities on the part of the STEWARD program, including monitoring work
associated with this study. Planned fieldwork was canceled. Reorganizing study plans in
response to restricted access to the site meant increased reliance on hired local assistants and
survey data.
Another set of challenges arose from the regional nature of the STEWARD program, and
the relative size and cultural diversity of each priority zone. There was a limit in the amount of
in-depth field work that could be reasonably conducted. It was not possible to work in every
community. There was thus a trade-off between the amount of data gathered in each village and
the number of villages included in the study. The regional nature of the program also meant that
multiple languages were spoken across each priority zone. This necessitated the use of
translators. It is inevitable that detail was lost in translation, and that information was often
summarized rather than relayed word for word.
In addition to working with translators, the study design also involved working with hired
field assistants who helped with surveying, at times (given restricted access to each priority
zone) independent of direct supervision. Use of field assistants in surveying resulted in surveys
with less detail.
Finally, the status of the research team as outsiders must be acknowledged. This status
was further complicated through association with the STEWARD program. It is inevitable that
focus groups and surveyed households filtered their responses based on their own assumptions
about the research team – what the team wanted to hear, and what it would be most advantageous
to tell.
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Table 3.1– Summary of STEWARD activities and research activities in each study site
STEWARD Activities:
VSLA Market Improved
Garden Beekeeping

Research Activities:
Oral
Focus
Census &
History
Groups Household
Surveys

STEWARD
Participation
Survey

Follow
up
Visit

PZ1 – Sierra Leone (19 total villages)
Fundukhori1
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
Kortor1
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
Ferekhoure
X
X
X
Fintonia
X
X
Kabeguiya
X
X
X
Komoyah
X
X
X
Samaya
X
X
X
X
X
Sanya
X
X
X
X
X
Sumata
X
X
X
X
X
Taneneh
X
X
X
X
Yanah
X
X
X
PZ1 – Guinea (19 total villages)
Kholba1
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
Sekou Soriya1
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
Badet Kanty
X
X
X
X
X
Balancia
X
X
Ben-Ben
X
X
X
X
Famayah
X
X
X
X
Kagbelen
X
X
X
X
Kanssema
X
X
X
X
X
Kebeguiya
X
X
X
X
X
Madina Oula
X
X
X
X
Samiankhoure X
X
X
X
PZ2 – Guinea (13 total villages)
Doromou1
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
T’huo1
X
X
X
X
X
X
Bourata
X
X
X
X
Foromota
X
X
X
Gbie
X
X
X
X
Gouamou
X
X
X
Keoulenta
X
X
X
Nyon
X
X
X
X
X
Serengbera
X
X
X
X
Soromiata 1
X
X
X
Ziguepo
X
X
X
PZ2 - Côte d’Ivoire (2/6 total villages)
Bouan Houye1 X
X
X
X
X
X2
X3
Yeale1
X
X
X
X
X2
X3
Danipleu
X
X3
Gbantopleu
X3
Gbapleu
X
X
X3
Kpoleu
X
X
X3
1
Site was one of the eight focal villages where multiple field sites and direct observation also occurred. 2The Ebola
Virus Outbreak prevented final evaluation surveying in Côte d’Ivoire, thus only one round of baseline surveying
occurred. 3Village Participation Survey in Côte d’Ivoire was a standard questionnaire given to one community
member.
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Table 3.2 – Summary of data collection activities
Method &
Date
Oral History
(April 2013)

Description

Purpose

No. of
Sites
PZ1: 4
PZ2: 4

Collected/
Overseen by
Polasky &
Charnley with
translators

In focal villages, assembled village elders
provided an oral retelling of the village’s
history, which were simultaneously
translated into English by hired translators.
Histories were transcribed in English,
translated back into French when
appropriate, and reviewed and corrected by
community members. Final versions of each
history were given to village chiefs, to keep
on behalf of the village.

Provide cultural and
historical context
through which to
understand
livelihood activities.

Focus
Groups
(2013-2015)

Due to poor communication networks, focus
groups were opportunistic and corresponded
with site visits. Site visits occurred Apr-Jun
2013, Nov 2013, Apr/May 2013, Nov 2013,
Apr-Jun 2014, Oct-Dec 2015. During site
visits, STEWARD participants in each focal
village voluntarily assembled. Groups
described how livelihood activities had been
implemented, how they had or had not been
able to solve problems that arose, and what,
if any, benefits they had seen arising from
the activity. Due to Ebola virus outbreak,
Côte d’Ivoire could not be visited in 2015.

Learn how each of
STEWARD’s
livelihood activities
was structured and
implemented. Learn
what impacts
livelihood activities
had on group
members, and the
broader community.

PZ1:4
PZ2:4

Polasky &
Charnley with
translators

Census
(2013)

In June of 2013, focal villages households
were enumerated with the aid of local
community guides. Households were loosely
defined as people who cook and eat together
daily, though they were ultimately selfidentified. Each household was asked if
anybody had participated in any STEWARD
activity. Households were then grouped
based on STEWARD participation.

Learn size of each
community,
estimate general
STEWARD
participation, and
construct a
sampling frame for
household surveys.

PZ1: 4
PZ2: 4

Polasky &
Field
Assistants

Baseline
Household
Survey
(2013)

Samples of STEWARD and non-STEWARD
households were selected randomly. Survey
questions dealt with demographics,
socioeconomic status, livelihood structure,
and (if applicable) STEWARD participation.
Table 3.3 provides numbers of households
surveyed. Surveys were administered orally,
with the aid of a field assistants and
translators when necessary. Responses were
written by surveyor in either English or
French, and translated into English at a later
date.

Provide cultural and
socio-economic
context through
which to understand
STEWARD
livelihood activities.
Learn about initial
impacts of
STEWARD
participation at a
household level.

PZ1: 4
PZ2: 4

Polasky &
Field
Assistants with
translators
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Table 3.2 – Summary of data collection activities (Continued)
Method &
Date
Activity
Tracking
(2013-2015)

Description

Purpose

No. of
Sites

Collected/
Overseen by
Polasky,
Charnley &
Community
Representatives

Individuals in each focal village were left with
notebooks to track the implementation of each
livelihood activity. These notebooks, coupled
with site visits, and interviews with
STEWARD staff, were used to follow status
of each activity over time.

Track
implementation of
STEWARD
activities over
time, and
understand which
activities were
implemented
where.

Village
Participation
Survey
(2015)

Households in each community were
enumerated, with every third household being
selected for surveying. Survey questions
focused on basic demographics, STEWARD
participation (when relevant) and impacts of
the STEWARD program in the village.

Better characterize
the extent of
STEWARD
participation and
impact of activities
in a broader range
of villages.

PZ1: 12
PZ2: 7

Field
Assistants

Village
Participation
Survey in
Côte
d’Ivoire
(2015)

A singular questionnaire was administered to
a key informant in each village. The informant
was asked about the state of each livelihood
activity implemented in the village, as well as
for general impacts associated with each
activity. Table 3.4 summarizes numbers of
households surveyed.

Determine if any
program activities
had continued
following the
suspension of
program support
due to the Ebola
virus outbreak.

6

STEWARD
contact

Final
evaluation
survey
(2015)

A final evaluation survey was administered to
a random sample of originally surveyed
households in 6/8 of the focal villages.
Villages in Côte d’Ivoire could not be
accessed for re-surveying due to the Ebola
virus outbreak. Table 3.3 summarizes
numbers of households surveyed.

Learn about
changes that may
have occurred in
the village through
the implementation
of STEWARD,
learn about
impacts of
STEWARD
participation at a
household level.

PZ1: 4
PZ2: 2

Field
Assistants

Follow-up
Assessment
(2018)

Visited villages in Sierra Leone and Guinea
where community forests were established by
STEWARD and held focus groups with
project participants to discuss current status of
livelihood activities

Assess which
livelihood
activities were still
being practiced 2.5
years post project,
why or why not,
and benefits of
those activities.

PZ1: 18
PZ2: 9

Charnley with
translators
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Table 3.3 – Number and percentage of households surveyed for baseline and final evaluation
surveys1

1

The total number of households enumerated in each community increased from the baseline in the final evaluation.
We calculated what percent of the community each sample represents using the enumeration from the appropriate
monitoring period. This explains why in Kortor, despite surveying the same number of households, those
households constitute a smaller percentage of the population in the final evaluation than in the baseline.
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Table 3.4 – Number and percentage of households surveyed as part of Village Participation
Survey

1. “STEWARD Households Surveyed” refers to the number of households surveyed that listed specific STEWARD
activities on their survey forms.
2. “Non-STEWARD Households Surveyed” refers to the number of households surveyed that did NOT list
participating in any STEWARD activities on their survey forms.
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4. Study Context
This study follows the implementation of three different livelihood activities that were
implemented as part of Phase 3 of the USAID STEWARD program. Phase 3 of the STEWARD
program occurred from 2011-2016, though livelihood activities considered in this thesis ended in
2015. Phase 3, the implementation phase of the program, was preceded by both a scoping and a
planning phase. The STEWARD program’s overall development objective in Phase 3 was to
maintain and strengthen the resilience of biodiverse ecosystems and human communities in each
Priority Zone (PZ) (STEWARD 2012). The logic underlying this objective was that by
strengthening community resilience, there would be a corresponding strengthening of ecological
resilience (STEWARD 2012). This study focused only on the program’s efforts to strengthen
community resilience, and does not comment on whether community resilience had any effect on
ecological resilience.
The STEWARD Project was funded by USAID West Africa, but was implemented by
U.S. Forest Service International Programs in two different PZs. Implementation of activities in
the field were achieved through contracts with in-country partner organizations. The main
partner in PZ 1 was CARE-Sierra Leone; the main partner in PZ 2 was AUDER-Guinee. Among
other tasks, these organizations worked to implement livelihood activities intended to enhance
community resilience in communities throughout each PZ. Livelihood activities discussed in this
paper included the creation of Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA), market
gardening, and apiculture. Livelihood activities included in this study are summarized in Table
4.1. They were chosen for inclusion in this study because they were implemented across both
priority zones, had a higher participation, and represented a broad range of introduced skills and
technologies. Additional livelihood activities implemented, but not discussed in this work,
include the establishment of rice and fishponds in PZ2, the formation of tree nurseries to raise
commercially viable trees species, in both PZs, and some limited animal husbandry, primarily in
PZ2.

4.1 Location
STEWARD activities were implemented across two Priority Zones (PZs), both located in
the Upper Guinean Forest ecosystem of West Africa (figure 4.1). Each PZ was constructed
around previously established protected areas, of interest to project managers because of their
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biodiversity and a broader concern that presumed threats associated with human land use
practices (unsustainable agricultural practices, mining, and wildfire) were degrading the
condition of forests and natural resources throughout the wider region (STEWARD 2012). In
addition to protected areas, each PZ also encompassed a number of villages ranging in size,
culture, and status. STEWARD worked within 57 villages.
PZ1 was located in Sierra Leone and Guinea. In Sierra Leone, PZ1 included the Tambaka
Chiefdom, in the Bombali District of the Northern Region. In Guinea, PZ1 included The Madina
Oula sub-precture of the Kindia Prefecture, and the Oure Kaba and Soyah Sub-prefectures of the
Mamou Prefecture, all within the Maritime geographic region. The protected areas at its center
included Outamba-Kilimi National Park (Sierra Leone), the Kuru Hills (Sierra Leone), the
Kandesuri Forest Reserve (Sierra Leone), the Soya Classified Forest (Guinea), and the Pensilly
Classified Forest (Guinea). STEWARD worked in 38 communities in PZ 1 – 19 in Sierra Leone,
and 19 in Guinea. The dominant ethnic group throughout PZ1 in both Sierra Leone and Guinea
was the Susu, though more recently Fula and Mandingo pastoralists had settled in some
communities, especially in Guinea. The Susu are an agricultural group belonging to the Mande
language family who have adopted Islam (Harvey 1971, Thayer 1983).
PZ2 was located in Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, and Guinea (due to work being done by
another USAID funded development program, PROSPER, livelihood activities were not
implemented in Liberia). In Guinea, PZ2 included portions of the Bousson and Nzoo Subprefectures of the Lola prefecture in Guinea’s Forest Region. In Côte d’Ivoire, PZ2 was located
in the Kouan-Houle sub prefecture of the Danane Prefecture in the Man Region. STEWARD
worked in 19 communities in PZ2 – 14 communities in Guinea, and 5 in Côte d’Ivoire. The
protected area of focus in PZ2 was the Mt. Nimba Nature Reserve, which has UNESCO MAB
Biosphere Reserve status in Guinea and Strict Nature Reserve status in Côte d’Ivoire. Additional
protected areas in PZ2 included the Boussou and Dere Classified Forests in Guinea, and the East
Nimba Nature Reserve in Liberia. In PZ 2, the dominant ethnic groups were the Mano, Konon,
and Yacouba – also members of the Mande language group. The Konon are indigenous to
eastern Sierra Leone (Langley 1932) and the Mano are mainly from Liberia. Many Mano were
driven from Liberia as a result of the Liberian Civil War; in 1990, the United Nations estimated
the number of Mano refugees in Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire at 97,000 (Van Damme 1999). Most
refuges were farmers, though some were miners. The Yacouba are Dan peoples who live on the
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Côte d’Ivoire side of that country’s border with Liberia (on the Liberian side the Dan are
officially known as the Gio) (Holsoe and Lauer 1976). Like the Mano, many Gio people living in
Liberia fled Nimba County for Côte d’Ivoire during the Liberian Civil War in the early 1990s,
settling among the Yacouba (Van Dammed 1999). Thus, PZ 2 contains many villages that are
inhabited by a mixture of long term residents and more recent immigrants.
STEWARD implementation was interrupted in 2014 by the outbreak of the Ebola virus
throughout the region. In response, between August and November of 2014 CARE and AUDER
were not able to travel to communities to support STEWARD activities, and implementation was
temporarily halted. Due to persistent international border closures between Guinea and Côte
d’Ivoire, AUDER, based in Guinea, was never able to resume implementation in Côte d’Ivoire.

