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Regional planning meeting aims to boost 
coordination and cohesion in the Eastern 
and Southern Africa region

Group photo of the Eastern and Southern Africa region team and partners. (Photo: ICRAF/Albert Mwangi)

By Albert Mwangi

On 11-13 March 2015 the Eastern and Southern Africa (ESAf) 
regional office held its regional planning meeting in Arusha, 
Tanzania. The meeting convened ESAf regional office staff and 

internal and external partners who the office works with. 

In his opening remarks, Dr Jeremias Mowo, the Eastern and Southern 
Africa Regional Coordinator noted that the region is gradually growing 
and expanding. For example, ESAf’s projects have increased over the last 
two years and the regional office team has grown with the inclusion of 
five new members of staff in the last one year. According to Dr Mowo, the 
region aims to exploit new funding opportunities and bring on board 
more donors and partners.

However, the growth has had its fair number of challenges like timely 
reporting of projects’ progress to donors. Dr Mowo was emphatic on 
the need to improve on reporting timelines as well as maintain good 
financial practices to uphold the reputation of the regional office.

Professor August Temu, a member of the strategy team, took the 
participants through the new regional strategy. The strategy will act 

as a guide for the ESAf regional office to implement its mandate. The 
development of the document, which began in 2013, was led by Jeremias 
Mowo, August Temu, Jan De Leeuw, Jonathan Muriuki and Daniel Ofori. 

During the workshop, the country representatives shared their 
progress reports for 2014, budgets and plans for 2015. With many of 
the countries having new projects in the pipeline, proper planning will 
be required for efficient project implementation. Project teams also 
had the opportunity to share the progress made so far. The Drylands 
Development programme, Trees for Food Security Project, East Africa 
Dairy Development Project, Bioenergy, Biodiversity Management 
Programme in the Horn of Africa and Strengthening Rural Institutions 
Project are some of the ongoing initiatives under ESAf.

The administration and finance team made presentations on financial 
management which as Alex Mumima, ESAf’s Accounts Assistant, 
noted is “the lifeblood of an organization.” The team further trained 
the participants on budgets, transactions processing, reports, financial 
monitoring and audit issues. 



Regional planning meeting. cont.

Developing an “enhanced” model for Integrated Watershed 
Management in Ethiopia
Clinton Muller & Niguse Hagazi 

Coinciding with the project launch, the Ethiopian Country office 
facilitated a consultative and planning workshop on 4 February 
2015 for farmers and District Administrators in Wukro, Tigray for 

the Enhancing Integrated Watershed Management with Climate Smart 
Agriculture project in Geregera Watershed. The initiative funded by 
Irish Aid, is developing an enhanced model for integrated watershed 
management based on Climate Smart Agriculture practices including 
the inclusion of EverGreen Agriculture practices and strong community 
participation through Landcare.

Fully embracing the participatory approaches to be employed in project 
delivery, the farmer-focused workshop attracted a diverse range of 
stakeholders including farmers, village and district administrators, 
development agents, district and regional experts, agriculture and 
natural resource management (NRM) office heads, researchers and 
NGO representatives. A series of community-owned vision maps for 
the watershed, which set the scene for farmer participation in the 
programme delivery were produced. 

Keshi Tsuruy, a Kebele Chairman expressed his appreciation to ICRAF on 
behalf of the community for being involved in the design of the project 

through the workshop.The workshop was delivered in Tigrigna, the local 
language. He noted that the farmers where happy with the engagement 
right from the project design stage. He added that the community was 
ready to partner in project implementation including resolving obstacles 
such as free grazing, which were necessary for the project to succeed.

Aileen O’Donovan the Irish Aid Ethiopia Deputy Head of Development 
praised the direction the project was taking during the project launch. 
He emphasized that its main aim was not just to produce food and 
improve incomes, but to also achieve environmental sustainability by 
promoting Climate-Smart Agriculture. He noted that the community 
needed to be fully involved in the project if it was to succeed. 

The goal of the action research project is to enhance food security and 
ecosystem resilience through adoption of climate-smart agriculture 
practices. The 18-month initiative will build on the activities of Irish Aid 
to-date in the watershed. It will also test the impact of incorporating 
agroforestry practices and rural institutional engagement in the 
integrated watershed management model design. 
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Lillian Gatubu from the Program Development Unit (PDU) shared on 
how to engage consultants and why ICRAF does not support small 
grants – a question that is constantly asked by scientists. According to 
Lillian it involves a lot of work and stretches staff time, hence putting 
the organization’s reputation on the line when project requirements are 
not met. Lilian also gave tips of how to identify and take advantage of 
funding opportunities.

