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Understanding Changes and Prospects for Community Health, 
Agriculture and Livelihoods in Zimbabwe 

 
 
Synthesis and Objectives 
 
Under this grant IDRC generously agreed to underwrite through CASS-UZ the following 
components of a major and long term self-funded action-research effort in Mazvihwa of 
Zvishavane District: 
 

(a) The community leader Mr. Abraham Mawere Ndhlovu's contribution to the 
finalization of findings, and especially to the analysis and write up; and 

(b) A series of dissemination processes within Zimbabwe at different levels with 
different audiences that can meaningfully impact Zimbabwean development 
debate and policies.   

 
These above activities were originally scheduled for 2011, but unfortunately visa issues 
(earlier detailed to IDRC) prevented Mr. Ndhlovu’s arrival in the US until July 2012.  He 
departed on his return trip (re-routed because of the New York hurricanes) the day of 
submission of the last interim report on October 31st, 2012.  Subsequently Dr. K.B. 
Wilson was able to travel back to Zimbabwe and spend the period January 1st – March 
10th, 2013 there (under his own funding), working together with Mr. Abraham Mawere 
and Dr. B.B. Mukamuri in the dissemination activities.  This final report can therefore 
add the completion of the dissemination activities (under (b) above) for which IDRC 
generously provided an extension to March 31st 2013, adding to what was earlier 
reported in area (a), in terms of Mr. Ndhlovu’s study period in the USA.  In other words 
after a series of unfortunate delays the project has been completed successfully and this 
document provides a final report on activities and outcomes. 
 
The overall objective of the action research project to which this grant contributed is to 
assemble, analyse and disseminate long term local data to shift the way that 
researchers, development practitioners, policy makers and its local community think 
about improving prospects for community health and rural livelihoods in contemporary 
rural Zimbabwe. This grant from IDRC has significantly advanced achievement of this 
effort by enabling major progress in the organization and analysis of the material, the 
further development of research and analysis tools by Mr. Ndhlovu, and the connection 
between this material and Zimbabwean policy, practitioner and community audiences.  
 
Under area (a) of this project Mr. Ndhlovu was able to undertake the following 
scheduled activities: 
 

• Complete and refine relevant data collection in Zimbabwe as planned (indeed 
had much longer than intended to do this leading to some additional important 
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data collection such as around cellphone use and changes in traditional 
ecological knowledge, with financial and practical support from Dr. Wilson 
outside of this IDRC project) 

 
• Travel to the US and work with Dr. Wilson (who took sabbatical for most of the 

period) to organize and analyse this data.  During this period Mr. Ndhlovu was 
appointed as the University of California Berkeley’s first “organic intellectual” 
(being the way that they formally affiliated him as a visiting professor without 
university education); 

 
• Worked with Dr. Wilson to explore and interpret evidence of changes in each of 

the identified areas of work, namely: 
 

o Document and analyse historical health, agricultural development and 
livelihoods in the Mazvihwa study area. This objective reflects how the 
rural economy has changed over the last decade due to macro-economic 
instability; 

o Document and analyse current practices on health, agricultural 
development and livelihoods in the study area. This objective will be 
pursued because of the understanding that rural communities have not 
been passive recipients of the challenges posed by this instability; 

o Suggest policy recommendations from community-level up that can drive 
sustainable and locally driven development agendas 

 
As will be detailed later in this report these analyses produced important findings that 
can re-shape understanding of issues in Zimbabwe, and under capacity-building we shall 
report that the project has also transformed Mr. Ndhlovu’s research and analytical skills.  
Meanwhile Dr. Mukamuri was able to undertake his exploration of institutional change 
and capacities in Mazvihwa area (paper in prep). 
 
Summary of the Research Findings 
 
In the decades since independence (1980) Zimbabwe has experienced a series of major 
external shocks.  In 1991-1993 the most severe drought of the last century coincided 
with intensification of the implementation of the Economic Structural Adjustment 
Programme, shortly followed by the growing AIDS crisis that had killed between 40 and 
60% of men and 20-30% of women in this community by 2010 (depending on age 
group).  From 2000 the country spiralled into a fiscal and political crisis that led to a 
collapse in formal economy and governance alongside the “re-grabbing” of commercial 
land, and a prolonged period of substantial food aid at a time when the input and 
market systems for agriculture had all but collapsed.  Meanwhile rainfall in this already 
drought-prone region became increasingly erratic under climate change.  All of this 
happened to communities, like that in Mazvihwa, who by the time of independence 
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were already regarded as hopelessly over-populated on lands anyway not suitable for 
arable agriculture in situations of advanced environmental degradation. 
 