4.2 Livelihood activities among households in STEWARD villages
Subsistence farming is the primary livelihood activity among households in the
communities where the STEWARD project took place. Agriculture is rain fed, and upland rice is
the main staple. Land is cleared for rice cultivation through slash and burn techniques in the dry
season. Following a season of growth, a field is left fallow for a period of years. Throughout
STEWARD communities, surveyed households reported that they left their fields fallow for
anywhere from 1-6 years (baseline survey results). Households in Côte d’Ivoire generally had the
shortest fallow periods, while households on the Guinea side of PZ 2 had the longest fallow
periods. Baseline survey responses suggested the ability to leave land fallow was connected to
the ability to secure new sites for planting, or to mobilize enough labor to clear a new site
(bassline survey responses). Households generally had between half a hectare to 6 hectares of
land under cultivation, the limiting factor of cultivation was primarily labor. Rice farming is
often supplemented with a secondary crop, planted after the rice is harvested. These crops
include groundnuts, cassava, millet, and maize. In 2013, between 74% and 98% of households
surveyed in each focus village engaged in subsistence farming (baseline survey results).
Nearly all of the households surveyed in 2013 had not been able to meet their subsistence
needs through rice farming, and had purchased rice for consumption (baseline survey results). A
household was typically only capable of producing five months of rice, the other 7 months of the
year they had to purchase imported rice. Despite this, households still sold rice they had
produced to manage cash flow throughout the year, and cover large expenses, like health costs.
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They then bought rice later in the year using money from sale of other food crops (groundnut,
cassava, corn) or cash crops like cashew, cocoa, coffee, rubber, or oil palm. In the absence of a
cash crop, money for purchasing rice came through alternative livelihood projects. Identified
livelihood projects throughout STEWARD communities included: fruit tree plantations, animal
husbandry, forest product harvesting, fishing or hunting, beekeeping, petty trade or wage income
(e.g. motorcycle driver, teacher, baker), and vegetable gardening. While households did not
necessarily report remittances from family members working outside the village as an important
source of income on surveys, in conversation and observation this remained an important source
of income, along with money from working as a contract laborer for a wealthier farmer.

Figure 4.1 - Location of STEWARD Priority Zones in West Africa (STEWARD 2010)1.

1

Map Credit: Thompson Reuters
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Table 4.1 – STEWARD livelihood activities included in this study
Activity
Village Savings
and Loan
Associations

Description
Villages Implemented
Collective savings groups. Members met weekly to
PZ1: 38/38 Villages
contribute money to a communal savings account
Sierra Leone: 19/19 Villages
managed by elected officials from within the group.
Guinea: 19/19 Villages
Group members can take loans from the account
which they must pay back with interest. At the end of
PZ2: 15/19 Communities
an ~12 month cycle members receive back what they
Guinea: 13/13
contributed during the cycle, plus interest.
Côte d’Ivoire: 2/6*
Market Garden Women’s collective gardening groups. Members share PZ1: 28/38 Communities
Groups
in the labor of growing vegetables, which are sold in
Sierra Leone: 12/19
nearby markets. The group received training and
Guinea: 16/19
support from STEWARD in the form of improved
seed varieties, as well as in new gardening techniques PZ2: 13/19 Communities
such as composting, plant spacing, and seed
Guinea: 10/13
harvesting. Group members decide how to spend
Côte d’Ivoire: 3/6*
proceeds from produce sales, excess revenue may be
divided among members.
Improved
STEWARD provided training in improved
PZ1: 24/38 Communities
Beekeeping
beekeeping techniques, and provided a small number
Sierra Leone: 15/19
of “Kenyan Hives” - managed by community based
Guinea: 9/19
honey harvesting groups, organized by the project.
STEWARD also provided some equipment for
PZ2: 8/19 Communities
harvesting honey that did not require the use of fire to
Guinea: 3/13
smoke bees out of hives. Honey harvesting groups
Côte d’Ivoire: 5/6*
acted as cooperatives to set prices, and in some cases
decided how to spend revenue earned from honey
sales.
*Activities in Côte d’Ivoire were started but, after the Ebola Virus outbreak in 2014, left unsupported by
STEWARD. Data regarding their status was very limited.
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5. VSLA
Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) are a “self-managed and self-capitalized
microfinance methodology” developed by CARE international, but utilized and expanded upon
by many other international development organizations (VSL 2017a, p. 1). The basic method is
that “members of a self-selected group voluntarily form a VSLA and save money through
purchasing shares” (Allen et al. 2007, p. 18). The group’s savings form a low-interest loan fund
from which members can borrow, repaying with interest. Interest is paid back to members. The
model encourages savings, generates modest returns, and provides insurance and credit services
in villages not typically reached by formal institutions (VSL 2017a).
While there is some differentiation in how VSLAs might be administered by other
organizations, CARE has a well-established protocol, followed around the world, for establishing
new VSLAs. A prospective village is educated about the VSLA concept by a trained CARE
worker, after which interested members form a group of no more than 30 members. Each group
receives a lockbox with three locks and three keys, which are each held by different members
(figure 5.1). Each member receives a passbook to record their own contributions and loans, and
the group receives a master passbook to document all transactions. Members are taught how to
use the passbooks by the CARE worker. The passbooks do not require that a member be literate,
instead they make use of stamps to track purchased or borrowed shares. The group sets the price
per share (usually the equivalent of 10-25 US cents) and agrees upon the number of shares a
member can or must purchase during a meeting - typically a minimum of 1 and maximum of 5
shares must be purchased by each member during each meeting.
After receiving the necessary initial training, the group begins meeting and saving on a
weekly basis. They continue to receive support from the CARE worker during this time. At each
meeting all money in the box is counted, and individual group members verify that their personal
passbooks match the master passbook. After successfully saving for a few weeks, the group adds
lending to the routine, making loans to members and collecting repayment with interest. For each
“stamp” borrowed, a member must pay a small charge upon repayment. The group agrees upon
the charge, which is standard across all loans. The group makes and agrees to rules regarding the
nature and duration of loans that can be taken, but every loan still must be approved by all group
members. After 9-12 months of meeting weekly, groups host “share-out day,” in which savings
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are distributed back to members. Interest earned from loans is divided equally among members.
Most groups then move into a new cycle automatically (CARE 2014).
Some groups choose to also start a social fund, which is kept in a separate bag within the
lock box. Grants from the social fund are given to members to help cover unexpected or
emergency expenses - such as the death of a spouse or child. Members make a separate
contribution into this fund at each meeting. They will not get this money back during share out
day. The group agrees to acceptable grants in advance, setting fixed amounts to be paid in
response to potential circumstances. The group may also choose to use the social fund to cover
group related expenses, or to invest in something that will benefit group members.
No financial transactions, related to either fund, occur outside of the group’s weekly
meetings. Each cycle the group elects a chairman who presides over meetings and helps resolve
disputes, a record keeper who issues stamps and maintains the master passbook, a box holder
who keeps the box between meetings, three key holders who each keep a key to one of the three
padlocks on the box, and two money counters who count the money at the start of each meeting.
Over time the CARE worker becomes less involved at meetings, and instead will work to
identify and train a village agent. Unlike the CARE worker, a village agent is permanently
located in the village. The village agent serves as a resource to existing VSLA groups, and can
help form new VSLA groups as interest throughout a village grows. This ensures that groups
(and potential future groups) will have support once CARE is no longer working directly in the
village.
If followed, this protocol suggests that the activity has the potential to enhance all six of
the community resilience attributes identified by MacLean (Table 2.1). The activity itself
represents a new skill, and multiple trainings offered as part of the activity present many kinds of
learning opportunities (Attribute 1). VSLA’s are structured as a group activity which potentially
creates new, or reinforces existing, connections between members (Attribute 2). VSLA groups
also provide a formal mechanism through which members can financially support one another
and their broader community (Attribute 2). The group structure necessitates that members
participate in collaborative decision making with one another, in both formal and informal roles
(Attribute 6). Finally, depending on what activities loans support, expenditures made possible
through loans might support existing, or contribute to increased entrepreneurial activity
(Attribute 5), they might improve community infrastructure (Attribute 4), or, in the case of the
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social fund especially, they might represent investments in the community’s broader values and
identity (Attribute 3).

5.1 Background of VSLA
CARE’s VSLA model was built around the needs of women after the organization began
to recognize that women in communities where they worked were looking to fill gaps in their
household’s income through small scale entrepreneurial activities (CARE 2015, p. 13). The first
groups were piloted in 1991 by Moira Eknes - a CARE International program adviser working
with women in Eastern Niger to implement a tree-planting project. Eknes observed that tree
planting was secondary to the women’s primary concerns: that they did not own land, had few
income-producing options, and limited access to credit or formalized savings (CARE 2016).
When they needed money, they turned almost exclusively to traditional savings groups known
regionally as Susu or Tontine.
The Susu (Esusu/Osusu/Asusu) or Tontine (Tonton) savings groups Eknes observed
functioned as rotating credit and loan associations (ROSCAS). ROSCAS exist around the world
in various forms (Bouman 1995). The structure and benefit of ROSCAS, especially in subsaharan African, has long been of interest to scholars interested in documenting their role in
informal economies and community life (e.g. Geertz 1962, Ardener 1964, Kurtz 1973, Low
1995, Biggart 2001). Baseline surveys conducted in the 8 focal STEWARD villages revealed
that many households had in the past, or currently, participated in such groups (household survey
responses). The basic structure of most ROSCAs is that individuals make weekly or monthly
contributions to a trusted local collector, in turn they are able to take a loan from the collector.
Interest paid on the loan helps maintain the fund, and supports the collector. The collector keeps
track of how much an individual has saved through the fund, which they may cash out after a set
amount of time.
In 1991, as part of a program called Mata Masa Dubara (MMD, or “Women On The
Move”) Eknes began training women to create and manage their own savings groups in the style
of Susu or Tontine groups, but with some modifications. These groups, eventually known as
village savings and loan associations, offered more benefits and control to the women she
worked with by eliminating the need for a third party collector. Eknes’ model proved successful,
and 25 years after the first VSLA groups were formed as part of “women on the move,” CARE
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counted 200,000 CARE VSLA groups (including those started as part of the USAID STEWARD
program) in 35 countries, mobilizing 5 million members, the majority of whom are still women.
These groups collectively generate more than 350 million USD in financial transactions a year,
and create millions of dollars in annual savings. Loan repayment is 99% (CARE 2014). VSLA
groups spread beyond CARE, and an estimated 5 million more participants belong to VSLA
groups that are unaffiliated with CARE (CARE 2016).

