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Behind the Headlines

Toward Self-Sufficiency

Indigenous peoples are not just victims of

political and social change; they can also

take charge of their future.

By Robert K. Hitchcock

em Africa, reducing harvests and

causing enormous social difficul-
ties. Chronic food shortages now threaten
over a quarter of the region’s population.
In the past decade, the number of fami-
lies in southem Africa unable to meet
their basic needs has doubled. Indig-
enous peoples in Zimbabwe, Botswana,
and Namibia have had to look to drought
relief feeding and cash-for-work pro-
grams for support.

Some government officials and plan-
ners at multilateral development banks
suggest that southern Africa’s problems
are sornehow the fault of local people—
they have large families, keep too much
livestock, or practice environmentally
damaging agriculture. Many Africans,
on the other hand, point to intemnational
agencies and southern African govemn-
ments, which they believe have under-
cut the self-sufficiency of southem Afri-
can households.

In fact, southern African governments
have rarely, if ever, consulted with local
communities—particularly indigenous
ones—on development projects or land
reform. People have been forced to relo-
cate so that substantial portions of south-
ern Africa’s landscape could be set aside
for national parks and game reserves.
Hunting laws, too, have restricted people’s
access to wildlife resources.

Both colonial and post-colonial gov-
ernments pursued capital-intensive de-
velopment programs—industrialization,
mining, commercial agriculture, ranch-
ing. These schemes sometimes required

I n 1992, severe drought struck south-

the expropriation of substantial blocks
of territory for private use—often by
white settlers, foreign companies, and
entrepreneurs.

Even wild plants were not spared. Pri-
vate individuals exploited both medicinal
and food plants upon which indigenous
groupsdepended, thus reducing the plants’
availability and driving up their prices.
Local households (especially poor ones)
that relied in part on natural resources for
subsistence and income have had to turn
to alternative sources of income or have
become more dependent upon other
groups for their very survival.

Many communities and individuals in
southern Africa are calling for a new
approachtodevelopment—onethatisnot
socially and environmentally destructive.
They argue that they have a right to sus-
tainable development—developmentthat,
according to the World Commission on
Environment and Development, “meets
the needs and aspirations of the present
without compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations tomeet theirownneeds.”
Many in southern Africa see this as the
only way to overcome the region’s diffi-
culties.

THE PURROS PROJECT

One approach to sustainable develop-
ment under debate is common-property
resource management. Common-prop-
erty resource systems combine local
control of communal resources with
measures to promote sustainable use.
More and more communities and organi-

zations are advocating community-based
resource management as a sustainable
development strategy.

An example of a sustainable develop-
ment program comes from a Namibian
nongovemnmental organization called In-
tegrated Rural Development and Nature
Conservation IRDNC). This small-scale
developmenteffort, asdescribed by Garth
Owen-Smith and Margaret Jacobsohn,
aims to improve the lives of several hun-
dred Himba and Herero people in and
around the community of Purros in north-
western Kaokoland.

In technical terms, the Himba and
Herero are called “multi-use strategists.”
They combine semi-nomadic pastoral-
ism with periodic wage labor and handi-
crafts and other small-scale rural indus-
tries. Like many indigenous peoples in
southem Africa, they have a great deal of
knowledge of their environment and
relatively simple but efficient technol-
ogy. Their population is small and widely
distributed.

The Purros project ensures the
long-term sustainability of resources
through communal controls, which pre-
vent exploitation by outsiders, and com-
munity pressure on individuals who were
overexploiting resources. It boastsacom-
munity game-guard system that employs
Himba and Herero men to oversee 37,000
square miles of rugged mountains and
semi-arid sandy plains. The unarmed
game guards have stopped the kiiling of
desert elephants and black rhinoceros at
a much lower cost than that of the para-
military anti-poaching campaigns con-
ducted elsewhere in Africa. The Himba
and Herero have been aided in this effort
by the social pressure they exert on
community members to conserve re-
sources.

The Purros project also promotes
ecotourism. Tourists pay a levy of R25
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each (about $12) to enter
the area. with commounity
membersdeciding howto
divide the money. Ini-
tially, the people of the
Purros community in-
tended the levy toprovide
money (o male household
heads. but the women ob-
jected strenuously. Even
tually, thecommunity de-
cided to altocate the
money equitably among
household members.