In short any one of these series of shocks should have destroyed the wellbeing of this 
community, and even in their absence we should have seen a steady decline in 
economic and welfare terms.  The principal research finding is that this is NOT what 
happened when detailed independent reliable quantitative measures are assessed.  On 
the contrary this community appears to have done remarkably well. Challenges were 
observed at the institutional level whereby the traditional leadership structure is 
currently under pressure from young resource poor males who are openly challenging 
its authority.  
 
Nutrition, health, infant and child mortality all show broad improvements (despite a 
brief blip in child mortality from AIDS).  Women successfully achieved a fertility 
transition from eight to three or four children. Despite land pressure people managed to 
not only increase the numbers of livestock but to increase these per person more than 
keeping up with population growth.  They managed to find new land for homes and 
fields for the new generation.  They managed to sustain productive assets, massively 
expand their built assets, to acquire new consumer goods (especially electronics) and to 
operate these using solar power.  By 2010 some 55% of households operated one or 
more cell phones, and were spending nearly a $1/day on these despite being officially 
poverty stricken. 
 
Did they do this primarily through abandoning the area for urban employment, fleeing 
the country to South Africa, relying on remittances or relief aid, or acquiring new land 
through settlement?  Yes they did all those things and more, but the main way in which 
they survived was by intensifying the use of Mazvihwa’s natural resources, monetizing 
some new and old opportunities (especially small scale gold panning) and above all by 
sustaining agricultural production.  How did they sustain agriculture in the face of 
increasingly impoverished soils, erratic rainfall, declining labour (due adult mortality and 
fewer children), unavailable external inputs and demographic pressure?  They achieved 
this primarily through indigenous innovation – near revolution in fact - in the farming 
system by moving away from maize into small grains, by intensifying the production of 
ground nuts and indigenous legumes, and by massively adopting soil and water 
management techniques growing out of the innovations of local farmer-leaders such as 
Zephaniah Phiri.  This revolution was facilitated by the extent of the crisis and the 
withdrawal of the dominant discourse associated with the state and modernization so 
that farmers could make more objective choices.  With Zimbabwe’s stabilization since 
2009 there are signs that this local farming revolution could advance considerably, even 
as – at the same time – there are pressures to return to the status quo ante whereby 
farmers wait for top down solutions little adapted to Natural Region V. 
 
This extraordinary turn of events is needless to say much more complex in its details, 
and its details are mostly about changes in domestic and lineage organization connected 
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with and/or rooted in changes in gender relations.  Women have significantly advanced 
their stake within rural households and transformed their ability to operate in the urban 
and public sphere.  They can make their own homes, marry younger or later, and are 
choosing when and how many children to have.  These advances ride on many things, 
including their access to secondary schooling after independence.  This freedom is 
benefiting society.  It is also benefitting them.  Women have been growing taller every 
decade over the last century, and men, already smaller compared to international 
standards, have been getting shorter.  In the celebration of these achievements by 
women, this research also points out that it is palpable now in Zimbabwe that more 
gender-based work needs to address the situation of men, and that the dismissal or 
even demonization of men in Africa in the community development arena is a mistake. 
 
The studies speak – of course – to many other domains of debate in Zimbabwe.  They 
illuminate that YES resettlement of the former commercial ranches adjacent to 
Mazvihwa (and across the region) is associated with significant advances in welfare for 
the settlers (who are producing more than double those still in the Communal Land) and 
for the neighbouring society as a whole (due to relief grazing and wild product access).  
At the same time the studies reveal that approaches to understanding resettlement only 
through political or economic eyes are flawed.  Resettlement is as much a cultural and 
environmental phenomenon and this needs to be made visible, and everywhere at the 
local level it is understood as part of a subtle historical dynamic not a modern political 
dispensation. Long term benefits from resettlement are only possible if the micro-
details of that history is engaged with rather than ignored, as it is too frequently in 
resettlement models that focus either on the state re-allocating land rights or on 
“jambanja” participants having capacity to overwhelm – for example – the claims and 
disputes between chiefdoms over particular land parcels.   
 