5.2 Implementation
VSLA groups were implemented in all 38 STEWARD villages in PZ1, in all 13 of
STEWARD villages on the Guinea aide of PZ2, and in 2/6 villages in Côte d’Ivoire
(implementation was abandoned after the outbreak of the Ebola virus). They were the most
popular of all STEWARD activities, in terms of participation, expressed enthusiasm, and
persistence. Of STEWARD villages surveyed in each priority zone, between 42 and 100% of
respondents reported belonging to a VSLA group (village participation survey). High
participation is partly explained by the activity’s ability to accommodate more people. In many
villages multiple groups were formed after the initial groups proved to be popular. For example,
in Sekou Soriya, Guinea, one of the focal villages in PZ1, the community formed a total of 6
VSLA groups, reflecting obvious demand for the activity. In nearly every village surveyed more
than one VSLA group had formed. During follow-up field visits after the STEWARD program
ended, respondents still spoke enthusiastically about the VSLA groups, most of which had
persisted. Only 3 of the 28 villages visited at this time reported abandoning the VSLA activity
entirely. In 3 additional communities some of the VSLA groups had stopped meeting while
others continued. And in 13 communities additional VSLA groups had formed since the program
had ended (field notes April 2018).
VSLA’s were originally only proposed by CARE as an activity to implement throughout
PZ 1 (CARE 2012, p. 12). CARE shared their success in implementing VSLA groups at a
STEWARD partner meeting held in August of 2013. AUDER (implementing partner in PZ 2),
then adopted the establishment of VSLA groups into their workplan for the following year. In
adherence with CARE protocols, all groups were capped at 30 members, and membership was
targeted towards women, although men were included as well. Partners reported that
approximately 72% of members, across all groups, were women (STEWARD 2013, STEWARD
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2014). In addition to majority women groups, a handful of villages also formed all-male groups,
and a few tried to form youth groups which were unsuccessful, primarily because youth do not
possess their own money.
To assist with VSLA establishment, CARE hired and trained interns, recruited from
technical schools as well as directly from STEWARD villages. Interns were given training in
VSLA establishment, and then placed to live and work in villages throughout PZ 1. CARE did
not permit local interns to work in their native villages because they believed it would be hard
for them to take the work seriously, and it might make it difficult for them to be respected (field
notes June 2013). AUDER implemented VSLAs through their already established field-based
agents. Recruitment to groups happened primarily through word of mouth following general
education meetings held by interns or AUDER field agents.
VSLA groups meet weekly, and all groups possess both a loan fund and a social fund,
which was not presented as optional. There are penalties for missed contributions to the social
fund, or failures to purchase a weekly share (typically equivalent to the price of 1 share). Some
groups chose to amend penalties for missed payments, allowing members to miss share
purchases or social fund contributions during the planting season, when cash flow in a household
is low. In such cases a member can then purchase shares or pay into the social fund retroactively,
after harvesting crops, when cash flow improves (field notes 2013). Share prices vary from 5001,000 Guinea francs (GF) in Guinea, and from 500 to 1,000 Leones (le) in Sierra Leone (total
range is between 6 and 13 US cents).
In a VSLA group operating on a 12-month cycle, with members contributing 1,000-5,000
Le per week, an individual member will save between 52,000 and 260,000 Le each year
(depending upon the number of shares they purchase each week). On a 9 month cycle they will
save between 36,000 and 180,000 Le. Assuming a group has 30 members, a group can save
between 1,560,000 and 7,800,000 Le in a 12-month cycle. Assuming the entire fund is capable of
earning 10% interest (the interest rate set by most STEWARD groups), and assuming the group
shares interest evenly instead of proportionally (as STEWARD groups have opted to do), each
VSLA member can expect to earn between 5,200 and 26,000 Le in interest during that 12 month
cycle. These are estimates, and depending on how frequently a group loans, and how rapidly
loans are repaid, this figure is likely to be higher, and could be lower. However, even without
interest earned, on share out day members receive a sum of money capable of covering important
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expenses. In 2012, a 50 kilogram bag of rice cost 180,000 le (field notes 2013). Yearly school
fees for junior secondary schools were an estimated 60,000 le (20,000/term), and an estimated
75,000 le for senior secondary school (25,000/term). In 2019, the estimated cost of a liter of gas
was 6,782 le, and the estimated cost of a treatment of antibiotics was 15,000 le.
Any member can seek a loan for 3-5 times the value of the shares they have purchased.
Loans must be unanimously approved by group members and must repaid with interest (ranging
from 5% to 30%) in a specified time frame (ranging from 4 weeks to 3 months). Some groups
stipulate an order of priority for loans (i.e. those seeking loans for sickness are given priority
over those seeking loans to cover other kinds of expenses). Upon conclusion of a savings cycle
(either 9 months or 12 months) the group has a share out day – in which a member receives back
all their shares plus a portion of the interest earned during the cycle. Most groups share interest
evenly, to simplify record keeping. Members may seek grants from the social fund for a variety
of events, including, but not limited to, birth, death, naming ceremonies, or marriages (field
notes). Groups decide upon a set amount to be granted under each circumstance. For example, in
Fundukhori, members are granted 50,000 Le (equivalent to roughly $6.50) when a family
member dies.
STEWARD reported that from October 2012 to March 2013, VSLA groups disbursed
476 loans, ranging from 50-80 US$ per group (STEWARD 2013). Of the 476 loans disbursed,
216 were used to purchase rice for petty trade; 164 loans were used for petty trade of sugar, soap,
tooth paste and brushes; 53 loans were used for petty trade of off season groundnuts (buying
unshelled groundnuts in rainy season and selling them at higher prices during the dry season);
and 43 loans were used to buy farming inputs (like vegetable seeds or potato vines).
Midway through implementation, the Ebola virus outbreak occurred. During the outbreak
people were highly discouraged, or outright prohibited, from having group meetings. This meant
some groups in Sierra Leone and in Guinea were unable to continue meeting. Group members in
Fundukhori explained that they had to stay home, they couldn’t meet to contribute to the box or
to take loans. For 7 months they could not meet, so for 7 months there was no VSLA activity
(field notes 2015). The same was true in Kortor. In Sekou Soriya groups stopped meeting for just
1 month, and in Kholba the group did not stop meeting at all. Throughout groups in PZ 2 there
was a fear that people might get sick, die, and (as it relates to the VSLA) be unable to repay
loans. In some villages, the VSLA temporarily stopped giving loans for up to six months.
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Throughout both priority zones, Ebola reduced people’s ability to market crops and generate
income, and they had difficulty making weekly contributions to the VSLA. This forced some
members to drop out. For those groups that continued giving loans, there was a much greater
demand for loans, and, relating to the first challenge described, members had to wait several
weeks in order to obtain loans. In Côte d’Ivoire, newly established groups stopped receiving any
support from AUDER field agents once the border between Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea was
closed. Without support during this critical time, most groups fell apart. Based on information
gathered by an AUDER contact, it appears that 2 VSLA groups survived the withdrawal of
AUDER support, but no other information about them was obtained (Côte d’Ivoire questionnaire
responses).
VSLA members throughout all villages emphasized the importance of their VSLA
savings. As a member from Sekou Soriya, Guinea (PZ1) expressed in a household survey, “Now
I know how to keep my earnings, and we are all united in carrying out our activities and
resolving our problems.” A participant in Foromta, Guinea (PZ2) similarly explained,
“STEWARD helped me build through VSLA and provide for my family's needs.” VSLA savings
often covered specific, pressing, expenses. As a resident from Keoulenta, Guinea (PZ2)
explained, “This year thanks to my wife's presence in the VSLA group I didn't have difficulty
with my children's school fees, and so the existence of VSLA is a big relief in the village.” A
VSLA member from Fundukhori explained in a household survey, “The village members can
now solve problems on their own [such as] pay children’s school fees. [Also] we used funds
from the VSLA for food and for hospital visits.” A participant in Kanssema, Guinea (PZ1)
explained, “Our [VSLA] fund helps us get money for food and clothing for our children.”

5.3 Insights and Discussion
Savings and loan expenditures made possible through VSLA helped support a diverse and
innovative economy (attribute 5), develop community infrastructure (attribute 4), & potentially
helped build people-place connections (attribute 3).
The VSLA loan helped support a diverse and innovative economy through investments
to maintain or expand subsistence farming, and through investments in new entrepreneurial
pursuits. Many VSLA members reported taking a VSLA loan to buy seed which enabled them to
plant and farm that year. As one survey respondent in Kholba, Guinea (PZ1) stated, “we benefit
from loans for carrying out our farming activities.” In Sanya, Sierra Leone (PZ1) residents said
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of the VSLA, “Now when the rainy season starts they will help themselves through the VSLA
groups to start up their farming.” In Beyen Beyen, Guinea (PZ1) members reported using the
VSLA buy seeds or equipment for their farming activities (field notes 2018). In Madina Oula
VSLA funds helped some members purchase livestock (field notes 2018). There were also
reports that VSLA funds helped members engage in new entrepreneurial activity. A participant
from Gbie, Guinea (PZ2) used the VSLA to “do trade because we were granted loans that
allowed us to do petty trade.” Another participant in Gbie used a loan to “increase my income by
creating a rice/fish culture pond, and a tree plantation.” A VSLA member in T’huo, Guinea
(PZ2) took a loan, “that allowed me to launch a banana, taro trade. This activity allowed me to
decrease my activities in the bush.” This new entrepreneurialism enabled some households to
stay economically active. As a Doromou participant explained, “It allows me to take on incomegenerating activities, since my husband and I are very old now.” A Gbie VSLA member
indicated that the VSLA, “helped me provide for my needs because I’m old and I can’t work in
the fields anymore, so I’m getting loans and doing petty trade with it.” These investments thus
helped foster community resilience by strengthening and diversifying economic activity and
opportunity throughout communities.
There is also evidence that VSLA expenditures went towards infrastructure
improvement. This was seen on both a household and community scale. In Byen Byen one
VSLA participant expressed, “The VSLA fund helped me to build a house” (village participation
survey). Other participants used loans to make long needed repairs to their homes (field notes
June 2013). Some groups opted to use their social funds to invest in infrastructure improvements.
In Beyen Beyen, Guinea one VSLA group used funds to repair a broken water pump. In Madina
Oula, Guinea another group produced enough money to purchase a machine to grind peanuts, as
well as a machine to mill rice, maize, or cassava. Money made from charging other villagers to
use these machines goes back into the VSLA fund (field notes 2018). These types of investments
enhance community resilience by supporting community needs, and by enhancing economic
development.
In most communities, a retelling of the village history revealed a long relationship with
natural resources and subsistence farming. The forest landscape was integral to cultural identity,
and to the subsistence lifestyle practiced by residents for generations. Village sites were chosen
based on proximity to resources like water, shade, bush yam, and kola nut (village history).
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There was not much evidence that VSLA expenditures directly enhanced people-place
connections. A VSLA group in Beyen Beyen, Guinea noted that they could use funds from the
social fund to support village ceremonies, which often celebrate connection to sacred forests
(Village Participation Surveys). In Fundukhori, Sierra Leone residents planned to use VSLA
savings to revive a village celebration that used to be held in the village’s community forest
(field notes 2013). In T’huo, Guinea one survey response indicated, “This activity allowed me to
decrease my [illegal] activities in the bush.” A member in Keoulenta grandly stated, “Thanks to
VSLA, our forests are not sold anymore when we need money.” In Gbie a member vaguely
claimed, “VSLA helped us make our environment healthy.” However it is not clear if these are
substantive statements, or aspirational thinking on the part of the group. A more direct link to
building people-place connection may be seen in how individual expenditures reflected this
connection. As already discussed, some members took loans to form tree plantations, or support
subsistence farming – each of which are activities rooted in a cultural and ecological relationship
with the natural environment. Preserving and improving these livelihoods could therefore be
seen as preserving or strengthening elements of the place that are valued.
In most VSLA groups the demand for loans exceeded the money in the loan fund at any
given time. This problem was more acute among newly established groups, and it meant groups
were not always able to provide all the loans members requested. Depending on the loan
repayment window, which was group specific, members might have to wait up to three months
for funds to be replenished, and loans to be made available. This ultimately limited the extent to
which the benefits listed above could be felt. According to a CARE employee overseeing VSLA
implementation, many groups requested “seed money” for their VSLA (field notes 2013). This
request was echoed in survey responses and focus groups. In Sierra Leone, according to a CARE
employee, three villages reportedly wanted STEWARD to supply a start-up financial package as
part of the VSLA activity. When STEWARD did not, they discontinued the activity, claiming
that they could not meet the financial obligation of the weekly contributions (field notes 2018). It
is not clear if more or better training could have helped alleviate these issues, or if the basic
economic condition of a village is the ultimate limiting factor in the amount a group can save.
Of individuals who did not participate in VSLA, reasons given included not having time
for the meetings, or not having money to contribute. In every village when asked why the
household didn’t participate in an activity, a common refrain was “I don’t have money to
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contribute.” Additionally, if an individual had to work as a contract laborer, as individuals in
poorest households did, they might be gone from a village for weeks or months, which meant
they couldn’t attend meeting with enough regularity to participate. Thus, without working to
increase income, or create more time, there was a limit to the number of people the activity could
reach.