“It was good to have a regional planning meeting as it provides us 
with an opportunity to meet and interact as a team. Such an event 
contributes to building team cohesion and a sense of oneness. It also 
provides a platform where team members can engage in person and 
follow up on ideas for collaborative work across the countries of our 
region,” Godfrey Kundhlande an Agricultural and Natural Resource 
Economist from Zambia shared his thoughts on the importance of the 
event. According to Godfrey, one of the take-away messages for him was 
the reinforcement of the idea that the success of ESAf depends on the 

team’s contribution and willingness to support each other. He supported 
the idea to have the planning meeting be an annual event.

For Jean Paul Munyaneza, an Accounts Assistant from Rwanda, the 
regional planning meeting was an opportunity to evaluate ESAf’s 
progress as well as plan for future activities as a team. He supported the 
idea of making the regional planning meeting an annual event. 

The three-day event culminated into team building activities that helped 
the team gel and get to understand each other’s role and work better. 
The Eastern and Southern Africa region were recently merged so far the 
regions have not had the opportunity to meet, plan, share and discuss 
on going forward.

“Business depends on more than just the skills and abilities of each 
individual team member; employees need to learn how to function as a 
cohesive whole. That doesn’t happen by accident. It takes team building,” 
concluded Justine Busili, ESAf Human Resource Officer opined.

A group photo of the workshop’s participants. (Photo: ICRAF/Clinton Muller)



Regional Coordinator Visits Malawi
By Godfrey Chisusu
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Dr. Isaac Nyoka (third from left) explains to Dr. Mowo how the project is being implemented. (Photo: ICRAF/ Godfrey Chisusu)

Dr. Jeremias Mowo, the Eastern and Southern Regional 
Coordinator, has called on the Malawi office to strengthen 
partnerships as they work to improve the livelihoods 
of smallholder farmers in Malawi through agroforestry 
interventions. He said this during a two-day visit to Malawi on 
16 February 2015. 

While in Malawi, Dr. Mowo met ICRAF staff members and also 
visited farmers’ fields. “There should be proper execution of 
projects in order to ensure high standards in the delivery of 

services to farmers, partners and donors,” Dr. Mowo said while addressing 
staff members. He called on both the scientists and technical support 
staff to continue working together towards building a strong region.

One of the highlights of the field trip was to visit farmers who practise 
agroforestry under the Payment for Ecosystem Management Project. 
The aim of this initiative is to ascertain if paying farmers to practise 
agroforestry would be a solution to the problem of low adoption. If 
that is the case, then  Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) might find its 
exit strategy in agroforestry. The project provides incentives to farmers 
to maintain a certain number of fertilizer trees on their farms. The pilot 
selected 50 farmers in two extension planning areas (EPAs) of Chilaza 
and Mpingu. Each one of the 50 farmers have set aside an acre of land 
for the annual under sowing of Tephrosia in the maize based system for 
the growing season for the next two years. Tephrosia in this project is 
planted annually. Dr. Mowo was accompanied by Dr. Isaac Nyoka, the 
Southern Africa Nodal Representative, during the visit.

Emiliya Dimiyoni is one of the many farmers working under the project. 
She has a family of seven and hails from Kang’ombe Village in Mpingu. 
She narrated her success in producing more than 80 bags of maize under 
the guidance of ICRAF staff. Emiliya is now able to feed her family and 
even have surplus maize left to sell. She has also harvested enough 
Tephrosia stems which she claims provides her with firewood.

Each year, farmers participating in the project are given inputs like 
chemical fertilizers, improved maize seeds, fertilizer tree seeds and 
all the necessary extension support. It is expected that from the third 
year of the project, provision of the chemical fertilizers will be reduced 
depending on the biomass that each field produces. The reduced 
input amounts are then given to the farmer in form of cash. This has 
demonstrated to the practising farmers that it is possible to get the same 
amount of production with less chemical fertilizer.

The project aims at encouraging farmers to adopt agroforestry practices 
and other soil fertility enhancing practices that will provide an alternative 
for sustainably increasing agricultural production and farm incomes as 
an exit strategy to the costly FISP.

“The Government of Malawi’s FISP has stimulated food crop production 
and helped the country achieve a high level of self-reliance in maize. 
Farmers need to be encouraged to adopt agroforestry practices and 
other soil fertility enhancing practices which will provide Malawi with an 
alternative for sustainably increasing agricultural production and farm 
incomes, and act as an exit strategy from the costly and foreign currency 
intensive FISP,”  Dr. Nyoka said. 

Dr. Nyoka says similar project activities are also being tested on a 
relatively larger scale, targeting close to 6,000 FISP recipient farmers in 
Chafumbwa EPA, Dedza district.