These studies also reinforce the need to restore the provision of rural education as the 
current generation is well below their forebears in terms of attendance and completion.  
They indicate the complexity and ambiguity of the outcomes from public health policies 
– in water and sanitation – and in primary health care.  Yes the extension of primary 
health care improved child wellbeing and survival in the area in the 1980s, but its 
contraction has not lead to a “fall-back” to earlier levels, because, it seems, people have 
learned for themselves how to deploy western as well as indigenous health tools.  On 
the other hand the remarkable advances in public water supplies are teetering on 
collapse because while these communities are now skilled in the maintenance of their 
boreholes no significant public investment has been made in spare parts since the 1992 
drought.  The data also indicate that the reported slowing AIDS mortality may not reflect 
the fact that there is still a significant “over-hang” of women likely to die during the 
coming decade. 
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Project Management and Implementation 
 
Under this project IDRC has (through CASS) partially supported Mr. Mawere Ndhlovu 
over the last 27 months (most of these costs having been provided by Dr. Wilson), and 
underwrite a substantial portion of his flights to the US, his visa and stay there of four 
months.  IDRC has underwritten some of the costs of stationery, and the cost of a 
motorbike which Mr. Ndhlovu has used to complete the field work, and will now use for 
the dissemination phase.  It also provided funds to provide food and refreshments for 
the dissemination events described later in this report.  All this is as planned. 
 
The analysis stage of this research has primarily comprised the organization of a wide 
variety of primarily quantitative data collected over a thirty year period into data sheets 
in Excel that allow a wide variety of simple but illuminative comparisons across socio-
economic differentials, ecologies and time periods.  Data is organized around four 
levels: 
 

• Each of now several thousand individuals is tracked separately as they move 
between households and life stages and across Southern Africa, 

 
• Each of around 500 women is tracked as a mother around their reproductive 

histories and the factors that may influence these (we should also have tracked 
fatherhood, this will be returned to in a future year) 

 
• Each household (69 in 1986, now 229) is tracked over time in terms of its assets, 

organization, practices/strategies and productivity (relevant components are 
tracked at kitchen level in the complex households) 

 
• Special samples are organized to investigate particular areas, such as changing 

levels of indigenous plant knowledge, or use of cellphones) 
 
Meanwhile economic measures (such as the relative prices of different goods and 
services, and overall populations of livestock and the proportion of land in fields) are 
tracked for the system as a whole through a variety of data sources. 
 
The first half of Mr. Ndhlovu’s time in the US was spent painstakingly going through 
every individual and household verifying who they were and ensuring that all the 
information was correct in the underlying databases.  Most of the problem revolved 
around what comprised “households” at different time intervals.  This process took 
longer than expected, but is essential both for accuracy but also because it in and of 
itself revealed the fluidity of the situation. 
 
Almost every dimension of this research focuses on the gender issues that are central to 
the lives of this community.  Data is thus typically disaggregated by gender, but more 
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than that, reflects the issues and categories identified by this community the nature of 
gender issues through their eyes. 
 
Project Outputs and Dissemination 
 
Delays in obtaining a visa meant that the dissemination phase in Zimbabwe was focused 
on this last period of January through March 2013 (under the final project extension), 
when Dr. Wilson was again present in Zimbabwe (not funded by this project).  (It should 
be noted, however, that three seminars were given in California during Mr. Ndhlovu’s 
residence which generated considerable feedback and interest.) 
 
Much the most important dissemination presentation was that given in January 2013 to 
several hundred leaders from the Mazvihwa community, including representatives of all 
the family clusters studied over these last 27 years.  This presentation was held at the 
Mototi Primary School and used for the first time a computer and projector to present 
the findings.  (This equipment and local training in its use was provided by funding 
sources or provided by Dr. Wilson.)  This meant that graphs and diagrams generated 
during Mr. Mawere’s time in California could be presented and explained to this now 
largely literate community, and they could gain a new level of understanding both of the 
nature and potential use of the data collected, but also of the findings on longer term 
trends.  This meeting was held during the wettest period of what was another serious 
drought year in conditions of extreme heat and humidity.  Nevertheless the several 
hundred participants squeezed into the school’s largest class hall for some six hours of 
presentation, question and debate.   
 