VSLA groups introduced a new skill (attribute 1), but trainings associated with the activity
missed critical opportunities to build knowledge and facilitate learning among all group
members.
The VSLA activity facilitated the development of new skills and knowledge primarily
through training groups in how to collectively save and loan money. On the surface, the
proliferation of groups throughout both priority zones, and their persistence after the program
ended, suggests that these trainings were successful, and members learned the necessary skills to
run their VSLA groups independent of STEWARD oversight. Closer examination reveals that
while implementation was initially successful, there were still knowledge gaps that may
undermine the activity in the future. There were also several missed opportunities where more
attention to training would have resulted in more pervasive learning throughout the group. This
was particularly evident in Priority Zone 1.
In Sekou Soriya, Guinea (PZ1) there were six VSLA groups. The CARE intern tasked
with overseeing VSLA groups was a young woman recruited from a technical institute. Despite
being well liked, her own level of education and lack of experience with VSLAs made it difficult
for her to offer comprehensive training in using the passbooks to track savings and loans. She
frequently depended on the involvement of educated men in the groups (field notes 2013). She
was ultimately not successful at training a field agent, and when she left, groups expressed
frustration with not having a designated person to answer their questions. During a focus group
in Sekou Soriya, held in 2015 at the project’s end, VSLA members stated, we “need help with
the calculations and the notebook and record keeping. The field agent sometimes gets confused”
(field notes 2015). Follow up visits in 2018 did reveal that all six groups were still meeting,
though it was not clear how frequently they were making loans, and if they were following the
CARE protocol or not (field notes 2018). Meeting the obvious interest and enthusiasm in Sekou
Soriya with better training could have more solidly enhanced the knowledge, skills, and learning
attribute.
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Throughout PZ1, groups experienced similar issues accessing appropriate training. In
Fundukhori, residents complained that they never saw any STEWARD workers, and the intern
assigned to live there spent all his time in the neighboring village of Fintonia, where there were
more amenities (field notes 2013). VSLA groups in Fundukhori persisted due to the involvement
of a well educated local (male) teacher who stepped in to assist groups with record keeping. In
Kortor, the CARE intern was absent for many months after a motorcycle accident, however the
group persisted due to involvement from the local (male) teacher, also a village chief. One intern,
working in multiple villages, was a severe alcoholic. He frequently shook with withdrawal
symptoms, and hid behind houses multiple times a day to quickly consume gin satchets that he
carried in his pockets. He was the subject of much observed gossip and parody in the villages
where he worked. His alcoholism prevented members from seeing him as a legitimate resource
(2013 field notes). Ultimately the lack of quality training did not prevent groups from forming
and functioning. But instead of presenting groups with an opportunity to build new skills, groups
formed around existing skills, often going outside of the group to find it. Offering a more
sustained and focused training could have increased skills within the group, making them less
reliant on outsiders.

VSLA groups offered members the opportunity to participate in collaborative decision making,
and to take on important leadership roles, which helped to build engaged governance (attribute
6). In other ways, the activity undermined important principles of engaged governance, which
could compromise the activity in the future.
VSLA groups are structured to facilitate engaged governance. Groups include a
chairperson, a record keeper, a box keeper, 2 money counters, and 3 key holders. This helps
disperse authority throughout the group instead of concentrating it in one person. All group
members must approve all loans which helps ensure that decisions are made democratically, and
that group members are all treated equally. Finally, the system of record keeping with passbooks
and stamps was designed by CARE to accommodate illiterate members: when all members can
follow for themselves the system of record keeping it creates transparency and facilitates trust
(Allen 2002). In practice, complications arose, which undermined the activity’s ability to foster
engaged governance.
A CARE employee overseeing implementation in PZ1 noted that filling the role of record
keeper had been particularly challenging for groups as, “it is very hard to find a woman who can
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read and write” (field notes 2015). Rather than focusing on training the groups to use the
passbooks, which did not necessarily require literacy, STEWARD encouraged groups to adjust
these roles. In many groups the elected chairman, who was often the most educated group
member, also served as the group’s accountant (field notes 2014). This concentrated power and
authority in one person. In Fundukhori, Sierra Leone (PZ1), one group initially opted to organize
itself as all female, so that “the women will not be overrun by the men” (field notes 2013).
However the group’s lack of a literate candidate for record keeper still led to their soliciting help
from the local school teacher, a man. While he does not contribute money or take loans, he
attends meetings and assists the group with using the passbooks. Meanwhile, CARE was not
training any member of the group to take over this role in the future (field notes 2013).
While group members had to unanimously approve all loans, there were also some
instance in which STEWARD interfered. For example, VSLA members in PZ 1 also participated
in STEWARD’s market gardening activity and they were encouraged to use the social fund to
purchase food or tools to support work parties associated with their market gardening work. This
STEWARD-centric use of the social fund was encouraged by CARE employees. It is a deviation
from the VSLA model in which CARE employees are not supposed to direct how the funds are
used. On the one hand, using VSLA funds to support market gardening was an effective way of
collectively solving a problem, and leveraging resources to benefit members in other pursuits.
On the other hand, dictating to the group how to spend their social fund seriously undermines the
groups autonomy, and elevates the needs of STEWARD above the needs of members.

VSLA groups helped develop or formalize ties with the community in a way that enabled people
to act collectively to solve problems (attribute 2). Social networks formed or strengthened by the
activity tended to reinforce existing relationships rather than forge new networks.
In focus groups conducted within the focus villages, VSLA participants were asked if
and how they had sought loans prior to joining a VSLA group. Members explained they often
sought loans from neighbors. Often loans were non-monetary. In Kortor, SL (PZ1) members
explained how they would take loans in the form of rice or groundnut seed: if they borrowed 1
bushel of rice, they would later pay back their neighbor with 2 bushels, essentially a 100%
interest rate! Other households had saved and sought loans through traditional Susu or Tontine
styled saving groups at some point in the past. These savings groups were typically affiliated
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with churches or organized among market women. In these groups’ participants did not accrue
any interest on their savings. If they took loans, they did not have any say in the terms of the
loan, and only the collector benefited from the interest paid.
Some households also sought credit outside the village through formal lending
organizations. Most notably, several years prior to STEWARD, many households in villages on
the Guinea side of PZ 2 took loans out through Rural Credit. Rural Credit is one of several
formal microfinance organizations operating in Guinea. According to interview subjects, in 2008
field agents circulated through villages in the Nzerekore Region of Guinea reaching out to
subsistence farmers, offering credit. The program offered micro loans, for which they initially
charged an estimated 40% interest, as well as a large processing fee. Failure to repay the loan
resulted in harsh penalties with long lasting consequences. The experience of Abu, a resident of
Doromou, highlights problems associated with this program. Abu is head of one of the wealthier
households in Doromou and was elected to serve in several prominent positions within the
village, including within STEWARD groups.
In 2009 Abu received a loan from Rural Credit for 200,000 GF. Technically he only
received 180,000 GF – the other 20,000 were added to his loan total as a processing fee. Terms
of the loan stipulated that Abu would pay back 280,000 GF in three installments throughout the
following year. Even though he knew it was unlikely he’d be able to meet this repayment
obligation, Abu took the loan. As he put it, “We were hungry.” The field agents had arrived in
the hungry season, before crops had been planted, and many people were desperate to eat, as
well as procure necessary seed for the upcoming planting season. Abu used his loan to purchase
food for his family, as well as higher quality rice seed, which he planted. The first payment was
due before his rice could be harvested. He accrued an additional 20,000 GF late fee, and was
given one additional week to pull together the first payment. In one week, when he was still
unable to make payment, Abu was jailed. The courts seized property he owned in N’zoo (a
coffee plantation) which they sold in lieu of the missed payment. Abu did not know for how
much the property had sold. In the end, Abu paid back 300,000 GF for a 180,000 GF loan, lost
property, and was jailed. According to Abu, in Doromou nearly a dozen individuals were jailed.
Individuals that were not as wealthy or connected as Abu had fewer options to pursue in clearing
their loans. In T’huo, residents who could not repay their loans allegedly fled the village before
they could be jailed.
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The VSLA offered significant improvement to these existing credit options. This is
apparent in responses to the village participation survey. When asked about benefits associated
with VSLA participation, a VSLA member from Samiankhoure, Guinea (PZ1) explained, “The
creation of the [VSLA] fund allows us to manage our income and makes it easy to get threemonth loans.” A participant in Doromou said, “When you have an urgent need for money you
can get it at a low interest rate.” A VSLA member from Gbie, Guinea (PZ2) explained, “Before,
I took out loans with suffering and high interest rates, but since I've been in VSLA, I started
doing petty trade that helped me resolve my family problems.” (Village Participation Survey
response).
Underlying most comments about VSLA participation was a general sense of empowerment and
self sufficiency that members gained through participation in VSLA. In focus groups, members
expressed how they enjoyed feelings of solidarity with one another, and how they felt more
connected to one another and to the community (field notes 2015). Individual survey responses
echoed this sentiment. As a resident of Kortor said, “We learned how to create more
relationships among the group as well as the community.” A resident of Fundukhori said, “The
community members can now solve problems on their own.” In Sekou Soriya a resident said,
“We are all united in carrying out our activities and resolving our problems.” In Keolenta, “The
existence of VSLA is a big relief in the village.” In Madina Oula, Guinea group members
expressed that group meetings provided a forum for getting together each week to discuss village
problems after they discussed money issues. Such a forum had not existed for members prior to
the VSLA groups (field notes 2018).
While the activity did clearly strengthen and/or mobilize community networks, this did
not happen without complication. Members were recruited via word of mouth, and through
existing social relationships. This helps explain some of the survey responses from households
not participating in STEWARD. As one household in Sanya, Sierra Leone (PZ1) put it, they
were not able to participate in STEWARD activities because, “we are foreigners in this village”
(translated response from VPS). Later, when AUDER replicated this process in establishing
groups in PZ 2, a similar trend emerged, with similar sentiments expressed by non participants.
A resident of Gbie, Guinea (PZ2) explained that, “when STEWARD came to form the groups,
people took names by relationships, in other words their family members, to present to the agent,
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which is why I wasn’t interested anymore” (Village Participation Survey responses). The
recruitment process may also explain the resulting demographics of groups. VSLA groups did
contain ethnic minorities, however demographic data collected through surveying suggests that
minority representation in STEWARD was lower than would be expected based on broader
village trends. In focal communities, households were randomly surveyed from previously
identified groups of “STEWARD” and “Non STEWARD” households. STEWARD households
surveyed had slightly lower rates of minority headed households. This was also evidenced
observationally, in focus groups.
The success of VSLA groups is facilitated by trust among members. Building upon
existing relationships helped the STEWARD program facilitate this trust. Expanding groups to
include outsiders, and using the activity to build trust in new relationships, could help further the
impacts of this activity.
Figure 5.1 – VSLA lockbox
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6. Market Gardening
Market gardening groups were formed in both priority zones to encourage the production
and sale of vegetable crops for local and regional trade. Group members, who were all women,
shared in the labor of growing vegetables which they sold for profit. Groups received training in
new agricultural techniques and were supported with tools and improved seeds. CARE and
AUDER, STEWARD’s implementing partners, anticipated that the activity would improve
women’s incomes, and diversify their livelihoods by introducing new or rare vegetables to grow.
In addition, the activity would improve upon existing gardening efforts by introducing new
techniques that would both increase output, and reduce negative environmental impacts
(AUDER 2012, CARE 2012). While market gardening was initially organized as a group
activity, the intention was also to develop capacity among group members so that they begin
market gardening individually or improve upon their existing individual pursuits.
In theory, the activity has the potential to enhance all six of the community resilience
attributes identified by MacLean (Table 2.1). The activity built upon an existing identity that
group members had as subsistence farmers, seeking to protect and further develop that identity
by promoting activities that fostered a more sustainable relationship with the natural environment
(Attribute 3). Introduced gardening activities taught new, or further developed existing, skills
(Attribute 1). Gardening groups could have potentially created new, or reinforced existing,
connections between members (Attribute 2). The activity was structured as a group activity,
which necessitated that members participate in collaborative decision making with one another,
in both formal and informal roles (Attribute 6). Finally, the activity had the potential to increase
entrepreneurialism – both as an activity itself, and individually as members implemented market
gardening techniques outside of the group (Attribute 5). Revenue generated through the activity
could indirectly support community infrastructure (Attribute 4).

6.1 Background of Market Gardening
The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization classifies market gardening as a
form of specialized horticulture. Generally, market gardens exist in contrast to large farms that
practice monoculture, or depend upon mechanization, to produce crops for export. By contrast,
market gardens produce less quantity, but may produce greater variety. Additionally, market
gardens depend upon manual labor and gardening techniques, and may experiment with a wider
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variety of holistic gardening methods. However, the distinguishing feature of market gardens is
their smaller output - market gardens do not produce large enough quantities for export, and as a
result their produce is sold in local or regional markets (FAO 1985).
For centuries small vegetable gardens have been recognized as important sources of food
supply and nutrition, referred to as the oldest and most enduring forms of cultivation (Ninez
1987). Throughout the world, small gardens have been described, in many forms, as constituting
integral pieces of family farming and local food production (Terra 1958, Ruthenberg 1980, Puri
2004, Rowe 2009).
Specific to West Africa, throughout the 20th century, farmers “began cultivating ‘exotic’
vegetables such as tomatoes, potatoes, cabbage, lettuce, onions, cucumbers, sweet pepper and
carrots” (Pasternak et al. 2006). These vegetables were, and continue to be, grown on small (100500 m2) plots. Cultivation of vegetables grown in these smaller plots generally occurs during the
drier part of the year, when there is more labor available. However, vegetables generally grow
more favorably during the wetter part of the year (Pasternak et al. 2006). Thus when crops are
grown in the drier part of the year, they must be irrigated. Water is acquired, “from shallow wells
or nearby rivers, natural and artificial lakes and carried to the gardens in calabash gourds,
buckets and watering cans” (Pasternak et al. 2006, p. 1). Vegetables are grown by women, often,
but not always, in communal plots. Produce is either consumed by the household or sold to urban
consumers in local or regional markets (Goody & Buckley 1973).
There are many examples of market gardening groups being introduced to villages
throughout West Africa by outside organizations as a development activity. Their successes vary.
An assessment of introduced market gardening in Niger found that women were able to triple
their incomes through the activity (Worldwatch Institute, 2010). These gains were attributed to
women specializing in higher value vegetables for sale rather than spending their labor
producing low value subsistence crops. Additionally, gains were attributed to women minimizing
their costs by adopting new agricultural techniques, such as the use of compost, and the adoption
of drip irrigation. A study of market gardening in Benin found that groups that adopted improved
drip irrigation methods were able to expand their vegetable production year-round, which was a
major benefit to households that typically only had seasonal income. Additionally, the new
irrigation system lessened the burden of fetching water on young girls (Eurek Alert 2010).
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Groups also were able to reduce labor demands by using improved seed varieties that reduced
the length of time vegetable took to grow.
Gardening activities among African women are often analyzed from the perspective of
how they contribute to food security (Marsh 1998, Chazovachi et al. 2013, Galhena et al. 2013).
Researchers have only secondarily focused on the monetary gains that these efforts bring to
women’s lives. On this front, research suggests that improvements to women’s income, made
through market gardening, can bring substantial benefit to a household in the form of cash- used
to buy necessary items for the household, pay for school fees, or purchase supplemental food
(Linares 2009). These gains are amplified when women can access regional markets over local
markets (USAID 2015).

