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Introduction

The task of conducting qualitative, participatory and/or action research in a setting that is far removed from one’s own, can be somewhat daunting, especially for a masters student organizing her field work independently for the first time. I found inspiration to experiment with more ‘participatory’ and ‘action’ oriented research from many academics and practitioners of participatory development that I had met and read about. During the many occasions which I questioned myself, my motives, my shortcomings, my methods, and the many other opportunities and challenges I faced, I felt reassured by the words that form the title of Miles Horton and Paulo Freire’s book ‘We Make the Road by Walking’. Although the research I conducted may have its shortcomings, it has provided me with real life experiences from which I have changed the way I look at myself and my role in development, my perceptions of development, the role of research in development generally, as well as at the masters level, and how I define and view urban agriculture in Zimbabwe.

From August to December 2000, and from May to September 2001, I have been conducting field research in Harare, Zimbabwe for completion of my Masters of Arts in Community and Regional Planning at the University of British Columbia, in Canada. The research has focused on urban open space cultivation by women in the high-density suburb of Highfields. Through in-depth, action oriented research, I’ve attempted to explore the gender aspects of urban agriculture, as a livelihood strategy within the households I worked with, as well as from the policy level. I have received a tremendous amount of support, which has included financial support from the Agropolis Award and the Canadian Institute of Planners.

The reflections shared in this paper stem from research that is still in motion and therefore, has yet to be more fully enriched by perspectives from others, or from the insights gained over time and from leaving the ‘field’.

Focus and Purpose of Research

The research proposed to address the food provision needs and strategies of low-income households in a twofold manner. First, by investigating the role that women play in food provisioning within their households and, second, their use of urban cultivation on open spaces as both a household survival strategy and a food provisioning strategy. While the initial proposal also intended to research the survival and food provisioning strategies of non-cultivating low-income households, this has not been undertaken. There is research currently being conducted in Harare that I can rely upon to fill in some of these gaps in my own research. Another aspect of the research was focused on policy and governance issues related to urban agriculture, taking special note of local level policies and decision making in regards to: gender sensitivity, equity and public participation. 

The questions I have attempted to address are the following: 

1. What are the practical and strategic needs of women with access to urban cultivation in Harare? 

2. What are the practical and strategic needs of women without access to urban cultivation in Harare? 

3. What are the current policies and stances of local departments and decision-makers, as well as relevant central government ministries and departments with regard to citywide planning and its accommodation of urban agriculture?

4. What are the relationships, interactions, differences and/or similarities between each of the three groups identified above?

5. Can any action strategies be identified within and between any of these groups to

promote more accommodative planning initiatives or practices in regards to urban agriculture and women cultivators/non-cultivators in Harare?

As mentioned, I have not been as successful in researching non-cultivating, poorer households, however, some insights have been gained into this group, both from the field work I have been conducting, as well as that of others. 

Methodological Approach


The research has been exploratory and descriptive in nature, and has relied heavily on qualitative and participatory approaches to research. While neither exclusively using feminist or participatory action research methodologies, both theories have shaped the approach and methods chosen for conducting this research. Incorporating these two methodologies into the research design has been challenging for numerous reasons which will be highlighted in the section on methods used in the field. 


Neither methodological approaches have been widely used in research projects in Zimbabwe, and not to my knowledge in research on urban agriculture. Therefore, the research is exploring the use of these methodologies for several purposes. 

1. Feminist theory has much to contribute to expanding the analysis of urban agriculture in Zimbabwe. While mainstreaming gender is on the national agenda, and the agenda of many non-governmental organizations and women’s organizations, it has yet to make serious impacts on the ground and in decision making. Urban agriculture is an activity that is carried out primarily by women (although the demographics are changing due to retrenchments and lack of formal sector employment opportunities), which has been well documented in previous research, but a more detailed analysis of women’s involvement in urban cultivation has yet to be fully carried out. Some interesting findings have evolved. By using gender analysis on the household level, this research has attempted to explore the strategic needs of women in procuring practical needs, such as food, within their households. The research has shown that age as well as gender, is a significant factor to address, as older women appear to be carrying a greater portion of the burden within their households. Additionally, finding appropriate ways to organize has been very challenging. The women I’ve been working with are attempting to find strategies that accommodate their preferences to work individually, while also working together, as this latter is the only way they will be able to access support. On the policy level, gender analysis has revealed some interesting insights in terms of how women would be/ or are able to access resources, such as land, for urban cultivation on open spaces within cities in Zimbabwe. 