Touristsreceive guide-
lines for how to behave in
the Punos area. Driving
across old campsites,
whichthe Himbaconsider
to be sacred, is forbidden. Community
members have asked tour guides to have
their tourists stop and greet community
residents before taking photographs or
purchasing handicrafts. Residents have
also given tour guides price estimates for
the Himba and Herero crafts. They did
this because tour operators, and tourists
themselves, tended to pay too little for
crafts. Community members, including
adult women, and IRDNC staff, have
made tourists aware of the need to
{imit the environmental impacts of tour-
ism, including firewood depletion and
littering.

The Purros tourist systemn represents
an institutional response to potential
conflicts surrounding resource and land
use. By agreeing to fixed rules and by
determining specifically those eligible
for benefits, the Himba and Herero prolit
equitably and sustainably from their
wildlife and the tourism it attracts. with-
out increasing social tensions and cnvi-
ronmental degradation. The benefits they
reap from tourisro are reinvested in com-
munity activitics.

ZENZELE: RURAL WOMEN
AND DEVELOPMENT

At least since the 1950s, in Swaziland-—
a small, landlocked kingdom in south-
easter Africa—rural women have been
outspoken about their desire for develop-
ment-related training. According to a
government minister, women have been
the backbone of rural developmient in
Swaziland and comprise most of the par-
ticipants incommunity-level developroent
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projects. Yet many women have found it
difficult to gain access to training oppor-
tunities, pasticularly those involving in-
come-generating skills. Some also feel
that they have lacked secure access to
land and natural resources.

For 20 years, the government’s ex-
tension workers have been working with
groups of women who want to carry out
communal and mutually beneficial ac-
tivities. These groups, known as zenzele
(“do-it-yourself™) associations, serve
several functions.

For example. the zenzele groups al-
low women to work together to solve
common problems, such as running day-
care centers or marketing handicrafts.
Some have engaged in income-generat-
ing activities such as sewing school uni-
forms. making bricks, or raising and
selling crops. Others meet simply 10
discuss problems facing women. Some-
times, the associations serve as savings
clubs where women can pool their re-
sources; later on, members tap into this
fund for emergencies or investroents.

Zenzele groups are perhaps the most
active and progressive development or-
ganizations in rural Swaziland. These
voluntary associations, which today num-
ber well over 200, range in size [rom a
half dozen to 73 members. On average
they meet once a week. The members
hold clections asnually or bi-anaually,
and officers represent the groups and
work on their behal . Decision making is
based on consensus, with each member
having her say.

Despite the assistance given to
wamnen'sassociations in Swaziland, many
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members responded to a
1986 survey by saying
they felt they weren't re-
ceiving the training
needed for self-suffi-
ciency. Wooken singled
out fraining programs in
small eoterprise develop-
ment and income-gener-
ating activities as doing
too little to raise the level
of their entrepreneurial
skills. One reason fre-
¢uently cited for the fail-
ure of training programs
was @ lendency to be
top-down instead of in-
volving participants inthe
teaming process.

In 1984, at the request of rural and
urban women as well as development
planners, the government of Swaziland,
decided to do more development-related
training that focused on rural women.
Using such ipnovative techniques as role
playing, drama, problem-solving exer
cises, and conmunity -needs assessments,
the government concentrated on increas-
ing incomes, improving agricultural pro-

- duction, enhancing leadership skills, pro-

moting conservation, and raising living
standards. Government personnel and
rural Swazi women with appropriate skills
taught the courses in Siswati, the local
language.

Difficuities in implementing the
project revealed that women faced many
constraints in rural areas, ranging from
lack of capital for materials, sceds, and
tools to heavy labor demands, especially
during the planting, weeding, and har-
vesting periods. Zenzele groups some-
times had difficulty obtaining access to
agricultural fand from some chiels and
other traditional authorities, wha, the
women say, were not favorably inclined
toward their financial independence.

As the zenzele members acquired
skills and tried out some new activities.
including producing home-macde soap,
women’s confidence increased. They
began 10 argue more forcefully for land
allocations. They initiated small-scale
projects, including bakeries, pig raising,
and horticulture. To obtain the funds for
these projects. they approached church
and private groups and international
donor agencies. g
At least one wormen's group used its




contacts with women in Swaziland’s
royal family to influence decisions about
land and resource allocation. The women
asked the king and his council to provide
them with land for farming and to inter-
cede on their behalf with chiefs who
refused to allocate them land. Members
ofanotherzenzele association approached
the government’s regional secretary for
land, thus circumventing the chiefs. One
group began collecting funds to buy
freehold land to set up a large-scale
agricultural project. All these women
felt that opportunities for access to land
and water had improved in part with
their increasing involvement in political
and economic activities, both locally
and nationally.

