
33Cases of documenting farmer innovation
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In June 2004, two development practitioners within the PROLINNOVA–South
Africa programme – Hannes de Villiers (KwaZulu-Natal Department of
Agriculture and Environmental Affairs) and Vusumuzi Sithole (Farmer Support
Group) – attended a Training of PID Facilitators course at IIRR in the Philippines.
On their return, they held an awareness-raising and capacity-building workshop
for researchers, extension agents and NGO development practitioners in
Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) Province. While two thirds of the
participants were from KZN, the remainder came from Western Cape, Eastern
Cape and Limpopo Provinces. The workshop was divided into two sessions
about two months apart.

At the first session, the participants were asked to collect examples of local
innovations, to be presented and discussed at the follow-up session. The
participants developed a format for collecting information about innovators
and their innovations. This included:

contact details for the person conducting the interview;
information about the innovator, his/her background and the general
farming system; and
information about the innovation: where the idea originated from, the
benefits it provided and the problems experienced with it.

The workshop participants agreed to take a photograph or draw a sketch of
each innovation to include in the catalogue. They also agreed to discuss with
the innovator whether s/he was comfortable with sharing the innovation,
because it was to be documented and disseminated in a catalogue.

After the first session, the participants went out and looked around in the
communities where they were working and identified examples of innovations.
They interviewed the farmers in their own language, but recorded the
information in English on the inventory sheets. They brought this information
to the follow-up session and presented it to the group. This generated much
discussion about whether the examples really were innovations or “just” IK.
Practices that some people thought were very new ideas had been seen in
common use by other participants coming from different areas. And finally,
should an innovation be included in the catalogue if there are concerns about
its ecological sustainability? In the end, although unsure about the
sustainability of some of the innovations, the editors decided to include all
the examples in the catalogue – as acknowledgement of the workshop
participants’ efforts as well as of the innovators themselves. The issue of
deciding which innovations to include in a catalogue or database will need to
be taken up again before a second documentation process begins. Perhaps it
is important that we are not too ’courteous’, or at least indicate where there
are concerns regarding an innovation, because including an innovation in a
document of this nature gives it some level of credibility.

by Hannes de Villiers (KwaZulu-Natal Department of Agriculture and Environmental
Affairs) and Brigid Letty (Institute of Natural Resources)
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At the end of the second session, the participants identified Hannes de Villiers
as the person to collate the catalogue. They submitted to him all the
information and photographs presented at the workshop. Hannes and the
two people from the PROLINNOVA–South Africa secretariat who helped him
compile the catalogue had to edit the texts, but did their best not to change
the meaning. They gave the document to a small private company in KZN for
professional layout design and printing. The result was an attractive 18-page
document in glossy print, which includes information on a total of 21
innovations in livestock management (four), crop protection (five), crop
production (six) and orchard management (three). It includes also information
on each innovator and, where available, photographs of the innovations and
sometimes the innovators.

The catalogue generated much interest within the communities (photo: Ann Waters-
Bayer)

The catalogue has generated interest and made people aware of the fact
that there are innovative people in the communities where they work. For
researchers, the catalogue also provided ideas in terms of solutions to
challenges or problems they had encountered in the field. While innovations
shown in the catalogue cannot be shared as technologies or systems applicable
to all situations, they do stimulate thought and give people a starting point
to solve their own, similar problems.

One difficulty is that the printed catalogue is a finished product, which does
not offer opportunities for including additional innovations. A new catalogue
would have to be developed to capture innovations identified later. The cost
of printing such a document is also somewhat problematic.