The general response of this community was an assertion of its confidence and pride in 
relation to their continued survival and development during these difficult times.  The 
presentations on innovations in the farming systems and in domestic architecture and 
cooking spaces reinforced the community’s awareness of the value of the changes they 
were making and spurred further action.  Interesting discussions of key ecological 
challenges – especially high rates of run-off and soil erosion and loss of woodland to the 
growing need and extent of brushwood fencing – led to a surge in interest in the 
community to drive collective change.  Eight workshops were subsequently requested in 
the different villages to train people in the use of the A-Frame, a simple device that 
enables the accurate measurement of slope and hence the better design of the bunds, 
contour rides, canals and rain-water catchment ponds which are central to their 
innovations in this arid area.  This is turn was related to a further increase in the amount 
and especially quality of soil conservation works in the arable lands and village areas.  
This interest also led to renewed systematic research on the comparison of rates of 
growth and rates of use of Acacia in brushwood fencing, confirming the concerns that 
this had become unsustainable economically as well as ecologically.  (Depending on the 
village there were two to ten times as many kilometres of brushwood fencing as there 
had been in 1985-88 when this was last measured, and because of grazing pressure 
these now required twice the wood mass per meter to keep out stock, despite dozens of 
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new fence-making styles that were more effective per unit weight than the earlier 
designs.  Given the loss of Acacia woodland both to new arable and to heavy cutting, 
and the extra volume and more careful design of fence, this meant that each meter of 
fence now took up to ten times as many minutes to build.  As people measured and 
debated this it proved a major motivator for innovations such as hedging and stone 
walling).  On the other hand, and even more positively, the discussions of the extent of 
kitchen innovations, for example around controls of wood smoke, and the evidence that 
this was contributing to lower child mortality from respiratory infections, helped to 
encourage progress in village to village dissemination around this issue. 
 
The presentation to the community also identified some challenging areas.  Especially 
significant were issues of women’s rights and fertility, and the issue of aid dependence.   
 
On the issue of fertility the community had clearly been brewing with some agitation on 
the preliminary findings (without the full data analysis) that had been given to them in 
2010 that suggested a halving of fertility across one generation and a strong desire 
among young women to make further reductions.  This meant that when people were 
presented with the data that demonstrated how firmly this change had occurred there 
was considerable outburst, especially among the men of the major lineages, and a 
number of older women, arguing that young people – especially young women – had to 
commit to higher fertility in this supposedly post-AIDS period with a high degree of 
geographic and institutional instability (which elders felt meant that only big families 
would have the force of numbers to prevail).   To our surprise there was no strong 
defence mounted, and even those elders who tried to argue for reduced fertility were 
out-manoeuvred intellectually. (For example, on the basis that it is not true that larger 
families are poorer or produce less food per person, so economic hardship cannot 
linearly be used to argue for reduced fertility.)  There is indeed evidence of an upturn in 
fertility occurring currently in Zimbabwe, though overall, of course, the strategies of 
young women will quietly continue to drive demographic change.  More generally, 
however, this discussion was a reminder that self-awareness and public debate can lead 
to unexpected consequences.  
 
In relation to the issue of Aid the situation was again complex.  On the one hand the 
community strongly endorsed the multiple ways in which the research had 
demonstrated that aid is a small and indeed often marginal contributor to this economy 
and that “subsistence” production is actually alive and well and much the largest 
contributor to livelihoods, food and health compared to say remittances and the local 
cash economy.  These findings only reinforced the determination of leaders across this 
community to focus their members on self-reliance, both physically and psychologically.  
Typical slogans on this front include “my field is my donor” and so forth; and stimulated 
by this research the headman threatened to fine anyone not farming in the face of 
erratic rain in the hope and assumption that a donor would provide them relief food 
subsequently.  On the other hand the community were strongly united around the 
position that the research team NOT inform the donors of what minimal contributions 
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they are making.  Their argument was that donors need to believe they are useful 
otherwise they will go away, and that the community needs and wants to have friends 
outside just in case.  The data on the importance of donors to the food security of the 
poorest households twenty years ago in the 1992 drought had been presented and were 
used in evidence for this position: “what if we have another drought like that, we will 
need to have donors close”.  In addition the community did not miss issues key for their 
future, such as why the donors will only provide assistance to their members living on 
the old Communal Area, whereas they were now in full occupation of their former lands 
north of the Sabi but no water, education or other facilities would be supported by 
donors in those areas.  (The research has of course documented how these lands are 
part of ancestral territories and were obtained by an international mining company with 
funds earned by contravening international sanctions during the UDI period for export 
of chrome.)  
 
In these kinds of ways the research findings fed into community level debates about 
how they lived, how they might change how they lived, and how they should be 
represented through the research to the outside world.  These impacts so far alone 
seem to justify the time, cost and effort of Mr. Ndhlovu‘s visit to California.  However 
they went way beyond this because they served to radically shape the agenda of the on-
going (indeed re-intensifying) action research team in Mazvihwa.  This is a community 
now with major new enthusiasm about the power of this kind of research to enhance 
their lives and the projection of their self-worth to the world.  A new generation of 
people are being drawn into the research team – either youth whose parents were 
involved in the 1980s – like Godknows Chinguvo who then undertook major studies of 
the mistletoe species so significant for the culturally and nutritionally important old fruit 
trees in the fields to follow up those of his late father Jacob in the late 1980s – or elders 
like Mr. Sabadha Chikombeka who had been absent in town during the 1980s (playing 
football for Highlanders) who is now home and a headman and who developed a new 
method of measuring Acacia growth that was much quicker than cutting and weighing 
stands of different ages but gave comparable results.  His late father, a fisherman, was a 
major theorist of watershed change in the area and his son now a new convert to the 
importance of long term ecological management.  The local team at Muonde, under the 
management of Mr. Ndhlovu can be expected to achieve major things over the next 
decade, both in terms of documenting change and of doing something about it. 
 