2. While I do not propose to have undertaken Participatory Action Research (PAR), I have borrowed from the theory and practice of it. PAR is not well suited to short term research, like mine, however, borrowing some of the concepts of participation and action, have been very useful. As well, exploring how these concepts get modified and applied in the field has assisted me to scrutinize the benefits, challenges and even dangers, of experimenting with popular methodologies like PAR. The women cultivators I’ve been working with have played a very active role throughout the research, and various types of action strategies have been incorporated and are still under discussion. Defining the roles that each of us played, including my research assistants, has proved very challenging, but I do not regret providing opportunities for participation and action in this research project. 

3. Participatory and feminist methodologies are complementary as they both interrogate the role and positionality of the researcher, are reflexive in nature, allow for flexibility, and accommodate qualitative research methods. 

4. These methodologies were chosen as I felt they accommodated my personality type better than other types of research methodologies. I like working closely with people and these methodologies permitted me to be more of an active participant in the research process and to build relationships and trust with those that I came involved with. While some researchers may be very cautious of ‘building relationships’ during their research and, may question what I exactly mean by this, for me, forming bonds with people would have happened regardless, so I’m confronting the challenges, both personal and ethical, that have surfaced because of this chosen approach.

Methods Used in the Field


I have been working with four wonderful research assistants over the course of my research, (one of whom, is now a PAR researcher involved in a community forestry program in Zimbabwe). They all have different professional backgrounds (agricultural economics, engineering, health) and each has brought a tremendous amount of enthusiasm, experience and personal interest to the research. Together, we have been working with seven women, most in their fifties, from the high density areas of Harare, who cultivate on open spaces, within high density suburbs of the city. 

In our very first meeting with cultivators, twenty women turned out. However, participation went down to eight women, then seven, for numerous reasons. First, some women felt we were ‘just students’ and were skeptical that there would be any tangible benefits from working with us. Second, there was a sense of fear among some women. Mrs. M told us this was either due to their reservations about our political associations (as students were known to be highly politicized, and I was foreign, and many foreigners were being assumed to support the opposition party), and also fear of meeting in groups like we were. This latter challenge has been cited by other researchers doing research in Zimbabwe during politically tense times. In the end, a core group of seven was formed and this group have continued to work with us since September 2000. 


The methods we used to undertake the research are described below, and are presented in a quasi chronological fashion. The challenges and benefits of using these tools in this research project are summarized, however, only a small picture is being given here as the complexities of organizing and analyzing the research and it’s various outcomes warrants more length and scope than this paper provides. 

Preliminary Survey of Open Space Cultivation in Harare

The first thing I had to do, after forming my research team (which consisted of just two research assistants, Shepherd and Tendayi), was to find cultivators who would be interested in participating in this research project with us. (This is a perfect example of how this research undertaking is not PAR- I was not invited to do this work, I created my own project and looked for people to participate in it.) We hired a friend’s car and visited the high density suburbs of Harare on a Saturday morning. This provided the opportunity for me to see what was happening on the ground, and to hopefully, find people to work with. 

People were just starting to clear their fields, so there were not a lot of people to visit yet. At each location we stopped, we talked to people and told them what we were doing and asked general questions about their cultivation. At one location, a women was working alone in her field. After talking to her for a few minutes, she offered to organize some cultivators for us, and told us to come to her home on Thursday to talk to them! 

I found that this short expedition was really useful to give me a better picture of where cultivation was being carried out within the city and how. We saw a diversity of crops being planted, and even a range of cultivation practices and practitioners. 