“I would like these farmers to keep on practising agroforestry even after 
the end of the project as they have witnessed its benefits,” Dr. Mowo said.
He requested the farmers working with the project to disseminate the 
technology to the rest of their peers.

Healthy fertiliser Tree, Tephrosia candida, growing under maize canopy. 
(Photo: ICRAF/ Godfrey Chisusu)



Sustainable energy supply for a tea factory: how briquettes are 
saving Makomboki tea factory millions in energy costs
By Mary Njenga, Miyuki Iiyama and Albert Mwangi 

Tea, one of the leading cash crops in Kenya, makes a significant 
contribution to the country’s economy. 

The tea industry comprises both large-scale producers and small-
scale growers managed by the Kenya Tea Development Agency Ltd 
(KTDA). The agency has registered more than 500,000 growers and 

66 tea factories. Some of the challenges tea factories face include high 
cost of production, fluctuating global market prices, changing weather 
patterns and high energy costs. Energy gobbles up a huge percentage 
of production costs. The cost of production in the industrial sector 
increased as a result of the rise in oil prices during the energy crisis which 
peaked in 2008. 

The increase in global oil prices prompted the tea factories to shift 
from oil furnaces to firewood-based boilers. This transition has had its 
challenges, some of which include loss of forest cover and huge sums 
of money going to buying firewood. Loss of trees has exacerbated the 
effects of climate change, which in turn has affected the tea production, 
resulting in reduced output. To ensure a sustainable supply of biomass 
energy while reducing on the cost of drying tea for tea factories, 
diversification is important. One option is to use locally available organic 
by-products as a source of energy. 

Makomboki tea factory is one of the 66 KTDA factories, located in Kigumo 
District in Murang’a County on the slopes of the Aberdare Ranges in 
Central Kenya, right opposite Ndakaini Dam. The factory is about 90km 
from Nairobi. The factory was commissioned on 21 September 1981 
and directly employs 200 people, serves 5,632 smallholder farmers, 
has 132 leaf collection centres and covers 1,818 hectares with a total of 
15,208,545 tea bushes. Three quarters of its tea is auctioned at Mombasa 
for overseas markets. 

Energy costs have had a negative impact on the factory’s 
profits. For example in 2013 the factory spent Kshs. 38,797,698 
(456,444USD) and Kshs. 26,470,330 (311415USD) of its total 
income on electricity and firewood respectively. In 2014, Kshs. 
72,093,242 (848,155USD) of the factory’s income was used on 
energy. In response to the energy challenge, the tea factory is 
setting trends in conserving forest and tree cover while saving 
money by using fuel briquettes to supplement firewood.

On 7 February 2015, ICRAF and the International Trade Centre (ITC) 
Geneva organized a learning tour of Makomboki Tea Factory for post 
graduate students from the University of Nairobi’s, Wangari Maathai 
Institute for Peace and Environmental Studies (WMI). The visit aimed 

at learning and proposing recommendations for sustainable biomass 
energy for tea factories. 

Makomboki tea factory uses about 5,000m3 of firewood every year to run 
one boiler that produces steam for withering and drying tea. The boiler 
uses 2m3 of firewood per hour and assuming that three trees make 1m3 
of firewood, six trees per hour are required. When working for eight hours 
per day for 52 weeks in a year, about 15,000 trees are used as firewood. 
The number of trees used increases whenever the second boiler is 
operating. The impact on the environment has been detrimental as the 
industry, like all the many others in the country, results in cutting down 
of trees for energy. In many cases the harvested trees are not replaced 
through replanting. The situation is worsened by farmers cutting down 
young trees to earn income through firewood sales to the tea factory. 

ITC conducted training sessions at Makomboki and Kagwe tea factories 
on climate-smart agriculture, energy use and its implications on tea 
production in relation to climate change and profits for farmers. Action 
plans were developed which outlined strategies for sustainable energy 
in tea factories. Fuel briquetting technology was among the identified 
sustainable energy strategies. Briquettes are made by compacting dry 
organic residues into solid blocks or pellets using machines that are 
either manual or electric powered. 

In response to the high demand for biomass energy in tea factories, 
Living Earth Foundation, an international NGO based in London, UK 
donated a briquette machine as a pilot project. The project aimed 
to reduce the use of firewood by substituting it with fuel briquettes 
made from agricultural and other biomass wastes. As energy is such a 
significant part of the production cost of tea, the project also aims to 
reduce expenditure on firewood with savings shared among farmers 

Production and use of fuel briquettes at Makomboki tea factory. (Photo: ICRAF/
Albert Mwangi)

A boiler operator feeds firewood to generate heat required to dry tea leaves. 
(Photo: ICRAF/Albert Mwangi)

A worker feeds sawdust to the briquette making machine. (Photo: ICRAF/Albert 
Mwangi)
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This was evident during a recently concluded key informant survey 
conducted by the Trees for Food Security (TFS) project on 12-20 
March 2015, where key informants highlighted the severity of land 

degradation in the area due to lack of adequate tree cover. The study 
aimed at understanding the extension structure in the country in order 
to adopt more effective methods of promoting tree planting on farms. 
During the exercise, 12 key informants drawn from various departments 
within the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock were interviewed.