The research findings – in particular in relation to issues of farming and water harvesting 
– also found a ready interest from the new staff at an indigenous NGO, Zvishavane 
Water Projects, which had been founded in the late 1980s by this research team; from 
the Upper Runde Catchment Council, a statutory body charged with watershed 
management; and from the community liaison and environmental staff of Rio Tinto’s 
Murowa Mine in the area.  These agencies are interested to see how they can connect 
with the indigenous innovations in the area, even though this kind of work is still 
conceptually difficult for Zimbabwean institutions.  On the other hand no progress was 
made with the professional and international NGOs who appear (initially at least) to be 

 9 



uninterested in the findings.  Even Oxfam-UK, which has worked in the area for three 
decades, and has funded not only projects arising from the research but even the 
community data collection itself by this same team during the 1992 famine, and is 
currently reported to be undertaking a study in the area of the impacts of climate 
change, only responded in the Harare Office to say that they would have to check with 
headquarters before deciding if to even discuss collaboration with us.  And then, despite 
follow up, communications never got back with a response.  Apart from some of the 
smaller NGOs none of the current actors in Mazvihwa appear any more interested in 
knowing what is happening there and if their aid makes any difference than they were in 
the 1980s.  For example because of a USAID budget line for “conservation agriculture” 
there are numerous organizations promoting “double-digging” in Mazvihwa – a fabulous 
method for intensive organic farming but essentially irrelevant in a semi-desert area 
without water.  Because this funding appears fixed they are not motivated to explore 
what conservation farming might look like in those ecological conditions, and are 
certainly not motivated to discuss how poor are the results of their programs.  Anyway 
the staff who interact with the Mazvihwa community do not appear to have capacity to 
change programs in the light of feedback.  This is a depressing finding for community 
and research team alike.  But perhaps we are not being persistent or imaginative 
enough.  On the other hand it does focus both researchers and the community in finding 
their own solutions. 
 
In addition to the community and the NGOs the research team sought to explore the 
degree to which the research could impact local government decision-making and 
programs.  Since the period in question was in the run up to the constitutional 
referendum and national elections there were constraints on how far it was possible to 
engage with the highly stretched local government entities.  However it should be noted 
that there clearly is potential here but with the following limitations.  The current (as 
previous) District Administrators are enthusiastic about the research and the key 
findings but continue to show high turnover and have limited capacity to engage in the 
complexity of the area.  The Agriculture Department officials have mostly come to 
similar conclusions and are interested and supportive, but are guarded about the policy 
arena because of the sensitivities of land policy.  The Health and Education officials are 
over-stretched and deeply engaged in trying to turn around the declines of the 2000s.  
They don’t need the research to tell them the needs.  At least in the area of education 
they just want the research to help fix the challenges, primarily through providing 
human capital and attracting additional donor support.  They are particularly keen on 
our efforts to provide catch-up opportunities for the people who missed out on 
completing secondary school in the 2000s through some kind of night-school, and for 
support to bring information technology into the schools.  In the water area there is 
desperate need for spare parts to fix the rural water boreholes; if documentation of the 
need can help us dislodge donor funding all will be happy.  The national political 
situation meant that this was not the time to try to meet with provincial or national 
government officials.  It may be that there is potential at this level in future. 
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Finally, a key goal of this work was to try to feed into national intellectual debates about 
these long term trends.  With the considerable help of Dr. Mukamuri and CASS a series 
of seminars and meetings were held in Harare to this end with both individuals and 
groups.  Most important three major seminars were given in February 2013, each with a 
different kind of audience, and different kind of consequence.   
 