Focus Groups
Focus group discussions were used often throughout the research process. We used them to probe the women on various topics such as: 1) Very general questions about their cultivation activities, such as what they grew, where, what some of their problems were. 2) Their thoughts on the negative perceptions that decision makers, and the City, have of urban cultivation. 3) Their involvement in community based decision making or inclusion in other public consultation or decision making processes. 5) On how they would like to be included in local decision making processes, especially in regards to urban agriculture. 6)The women’s perceptions of men’s and women’s access to land, both within the urban context and the rural. 

These meetings proved very enriching, as the women articulated their awareness and acceptance of the development pressures within the city, which are displacing their farming activities. They also expressed that they do not wish to be doing ‘illegal’ cultivation but are not aware of how to even go about obtaining permission. However, these small group discussions were also very challenging for two reasons. First, these were all conducted in Shona and people’s comments needed to be translated for me. So, I either lost some of the content of discussions, or sometimes impaired the dynamic of the discussion because I had to interrupt for translation. Second, often it was very difficult to facilitate discussion on some issues, as it seemed like people were too apprehensive to give opinions openly on some issues, or often, did not want to be probed too deeply. 

Transect Walk/ Site Visits


One of the first activities was to conduct a transect walk through the area where many of the women had some of their fields so we could see what the women had described to us. This activity was not that successful in gathering information, but was a very useful learning opportunity. There had been a death in the neighbourhood, so many of the woman had to come and go so they could attend it. Some were concerned being seen at this ‘meeting’ with us, instead of being at the home of the bereaved family. So turn out was sporadic and low. Additionally, although we thought we had described the activity well to them, we found that the women directed us from one plot to the next, and we were led only by the person whose field we were being shown, instead of the whole group. It was difficult then to generate discussion. An unexpected event occurred too. Two women from the City of Harare came over to inquire what we were doing. The women we were with were very alarmed as they feared these women from the City were going to cause trouble for them in some way or another, perhaps inform them they were not allowed to cultivate there. The City of Harare has a reputation for slashing mature maize crops in the past, so there concern was genuine. Fortunately, they were only from the park adjacent to the fields and were just inquiring if me and my colleague were lost. After this, the ‘walk’ was pretty much abandoned. 

When reading about transect walks in PR (participatory research) tool books, it seems like a very simple exercise to execute. However, I learned that it can require a great deal more preparation so that everyone shares the same expectations and understands who is actually leading who on the tour. We felt that the women may not have understood that they were actually taking us on a tour. In fact, the idea of handing over control of a particular exercise or stage of the research was a major challenge throughout the research as people did not have those expectations. These were difficult concepts to explain and put in practice. 

Mapping Exercise
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The mapping exercise followed the transect walk. Again, this exercise was only minimally successful in enhancing information gathered on the walk. Tendayi facilitated really well and offered lots of encouragement, but just could not get the women to draw themselves. Instead, they directed Tendayi as she was ‘good’ at drawing, and they were not. What was really interesting to us is that the women really hesitated to put names down on the map. We asked them to draw or show us where their fields were on the map and then Tendayi wanted to put their names on the spot they identified. We asked if they could demarcate where other people’s fields were. They were very uncomfortable with this as well. Tendayi and I had a good debriefing meeting afterwards to discuss how the exercise went and discussed that the women probably had very good reasons why they did not want names on the map, or to include others on it. We speculated that because their cultivation is considered ‘illegal’, and on top of that, we had only known one another for a short time, trust had not been established and they really had no idea what we might actually do with the map, and who would see it. I learned that even the tools that seem quite innocuously used elsewhere or described in books, careful consideration on when and how they are applied is warranted. I think I had just followed what I had seen so often, the use of a transect walk and a mapping exercise as useful introductory tools. However, these were not the most appropriate tools in this case. 

Life Histories

We had gone out to visit the women a number of times and we felt like we still didn’t really have a good sense of who these women really were. In an effort to get to know the women better, I interviewed the women on their life histories, but in a condensed, modified way. I set up a table: 

	Date
	Location
	Household Composition
	Activities
	Major Events

	Birth
	
	
	
	

	…
	
	
	
	

	2000
	
	
	
	


I wanted to know where they lived, with who, the activities they participated in, and what major events they attributed to the time period. As this was the first individual interviews I did, it allowed the women to see what I was writing, to keep track of where we were, facilitated the ease in translation. I found this exercise to really give a better picture of who these women were, and revealed the women’s migration from their rural homes to the city, as well as their agricultural backgrounds. It helped me to see better see the women as unique individuals as I got to talk to them one on one. I think it helped them to get to know me a bit better too. In the same interview I also inquired about household activities and contributions. Again, I used a table. 