6.2 Context of Vegetable Production in STEWARD Households
In 2013, between 10 and 40% of households in focus communities were already engaged
in vegetable production (Baseline survey results). Vegetable crops are grown almost exclusively
by women (Baseline survey results) and are used for household consumption, in petty trade, or
sold in local or regional markets. Profit from vegetable sales went to support daily expenditures things like paying school fees, buying clothes, paying health costs. Money might also be used to
buy food or purchase agricultural inputs and equipment, though these were expenses more
typically covered by rice production or cash crops (field notes 2013).
A 2015 study of horticulture conditions in Guinea found that, among vegetable farmers,
eggplant was considered the most important vegetable. Profits per grower in the dry season were
around $35 per grower, and up to $55 in the rainy season (USAID 2015). Other important
vegetables, more important for household consumption, but also used in petty trade, included
okra and pepper. Unlike eggplant, which could not be preserved, okra and pepper could be dried
and preserved, which meant households could consume it over a longer period of time or sell it
opportunistically. The next most profitable vegetables included onion and tomato, both of which
were typically sold fresh (USAID 2015).
Throughout both priority zones, subsistence farming was the primary livelihood
occupation. Production was limited by the amount of labor available to a household, access to
agricultural equipment and/or mechanization (without which labor demands are more intense),
access to land, ability to purchase agricultural inputs, and unpredictable weather. A previous
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USAID report found that the largest barrier to expanded farming efforts was labor (USAID
2015). Vegetable farming is labor intensive. Vegetable plots must be watered twice a day,
weeded regularly, and fenced. Vegetable crops are less hardy than cereal crops like rice, thus
they are more vulnerable to destruction, as well as being harder to preserve and keep for long
periods of time. In considering the adoption of vegetable production, a farmer must weigh the
risks and costs of reallocating labor and land away from rice production.

6.3 General Outcomes
Market gardening groups were established in 25 PZ1 communities by CARE, and in 13
PZ2 communities by AUDER. In PZ1 CARE capped groups at 30 members, though in some
villages multiple groups formed. In PZ 2 each village only formed one group, but it could range
in size from 8 to 56 members. Women were recruited to participate in the activity during town
meetings organized by CARE or AUDER field agents. In some groups any resident willing to
work hard could join, other groups formed around existing VSLA membership (field notes
2015). Group size fluctuated over time, and some members dropped out because of conflicting
labor demands with other farming activities, disinterest, or conflict with other group members.
The activity targeted women, although some men participated to assist with record keeping or
heavy labor. In focal communities, between 15 and 38% of STEWARD households surveyed
were engaged in market gardening.
Market gardening occurred in both the rainy and dry seasons, depending on the group and
the year. Groups preferred dry season production, when they could fetch higher prices for
vegetables. AUDER or CARE provided each group with training in market gardening
techniques, tools, and improved seed varieties. In exchange, the group provided the land and
labor. In PZ1 common crops planted were eggplant, okra, hot peppers, cucumbers, garden eggs,
tomatoes, groundnuts, and maize, varying with the season. In PZ2 vegetables commonly grown
were okra, eggplant, hot peppers, cabbage, tomatoes, cucumber, beans, and greens.
Groups planned to sell the vegetables at regional markets, and to traders from Conakry or
Freetown who regularly come into villages and regional markets to purchase vegetables. Groups
collectively decided how to spend any profit resulting from sales. Some groups chose to put
profits into a group fund where grants or loans could be used to support the group’s needs,
community needs, or the needs of individual members. In cases where the group had formed
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around an existing VSLA, they chose to put profits into the social fund. Some groups chose to
divide some or all their profits among members in a yearly pay out.
Owing to international border closures, domestic travel restrictions, and restrictions on
public gatherings that followed the outbreak of Ebola in the region, in August of 2014 all
STEWARD implementation was temporarily halted. During this time Market Garden Groups
ceased meeting. As restrictions were lifted, STEWARD began re-engaging in communities, and
activities resumed in November of 2014.
At the time of STEWARD’s final evaluation, the activity still seemed to be in an
experimental phase. Groups reported successes and failures with the activity. In PZ1, initially
there was not enough produce to sell. Low germination from poor seeds resulted in poor yields.
Or crops were destroyed by wild animals or livestock. In the absence of any meaningful harvest,
some groups were able to harvest and save seeds. Seeds were planted the following year and/or
shared among group members to use in individual gardens. In subsequent years groups were
sometimes able to sell their harvest, but did not quantify how much was sold, or what profits
were made. At the time of the program’s final evaluation, profits were minimal (field notes
2015). In PZ2 market gardening also had mixed results. Some gardening locations were
productive, while others flooded and had to be moved. Some crops grew, others were plagued
with pests or poor germination which resulted in low yields. While benefits were not necessarily
economic, groups did report learning new skills and techniques which they adopted in their own
individual pursuits. In Côte d’Ivoire, where implementation had been permanently suspended
after the border closure, an AUDER contact reported that only one market garden group
persisted, but it is not clear in what capacity.
Follow up visits after STEWARD had ended revealed that in PZ1 most groups had
dissolved. In Sierra Leone of 9 villages visited, where market gardening had occurred, only 3
groups were still intact and gardening communally. In the remaining 6 villages, market
gardening as a group had been mostly abandoned due to the lack of water and adequate fencing
(field notes 2018). There was some independent gardening that continued, though it was not
considered a big activity. In the 8 villages in Guinea that were visited after STEWARD ended,
all the gardening groups organized by STEWARD had formally dissolved. However, in 6
communities market gardening techniques, learned in the group, had been adopted broadly by
individuals. In the other 2 villages, like in PZ1, the activity had been abandoned due to water
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shortages, or issues with fencing. In PZ2, of the 9 villages visited where market gardening had
occurred, only 3 still had formal market gardening groups collectively working. In the remaining
6 villages, market gardening did continue, but as an individual pursuit.

6.4 Insights and Discussion
Market Gardening efforts were undermined by not responding to existing weaknesses in
community resilience attributes, especially infrastructure (attribute 4) and governance (attribute
6).
Market Garden Groups encountered significant challenges relating to infrastructure and
governance which undermined their successes. Key weaknesses in governance included an
inability to resolve conflict between livestock herders and group members. A lack of appropriate
infrastructure for this activity exacerbated these conflicts, and presented additional challenges.
Key weaknesses in infrastructure included inadequate fencing, a lack of irrigation, poor
transportation networks, and an absence of processing or storing facilities.
On the Guinea side of PZ1, where there are livestock herders, there were frequent
conflicts between cattle and crops. In Kholba, one of the focal villages, the two Market Garden
Groups that formed there experienced significant disturbance from cattle. The groups constructed
fences around their gardens, investing a significant amount of labor gathering wood and erecting
the fence. Ultimately the fences were insufficient, and still easily destroyed by marauding cows
that subsequently ruined the crops. As a result, neither group had any harvest. The groups took
their case to court in Kindia, the regional center, to seek compensation. However, none of the
local livestock herders claimed ownership over the offending cattle, asserting that they were
from Sierra Leone. There was no way to prove otherwise. Thus, not only did the group lose the
court case, they were fined 500,000 GF in court fees. The Market Garden Group in Sekou Soriya
also experienced crop destruction by cattle. While they were able to identify the herders whose
cattle had destroyed the crops, the herders only apologized and did not provide any
reimbursement (field notes 2015).
Group members could potentially guard market gardens during the day, however cattle
often trespass at night when guards are prone to fall asleep. Livestock are more of a problem
during the dry season. In part this is because during the rainy season there is more wild forage
available, and because during the dry season they free roam. One potential solution was to only
undertake market gardening in the rainy season, however market gardening is more profitable in
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the dry season. Individuals also have more time to put toward the activity in the dry season.
During the rainy season individuals must focus more attention on tending their individual farms.
On the Sierra Leone side of PZ1, market garden groups experienced losses from wild
animals, notably birds, monkeys, and elephants who were undeterred by the simple fences the
groups erected. In Kortor, where wildlife posed the greatest issue due to the village’s close
proximity to Outamba Kilimi National Park, the only solutions the village had to the problem
were to constantly monitor the crops ,and beat drums throughout the night to scare away animals.
Resident were not enthusiastic over the prospect of drumming in the night (field notes 2013).
In both priority zones, access to water was also a significant barrier. Surveying in focal
villages throughout both priority zones revealed that gathering water for household consumption
took anywhere from thirty minutes to two hours a day. Keeping gardens watered was associated
with significant labor demands. Some groups struggled to balance labor equally among
members, and in some cases, this resulted in individuals leaving the group (field notes 2013).
Villages where market gardening experienced the most success were, not surprisingly, villages in
which access to water was less of a challenge.
Another challenge groups encountered relates to difficulty marketing fresh produce.
Groups did receive some training in how to improve their processing of groundnut or okra so that
harvests could be preserved and sold when it was more profitable to do so (field notes 2015). But
most crops grown were intended to be marketed while fresh, and there was no way of storing or
preserving them. This meant that the window of opportunity for sale was fixed and short.
Marketing fresh vegetables required either walking to local markets, finding transportation to
regional markets, or finding and selling to a trader from a regional market. Transportation in and
out of many STEWARD villages was difficult, and easily disrupted. Swollen rivers, washed out
roads, fallen trees, or stuck trucks could cut off access for a day if not weeks. During the Ebola
virus outbreak, transportation was halted in the middle of the harvest period. As a result, garden
groups could not move or sell their produce. What they could not consume themselves was either
given away or spoiled. Speaking of the Ebola virus outbreak, a market gardener in Doromou,
Guinea (PZ2) said, “we are all rotting.” It was not clear if he was referring to produce or the
human condition (final evaluation survey).
These experiences highlight weaknesses in community resilience that went unaddressed.
Market gardening was not an activity focused on infrastructure development. The activity
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focused primarily on creating economic opportunity through building new skills, and by
attempting to organize communal labor. However, existing weaknesses in infrastructure, and in
governance, compromised the economic potential, and posed as limiting factors. Addressing
these issues would have enabled the STEWARD program to get more mileage out of the activity.