The seminar that gathered about twenty the leading thinkers from the Zimbabwean 
sustainable agriculture groups (researchers, NGOs, training colleges etc.) was 
particularly encouraging (February 11th, 2013).  There was a high turn-out for a whole 
day meeting, despite the rains etc., and there was a great deal of interest in learning 
and discussing precisely what is happening at community level.  The concept of 
indigenous innovation excited many of these practitioners, even if they were often 
themselves unsure as to its extent in the country.  The value of doing participatory 
research, especially long term research, was again endorsed, and while it is clear that 
most of these groups lack that capacity it is also clear that anything that can be written 
and published on these issues will gather great attention in the country.   Another 
interesting issue to emerge from this group is the interest and readiness to consider a 
new kind of rural economic analysis that would actually try to document the fuller range 
of livelihood and ecosystem services provided in these environments, alongside a fuller 
treatment of the subsistence economy.  Such work, clearly, would transform the 
assumptions behind conventional development and most of the country’s policies and 
donor programs.  Later in this report one dimension of this connection – and two 
further meetings with its core practitioners – will be discussed, namely the creation of a 
prize for innovation in agriculture and food systems.  
 
Two seminars were held in academic environments.  The first was in the context of CASS 
(February 8, 2013) and primarily attracted graduate students and field-oriented 
researchers in a wide range of socio-ecological and agricultural fields (about twenty 
persons).  The seminar focused on methodological dimensions and pointed up the fact 
that there is great enthusiasm and interest among young Zimbabwean researchers to 
study the kinds of issues worked on by this research in ways unimaginable in the 1980s.  
This community was incredibly open to the findings and ideas generated, and eager for 
more connection, but at the same time few were able to see readily how they might 
collect data to this level of quality, duration or connection back to communities.  
Nevertheless this seminar made it clear that under these new scholars there will be a 
completely new level of discourse about these dimensions of rural development and 
further investments are much warranted in them. 
 
The second seminar invited more senior scholars (both natural and social scientists) and 
was held at the Tropical Resource Ecology and Management department.  About 25 
people participated, including from other universities.  This seminar proved more 
complex.  Many established academics found it harder to understand why and how 
these studies were being undertaken, and were a little taken aback by the kind of data 
available.  To a certain extent the discussion there tended towards academic critique of 
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particular data, or of the country itself, rather than an exploration of how substantial 
field research, and research findings, could inform change in Zimbabwe.  This was a 
usefully honest corrective to the idea that the established intellectuals are likely to 
enthusiastically embrace work done outside of their ambit, and how this research is 
written up and disseminated is therefore key.  On the other hand one-on-one meetings 
with some of these scholars indicated that there is certainly potential for linking existing 
data with training and research efforts of their existing interest.  But of course these will 
require resources to attract their time and effort.  For example the Department of 
Biological Sciences is discussing several research and training program ideas for the 
area, and the remote sensing group in Geography are interested in complementing field 
data with satellite data to understand and calibrate trends.  We also went to Bulawayo 
to meet the country’s foremost field mycologist who expressed considerable 
enthusiasm to continue the connection around the edible mushrooms of this region, 
and in Harare we met the leading specialist on invasive plants (an increasing feature of 
the area).  How a community-based research effort connects with such specialists is 
unclear but interesting.   
 
Meanwhile, time and circumstance, and sometimes lack of responsiveness from 
invitees, prevented adequate connection with important groups of scholars, especially 
the demographers and public health community.  It is therefore not possible at this time 
to say how they will react to this very fine tuned data.  The completion of another 
comprehensive, and apparently high quality National Demographic and Health Survey 
for 2010-11 means that they will be unlikely to consider this data uniquely indicative.  
Given the necessary focus of this group on re-establishing the efficiency of the health-
delivery system they may find it difficult to explore evidence that suggests that formal 
health-delivery systems are not the only major determinants of health outcomes on the 
ground. 
 
Whether any of these findings can usefully contribute in any immediate way to national 
policy debate in a time of political instability is still rather mute.  But something should 
be said about the issue of land and resettlement.  Although the focus of this data can be 
read as an assessment of changes just within a Communal Area, this research team has 
in fact got a really interesting set of long term stories of the land struggles in the area 
over the last century and more.  These derive not only from Mazvihwa, which for most 
of the colonial period was not legally defined as African land, and the neighbouring 
“ranch” areas that they used, but across the district and region where the oral historical, 
archival, mission and other materials all weave together a much more nuanced and 
convoluted account than typically entertained and in a dramatic fashion.  Furthermore 
for the last decades we have monitored agriculture and welfare among many of the 
resettling farmers (other studies have only sought to assess agricultural production).  
One other product of this work, and one that might attract more national attention, will 
be a book likely completed this year on the history of land struggles in the region that 
traces events from 1890 to the present.  The preparation of the first draft of that is 
already stimulating many new research ideas, including for agro-ecological studies of 
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the conversion of land on the resettled ranches and the recovery of abandoned land in 
the Communal Areas. 
 