A goal of many Swazi women has
been to form regional women’s associa-
tions. Tworegions, Hhohho and Manzini,
succeeded in this endeavor. In the
Manzini Region, the women’s associa-
tion, which was made up of the chairs of
local zenzele groups, established a handi-
craft storage facility. The Hhohho Re-
gion women’s association entered into
an arrangement with an organization
that buys handicrafts and increased its
members’ incomes substantially. Mem-
bers of the regional associations are now
forming a national women’s organiza-
tion to press for greater rights and more
government support for women’s
projects.

As the size and strength of zenzele
associations has increased, the relation-
ships between local communities and
government departments have improved.
In the mid-1980s, agricultural extension
workers in the Ministry of Agriculture
and Cooperatives began assisting zenzele
groups more frequently in crop produc-
tion and marketing. The Rural Water
Supply Board cooperated with commu-
nity-based health workers and zenzele
associations in running workshops on
protecting springs and purifying drink-
ing water. At the women’s request, Min-
istry of Health officials began attending
zenzele meetings to discuss health and
family planning.

The institutional stability of zenzele
associations is high. Although the groups
sometimes lack administrative, manage-
rial, and technical skills, they know where
to get them, and many actively seek assis-
tance. There is no question that Swazi
women are intent on bringing about sus-

tained social and economic progress in
their communities. Their work has given
them the opportunity to set their own
goals and has helped in identifying poten-
tially useful group enterprises. As aresult,
women have a greater voice in commu-
nity affairs.

Women'’s organizations in other parts
of southem Africa are profiting from
Swazi women’s experiences. In the late
1980s, personnel of the Home Econom-
ics Section of the Ministry of Economics
and Cooperative and some zenzele
women traveled to Botswana to discuss
development approaches. Since then
women from several southem African
countries have met to address matters of
mutual concern. According to these
women, self-help and sustainable com-
munity-based development are the keys
to future strategies.

COMMUNITY CONSENSUS
IS PARAMOUNT

The ecotourism activities of the Himba
at Purros and the efforts of Swazi zenzele
associations to promote the interests of
women and their families are but two of
many examples of grassroots activism
and participatory development that are
on the rise in the developing world.
People in southern Africa, including in-
digenous communities and women’s
associations, have called for more em-
phasis on sustainable development strat-
egies. Local people must have secure
access to resources, including land, la-
bor, capital, and development-related
information. They must also be the ones
to determine the kinds of projects to be
implemented. And community consen-
sus is crucial to success.

Experience in southem Africa has
demonstrated that a number of condi-
tions must exist if sustainable develop-
ment is to be achieved. First is the impor-
tance of community control. Communi-
ties must control the means of produc-
tion, especially land and capital. Local
institutions should be self-goveming,
with all members having a voice in
resource management. Communities
must have the power to make decisions
and the authority to undertake projects
they deem necessary.

The second condition is size and com-
plexity. Projects must be small enough
to be managed by one or, at most, a few

communities. The cost must not over-
whelm the capabilities of the local insti-
tutions that have to cope with them. And
the management and administration of
projects can’t be overly complex.

Finally, sustainable development re-
quires equality and dialogue. Local in-
stitutions should pursue activities that
benefit as many people as possible and
are equitable in terms of distribution of
power and resources. The way in which
projects are identified, designed, and
implemented must promote ongoing dia-
logue between local people and devel-
opment agencies, with the result being a
real effect on a project’s direction. Fair,
Jjust, and socially acceptable mechanisms
must be used in resolving conflicts.

In addition, there should be means for
ensuring that development activities
don’t overtax the environment. The in-
stitutions involved in resource manage-
ment must be willing to impose sanc-
tions if individuals and communities fail
to comply with rules or guidelines.

Participatory development strategies
are now at work in many parts of south-
em Africa. Using community-based re-
source management systems, local or-
ganizations in southern Africa can pro-
mote development without sacrificing
the environmental integrity of their re-
gions. Although not all of the efforts
succeed, people are learning important
lessons. As they themselves note, the
future of their communities—and the
world in general—lies in the children.
Only when the needs of these children
are taken into consideration will there be
truly successful development and hu-
man rights for all.
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