	Who
	Activity
	Contribution
	Ranking

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Each member who lived in the household was included as well as the productive and reproductive activities they engaged in (which included their urban agricultural activities). Monetary and non-monetary contributions were assigned. I asked each of the women to rank the activities and describe to me  how they chose how to rank them. This was a very short exercise and revealed a great deal about their households and about the way the women perceive the contributions of others. 

In only two of the seven interviews did we have time to map a family tree of both the woman’s side and her husband’s. We asked where these people were staying, who was still in the rural areas (and if they could access land there if they wanted to cultivate), if they received food or financial contributions from these family members and who the women shared their urban agricultural harvests with. While this was an extremely interesting exercise, time did not allow us to finish them with each women. I do think it is useful as it gave some insight into what support networks are still intact and which are not. I found that the urban-rural linkage was very minimal as the cost of living has risen so steeply people can not afford to visit one another. Additionally, even family members within the city were unable to support each other.

I think the first interviews went well using these tools as they were visual, easy to follow and therefore, helped facilitate discussion. They took about two hours to two and a half hours each (translation was required in most, but not all interviews).

Stakeholder Forum Participation


In November I learned of an non-governmental organization, the Municipal Development Programme for Eastern and Southern Africa (MDP) that had started an urban agriculture program. I visited their offices and met the programme officer, Mr. Shingararyi Mushamba, and we found we shared a viewpoint that there was need to facilitate discussion with a range of stakeholder groups on the issue of UA. A stakeholder forum was organized for mid December. While turn out was minimal, two representatives from the group of cultivators I was working with attended and dialogued directly with the City Planner for Harare. This was a first time the woman have had the opportunity to air their concerns with a city official. A few weeks earlier, the women had told me that they couldn’t even imagine the City ever listening to them, or coming to involve them in any decision making. So, this was a small, but promising beginning. 

Post Harvest Interviews

I left Harare in December 2000 and returned in May 2001. The first formal interviews I had with the same group of women, were on their cultivation activities for the past season. These were really interesting as I inquired about every detail of their work, from how much time they spent weeding, to how they organized their harvest activities. I also inquired about how things had changed for them over the last four months I had been away. The economic crisis in Zimbabwe has made serious, rapid impacts on the ability of households to meet their basic needs, many are struggling. In fact, I found out that two of the women are not sure if at the end of the day, they will have food on the table for their children and grandchildren they are looking after. This trip back to Harare has been much more challenging emotionally for me. Each interview lasted about two hours. 

Participation in Urban Agriculture Workshop- Making a Presentation

The Municipal Development Programme (with sponsorship from RUAF) in Harare ran a workshop on Urban Agriculture Information, Training and Communication Needs in Zimbabwe in June. The women chose two representatives to attend the workshop and to give a presentation. We met with the women to discuss what they wanted to tell the audience of academics, donors, non-governmental organizations and media representatives. From these discussions, I synthesized their comments and summarized them, and then we met with the two representatives to discuss what I had drafted. We agreed on the content and they translated the general statements I wrote in English, to Shona. The Shona version was personalized to capture how they wanted to express each of the ideas. Appendix one contains a copy of both versions. The presentation went well, however, one of the chosen representatives for the group could not attend as she her daughter was quite ill. Another women filled in. 

I felt their participation at the workshop was useful in several ways. First, the workshop was attended by the director of a group who is organizing urban cultivators in Harare. The woman were able to talk to him and one of the other members, in Shona, about what support their group was getting. The two women I’m working with were very excited to find out more about this group. Second, they saw for themselves that many people are interested in finding ways to support urban agriculture in Zimbabwe, even people from the City of Harare expressed their interest in being pro-active about responding to cultivators needs. Third, they were able to share their views and needs through their presentation, as well throughout the workshop discussions. The only really unfortunate thing was that everyone spoke in English only, even almost most people, except for a handful, spoke Shona. Even after several requests were made to translate or speak in Shona, people kept talking in English. The women told me they followed some of the discussions, but how much, I’m not really sure. 
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Mai K. sharing the UA needs of her group with the workshop participants.