Moving forward, and with many more innovations having been identified during
subsequent PID workshops in other provinces, we need to decide in which
form to record them. Do we want a working document that we can add to, or
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do we want the catalogue to be a magazine published say twice a year,
incorporating all new innovations identified? We have considered the possibility
of developing an electronic database in which all innovations can be captured.
The software used should allow for inclusion also of photographs and scanned
sketches. If the database has a printing mechanism that allows each innovation
to be printed out on a page, then we could compile a catalogue of all
innovations periodically, or a user could select and print those innovations in
which s/he is particularly interested. It is clear that, in the current situation
in South Africa, only an electronic medium would not be enough, as most
farmers and many extension workers do not have access to computers or
the internet. It is probably useful to have a dual-medium catalogue consisting
of an electronic database with a search facility as well as a hard-copy version.
The catalogue could be a ring-bound document to which additional innovations
could be added, rather than in a magazine style. While colour photographs
raise interest and look more professional, the printing costs of a colour
catalogue may go beyond the budget of PROLINNOVA–South Africa.

We also need to remember that, if we want to stimulate interest among
farmers and encourage sharing of ideas, the language of the document should
be accessible to farmers. This would require translation into local languages.
During editing and translating, we need to make sure that meanings are not
changed. This may require us to go back to the innovators or at least the
original documenters for their approval.
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by Joy Bruce (Dorcas Foundation)

In November 2004, a participatory video (PV) training with field practice was
conducted in Ghana by Chris Lunch from Insight, as a pilot activity co-organised
by the PROLINNOVA and COMPAS programmes. I was among the 14 participants
who came from different parts of Ghana. Since then, I have – together with
my colleagues in the Animal Research Institute, Tamale, and the Northern
Ghana LEISA Working Group (NGLWG) – introduced PV to seven farmer groups
in north Ghana who have made use of it to share their experiences with other
farmers.

One such group of farmers in Wapuli, a village in Sabobo-Chereponi District,
used PV to spread information on their innovative use of a local salt lick.
They experimented with the use of a naturally occurring salty soil as a source
of salt and nutrients for their cattle. The salty soil, called siella in one of the
local dialects of north Ghana, is known among farmers to be liked by animals.
The farmers in Wapuli decided to add other nutrients to this soil by using
oyster shell and cassava flour. First, they fired the oyster shell in an open fire
and then crushed and sieved it. Using a mortar and pestle, they pounded the
salt and dried cassava tubers into a fine flour. They mixed this with siella and
dried it to form a salt lick that their animals love.
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During fieldwork to identify and document various farmer innovations,
members of the NGLWG visited this group of farmers. The farmers expressed
their desire to encourage other farmers to use siella in this way. Together
with two colleagues, I paid them a visit and suggested PV as a possible way
to document their innovation. They readily agreed to give it a try, and we set
a date for training and filming their experiences.

On our next visit, we began by letting the group members become familiar
with the camcorder. For all of them, this was the first time they had held a
video recorder in their hands. After each member had got a feel of the camera,
I used the “peer-teaching mode” to teach them how to fit the battery, load
the camera, switch it on and off etc. This means that I, as the facilitator,
teach one group member what to do, and s/he then teaches the next person,
and so on until all group members have had a go at doing the task.

The next step was to introduce the farmers to filming through an exercise
called the “Name Game” (Lunch & Lunch 2006): each farmer introduced him/
herself while being filmed by another farmer. At the end of this game, the
group watched the film. This kept their motivation and enthusiasm high and
created quite a bit of laughter.

Having learnt the basics of filming, the group then brainstormed on what
they wanted to put in their film to be able to show other farmers how they
make a salt lick from siella and other ingredients. They spent some time
assembling the things they would need. They selected different group members
to demonstrate practically how each ingredient was processed and added,
and decided who would film each segment of the documentary. They also
decided that narration of the film would be left to one farmer, as he was the
most skilled presenter.

While the farmers were discussing this, I developed a “storyboard”: a simple
grid in which the different segments of the story to be filmed are captured in
drawings, with “stick figures” showing the person filming, the person doing
the activity filmed and the narrator. At the end of the discussion, I went
through the storyboard with the group so that they could agree on the content
depicted and who would do what.