Among those interviewed were the Director General, Self-Development 
and Agricultural Extension in Burundi; an official from the Institute 
of Agricultural Sciences of Burundi (ISABU); agronomists from the 
provinces, communes, zones and collines and NGO representatives.

Mr. Peter Sinzobatohana, the Director General of Self Development and 
Agricultural Extension in Burundi noted that there are great opportunities 
available for the integration of agroforestry systems. “Kayanza Province is 
a high-potential area for implementation of agroforestry interventions. 
The area is slopy and vulnerable to soil erosion, hence adoption of trees 
on farm is suitable for land protection,” he acknowledged. He added 

that the multipurpose trees would also provide additional income for 
the largely poor population in the area through provision of fodder, 
fuelwood and construction materials. 

The agronomists interviewed highlighted the unavailability of tree 
germplasm as a major challenge in the efforts to promote agroforestry 
practices in the area. These sentiments were echoed by Mr. Pierre 
Clavennahayo, the Regional Programme Manager for the Confederation 
of Agricultural Producers Development (CAPAD) in Kayanza. On the 
number of tree nurseries in the area, Mr. Donatien Bizimana, the team 
leader of a Cooperation Agency for Research and Development under 
the IFAD programme underscored the importance of establishing more 
tree nurseries. He was particular about Muruta commune, which has few 
nurseries that cannot sustain the growing demand for tree seedlings. 

The key informant survey revealed the need to establish tree nurseries, 
where farmers could access seedlings. In addition, farmer sensitization 
on agroforestry techniques is critical in promoting adoption. Indeed 
scaling out adoption of on-farm trees under the TFS project will be 
pivotal in improving the local landscapes as well as addressing food 
insecurity for the resource poor people in the area.

The Trees for Food Security project is funded by the Australian Centre 
for International Agricultural research (ACIAR) and aims to enhance 
food security by promoting adoption of trees on farm. The four-year 
initiative (2012-2016) targets over 30 million people in the four countries 
of implementation: Ethiopia, Rwanda, Burundi and Uganda. Project 
activities were focused in Ethiopia and Rwanda in the first two years 
(2012-2014). Successes and lessons learnt from these countries will be 
scaled out to the relevant agro-ecological sites in Burundi and Uganda 
during the third and fourth year. Currently, project activities such as 
local knowledge studies, nurseries survey and extension studies are 
underway. 

Tree nurseries a prerequisite for establishing long-term 
agroforestry interventions in Burundi
By Ruth Kinuthia and Evelyne Kiptot

and used to support community development. The briquette machine 
produces 200kg of briquettes per hour while the boiler consumes 800kg 
per hour leaving a deficit of 600kg. This deficit could be met by using a 
briquette machine of higher production capacity and sustainable supply 
of raw materials. 

Moisture content of less than 15% for the raw materials is ideal, although 
this becomes a challenge as the raw materials are dried in the sun. To 
solve this Taylors from Yorkshire, England – one of the factory’s biggest 
clients donated a drier. 

“Use of fuel briquettes has allowed us to save 25% on the cost of firewood 
as the boilers are run on 50:50 ratio of firewood and fuel briquettes. If 
fuel briquettes completely replaced firewood, there would be a saving of 
50% as the cost of producing a kilo of fuel briquettes is Kshs. 4 (US$0.05) 
and buying firewood is Kshs. 9 (US$0.1),” John Gitau the Makomboki tea 
factory Unit Manager observed.

According to Lilian Sarah Kong’ani, one of the post graduate students 
who participated in the tour, the fuel briquette project visit at the 
Makomboki Tea Factory was an enriching experience with the kind of 
exposure she needed to better understand her environmental studies. 

With the growing demand for sustainable energy, Lilian opined that 
there was an urgent need to upscale biomass energy research.

“It is great to see the factory producing fuel briquettes from waste 
material and reducing their energy costs. The KTDA collective model 
means that savings on energy expenditure can be passed directly to 
farmers who have been suffering due to falling tea prices in the global 
markets. Our organization wants to scale up and replicate the fuel 
briquette innovation through a social enterprise model to deliver social 
and environmental benefits,” Trevor Rees of the Living Earth Foundation 
noted.