Field Trip

After the workshop, I asked the women if they would be interested in visiting the project that they learned about at the workshop. The women were eager, so I arranged for transportation and a visit, and we set out one morning as a group on a field trip. While the field trip had some benefits, it ended up being a very tense outing. An explanation of the pitfalls of the day is too ambitious but with all said and done, I learned that the women were not interested in joining anyone else’s group but had firmly decided they wanted to work on their own, as the Gang (that’s what some of them were referring to themselves- The Gang). The field trip caused some confusion among the group and between myself and the group. As this was just a very recent event, we are still trying to figure out what exactly happened that caused some tension in our last meeting. One of the woman I spoke with during a recent interview also seemed as uncertain as I about the source of the tension. As our discussions are now focused on what kind of activities they’d like to initiate and what support they require to undertake them, the research has been taken on a new path, one that seems to be much harder to clear. This is where things have gotten messier and my role is becoming less certain and scrutinized (by myself and others). 

Visioning 


We held a group meeting to discuss what action strategies the women would like to undertake, however, this was just after the field trip and this is where the tensions around the field trip arose. While ideas were generated, there was no consensus on what to do and how to organize themselves. The women are eager to do activities that are flexible to their individual needs but take advantage of the benefits of group organization and support. 

It was decided that it would be better if I probed people on their ideas individually. I have now started to do two hour visioning interviews where I’m asking each women what about their future goals or wishes as well as their ideas for a group initiative. Appendix two contains the list of questions I’ve formulated to probe. I found after doing just the first interview, that this is a useful way to probe people on how they are planning for their futures and how they evaluate the contributions their varied activities are contributing to their short and long term goals. The interview also provided the opportunity for individual ideas to be fully articulated, which is sometimes very challenging in a group setting. We hope that after I finish the individual visioning interviews that we can reconvene as a group to discuss how the group can work together. The ideas raised in the individual interviews can be raised anonymously through me if they prefer, and they can discuss the merits of each.   

Seasonal Calendars


The last activity I hope to do is to produce seasonal calendars for each of the households. I hope to use this tool to learn more in-depth about household food needs and preferences, what is store bought, what is not, and the cost of a monthly or weekly food basket for each household. The product can be a useful monitoring and evaluative tool for later purposes. 

Networking


A great deal of my time has been spent visiting various organizations, academics and government offices to learn who is doing what and how. This has proved invaluable, and very necessary if the action components of the research are to be initiated and implemented. 

Internship


As a student, I can not over emphasize the value of integrating a internship into the research process. In my second trip to Harare, MDP and I formed an internship programme. This has provided an immense learning opportunity, as well as providing additional support for my research. While a requirement of my funding was to secure a NGO and an academic affiliation, these were established back in Canada through email. I found the affiliations helpful but may not be able to provide the kind of institutional support a researcher might find helpful. As well, it is awkward to request assistance from people without knowing that your research will be of real value and benefit to them. A internship allows the researcher to contribute meaningfully to the assisting organization.  

Resource Guide on Urban Agriculture in Zimbabwe


As a product for my internship, as well as receiving course credit, I am writing a Resource Guide on Urban Agriculture in Zimbabwe. The guide, while hopefully fulfilling a need and being a useful too, it is also a tangible product of the networking I’ve done while I’m here. 

Making Things Happen- Action Strategies


The most challenging aspect of the research has been the transition to developing action strategies that are satisfactory to the women I’m working with. While they have appreciated the opportunities to participate in the stakeholder forum, the workshop, the field trip, they envision something that will have a greater impact on their lives. As a student, they know that I don’t possess the resources myself, and they acknowledge that I’m trying to facilitate support for them, as they do not have the resources to make phone calls, travel to town and so forth on their own. I anticipated playing this role, but it has been especially challenging as funding in Zimbabwe is scarce at the moment, and the costs of everything, has risen steeply. I do wonder at times, what our expectations of one another are, and how they change- not just expectations between myself and them as a group, but also between themselves, between me and my research assistants, between the research assistants and the group. This is certainly where ‘experimenting’ with action strategies, actions that are articulated by those we are working with, (not those we come up with ourselves- like the field trip idea), can provoke emotional struggles and ethical dilemmas. 