Needless to say the sheer quantity of research data and competing writing demands 
(and the fact that Dr. K.B. Wilson can only allocate spare time to this) makes it difficult 
to prioritize and implement a writing plan, alongside all the opportunities for new action 
research and development work in Mazvihwa.  Nevertheless much writing will be 
undertaken in 2013-15, and one advantage of the advances with the local institutional 
effort around the Muonde Trust (see below) is that there will be a platform there for an 
on-line blog in which graphs, other data and draft ideas can be circulated for feedback 
and discussion.  It has emerged that there is a significant on-line Zimbabwean 
community with a likely interest in such an effort.  Even the skeletal website is attracting 
inquiries from within and outside the country.  It is not yet resolved how Mr. Ndhlovu 
will contribute to the writing process from back in Zimbabwe, beyond commenting 
verbally on drafts, and an effort to bring him back to the US at some point is therefore 
likely.  He is (needless to say) very keen on this, as are the institutions here to host him 
once again. 
 
Capacity Building 
 
This project has transformed Mr. Ndhlovu’s research and analytical skills and very 
significantly increased his leadership capacity. Before this project Mr. Ndhlovu had 
never handled a computer, or encountered a research library, or the filing systems for 
historic data collection rounds.  Among other things he has learned from the four 
months he spent in the USA: 
 

• How data are organized and analysed through the computer, and he himself 
gained basic familiarity with Excel and Word 

• How email and social networking sites can enable collaboration and learning, 
and the collection and management of digital images 

• The existence of such tools as Google Earth seeing the spatial layout of the area 
through remote sensing for the first time 

• The content and significance of key texts on the culture and history of Zimbabwe 
(i.e. what a book about this research might actually look like) 

• How data are assembled, verified and stored across years 
• The existence of a wider research community and the nature of the scientific 

method 
• The content of numerous key interviews in previous decades (and the 

importance of contextual information and clarity in all records) 
• How similar action-research efforts concerned with indigenous knowledge have 

been undertaken around the world and in particular with Native American 
communities 

 13 



• How to organize and present findings to external audiences (three seminars 
were given in October, 2012; two at the University of California Berkeley – 
including a  standing room only presentation on participatory/indigenous 
research at the ESPM Departmental Seminar - and one for the NGO and 
advocacy community at the Christensen Fund) 
  

Thus Mr. Ndhlovu believes that this experience has not only equipped him to better 
analyse and disseminate research findings, but also heightened his skills of primary 
inquiry.  In other words this will help him with future field research efforts around the 
organization and management of data and the clarity and comprehensiveness of data 
collection.  That this is indeed true was clearly visible during the visit in 2013 when he 
was training and supervising other community researchers. 
 
During his time in California Mr. Ndhlovu also conceived and planned with Dr. Mukamuri 
a new initiative – The Muonde Trust – as an institutional vehicle to continue the action 
research and local transformation process in Mazvihwa.  The Trust will apply a modest 
funding stream to supporting on-going action research by community members as well 
as a venue for this local team to interact with visiting researchers and people with 
practical skills to help address the core challenges in this community.  If successful this 
initiative will transform the capacity of the community in Mazvihwa to deploy action-
research to improve their lives. 
 
On return to Zimbabwe Mr. Ndhlovu then had the opportunity to learn much about 
issues of dissemination.  He participated and/or led all of the feedback meetings, as well 
as assisted in the debates around what material to include in each presentation.  
Meanwhile, and using funds from Dr. K.B. Wilson, a private donor, and contributions in 
time and funds from a volunteer (Robert Hickling) the project trained Mr. Moses 
Ndhlovu, a young man from his village, in digital image capture, management and 
projection, and purchased for use by Moses a portable computer, digital camera, 
portable projector, solar re-charging capacity and other necessary equipment.  Working 
under the direction of Mr. Abraham Ndhlovu, this means that this community now has 
the capacity to gather, edit and present digital video and stills, and to produce 
PowerPoint type presentations on their own. 
 
Other specific skills and capacities enhanced: 
 

• Mr. Ndhlovu learned how much – and precisely how – the data could be shared 
back with the community itself, both in formal sessions and in informal ways, 
and what to do with that feedback. 

• Mr. Ndhlovu also witnessed how it was possible to raise relevant issues with 
Government and NGO actors, and independent researchers, based on research 
findings. 

• He also learned to craft presentations for Zimbabwean professional audiences, 
especially in university and institutional contexts in Harare, and gained first-hand 
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experience of the ways – positively and negatively – such audiences react to local 
knowledge in contemporary Zimbabwe. 