According to Trevor, the tea factories could develop secondary markets 
for fuel briquettes and this would require large-scale production to drive 
down the unit cost of production. From research findings, sawdust fuel 
briquettes produce a lot of fine particulate matter and hence the need 
for further research on fuel briquette varieties suitable for domestic use. 

Nineteen people participated in the learning tour. One from ITC, Living 
Earth Foundation, National Autonomous University of Mexico and Yale 
University; three from ICRAF and 12 from Wangari Maathai Institute for 
Peace and Environmental Studies, University of Nairobi.

Farmers working in one of the few nursery sites in Muruta commune. (Photo: 
ICRAF/Ruth Kinuthia)

Slopy bare land in Muruta commune. (Photo: ICRAF/Ruth Kinuthia)

Agroforestry is a vital component in transforming people’s 
livelihoods and landscapes in Muruta commune, Kayanza 
province in Burundi. 

Sustainable energy supply for a tea factory. cont.
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The MANGO (Money and NGOs) trainers is a unique way of teaching 
finance skills in a simple way that enables participants  have fun as they 

ICRAF-ESAf Region Conducts Mango Finance Staff Training
By Geoffrey Kato

Four members of staff: Rose Onyango, Geoffrey Kato, Violet Mtui 
and Gift Adamusoni from the East and Southern Africa (Esaf ) 
region attended a Mango training on 23-27 February 2015. The 
training took place at the Boma Hotel in Nairobi.

First ever Rural Resource Centre opened in Ethiopia
By Clinton Muller and Catherine Muthuri

A trained farmer showing tree grafting skills taught at the centre. (Photo: ILRI/
Addis Ababa)
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The importance of partnerships and collaboration was a key 
theme during the official opening of the new Rural Resource 
Centre (RRC) at Ziway in Ethiopia on 31 March 2015. The RRC is 
an initiative under the Trees for Food Security Project (T4FS) led 
by ICRAF.

The Australian Ambassador to Ethiopia H.E. Mark Sawers was 
the guest of honor present to officiate the launch. Dr Wubalem 
Tadesse, Director General of Ethiopian Environment and Forest 

Research Institute (EEFRI); Dr Ravi Prabhu, Deputy Director General-
Research, ICRAF; Dr Jeremias Mowo, Regional Coordinator for Eastern 
and Southern Africa region, ICRAF and other invited dignitaries graced 
the occasion.

This goal of the centre will be to provide training and access to improved 
quality tree seedlings for farmers in the nearby communities. The Centre 
will also support entrepreneurial activities, including income generation 
for landless farmers and women through selling tree seedlings from the 
tree nurseries.

The Trees for Food Security Project is administered by the Australian 
Centre for International Agriculture Research (ACIAR) with funding from 
the Australian International Food Security Research Centre (AIFSRC). 
The project is testing the effectiveness of Rural Resource Centres as part 
of the extension strategy to support the scaling up of trees on farm in 
Ethiopia and Rwanda and then scale out successes to relevant agro-
ecological zones in Uganda and Burundi.

Project Manager Dr Catherine Muthuri noted the remarkable 
collaboration and support of the partners in Ethiopia, including the 

Ethiopia Institute of Agriculture Research (EIAR), Forestry Research 
Centre (FRC) and the newly launched EEFRI, in addition to the Woreda 
and local communities in Ziway.

The local support for this initiative was echoed by Hailu Gemechu, 
the Local District Administrator. “Most of the time we see trees for 
environmental value, but trees for food security is equally important”. 
The centre will be important in scaling up the adoption of tress cross the 
whole Rift Valley, which is crucial for food security,” he shared.

Dr Wubalem Tadesse the Director General of the Ethiopian Environment & 
Forest Research Institute during his presentation noted that the initiative 
will not only improve the livelihoods of the resource poor farmers but 
also improve extension techniques of agriculture institutions in Ethiopia.  
He observed that “construction of the Rural Resource Centres will be an 
important outcome for capacity building of partner organizations.”

 “ACIAR should not be seen as a donor but rather as a financial partner. I 
hope to see more of such centres opened across Ethiopia even after the 
end of the current project life,” Liz Ogutu from AIFSRC commented.

Prior to presenting certificates of achievement to ten farmers who 
had initially received training, H.E. Mark Sawers commended the 
representation of partners present. “It is important that we don’t just tell 
people what to do rather we work together through good partnerships 
to achieve common goals and the collaborative efforts so far of this 
Rural Resource Centre are demonstrating good progress towards this,” 
He noted.