Using the camcorder, the group members took turns in filming their segments
of the film. Filming is a very involving business and, if they lost track of which
scene was to be taken next, they checked the storyboard. Another colleague,
an extension officer, wrote down the translation of all that the farmers said
during the filming so that this could be used for subtitles if the film was to be
viewed by others who do not speak the local language. After the filming, the
entire group and the facilitators watched the rewound film. There was such a
feeling of achievement among the farmers as they watched!
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PV films, like all films, need to be edited and copied for distribution. With the
limitations of equipment and software, we could not give the farmers an
opportunity to be involved in editing their film and copying it onto video
tapes or CDs. However, we took the final product back to the farmers and
screened it for the entire community. We have not yet been able to show this
film to other farmer groups/ communities but hope to do so after the current
harvesting season.

PV is an extension tool that widens the scope and success of farmer-to-
farmer extension. Lack of formal education did not pose any problems in
terms of farmers’ learning how to handle the video equipment. Here in north
Ghana, our next step will be to see how this tool can be used for the purposes
of advocacy, to give the rural farmer a public face and voice.

One rather prohibitive factor is that PV equipment is expensive, ranging from
USD 1240 to USD 1630 for a complete set,     which includes a camcorder,
long-lasting batteries, a tripod and microphones. Even the cost of blank mini-
DV cassettes is prohibitive for a group of smallholder farmers. This will
challenge the applicability of the PV technology by smallholders unless some
way is found to make it more affordable.

Developing a story board (photo: Joy Bruce)
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CASE 3: Photography course for farmers in South AfricaCASE 3: Photography course for farmers in South AfricaCASE 3: Photography course for farmers in South AfricaCASE 3: Photography course for farmers in South AfricaCASE 3: Photography course for farmers in South Africa

by Brigid Letty (Institute of Natural Resources) and Zanele Shezi (Farmer Support
Group)

PROLINNOVA–South Africa has run a number of PID sharing and learning
workshops for farmers, extension workers and researchers. At one such
workshop held in Limpopo Province in December 2005, there was a session
about finding ways to document innovations. The farmers at the workshop
said that they wanted to use photography but did not know how to take
photographs. They asked the workshop organisers to arrange a basic
photography course for them. We decided to hold this immediately before
the follow-up workshop on PID in March 2006.

Lynn Stefano, a participant in the first workshop and postgraduate student
at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, already had experience in using
photography as a tool for farmer-led documentation. She helped during the
planning by giving lots of ideas about the training process and some guidelines
about photography. We prepared some simple notes and translated them
into the Zulu language. These included:

Decide what you want to take a photo of and what you want it to
show;
Ask the people whether you can take the photo and explain why you
are taking it;
Try to get people to continue what they are doing rather than posing
for the photo;
Hold the camera steady/still so that the photos are clear and not blurred,
but relax and do not tense up; you can rest your elbows on something
while taking the photo;
Make sure that the sun is behind you and slightly to one side when you
take a photo, and make sure that your shadow is not in the picture.

Three farmers from KwaZulu-Natal and four from Limpopo Province (three
women and four men) and a female extension officer from Limpopo
Department of Agriculture attended the one-day course. Only one of them
had ever taken photographs before and none owned a camera.....

During the first part of the day, we introduced the group to some basic
theory on cameras and photography. Using a brainstorming exercise, we gave
them a chance to reflect on their reasons for taking photographs and the
types of photographs they might like to take. They said that taking
photographs would be for encouragement, so that others would see what
they have achieved and be encouraged to try for themselves. Other reasons
they gave were that the photographs:

would serve as memories of the past;
could be used for marketing purposes;
would make them known far and wide;
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would serve as reminders and also allow them to review their activities;
would allow them to share ideas; and
would allow for comparison.

We then asked the participants to think about what they might like to
photograph during the field trip later that day, as well as in the future. Some
ideas they listed were:

innovations;
any activity taking place on the farms/gardens;
daily farming activities;
types of vegetables;
new fencing of the garden;
showing people doing things.

The farmers found it difficult to imagine what they would photograph, because
it was an abstract concept and they were not in their home environments.
We decided it was time to move on to the practical part of the day: learning
how to use the camera and how to take photographs.

