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ere the farmers are

oing back to Eden

The Methodist Relief and Development Fund (MRDF) works exclusively through local, grass-root organisations in the poorest countries in the
world. Programme officers regularly go to see projects in action — to support the partners and ensure work is effective. Menka Jha has returned
from Zambia — here she shares excerpts of the diary she kept for Methodist Recorder readers.

RIGHT man for the job ...
Landed in Lusaka. Met by
Wallace Mayiya, director of our
partner here in Zambia. Dur-
ing our three-hour drive south
Wallace explained his own
background as a lending man-
ager in a bank where, drawing
on his own village roots, he
managed agricultural business
loans. It’s perfect experience for
his current role, enabling rural
communities to make a living
by processing and marketing
vegetables, because he under-
stands both business and rural
life.

Spent the afternoon meeting
officials and the evening with
project staff reviewing progress
— that meeting has only just fin-
ished and its almost 11 pm.
The staff is very open about
what has worked well and been
difficult — they are desperate to
see this project succeed and
their commitment is inspira-
tional.

Reaching the parts ... A
quick stop to pick up food and
water this morning, then three
hours of dirt roads out to the
project area. As we drove past
endless field of maize Wallace
exclaimed: “It’s a maize-mono-
culture. But when the maize
fails it’s absolute hunger! This is
what we are trying to defeat.”
By providing seeds and train-
ing, Wallace and his colleagues
are helping rural communities
diversify their crops with in-
digenous vegetables that don't
need expensive fertilisers — they
call it the “back to Eden”
approach.

About 50 km out of town we
passed a cluster of boards bear-

ing the names of development
agencies and international don-
ors — Wallace smiled sadly. “This
is as far as they come. After this
we are the only people working
for development,” he said.
Once again I see that MRDF
support really is reaching the
parts other funders don’t.

If T could package it ...
Today I saw the project’s facto-
ry — although “factory” sounds
a bit grand! Its a room with
stainless steel food preparation
tables and the drying machine;
here vegetables are processed
and packed. Small and simple
maybe — but significant.

Preserving means more pro-
duce can be collected before
selling, making it easier to
arrange  transport, market
directly to businesses and cut
out middlemen.

A network of 20 self-help
groups with more than 300
members disseminates infor-
mation and resources through
the remote villages. I met about
15 participants from the vil-
lages around the factory — and
got the full African welcome
with singing and dancing!

Equal participation by every-
one is not something you can
take for granted in development,
but every person in the meeting
spoke up — old, young, men,
women. People were bursting
with excitement for what they've
achieved and ideas for the
future: “We have gained much
and seen improvement in our
financial situation.” “It’s a source
of hygienic food that is pre-
served into the off [dry] season.”
“The flesh we currently waste
when we slice mangoes for dry-

ing could be made into jam.”
Forget the food — I wish I could
package this atmosphere! The
project has created such empow-
ered enthusiasm among these
isolated, vulnerable farmers.

Heading for development
... This afternoon I travelled
out to meet groups living far
from the factory: Simwami is
an hour away in a 4x4 — or the
best part of a day on foot. It was
a massive turn-out — around 30
people gathered under the trees
to talk to me and soon everyone
was joining in. After last year’s
maize was destroyed by floods,
the training and seeds provided
with MRDF support have liter-
ally been a lifeline. The vegeta-
bles are all people have to live
on and, even with this, these
villages are still existing on one
meal a day. Because the factory
is so far away, it’s been difficult
for them to dry and process
produce. This is why these
communities hope to build a
drying facility in Simwami, to
act as a satellite centre for the
project.

A man called Onios said:
“We are happy! Since the activi-
ties started we have developed a
thing that looks so simple — but
now it is clear in our minds that
we are heading towards devel-
opment.” Once a fortnight his
wife, Eneless, with baby Ozzy
on her back, makes the six-hour
walk to town so she can sell her
vegetables before they spoil. “I
really appreciate those seeds.
Personally it has really helped
me,” Eneless said. “But if I
could dry my produce right
here it would be a big benefit —
to eat and to sell it.”

I was struck by the clear
strategy these groups have for
moving forward. They need
their own dryer to complete
what has begun and they can
contribute to the enterprise:
land, building materials and
labour. They just need MRDF’s
help to buy equipment and be
trained in processing. I wished
I could promise that support
right away — but there were
things I still needed to know.

Seeing it all add up. Today I
completed the final part of my
visit with this partner — meeting
the accountant. Less fun than
visiting the villages but just as
important: we need to know
that MRDF support is properly
used and accounted for.