The RRC in Ziway is the first in Ethiopia and the third amongst such 
five Centres to be launched as part of the four-year T4FS project being 
implemented in Ethiopia, Rwanda, Uganda and Burundi. 

The ambassador gives certificates to successfully trained farmers. (Photo: ILRI/
Addis Ababa)

learn about money and NGOs. At the end of the training participants 
were also awarded with certificates.

Rose Onyango ESAf’s Regional Administrator thanked MANGO for 
organizing the training and was happy that her understanding of finance 
had improved. Kato Geoffrey the Uganda Finance and Administration 
Officer also thanked Mango for using simple tools to teach basic finance 
concepts. The tools will be used in their daily work and the skills and 
knowledge acquired will be used and shared with other colleagues in 
finance and administration in our respective countries in the region. 

http://worldagroforestry.org/aciar


“What are we doing with our environment and what are we 
doing with women as far as the environment is concerned?” 
This was the question posed by Dr. Tony Simons ICRAF’s 

Director General while giving his opening remarks at the Women and 
Environment Forum hosted by the organization on 4 March 2014. The 
event was held to commemorate the Africa Environmental Day. It served 
to amplify the importance of the Wangari Maathai Day – celebrated the 
previous day in partnership with the African Union Commission (AUC) 
and the Government of Kenya (GoK).

The forum, whose theme was Empowering women for 
sustainable natural resource management, provided a platform 
for participants to discuss the achievements, challenges and 
explore interventions to enhance women involvement in 
sustainable environmental management.

Dr. Simons celebrated Prof. Wangari Maathai as a woman who 
demonstrated to the world the different gender perspectives to the 
way human value resources, appreciate them, use them and control 
them. He termed women as indispensable players in the promotion of 
environmental conservation.

 “Women continue to be disadvantaged by insecure access and property 
rights to natural resources. Furthermore, they bear most of the work 
of tree and forest management, but receive a disproportionately 
small portion of the benefits,” Jonathan Muriuki, ICRAF Kenya Country 
Representative noted while discussing the barriers affecting women, 

Speaking during the opening of the event, Almami Dampha, a Senior 
Policy Officer at AUC said that the commission suggested that in order 
to address the diversity of challenges faced by women, holistic and 
integrated approaches need to be put in place. He said that women 
are the main producers of food that is normally consumed in many 
households, yet they still don’t own a significant proportion of the vital 
resource which is land.

“Women should be empowered to not only be planters of trees but also 
harvesters of the tree benefits. In line with this, AUC has dedicated 2015 
as the Year of Women’s Empowerment. We are keen to work with women 
in the efforts to enhance natural resource management,” Almami said.

On her part, Aisha Karanja, Executive Director of the Green Belt 
Movement (GBM) celebrated women for their achievements in natural 

resource management despite the myriad of challenges they face. 
She cited gender inequality as one of the underlying causes of low 
productivity in agriculture. “This is why GBM is focused on empowering 
women so that they are transformed from victims to change agents in 
the efforts to enhance natural resource management” Aisha stated. 

“What crosses a man’s or a woman’s mind when a tree is mentioned?” 
This was the opening statement made by Mary Njenga, a bioenergy 
expert  from ICRAF’s East and Southern Africa regional office while 
making a presentation titled Women and land management: challenges 
faced in conservation of forests and forest products.

Women, she said, would be more concerned about fuelwood (energy) 
or food (fruits) while their male counterparts would be more interested 
in tree products that generate income such as timber. She added that 
as a step towards achieving conservation of forests and trees we need 
to understand the needs, interests and roles of women, actively involve 
women in designing, implementation and management of projects and 
understand the needs and interests of men to achieve gender relevant 
development.

In pursuit of this, ICRAF is finalizing its gender strategy to ensure 
incorporation of gender issues in the research processes from the design 
stage to implementation so as to achieve gender-relevant development.

Women and environment forum highlights need to empower 
women on natural resource management
By Danyell Odhiambo

Group discussion session in progress. (Photo: ICRAF/Danyell Odhiambo)

Participants line up for a group photo. (Photo: ICRAF/Danyell Odhiambo)
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Farmers embracing Zai Pit Technology to guarantee a food-secure 
future
By Danyell Odhiambo

“In order to establish a Zai pit, you need to dig a square pit measuring 
at least 2ft long, 2ft wide and 2ft deep. The top soil should then be 
mixed with manure before it is returned to the pit. During the rainy 

season, the pit captures rainwater runoff hence conserving moisture and 
at the same time preserving soil fertility,” Stella Mwikali enthusiastically 
explained the step-by-step process of establishing the water buffering 
technique when I visited the group farm on 15 December 2014. Stella is 
a smallholder farmer and the treasurer of Kalulu Self Help Group (SHG) 
in Machakos County.