The activity worked to strengthen social networks (attribute 2) within villages. Connecting these
local networks to necessary resources or networks outside the community would have equipped
networks with a greater ability to solve problems.
Market gardening was structured as a group activity. This was so that groups could share
in the labor and cost of growing vegetables, dispersing some of the risks of innovation.
Additionally, these groups could create a network of support for individuals to draw on when
implementing market gardening individually (field notes 2015). There was some evidence that
these benefits occurred, and that villages saw groups as valuable. In Sekou Soriya, a market
gardening participant responded to a survey by saying, “Together we can do the farming labor
necessary for our winter crops.” Focus groups of market gardeners indicated that they enjoyed
the social camaraderie of working together. In T’huo one individual expressed, “I really enjoyed
market gardening because it’s work that we can do together.”
After STEWARD ended, many groups fell apart. Those that persisted reported that they
had difficulty procuring improved seed, purchasing tools, or marketing their produce. Individuals
that continued market gardening individually also reported these problems. And some groups
had struggled with these issues even throughout the duration of the program. In Fundukhori, the
market garden group prepared beds, and then spent months waiting for improved seeds from the
CARE field agent. The field agent eventually brought seed, although he brought it late.
Moreover, he brought seeds for groundnuts, which individuals were already growing, and he
simply purchased the seed locally instead of procuring improved seed. The resulting yield was
low. After setting aside seed to plant the following year, there were not enough groundnuts to
sell (field notes 2015)
In addition to struggling to get improved seed, or seed for new varieties of vegetables,
groups did not have enough materials to work with (e.g., cutlass, watering cans, hoes), which
reduced their labor power. When tools broke, they could not be replaced both because of
insufficient funds, and not having a way to go purchase them. In Kholba the group expressed,
“The activity is important, but we lack seeds and the tools we need.” In Kortor market garden
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participants asked STEWARD to, “Increase support for farmers through seeds and work supplies
and provide barbed wire for shared fields” (final evaluation survey responses). Other groups had
issues with pests, but did not have access to pesticides. Some crops grew poorly, and there were
problems with insects eating seedlings. Although groups were able to produce their own seeds
from crops planted in previous years, they wanted to grow some new crops and wished they
could get additional seeds from STEWARD to enable them to do so.
Nearly every focus group with market gardeners ended with requests for STEWARD to
please bring some additional resource into the community. Specifically, more seeds and nicer
tools. But there were also requests for more training, more information. As requests for resources
and information piled up, it became clear that in addition to building bonding social capital, there
was a simultaneous need to build bridging social capital. In practical terms, instead of bringing in
seed, establishing a connection between the village and a seed producer may have had longer
term impacts. Villages lacked economic resources, and may have still struggled to access these
resources, or purchase improved seed. But without the knowledge of where to go to even seek
these resources out, groups were left somewhat isolated when STEWARD left. In PZ2 the
implementing partner, AUDER, is a NGO based locally in N’Zerekore, and will persist beyond
the duration of the STEWARD program. Thus, connection to field agents affiliated with AUDER
may serve as a more enduring connection to outside resources. In PZ1, where the implementing
partner was CARE, not permanently based in the area, the end of STEWARD marks the end of
the CARE office’s presence in the region. Thus, it may have been advantageous to connect
villages to extension offices, or nonprofits with a more permanent presence.

Market Gardening provided a way for group members to experiment with new techniques, and
learn new skills (attribute 1). Refocusing or expanding upon that training might have helped
overcome predictable challenges, leading to greater impacts on other attributes.
When asked if there had been any benefit to participating in Market Gardening groups,
survey responses on the final evaluation survey in focal villages demonstrated that participants
had learned a broad range of new skills. This was felt beyond simply the women who
participated. In Doromou, a man commented on the final evaluation survey, “Thanks to the
Market Garden Group, my wife learned several market gardening techniques and this is of
benefit to all of us.” Groups primarily learned skills associated with improving the yield of
vegetables they already had experience growing. One participant in Fundukhori, Sierra Leone

49

(PZ1) reported, “I learned how to weed, and why to weed.” Another Fundukhori participant
reported, “I learned to plant crops by spacing, and how to use the soil” (how to compost). In
Doromou, Guinea (PZ2) a participant explained, “we learned things about activities, techniques,
and crop yields that we didn't know before.” In T’huo, Guinea (PZ2) a participant described,
“We learned from the STEWARD hosts how to make plant boxes and make a nursery, how to
transplant the young plants and follow its progress.” Villages also learned how to better identify
seed to hold for replanting, and how to develop a seed bank.
Due to challenges, discussed above, income generation on the part of Market Gardening
groups was minimal. This was often discouraging. In Kortor one frustrated member simply
stated, “I have not seen any economic benefit.” Indeed, Kortor’s market garden was plagued by
destructive wild animals, and eventually abandoned. There had been little to no money
generated. Group members had been able to harvest groundnut seeds, which they shared out to
members to plant individually, but this is a far cry from the expected financial benefit members
had anticipated.
Some of the focus villages had more success. Economic benefits, however, were still
modest, though potentially meaningful. In Kholba a group member expressed, “The production
of groundnut helps us get money, which we use to supply our VSLA fund and buy food.” In
T’huo a group member reported that even if the activity didn’t provide money, “it gives us
something to eat.”
Knowledge and skills gained in group gardening efforts did carry over into individual
farming pursuits. In Kebeguiya, Guinea (PZ1) one participant commented, “Today thanks to
STEWARD I’m deeply involved in market gardening.” In the final evaluation surveys, many
individuals expressed an intent to continue with vegetable farming in the future. In T’huo one
group member stated, “We will still keep this activity because it gives us something to eat.” And
in Doromou one participant optimistically reported, “we will still keep this activity because it's
good for us in that it allows us to leave suffering behind.” In Kholba, “The activity is important!”
Site visits to villages after STEWARD had ended revealed that select villages had seen a
continuation, and maybe even a modest expansion, of individual market gardening that they
attributed to STEWARD trainings. In Badet Kanty individuals indicated they learned what crops
were more likely to fetch higher prices, and had focused on growing those crops. In Kanssema
and Kebeguiya individuals had received and saved improved seed from the market gardening
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activity. And individuals throughout Madina Oula and Sekou Soriya continued to experiment
with gardening techniques like composting, weeding, and plant spacing. Again, despite the
activity being adopted by individuals, it is not clear how much of an economic benefit
individuals had seen as a result of experimenting with new methods. And these efforts continued
to face challenges like insufficient access to water, lack of seeds for new varieties of vegetables,
and conflict with livestock, discussed above.
Nearly all the interventions that STEWARD taught focused on the gardening end of
market gardening - improving production. However, many of the challenges the groups faced
had to do not with production, but with marketing. Teaching groups better methods to dry and
preserve harvests would have enabled market gardeners to better weather random events that
disrupt marketing chains - like the Ebola virus outbreak that occurred. Villages may work on
improving yields, but they still depended on either independently transporting vegetables to
markets or selling to traders that came into the village. If, in addition to training villages in how
to process and preserve crops, the activity had also offered training in optimizing when and
where to sell, additional gains could have been felt on the marketing side.
More nuanced training might have also alleviated some of the challenges groups faced,
many of which had to do with limitations imposed by the environment. Nearly all the market
garden groups depended on fetching water from existing water sources and carrying it to the
market garden. Watering the garden plots could take anywhere from 30 minutes to 2 hours,
depending on where a garden was located (baseline household surveys). STEWARD did teach
groups to water gardens in the morning and evening, when the sun was not as intense. Groups
also learned to construct raised beds, and cover them with palm fronds, to reduce water run off or
evaporation. While these modifications to vegetable farming were a good start, there was also a
potential missed opportunity to introduce or demonstrate additional measures to reduce the labor
costs associated with water. For example, elsewhere in West Africa, market garden groups have
seen success with simple drip irrigation systems coupled with rainwater catchment systems
(Woltering et al. 2011).
Finally, as discussed above, market gardening was structured as a group activity
specifically so that groups could share in the labor and risk of growing vegetables, helping to
alleviate some of the high labor costs associated with growing vegetables. As discussed
previously, vegetables are commonly grown communally. When STEWARD formed gardening
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groups, it isn’t clear that attention was given to the pre-existing relationships that normally help
mobilize communal labor (for example, familial or neighborly relations). Without these relations,
group cohesion was not always strong, and groups would disband. When groups disbanded, one
of the primary benefits of the activity (sharing in the costs and risks of a new entrepreneurial
activity) was lost. Groups commonly disbanded because they experienced conflict over how to
best allocate labor. In T’huo, the largest village STEWARD worked in, where group members
were not necessarily personally acquainted with one another prior to the activity starting, this
was a particularly pernicious problem, and it frequently led to the group disbanding, then
reforming. None of the groups, in T’huo or elsewhere, struggling with conflict received any
training in group governance, nor did any of the groups receive training in how to track
contributions of individual members, or balance labor more evenly throughout the group. This
was a missed opportunity. Without these kinds of skills, it is unlikely that any subsequent efforts
to organize communal labor will be any more successful.
In summary, market gardening taught groups useful and important skills, however these
skills were ultimately oriented around improving yield. Little training occurred around
preserving or marketing harvests. Nor did groups receive much support when it came to working
through issues relating to governance. This led many groups to disband, which disrupted one of
the primary benefits of the activity – pooling labor to offset labor demands of an otherwise laborintensive activity. The inability of groups to preserve their harvests also left them vulnerable to
unstable markets, and little effort was made to help individuals or groups better navigate those
markets. If training had been more comprehensive, and focused on some of these other areas,
groups and individuals may have been equipped with skills that enabled them to derive more
benefit from the activity.
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Figure 6.1 Market gardening in Sekou Soriya, Guinea (PZ1)

Figure 6.2 Market garden in Doromou, Guinea (PZ2)
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7. Improved Beekeeping
STEWARD supported improved beekeeping, also referred to as apiculture, in select
communities throughout both priority zones. Support consisted of introducing improved hives
(also known as “Kenyan” hives), offering training in using these improved hives, and, in some
cases, providing new tools and equipment for harvesting honey from the improved hives. The
anticipated programmatic outcomes of improved beekeeping efforts were to “reduce
environmentally destructive harvesting methods, and increase revenues from honey sales”
(Polasky & Charnley 2016, p. 27).
Traditional methods of harvesting wild honey are ecologically destructive. A wild hive is
typically harvested only after the tree is cut and burned. This type of harvest kills the bees,
destroys the hive, and only allows for a singular harvest. It also kills a tree, and increases the risk
of bush fire – a significant ecological problem throughout the region. Part of STEWARD’s
motivation in introducing improved beekeeping was to reduce the amount of impact wild harvest
had on the surrounding environment. They specifically targeted wild harvesters for the activity as
a way of encouraging behavior change.
In theory the activity had the potential to enhance all six of the community resilience
attributes identified by MacLean et al. 2014 and presented in Table 2.1. In some villages the
activity was structured as a group activity which had the potential to create new, or reinforce
existing, connections (Attribute 2) and create opportunities for members to participate in
collaborative decision making (Attribute 6). The activity sought to both introduce new skills and
expand knowledge of beekeeping (in as much as it was present before the program began)
throughout villages (Attribute 1). New knowledge surrounding the art of beekeeping could
potentially strengthen the relationship between humans and their environment (Attribute 3).
Providing villages with improved hives expanded infrastructure to support honey production
(Attribute 4) and, coupled with the training, would ideally support new or expand existing
entrepreneurial activity to help diversify and/or strengthen a village’s economy (Attribute 5).
7.1. Kenyan Hives – History and Background
STEWARD introduced “Kenyan hives” as part of its apiculture activities. Kenyan hives,
also known as top-bar hives, are single story rectangular hives made to mimic logs. In a top bar
hive comb is constructed from removable bars laid across the hive (figure 7.1).
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In other forms of improved hives, the hive is oriented vertically, with multiple stories,
and comb is affixed directly to the hive itself, or, in the case of commercially popular Langstroth
hives, to removable frames within the hive. Top bar hives require less precision than multi-story
full framed hives. Honeycomb can be selectively removed from the hive without destroying the
hive or disturbing other hive functions - such as dislodging a queen or disturbing brood combs
necessary for the hive’s survival.
Kenyan top bar hives were developed in 1971 at the University of Guelph in Canada, as
part of a project funded by the Canadian International Development Agency (Gentry and Leslie
1988). The hive was designed to be efficient, cost effective, locally produced, easy to use, and
adjusted to accommodate the behaviors of tropical bees found in Kenya and throughout Africa
(Adjare 1990). A well managed Kenyan hive can produce between 50 and 120 kg of honey
annually (depending on density, between 30 and 80 liters).
Since their initial development, Kenyan hives have been introduced throughout Africa.
There are several common themes that can be extracted from this body of experience. A 2014
study of improved beekeeping in Ethiopia and South Africa stressed that when beekeeping is
undertaken to improve livelihoods, “there must be a suitable market for bee related products.”
(Lee 2014, p. 50). This market could be for honey and honey related products, but could also
include pollination services, propolis, or beeswax. There is also a strong correlation between
successful beekeeping projects and an established history of beekeeping: improved beekeeping
methods can be more readily introduced if there is existing ecological knowledge regarding bee
behavior and habitat, specifically when this knowledge serves to decrease fear of bees (Mujuni et
al. 2012, Lee 2014). This knowledge is particularly important when it comes to locating hives in
an area with suitable bee-foraging habitat. A 2013 review of improved beekeeping in Tanzania
similarly found that a lack of prior beekeeping skills among the population where an activity was
implemented was a serious constraint to success (Kimaro et al. 2013). Moreover, financial
constraints were more serious among less experienced beekeepers. These constraints often
prevented individuals from purchasing necessary equipment, and inexperienced beekeepers were
uncomfortable improvising without this equipment. Inexperienced beekeepers were also
uncomfortable building their own hives with substitute materials, and depended upon hives
brought into the village.
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The International Center for Tropical Agriculture, located in Ghana, notes “traditionally,
beekeeping has been both labor intensive and dangerous” and that as a result, “harvesting
excluded women, and created a fear of handling bees within the community” (Atakos and Recha
2013). They have found that the use of Kenyan hives makes beekeeping more accessible to
women, who can turn to beekeeping as an alternative livelihood project if they are unable to
farm, or if crops fail. Other studies have found that improved beekeeping is more successful
when it is accompanied by an increase in extension services, tree planting, and micro finance
services (Kimaro et al. 2013).