We gave each participant a basic Kodak camera with the film already loaded.
Using masking tape, each person put his/her name on the camera s/he
received. We then showed the farmers the various parts of the camera and
how to look through the viewer and see what they were photographing. In
pairs, the participants swapped cameras with each other and took a picture
of the owner of the camera. We suggested this so that we could tell to whom
the films belonged, in case they got mixed up. Besides teaching the farmers
the basic functioning of the camera, we also encouraged them to try moving
closer to and then further away from the person they were photographing in
order to fit less or more of the person into the viewer. For the sake of simplicity,
we suggested that they hold the camera horizontally. One person in the
group decided to take all of his photographs with the camera held vertically
and later, during reflection on the results, realised that many of them had
slanting horizons.

After spending half an hour in the meeting room taking pictures of each
other and learning to wind on the film, we headed out into the field in one of
the university vehicles. The extension officer who accompanied the group,
Rose Masimini, had arranged for us to visit three different projects. The
Limpopo farmers taking part in the course were members of these projects
and were very proud to have visitors. In the field, the farmers were free to
photograph anything that caught their attention. They tended to continue
taking pictures of each other, but we encouraged them to photograph also
things they saw at each site. On the way back from the last project site, we
saw a herd of cattle near the roadside. One of the farmers asked the herder
if we could take photographs, and then all of the men alighted from the bus.
Most of the women had already finished their films or were not interested in
the new subject matter, but the men were very excited and got involved in a
lively discussion about which young bull was the best-looking one.
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Back at the meeting place, we showed each person how to rewind the film
and remove it from the camera and we took the films into town to have them
developed. The following day, when the PID workshop had started, we collected
the prints and the participants had a chance to view them. There was lots of
excitement, some disappointment and plenty of discussion. The farmers
reflected on what had worked well, the problems they had encountered and
possible causes of them.

We then asked each of the participants in the photography course to select
two or three prints to use as a basis for making a presentation to all the
participants in the PID workshop. They chose the pictures they liked best and
told us why they had taken them, what they were showing and what they
liked about them. Each of them prepared a poster with the prints and the
text, sometimes written by others on their behalf. The workshop participants
then went from one poster to the next, listening to the farmers’ presentations,
which were translated by different participants from the mother tongue of
the farmer to all the other languages of the participants.

Six months after the course, we met with two of the farmers, Mr Madoda
Zondo and Mr Mandla Xaba, to find out how they were using their new skill.
Both are livestock farmers who live in the Northern Drakensberg (Okhahlamba
District) in KwaZulu-Natal Province. Mr Xaba said that he feels good about
being able to take photographs, even though he does not have time to take
as many as he would like to. The new photograph that he wanted to share
with us showed his twin heifers, born in April 2005. It was the first time he
had ever had twins in his herd. Mr Zondo, who had taken photos at home as

Farmers learning to use a camera by taking photographs in the field (photo: Ann
Waters-Bayer)
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well as on a field trip to visit an Nguni cattle project in another province, said
that he also enjoys being able to take pictures and, as he learnt during the
course, he feels that it is good to ask people’s permission before taking their
photographs. He chose to share with us a new photograph of some of his
cattle, showing their good condition, which is a reflection of his herding skills.

While it is clear that farmers like to take photographs of a wide range of
things, the skills that they are developing will allow them to document also
their innovations. One practical constraint for these farmers is the fact that
they must travel by taxi to a town about 150 km from their home to process
their films, which adds substantially to the processing costs. Nonetheless,
they have all purchased new film and enjoyed using their cameras since the
course.

CASE 4: CASE 4: CASE 4: CASE 4: CASE 4: Seeking and exhibiting farmer innovations in northernSeeking and exhibiting farmer innovations in northernSeeking and exhibiting farmer innovations in northernSeeking and exhibiting farmer innovations in northernSeeking and exhibiting farmer innovations in northern
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by Hailu Araya (Institute for Sustainable Development) and Abera GebreAmlak
(Tigray Bureau of Agriculture and Rural Development)

During an introductory meeting on farmer innovation and PID, the Northern
Typical Highlands (NTH) team in PROFIEET (Promoting Farmer Innovation and
Experimentation in Ethiopia) asked development workers in the extension
service and NGOs working in Tigray Region to look out for local innovation
and experimentation by both male and female farmers and also by husband-
and-wife teams. One way of identifying innovations is to trace back a new
practice to its origins. For example, a technical expert in REST (Relief Society
of Tigray), a local NGO working together with BoARD, discovered that a young
man in one village was making a modern-style beehive using local materials.
The expert asked the young farmer where the idea came from and was told
that a woman in a nearby village had started this. The expert then went to
visit the woman, Gidey Aregay from Ahferom District in central Tigray.