The Programme for Enhancing Food and Water Security is funded by the 
Directorate-General for International Cooperation (DGIS) Netherlands 
and aims to support farmers to improve their water and food security 
and drive economic development of rural populations.

The programme will implement intervention strategies which can 
significantly improve climate change adaptation of rural households. 
It prioritizes promotion of technologies whose objectives are twofold: 
attract short-term livelihood benefits and are affordable. This initiative 
is being implemented in Machakos, Makueni and Kitui Counties as well 
in Ethiopia, Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger – five countries that experience 
recurrent drought.

The Zai pit technology is turning out to be popular in the project sites. 
It was listed as one of the quick-win interventions to be implemented 
by Kenyan partner organizations in 2014. Quick-wins in projects are in 
form of low-cost interventions that link integration of water buffering, 
soil fertility management and commercialization of the rural economy.

In a bid to facilitate the effective and efficient adoption of these 
activities, representatives from farmer groups and water resources users’ 
associations (WRUAs) were first equipped with appropriate skills on 
water buffering techniques, preparing plant-based pesticides and good 
farming practices. 

“The training extensively covered on-farm water harvesting techniques 
including fertility trenches, sunken beds and sack gardens, among 
others. I was interested in the Zai pit technology which restored my 
confidence in farming as a livelihood,” Mwikali said.  

“The Eastern region in Kenya is known for its long drought spells and 
unpredictable rain patterns. This technique ensures that the little 
rainwater received does not go to waste. I am optimistic that Zai pits will 
improve our crop yields,” she added.

Women and environment forum. cont.

Other presentations made during the event included:

•	 The challenges and opportunities facing efforts to promote of 
gender equality in Africa. 

•	 Policy and institutional interventions to enhance women 
participation in environmental management.

•	 The Kenya gender mainstreaming strategy and action plan for 
environmental management.

•	 Global gender and environmental outlook (GGEO).

Activities of the day ended with calls for partners to make use of the 
recommendations generated from the forum to develop concept notes 
that would turn into developing a project idea to enhance the role of 
women in natural resource management.

The event which was held in partnership with the African Union 
Commission (AUC), United Nation Environment Programme (UNEP) 
Government of Kenya (GoK), World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF) and 
the Green Belt Movement (GBM) brought together a host of women 
participants drawn from international, national and grassroots 
institutions in Kenya. The UNEP team plants a tree during the event. (Photo: ICRAF/Danyell Odhiambo)

Farmers are being supported to establish Zai pits as part of rain water harvesting interventions. (Photo: ICRAF/ Danyell Odhiambo)

A newsletter of Eastern and Southern Africa region   |    8



Technology variations

Zai pit technology is described in Rainwater Harvesting Inventory of 
Kenya, a publication of the World Agroforestry Centre, as a traditional 
technique that is popular in several West African countries. The system 
is quickly gaining popularity in Kenya, especially in arid and semi-arid 
lands, as it is known to arrest runoff water allowing little to escape when 
rains fall, and therefore enhancing crop productivity. 

Esther Nzuki was another one of the champion farmers we visited. 
Champion farmers are lead farmers who are recognized for their quick 
adoption of innovative solutions to agricultural problems. They work 
closely with scientists to help spread awareness on best farming practices 
amongst other smallholder farmers. We met her at the Waita project 
site in Mwingi, Makueni County. She is a member of Kyeni kya Munguu 
SHG which works with ADRA Kenya, one of the project’s implementing 
partners. She vividly recalled how she dug 33 Zai pits, just a day after she 
was trained last year in October. 

Nzuki showed me a section of her one acre piece of land where she is 
practising Zai pit technology alongside traditional farming. “You can see 
a significant difference between the two farming methods. The maize 
crops planted in the Zai pits are healthier and fast growing,” she beamed.

Constraints to adoption of Zai pit technology

Findings of a study conducted by the project between November 
and December 2014, revealed that Zai pits technology was used 
by 6.4%, 24.1%, 5%, 2.2%, 13.9% and 7.7% of the farmers in Mtito 
Andei, Kalawa, Kanyangi, Waita, Yatta and Mwala, respectively.

One of the main reasons given by farmers who are reluctant to adopt the 
technology was that the technology is labour-intensive. Nzuki further 
stated that the farming system is not appropriate for the elderly and 
physically challenged considering that a big part of the region is hard 
and rocky ground. It takes approximately 30 minutes to dig a single Zai 
pit.

Nevertheless, she insists that labour required is not a justified excuse for 
a community that has previously been dependent on government relief 
food during the dry season. “For farmers who have experienced adverse 
effects of food and water shortage, there should be no excuse not to 
adopt such innovative farming methods. Come the next season I am 
planning to dig more than 300 Zai pits,” she said.