7.2 Implementation
Improved beekeeping was originally only planned as an activity for PZ 1. In their original
technical proposal, CARE, STEWARD’s primary partner in PZ1, articulated three objectives
associated with the activity: (1) to “promote environmentally friendly and sustainable livelihood
options to men and women [living within PZ1]”; (2) to “strengthen and advance sustainable
biodiversity conservation efforts“; and (3) to “build knowledge sharing and local capacity
through capture, documentation and dissemination of lessons and good practices” (CARE 2012,
p. 3).
Over the course of the STEWARD program, CARE supported improved beekeeping in
15 of 19 total communities in Guinea, and 9 of 19 communities in Sierra Leone. (2 additional
communities in Sierra Leone received initial support for the activity in earlier phases of the
project, but abandoned beekeeping and did not receive additional support during STEWARD
Phase 3.) CARE reported successes with beekeeping at annual partner meetings, which prompted
AUDER (STEWARD’s primary implementing partner in PZ2) to experiment with the activity
beginning in 2013. AUDER ultimately supported improved beekeeping in 3 of 13 communities
in Guinea, and 5 of 6 communities in Côte d’Ivoire. However, owing to border closures
associated with the Ebola virus, support of beekeeping activities in Côte d’Ivoire ceased in 2014.
In PZ 1 CARE supported 24 communities with training in improved beekeeping
techniques, and provided villages with Kenyan hives (Figure 7.2). In focal communities, between
4 and 28% of households surveyed were involved in the activity. In households surveyed for the
village participation survey, as many as 36% of households were involved in the activity. Some
villages received 10 boxes; others received only 2. CARE also provided bee suits, smokers, and
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other equipment for harvesting honey so that harvesters did not have to use open flame. In Sierra
Leone individuals with prior experience harvesting honey were identified by the community, and
then trained by CARE field agents, to manage the bee boxes and harvest the honey. The honey
was to be shared and consumed locally or sold, with profits used for community (rather than
individual) benefit. In Guinea, the program organized formal honey harvester groups. The groups
then received bee boxes and training, then managed the boxes, harvested the honey, and sold it,
sharing profits with one another. Groups were also offered support in marketing the honey,
including how to price honey and how to time its sale (field notes from 2013 and 2014).
Improved beekeeping was not originally planned as a livelihood intervention in PZ 2, as
honey harvesting was not as common in the PZ (field notes, household surveys). AUDER
decided to try introducing it in some communities as a pilot project after learning about CARE’s
beekeeping activities in PZ 1. The activity was introduced to existing Forest Management
Committees, that had been previously formed by AUDER to manage community forests which
were also part of STEWARD (not discussed here, but see Polasky & Charnley 2016). Profits
from the activity were intended to support the FMC in their efforts to manage the community
forest. STEWARD provided one or two Kenyan bee boxes to three target communities in
Guinea, and 5 communities in Côte d’Ivoire - but no equipment for honey harvesting.

7.3 General Outcomes
Improved beekeeping in PZ2 was mostly unsuccessful. In Côte d’Ivoire the activity was
introduced in 5 communities, but not supported after 2014 due to the Ebola virus outbreak. An
AUDER contact was able to ascertain that allegedly one beehive in one community was still
operational, but no other information could be gathered to verify that claim. In Guinea the
activity was only implemented as a group activity in Doromou, Nyon, and Serengbera. In
Serengbera bees never came to colonize the boxes. In Nyon there was one operational hive from
STEWARD that a single individual was personally using. In Doromou, a focal village, bees
colonized the box, and the FMC (the group tasked with managing the box) harvested about 20
liters of honey on one occasion. However by 2018 the box had rotted and could not be replaced
(field notes 2018). There is some scant evidence that the activity did have indirect impacts in
Doromou. During the baseline survey only 5% of households had been harvesting honey – in the
final evaluation survey that percentage grew to 9% - none of those surveyed households were
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formally involved in the STEWARD beekeeping group, however two reported they used
improved hives - though that does not necessarily mean Kenyan hives, it simply means they were
not harvesting wild hives. By contrast T’huo (the other PZ2 focal village in Guinea) did not see
any improved beekeeping programming, and honey harvest did not increase from the baseline to
the final evaluation survey. Thus it is possible that, in Doromou, by introducing improved
beekeeping as a livelihood activity, STEWARD indirectly encouraged people to take up either
honey harvesting, or beekeeping with improved hives. Though this is speculative.
In PZ1, where the activity was more pervasive, benefits were still minimal. In 2018, after
STEWARD had formally ended, 17 villages that had received Kenyan Hives through
STEWARD were visited for status updates. In 11 villages (6/8 in Sierra Leone and 5/8 in
Guinea) the hives had all stopped working. There was some initial success, but over time boxes
had deteriorated, burned, or otherwise broken and could no longer be used. Groups had
disbanded, and individuals in these villages had gone back to traditional methods of honey
harvest, with one notable exception. In Kanssema, Guinea after boxes were destroyed in a fire,
one individual who found the technique interesting bought materials and constructed three boxes
which he is successfully using himself. Other individuals in the village were also using their own
built versions of a Kenyan hive, but had not actually harvested any honey (field notes 2018).
In Sierra Leone improved beekeeping continued in three of the eight villages visited after
the project concluded. 9 boxes in Samaya and 3 in Komoyah were being managed by the main
STEWARD contact for individual (not communal) benefit. In Sumata there was a group
maintaining 8 working boxes, though not necessarily to benefit the broader community. In all
three villages theft was a pervasive problem, resulting in there being little economic benefit.
Other honey harvesters in the community were continuing to use traditional methods.
In Guinea the activity continued in four of the eight villages visited after the project had
ended. In Sekou Soriya the group no longer had any improved hives, but still existed, apparently
supporting individuals in their personal beekeeping efforts. Members of the group were,
allegedly, no longer using fire to harvest honey in these pursuits. In Madina Oula improved
beekeeping had continued. A honey harvesting group did still exist and appeared to share
ownership of some boxes. The boxes were not located in the community due to theft. Individuals
in Madina Oula had also made their own improved bee boxes and were harvesting honey
independently. In Kagbelen the 2 boxes STEWARD brought were still in operation and were
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managed by the FMC group organized by STEWARD. In addition, more than 10 people in the
community had built their own improved boxes. In Badet Kanty 6/8 boxes were still operational
and being managed by a honey harvesting group. In all four communities where the activity
persisted, honey theft was a large problem resulting in low harvest rates. Harvest equipment (bee
suits and gloves, and smokers) had also deteriorated, been lost, or been stolen. Though
individuals appeared to have substitutes that a group could use. Groups that sold honey planned
to use the earnings to maintain the boxes, or to support community projects and one another in
times of need. However not all honey produced was necessarily sold; it was also shared out to
group members for personal consumption (field notes 2015, 2018).
Like in PZ2, there was also some evidence that the introduction of improved beekeeping
had encouraged some growth in honey harvest as an economic opportunity. Households
surveyed as part of the final evaluation survey were asked if “over the last three years” (20132015) they had experienced a change in earnings from the sale of honey, or if they had changed
how they harvest or sell honey. In PZ 1, households involved in STEWARD did report an
increase in earnings associated with the sale of honey (Table 7.1).
It is not clear if this increase resulted from an increase in quantity sold, higher prices, or
both. It was not possible to quantify the increase in earnings to determine how substantive it was.
Additionally, some households reported changing their method of harvest, especially if they were
associated with STEWARD in some capacity. Thus, it is possible that in PZ1, STEWARD did
influence at least a temporary adoption of honey production as an economic activity, even if the
formal activity fell apart.

7.4 Insights and Discussion
Improved beekeeping introduced new information and technology to villages, which helped to
strengthen attribute 1. When adopted this resulted in new or improved economic opportunities,
which helped to strengthen attribute 5. Weaknesses in governance (attribute 6) led to the activity
being abandoned.
Participants in STEWARD’s beekeeping program did report learning new skills. A
participant from Kortor, Sierra Leone (PZ1) reported on a final evaluation survey, “I learned how
to prepare bee hives. I learned how to harvest honey without destroying the bees, and to protect
the forest from fire.” A participant from Sekou Soriya explained, “we learned to sell at the right
time.” In Fundukhori a participant described, “I learned when and where to hunt honey, and not
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to use fire. I will continue, honey harvesting is my second job.” Focus groups reported that
through the activity they had learned Kenyan hives lasted longer than traditional hives - 3-4
years instead of 1 year. Groups also found that Kenyan hives produced higher quality honeyhoney harvested from wild hives using fire and heavy amounts of smoke often contained debris
or had a smoke flavor and was less marketable. Groups also learned that improved hives could
produce a greater quantity of honey than traditional hives (field notes 2014).
Throughout PZ1, groups did produce and sell honey. In Sekou Soriya a participant
explained, “our earnings increased by getting pure honey, using the method learned from the
STEWARD project.” Quantities of honey harvested varied. In focal communities in PZ1
harvests ranged from 40 to 130 liters. In 2015 20 liters of honey could be sold for 200,000 GF
(130,000 Le) meaning groups earned between 400,000 and 1,300,000 GF (260,000 – 845,000
Le). For reference, a VSLA member was able to save a maximum of 260,000 Le per year. And
the cost of a 50 kg bag of rice in 2012 was 180,000 Le. The most experienced and passionate
harvesters estimated that they could harvest between 40 and 60 liters of honey a year. Thus the
bee boxes presented significant economic improvements. Groups reported dividing revenue
among themselves, or using earnings to support community projects. In one village, the group
bought mats for the mosque. In Guinea some groups put money into a fund from which members
could take loans.
Enthusiasm for improved beekeeping was initially high. During focus groups,
beekeepers were particularly enthusiastic, and eager to show the hives. At the end of the
STEWARD program, there was still support for the activity. One participant, from Kholba,
Guinea, expressed his enthusiasm on a final evaluation survey simply saying, “the hives are easy
to use!” However, by 2018, the activity had been significantly reduced. Notably, in Kholba,
nobody was using the Kenyan hives. Because the hives were easy to use - thieves could easily
steal honey from an improved hive. During follow up site visits after the program had ended,
Kholba, and every other village using the Kenyan hives, reported that they had been plagued by
theft. They did not report any success in deterring the thieves, and existing governance structures
were not able to address the issue. Given this persistent thievery, in Kholba, when boxes
deteriorated, they were not replaced. Instead individuals reverted to using traditional hives, from
which it was harder to steal (field notes 2018). When honey was stolen from a traditional hive, at
least the owner hadn’t spent money building the Kenyan hive. While theft didn’t result in total
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abandonment of the activity throughout the broader priority zones, it was reported as a
significant issue in nearly every village.

Gaps in training and education (attribute 1) particularly regarding socio-ecological
relationships associated with the activity (attribute 3) left villages unable to overcome
challenges, reducing the overall impact of the activity over time.
The experience of Kholba illustrates several missed opportunities to work around issues
relating to weak governance though education, especially education that would have
strengthened attribute 3 by paying more critical attention to the relationship between beekeepers,
the hive, and the natural environment. If instead of bringing in already built hives that made use
of expensive or difficult to procure building materials, villages had been taught to mimic Kenyan
style hives using local materials, the cost of the activity could have been lowered, and perhaps
Kholba residents would have been willing to replace the hives despite the thievery. In Kagbelen,
Guinea, where the activity had continued, more than 10 people had procured materials and built
their own boxes. In Kanssema, Guinea another individual had built 3 improved hives. While the
boxes built by individuals were not as nice as the ones STEWARD brought, they were
functional, and demonstrate that it was certainly possible to use alternative materials (field notes
2018). Teaching individuals to make hives themselves, from local materials, could have also
prevented the activity from being abandoned when hives broke. This was the case in several
villages throughout PZ1 – boxes had rotted, broken, or burned, and individuals did not know
how to fix them (field notes 2018).
Missed opportunities in education go beyond simply teaching villages how to make
Kenyan style hives from local materials. Top bar hives, and Kenyan hives specifically, were
designed around understanding how bees operate in the wild, and how they can be manipulated
to build comb that is easier to harvest, or to increase honey production (Gentry and Leslie 1988).
Instead of focusing on teaching how to use a very specific hive, if education had focused on
teaching beekeepers more about why the hive was designed as it was, about the bees themselves,
and the principles of basic beekeeping, individuals might have found ways of incorporating these
ideas into traditional hives. Harkening back to the previous finding, using education to build
upon current practices, and to develop a more complex understanding of the ecology of a hive,
and the relationship between hive and beekeeper, could have led to more success. Bees can be
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kept and managed in a variety of different ways. The technology is secondary to understanding
how bees operate.
Better education in this way might have also helped solve some of the issues with
thievery. Like Kholba, every village experimenting with Kenyan hives reported experiencing
issues with theft: theft of honey, theft of equipment, and/or theft of boxes. Honey theft was most
problematic. Groups reported that thieves (often children, but not always) would come in the
night and steal honey from the boxes, often destroying the hive in the process. The outcome was
that many villages gave up the activity, as they had no way of overcoming the theft (field notes
2018). Boxes were typically placed far away from dwellings, in the community forest, or on
farms, where they could not be easily watched. This was done out of fear of the bees, not
wanting bees flying near residential dwellings, and the need to attract swarms into an empty box.
Better education regarding bee behavior could have alleviated some of these issues. Depending
on how a hive is positioned, a bee’s flight pattern can be controlled so that bees do not fly
through homes or areas where people live and work. Bees can travel up to two or three miles to
forage. Hives do not have to be placed in the middle of good forage grounds. Finally, once
colonized, it is possible to move a box without losing the hive. Instead of leaving boxes in
remote areas, a better option might be to place boxes to capture the bees, and then move the box
to a safer location, still within foraging range of the necessary nectar and pollen, but close
enough to monitor and protect.