Closing 

The paper has outlined the methods that I have used to undertake research that is participatory and action oriented in nature. While I tried to summarize the methods that I’ve used to undertake my research, and the benefits and challenges in applying them, I haven’t delved deeply into serious interrogation of how I have applied the concepts of participation and action in my research. Nor have I really given a clear picture of how the

research was analyzed and organized. I would welcome people’s critiques, thoughts or questions, and can be reached at the email address provided on the first page. 

Appendix One

English and Shona Versions of  a Presentation Given at the MDP/RUAF Workshop on Urban Agriculture Information, Training and Communication Needs.

The UA Wish List

· Access and Tenure to Land!!!!

· Information on land use changes- when and where

· Affordable inputs- seeds and fertilizers

· Training in appropriate and affordable cultivation techniques

· How to increase yields

· Fertilizer usage- what kind, how much and how to apply

· Matching seed types to soil and climate in Harare

· Innovations and  new technologies

· How to secure fields to reduce theft

· Information on how to access suitable loans, credit or funding- where and how

· Information on other suitable crops to cultivate other than Maize

· For income generation?

· How to cultivate them and how to access inputs and knowledge to do so

· Need manuals, training, workshops, etc. to be provided in Shona

· Information on Suitable Alternatives to cultivation that will generate an income- Age is an important factor to consider!

Tariro Yevarimi Highfields

· Kuwana munda nekurima usingatye

· Tiudzeiwo nguva iripo pane zvamunenge mashandura pakushandiswa kwenzvimbo

· Mitengo yakaderera pane zvinhu zvekurimisa sembeu 
nefetiraiza
· Kudzidziswa nzira dzekurima dziri nyore uye dzinoda mari shoma

· Kukudza goho/kukohwa zvakawanda patuminda tudiki

· Kushandisa fetiraiza- Uwandu, Inoiswa sei, Nenguva ipi

· Mbeu dzinoenderana nevhu uye mvura inonaya muHarare

· Kuchinja kwezvinhu mukurima

· Kuchengetedza minda kuti tisabirwe

· Tingawana sei uye kupi mari ingatibatsira kurima nyangwe

            zvikwereti zvinowirirana nesu

· Dzimwewo mbeswa/mbeu dzisiri chibage

· Dzingatiwanisa mari

· Tingadzirima sei uye tinowana kupi zvingadiwa 

pakudzirima

· Tinotenda neuyu musangano asi taifara kana muchiti yeukawo 

kuti muite nechishona zvizhinji

· Zvingatibatsirawo pakuchengeta/kuriritira mhuri dzedu 

sezvo takura kudai

Appendix Two

Questions/ Probes Posed in the Visioning Interviews

July, 2001

Part I

1. Overall sense of what you wish for in the next five to ten years. (material, spiritual, monetary, for yourself, your family, your community)

2. How do you think these can be achieved?

3. What are some of the challenges or obstacles that hinder your ability to secure these things? 

4. What are some of the things you already posses to help you achieve these things? 

5. What choices would you have made differently for yourself, given what you know today? 

Part II

We have talked about how the group of seven could seek support and initiate some kind of project. We talked about working as individuals, and as a group, 

1. What are your ideas about what you’d like to do? How does it incorporate the others?

2. How do you see this being organized?

3. What kind of support do you think you will need?

4. What strengths, knowledge or experience can you bring to this initiative?

5. Do you see this as a short or long term project?

6. Do you envision this initiative to assist you in securing the things we discussed earlier (in part one)? How? 

Appendix Three

Comics from the newspapers have also provided useful analysis tools.  

The Daily News, October 31st, 2000
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This and many similar cartoons will be used in my gender analysis. 
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Many cartoons reflect the hardships that Zimbabweans are facing, like this cartoon from the Herald on July 12th, 2001, that is questioning recent food price increases.
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