• Mr. Ndhlovu met with officials at the Metrological Department in Harare and 
with the assistance of documentation from the Ward Counsellor had them agree 
in principle to start to share information with the Mazvihwa Community.  
(Rainfall records are now the intellectual property of this Department and only 
available to interested parties on a commercial basis except by special 
arrangement.)  

 
 
Reach and Impact 
 
The analytical phase of this project mostly had impact on the people associated with the 
project (Mr. Ndhlovu has gained skills, Dr. Wilson has increased commitment and 
engagement, and Dr. Mukamuri has generated new ideas for how CASS research can 
help support agro-ecological change in communities like Mazvihwa).  It also increased 
the circle of people interested in this work, especially in the Californian research and 
NGO community.  Several scholars at major public universities in California are showing 
interest in working with the data, which we plan to gradually make publically available 
to encourage such independent use (while working closely with the community to 
ensure Free, Prior and Informed Consent and anonymity), and in January 2013 a team of 
leading figures in the global agro-ecological movement visited the area to share 
knowledge alongside two of Zimbabwe’s leading ecological agriculture specialists.  
Three volunteers also spent time in the community as guests of Mr. Mawere since his 
return six months ago, each bringing valuable skills and providing training and other 
support.  As has been earlier discussed all this is leading to ideas about how to better 
institutionalize this process within the community through the proposed Muonde Trust. 
 
As detailed above the dissemination phase has shaken up the community leaders and 
sample members in Mazvihwa itself and through their increased self-awareness (and 
the enriched public debate) has encouraged their own innovations and consciousness.  
As this energy emanates across the community it becomes more and more important 
that the research team garner more resources and find ways to share the findings more 
widely across the villages, and help with the practical trainings and programs the 
community wants to implement as a result.  As such the IDRC-funded activities have 
assisted in setting the agenda and indeed legitimacy for the Muonde Trust initiative.   
 
In terms of national intellectual and policy debate the impact of the work is still modest, 
and may need to wait the suit of papers and books necessary to convey it to these 
audiences.  Nevertheless a significant number of leading people are now aware of not 
only some of the key findings but of the value of a still unusual process – a long term, 
minimally-funded, community-based approach targeted at generating and applying 
indigenous knowledge locally to complex problems for which there is minimal public will 
or external understanding. 
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The work in Mazvihwa has more generally illuminated the processes of indigenous 
innovation, especially around water harvesting and farming, and greatly raised the 
profile of community initiative in the country.  This will likely spawn or tweak new 
research, training and outreach approaches.  It has also contributed directly to the 
creation of an annual Zephaniah Phiri Award.  The award will be given by a consortium 
of leading Zimbabwean individuals and institutions concerned with small farmers, who 
have now created an independent Trust, on whose Board sit Mr. Ndhlovu and Dr. K.B. 
Wilson, and whose patron is Zephaniah Phiri, a former member of this research team.  
This award will first be allocated in 2014 and Mr. Ndhlovu’s presence in California in 
2012 will likely assist in its fund raising efforts through Dr. Wilson.  Importantly the 
Trustees of this effort have recognized the need not only to celebrate an “award 
winner” but to systematically disseminate the wider sweep of innovation happening 
locally and the conditions that can encourage this.  With a media strategy and a super 
network this could prove a major way in which the research experience in Mazvihwa 
impacts public policy and perception. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
From the point of view of CASS-UZ and the research team this grant can now be closed. 
 
This research points up the value of indigenous innovation (in the context of long term 
socio-ecological change) to the maintenance and transformation of livelihoods, health 
and sustainable land use.  In further demonstrates that action research rooted in a 
community can itself help to drive such innovation and positive change, and typically 
more effectively than can externally-managed projects.  These themes deserve funding 
and attention by IDRC well beyond this particular project.  
 
The achievements described in this report from this small grant (albeit slow and 
complex) suggest that further support by IDRC for the on-going action research and 
dissemination program of the Muonde Trust could assist both in the pursuit of solutions 
for the semi-arid regions of Zimbabwe (especially around indigenous innovation) and 
possibly help spread them through resourcing the network of researchers and 
practitioners in ecological agriculture and related areas around better understanding of 
long term change in small holder systems.  For example the process of evaluating 
potential prize winners for the Zephaniah Phiri Award Trust will generate numerous 
examples of innovation that could in turn become the subject of research by Masters 
students in social ecology at CASS, which could then in turn feed back into the public 
materials and training programs of the Trust and its member organizations. 
 
Finally, as and when manuscripts become available on the various topics IDRC may wish 
to consider providing publication subsidies, primarily to increase availability in 
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Zimbabwe (by reducing costs) and to cover the costs of maps and images that can 
increase accessibility and readability by non-academic audiences.  
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