Working through small agen-
cies has its challenges. But get-
ting support directly to the most
marginalised people and growing
strong organisations that can
empower their communities for
years to come is an exciting priv-
ilege. Today was definitely a
privilege, not a challenge: the
finance meeting went well and
all is in order.

The project I have seen here
thrills me: genuine empower-
ment of the participants; a
strong staff team; communities
investing their own effort and
resources; a strong, sustainable
business model and most of all
— good results! This is a project
recommendation I am going to
enjoy writing.

Before that, I have three
more partners to visit, begin-
ning tomorrow with an eight-
hour bus journey north — so I
hope this good mood is as
strong as the work I've seen!

‘We are happy! Since the activities started we have
developed a thing that looks so simple — but now it is clear in our
minds that we are heading towards development.,

CRUNCH

rency.

BEAT THE CURRENCY

THE recent decrease in the value of
sterling has hit MRDF’s development
grant budgets because overseas grants
are agreed in advance and in local cur-

Current commitments are costing up

dard of living.

to 30 per cent more to fulfil. The part-
ner Menka visited hopes to secure a
three-year agreement with MRDF to
fund an extended project. This will
provide drying facilities in remote
locations — enabling people like Onios,
Eneless and their family to add value to
their produce and improve their stan-

However, additional funds are ur-

gently needed by MRDF if it is to sus-
tain its current partnerships and con-
sider new grant applications.

If you would like to help make more
small miracles like this possible, you can
get more information about supporting
MRDPF’s work by visiting www.mrdf.
org.uk/pages/making_a_difference
(MRDE, 25 Marylebone Road, London
NW1 5JR; tel: 020 7222 4814).

FACT FILE

@ Zambia is one of the poorest countries in the world,
ranked by the UN as 163rd of 179 countries by the
Human Development Index

@ Population - 12.2 million*

@ Capital — Lusaka

@ Main exports — Copper, minerals, tobacco

@ Life expectancy — 42 years*

@ Global hunger index rating — Alarming**

@ Agricultural production makes up 85% of the country’s

output™**
@ 46 per cent of the population is undernourished*

@ 17 per cent of adults aged 15-49 are HIV positive***

*United Nations, 2008

** International Food Policy Research Institute (Global hunger
index ranks countries by combining three indicators: level of child
malnutrition, rates of child mortality and the proportion of people
who are calorie-deficient)

MAKE YOUR MARK!
YOU can play a part in the development of poor communi-
ties like Simwami and empower people to escape the pover-
ty trap. Find out how by attending an MRDF Make your
mark conference and be inspired to take simple actions on
crucial development issues.

@ Updates and first-hand accounts of MRDPF’s life-chang-
ing work

@ Ideas for individual and group action

@ Preview of MRDF’s 2009 Harvest pack

The conferences will be held across the UK on Saturdays

The events will include:

in May and June. Call 020 7467 5132 or visit www.mrdf.
@ Two workshops on key global development topics

org.uk./pages/support_us.php for more information.

® Above: Menka facilitates a training session with a self-help group; below: Eneless makes the six-hour walk to town, with baby Ozzy
on her back, each fortnight to sell the vegetables she grows. She said: “l really appreciate those seeds. Personally it has really helped
me but if | could dry my produce right here it would be a big benefit — to eat and to sell it.”

@ Above: Hygienically dried and packaged, these mushrooms not only sell for more but also are easier to collect and transport. Dried
and packaged vegetables provide food and income all year round; below: MRDF support is providing seeds and training to help rural
communities diversify their crops with indigenous vegetables that don’t need expensive fertilisers.

MENKA is MRDF’s programme officer for Asia and Southern
Africa. Before joining the charity in 2007 she worked for the
United Nations in South Asia, helping to draft a communication
strategy for young people on HIV/AIDS and substance use. As a
part of the National AIDS Control Organisation in India, she also
helped to launch a state-level campaign on HIV/AIDS prevention
for the general population.

Menka has an MA in Social Work from Tata Institute of Social

Sciences in Mumbai. Having lived and worked in South Asia, she
speaks several regional languages, namely Hindi, Urdu, Bengali,
Maithili and Marwari.

Menka makes regular visits to see MRDF’s partners in action
— as they provide vital support to some of the world’s poorest
people — and to monitor their work. Her most recent trips were to
Mozambique and Zambia. She will visit MRDF’s projects in Nepal
later in the spring.
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