Gidey told him how she had received a modern beehive from her son, but was
astounded at the high price he had paid for it (450 Ethiopian Birr or about
USD 50). She examined it closely and then experimented with ways of
improving it, using local materials such as mud and dung to replace the wooden
box and using threads from old tyres to replace the wires in the frames. She
also experimented with different spacing of the frames. Her self-improved
beehives regulate the temperature during the cold and warm seasons, and
insulate better against sound than does the introduced beehive. The bees in
her hives produce larger amounts of honey more quickly than do those in the
introduced beehive. Gidey can also produce more bee colonies using her hives.

In March 2006, we invited Gidey and several other innovative farmers to an
Agricultural Technologies and Marketing Strategy Exhibition in Mekelle, the
capital of Tigray Region. At this five-day exhibition, technologies developed
by farmers were displayed side-by-side with “modern” technologies developed
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by research institutes and private enterprises. Also technical experts, research
scientists and government officials attended from all parts of Tigray Region,
as did other farmers and consumers. As part of the preparations for the
exhibition, we asked still more people in government agencies and NGOs to
identify local farmers’ innovations and to invite these farmers to the exhibition.
During the exhibition, the exhibitors and visitors had a chance to appreciate
local creativity. It was an eye-opener especially for the subject-matter
specialists, scientists and government officials that men and women farmers
actually develop their own technologies.

Having locally-developed and “modern” technologies exhibited beside each
other provided an opportunity to observe the differences in interests between
smallholder farmers and other agricultural professionals. The formally-educated
professionals did not seem very interested in the locally developed
technologies. Instead they were drawn to the newness and attractiveness of
the “modern” technologies, and looked mainly at their productivity in
quantitative terms. The majority of the farmers, however, were keen on those
innovations that they thought most useful for small-scale farming – those
that were in their eyes effective, easy to apply and inexpensive. Apart from
higher yields, they were also interested in markets for the products, especially
for perishables.

Woman innovator with her self-improved “modern” beehive (photo: Tesfahun Fenta)

The agricultural exhibition gave the 200 innovative and model farmers – one
third of them women – an opportunity to interact and share knowledge directly.
They could pick up ideas from other farmers without the mediation of
development agents. It was obvious that the farmers respected each other
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and willingly shared information about their innovations. Indeed, they were
proud to be able to show their innovations to other farmers, technical experts,
scientists and officials.

In Tigray culture, almost all individual and/or community knowledge is free
for others to use. Not only the knowledge but also the person – the knowledge
holder – is regarded as a resource for the community. In this culture, to
“fence in” knowledge or innovation is a sign of selfishness. After visiting an
innovative farmer, community members and also outsiders are free to share
or adopt the ideas, with or without modification. As one of the farmer
innovators, Gebrehiwot Mehari, said: “Unless we share with others, see what
their technologies can do, and compare and adapt the good technologies,
how can we improve our own technologies?”

There is no restriction in copying what other farmers have developed. An
innovation that addresses a widespread concern in a community quickly
spreads to other farmers, who regard the initiator farmer as a kind of
community library or community engineer whom other community members
may ask for advice. In the words of the innovative bee-keeper Gidey:  “Copying
should be there. I took some ideas from the modern hive – this means I am
copying – and I added mine. People also come and see what I am doing. I know
they will copy, as I did, if they find it good. Thus, we live by sharing.” She said
she would never refuse to host a visit or to give information to others.

In order to ensure that the knowledge remains in the public domain, yet with
due recognition to the innovative farmer or community, PROFIEET partners
are documenting the local innovations, based on community members’
knowledge of who did what.