Another challenge raised was the lack of appropriate tools and 
equipment to dig the Zai pits. Naomi Kamau, a member of Mwireri 

SHG who has dug 1000 pits on her half-acre piece of land complains of 
broken tools including jembes (hoes) and spades.

“The project should provide us with the appropriate tools and equipment 
or link us with industries or organizations developing improvised farm 
tools to promote the uptake of this technology. We are ready to support 
the project towards success,” Kamau affirmed.

To address this, the project will incorporate the needs, assets and 
perspectives of the different categories of farmers into its design and 
implementation. This is in line with the bottom-up approach which seeks 
to embrace inclusivity through farmer-driven decisions and processes. 

Project Vision

The project is targeting rural households to transit from subsistence 
farming and emergency aid to sustainable rural development by 
increasing food and water security, better access to markets and 
strengthening of the local economy, the journey towards the fulfillment 
of this vision just began. 

The interventions target farming communities in an integrated 
manner in order to improve productivity of farming systems and build 
resilience against extreme climatic events while commercializing the 
rural economy. Current partners in this initiative include World Vision, 
SNV Netherlands Development Organization, Caritas and Adventist 
Development Relief Agency (ADRA). 

Farmers embracing Zai Pit Technology. cont.

An improvised farm tool used to dig Zai pits. (Photo: ICRAF/ Danyell Odhiambo)

Nzuki standing in the middle of  maize planted in Zai pits. Withered maize plants in the background. (Photo: ICRAF/ Danyell Odhiambo)
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Voluntary certification training for tree seed nursery operators in 
Malawi
By Godfrey Chisusu

The quality of tree seedlings has declined in Malawi due to, among 
other things, lack of basic standards of production, shortage 
of capacity in seed certifiers and lack of modern methods of 

managing tree nurseries. In addition, the tree nursery operators are not 
well organized thus lack the ability to lobby.

The Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development through 
the Department of Crop Development has been conducting voluntary 
certification sensitization with technical support from the World 
Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF). This is in a bid to have seed tree nurseries 
certified voluntarily until the national laws of the country enforce 
mandatory certification, similar to that for cereals.

ICRAF, in conjunction with the Ministry, invited 40 tree seed nursery 
operators for the training. Only operators with over 10,000 seedlings 
were considered for this training on tree seed standards and procedures. 
Also present were the newly trained tree seed inspectors from the 
Ministry who shared with farmers what they would be looking for when 
inspecting the nurseries. 

“ICRAF saw a gap in the quality of planting materials on the market. 
Through this training, we aim to create a cadre of nursery operators who 
will produce impeccable seedlings that meet minimum standards on 
characteristics like pot size, seedling height, seedling diameter, disease/
pest perseverance, seed source, etc. We expect government to support 
the certification process by enforcing these minimum standards for 
nurseries,” Bruce Sosola, the Agroforestry Food Security Program II (AFSP 
II) Manager said.

The nursery operators will have an option to certify their nursery 
establishment certified and added to a list that will be made available to 
the general public. Certification will mean that their products meet the 
minimum standards for tree species. The current Seed Act in Malawi that 
was passed by Parliament in 1993 only mentions cereal seed certification 
and excludes tree seedlings, there is currently a bill that will be tabled 
in Parliament where ICRAF is lobbying the inclusion of the seedling 

certification. Once it becomes law, the tree seedling certification will be 
mandatory.

Workshop facilitator Mr. Amon Phiri, a Horticulture Officer in 
the Department of Crop Development under the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development says, the 
ICRAF initiative represents a major step towards setting and 
establishing standards in the tree nursery business.

“The Government and its partners have spent years introducing 
nurseries trees, but we have done little to ensure standards were upheld,” 
Phiri noted. He says the Seed Act will help safeguard farmers against 
poor quality seedlings.

Participants at a Voluntary Certification of Trees Seedlings workshop in 
Blantyre. (Photo: ICRAF/ Godfrey Chisusu)

Group photo of participants in Mzuzu. (Photo: ICRAF/ Godfrey Chisusu)
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Pictorial

Participants of the learning tour from ICRAF, ITC, WMI, Yale University and 
UNAM. (Photo: ICRAF/Albert Mwangi)

Participants from the rural resource centre opening ceremony take a 
group photo. (Photo: ILRI/Addis Ababa)
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ICRAF’s Jonathan Muriuki officiates tree planting exercise. (Photo: ICRAF/ 
Danyell Odhiambo)

Part of the ESAf team participate in team building activities after the 
planning meeting. (Photo: ICRAF/Albert Mwangi)
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