There was some initial evidence that training and education associated with the introduction of
improved hives was strengthening people place connections (attribute 3). As the use of improved
hives was abandoned, it’s not clear that there were any lasting impacts.
Throughout the duration of the STEWARD program, focus groups of honey harvesters
and beekeepers said that wild honey harvesting had declined since the STEWARD program had
introduced improved hives. This may be because initial harvests from the improved hives
provided honey, thus demand for wild honey wasn’t as high. Focus groups also commented that
there has been a reduction in bushfires, which they attributed to changes in honey harvesting wild harvesters claimed they were using smoke instead of open fire to drive bees away from wild
hives.
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Ultimately it is difficult to determine if there was any meaningful change in how honey
harvesters harvested from wild hives. Follow up visits after STEWARD had ended revealed that
as improved beekeeping was abandoned, individuals largely went back to traditional methods of
harvest, and were often cagey about what those methods were (field notes 2018). In Kortor,
Sierra Leone, when speaking generally about the low benefits associated with STEWARD, the
community was visibly angry. After making clear that they would revert to their old way of
managing resources the individual being interviewed left the conversation in disgust. In Kortor
the hives had spoiled and were not being used (field notes 2018).
Education surrounding improved beekeeping focused primarily on how to use improved
hives. But many of the principles of using these improved hives could still be applied to
harvesting or managing wild honey. For example, using smoke to calm bees down instead of fire
to drive them away and kill them. Or harvesting only a portion of the honey, so that the hive
could survive a harvest. There are additional techniques for harvesting wild honey that could
have also been taught, even if they are not directly related to managing improved hives. For
example, encouraging bees to swarm and abandon a wild hive before harvesting, or using a
portion of harvested honey to feed a swarm, so that it can survive relocation.
Most honey harvesters (85%) harvested from wild hives, and possibly had no interest in
formal beekeeping. However, many principles of improved beekeeping could be applied or
extended to improve wild harvest. If education had also focused on making this link, and
improving wild harvest, instead of eliminating it, the activity might have seen better outcomes
regarding improved resource management. In other words, a better way of enhancing peopleplace connections may be to build on the connections that already exists, instead of trying to
reshape them entirely.

Successful implementation depended upon existing ecological, cultural, and practical knowledge
from which to build (attribute 3). Thus, the initial status of community resilience attributes
matters.
By the end of STEWARD, improved beekeeping had been largely abandoned in PZ2.
Throughout PZ1 there were mixed outcomes. One major difference between PZ1 and PZ2 was
the presence of honey harvesting prior to STEWARD. Baseline survey research conducted in
2013 revealed that both honey harvesting, and formal beekeeping was more common in PZ1 than
in PZ2. In PZ1, more than 40% of households surveyed in each community either gathered wild
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honey and/or kept bees in native bee boxes. In PZ2 none of the households surveyed in Côte
d’Ivoire indicated that they harvested honey or kept bees, and only 2 households in Doromou (of
89 surveyed) and 2 households in T’huo (of 121 surveyed) indicated that they gathered wild
honey (Baseline survey results). Clearly, as evidenced by the ability of Nyon and Doromou to
colonize bee boxes in PZ2, bees can be kept, and honey produced, in this region. However,
without a strong foundation of local ecological and cultural knowledge to support the activity,
more training was necessary in order to equip interested individuals with the necessary skills and
knowledge to achieve success beyond simply colonizing boxes.
Identified honey harvesters and beekeepers in PZ1 indicated that they primarily harvested
honey from wild hives found in live trees. 15% of identified harvesters reported using some form
of a bee box (baseline survey results). While no Kenyan hives were being used, harvesters
described many styles of traditional bee boxes. One style made use of palm fronds and cow dung
to form a round cavity for a swarm to colonize. A second style made use of hollowed logs,
sometimes hung from live trees. A variation on this style was to simply create a hole in a living
tree. Some harvesters rubbed beeswax inside newly constructed hives to induce bees to colonize
(field notes 2014).
Thus, when STEWARD arrived and began introducing improved beekeeping methods
throughout PZ1, they were working in villages where there was more pre-existing knowledge of
how to build hives, where to place hives to attract bees, and how to induce bees into the hive.
This resulted in initial success, as all the introduced Kenyan hives did attract bees and produce
some amount of honey (field notes 2018). In PZ2, where villages had less of a foundation for
beekeeping, one of the three communities never managed to attract bees. In PZ2, only 1 of
STEWARD’s boxes remained operational, and the activity was deemed unsuccessful. While PZ1
saw considerable failures long term, the activity was still operational, if limited, in 7 of 17
communities visited after the program had ended (field notes 2018). Throughout PZ1 there was
also evidence that households were engaging more with beekeeping as an economic activity
throughout the duration of STEWARD, and after the program ended.
STEWARD’s experiences with beekeeping demonstrate the importance of building upon
existing ecological, cultural, and practical realities and knowledge. STEWARD did not adapt or
adjust its implementation strategy or objectives in response to differing ecological and social
realities. Villages without any history of beekeeping likely needed a stronger foundation, or
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longer-term support from STEWARD, in order to achieve success. Ecological conditions varied
between sites, while this doesn’t make beekeeping impossible, it requires different techniques
and approaches.

Figure 7.1 Example of a top bar beehive

Photo credit: Sophia Polasky

Figure 7.2 Top bar beehives in Kholba, Guinea (PZ1)

Photo credit: Sophia Polasky
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Table 7.1 – Changes in honey harvest and sale between STEWARD and non-STEWARD
affiliated households in PZ 1 case-study communities1

1. Data source is final evaluation survey
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8. Lessons Learned & Conclusions
In 2014, an unexpected outbreak of the Ebola virus throughout the region led to massive
disruption, impacting each of STEWARD’s priority zones. In response to the outbreak, national
governments issued curfews, limited transportation, and prohibited groups from meeting. The
implementation of the STEWARD program was, itself, halted, and never resumed in Côte
D’Ivoire. Aside from this cessation of program activities, the outbreak presented significant
hardships to villages, even when there were not any cases of Ebola within that village.
Anecdotally, interview subjects or survey responses relayed feeling fearful, losing harvests, and
losing income. As fieldwork resume, impacts of the outbreak were continuing to unfold and will
continue to unfold for some time. Fieldwork did not directly or comprehensively consider if and
how households and communities were impacted by this outbreak, or how they responded to
those impacts. However, the Ebola virus outbreak does represent a significant adversity to which
villages will need to respond, highlighting why it is important to build and strengthen resilience.
Building community resilience is ultimately about strengthening a community’s ability to
respond to adversity with innovation and creativity. This is done by creating conditions that
facilitate a process through which a community can respond to that adversity while still
developing. Such conditions can be summarized as attributes of resilience. MacLean et al. (2014)
offered a summarization of 6 different attributes of community resilience, identified through case
study research (Table 2.1). In evaluating whether or not livelihood activities implemented by the
STEWARD program built resilience, this study ultimately considered if and how each resilience
attribute was impacted. These six attributes need not be the only attributes of community
resilience against which programmatic success is measured, or across which investments are
balanced. Using them in this analysis serves primarily as an illustration of how efforts to build
community resilience can be better understood and improved. Examining an activity’s impacts
by considering how attributes of resilience are enhanced illustrates where key gaps exist, and
how those gaps can be addressed.
Using MacLean’s attributes as a framework for analysis highlights several lessons that
can be learned from STEWARD’s experiences implementing different livelihood activities.
Those lessons are summarized in Table 8.1. A common theme reverberating throughout each
lesson is that attributes are interconnected. It can be tempting to think of each attribute as being
an end goal in and of itself. However, building community resilience is not simply a matter of
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picking an attribute and working to enhance it while ignoring the relative state of other attributes.
For example, an activity may strengthen one attribute, say by developing new skills, while being
weakened by another, like a lack of supporting infrastructure. In such a situation, focusing
investments on addressing infrastructure weaknesses may be more significant than investing in
the development of new skills. In other cases, working to build one attribute while ignoring the
others may lead to missed opportunities. For example, situating learning within a local context
where there is already strong practical, cultural, or ecological knowledge can help focus
knowledge in ways that are more likely to facilitate problem solving, ultimately what resilience
is all about. In summary, building resilience is just as much about balancing investments across
multiple attributes as it is about focusing on leveraging individual attributes for a particular
outcome. Attributes should be conceptualized not as building blocks, but as a wheel. For that
wheel to turn smoothly, each attribute must be present and significantly developed. Community
resilience emerges when attributes are aligned with one another.
The official evaluation of STEWARD livelihood activities was anchored in a standard
indicator issued by USAID. That indicator directed evaluation efforts to focus on quantifying the
number of people who had seen increased economic benefits as a result of US government
assistance. As suggested in the academic literature, such a singularly focused evaluation fails to
consider the broader program goal of building community resilience. Such a limited evaluation
also provides an incomplete characterization of an activity’s full range of potential benefits. As
discussed in each case study, economic benefits experienced by individuals through the
implementation of each livelihood activity were often small or uncertain. However, an evaluation
situated within a resilience framework revealed that there were other impacts resulting from each
activity’s implementation. In some cases, these impacts worked to strengthen community
resilience. In other instances, they helped explain failures or pointed to missed opportunities to
expand upon a particular benefit.
When the only metric used to evaluate impact is one of increased economic benefit, a
resilience approach to development begins to look more like a basic needs approach, or a stunted
human development approach, or an effort at strengthening only a singular sustainable
development goal. If the goal of building community resilience is something distinct from these
previous development goals, it is important to use alternative methods to evaluate success. The
community attributes model utilized in this evaluation offers one such alternative method.
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Utilizing it revealed that livelihood activities implemented by the USAID STEWARD did help
strengthen community resilience, albeit in minor ways. More importantly, the approach revealed
ways to improve an activity’s ability to strengthen resilience if implemented again with a similar
goal in the future.
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Table 8.1 – Summary of collective impacts on each resilience attribute, and key lessons for
managers in the future.
Attribute

Collective impacts of livelihood activities

Lesson for managers

(1) Knowledge,
skills and
learning

Livelihood activities offered opportunities
for participants to learn new skills and
ideas. Knowledge developed through
trainings associated with each activity, but
also through practice as participants began
to implement activities.

Learning should also be focused around
existing or anticipated challenges associated
with an activity. Identifying weaknesses in
attributes at the beginning of a program’s
implementation would help a community or a
manager anticipate challenges before they
arise.

(2) Community
networks

Livelihood activities were structured as
groups, which led to the formation of new
relationships within the community and
created opportunities for collective action.

There is a limit to the support that internal
networks can provide. It is also important to
connect local networks to broader regional
networks, and to resources that exist outside the
community.

(3) Peopleplace
connections

When activities built upon an understanding
of existing socio-ecological relationships,
considering the cultural, social, and
ecological context of each village, they
were more successful.

Refocusing learning opportunities to include
considering how to adapt an activity to a local
environment would better equip a community
to troubleshoot and problem solve said activity
when challenges arise.

(4) Community
infrastructure

Minimal contributions were made to
strengthen community infrastructure, and
weaknesses with infrastructure often
constituted the greatest barriers to success.

Consideration should be given to how
weaknesses in some community attributes will
compromise intended outcomes of a project.
Addressing weaknesses is as important to
building strengths.

(5) Diverse and
innovative
economy

The introduction of new livelihood
activities offered participants a chance to
add to and diversify their livelihood
strategies. However, many introduced
activities were not adopted long term.

Prolonged program support could help cement
and further the adoption of introduced
livelihood activities. Introducing livelihood
activities which are eventually abandoned does
not result in lasting diversification. Introducing
one activity that genuinely persists will have a
greater impact on diversification over time.

(6) Engaged
governance

The group structure of livelihood activities
created opportunities for members to
participate in collaborative decision making,
and for members to step into formal and
informal leadership roles. It is not clear if or
how this will translate into improving
governance more broadly. Weaknesses
associated with community governance
presented significant challenges that were
not ultimately overcome.

Ensuring that all group members can
participate in group governance may require
teaching skills that are not necessarily central
to the activity’s intended outcome.
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