ICYEREKEZO PROJECT – YOUTH EMPOWERMENT 

Introduction:

The Icyerekezo project sought to offer a comprehensive package of services to enable 1487 young disadvantaged smallholders in rural Rwanda to become modern agricultural entrepreneurs, enabling them to lead lives of self-reliance and make a difference in their communities. It was designed to integrate cooperatives of young orphaned farmers into the commercial agriculture value chain in Rwanda. By building understanding of validated market opportunities and providing experiential learning and comprehensive support over three crop seasons, the project aimed at empowering participants to significantly increase income, develop confidence and resilience, build skills and relationships, and promote positive gender norms. The project was implemented in two Districts in Eastern Province. The project development objectives and approach were in many ways in line with Rwanda’s development objectives and aligns with the agriculture strategy in Rwanda, specifically the Horticulture sub sector.

MAJOR GOOD PRACTICES, CHALLENGES, LESSONS LEARNT 

1.1. Good Practices for consideration in sustainability and scalability

· Grouping of youth both boys and girls: This is a practice that should be encouraged. Both girls and boys enjoyed working together. The project allowed both sexes to participate and everyone was encouraged to take lead according to his/her capacity. Boys learned much from their sisters. Ngiruwonsanze in Gishyari mentioned that he was motivated to be more hardworking from the sisters’ passion especially Judith Gahongayire.

· Leasing of land from land owners: No single person in the groups we met had ever leased a land for his/her agricultural activities. UNM The Project has opened the mind of the youth and showed them an opportunity that land scarcity is no longer a problem; if they work together in groups, they can get a bigger land for their farming activities. Their confidence and bargaining power were increased through giving them responsibilities to get solutions to their challenges. 

· Involving Agronomists in the youth activities for technical support: Agronomists were always available whenever a group leader called. Due to regular meetings with agronomists, the youth gained agricultural technical skills for the crops especially tomatoes. They are able to select the right seeds, prepare the land, understnad seasons, pesticide application, irrigation and diseases...etc. This is a good approach because even other youth and their families who did not have the opportunity to call the agronomist can learn from them.

· Capacity building of youth and the use of abafasha myunvire (Facilitators): UNM-Icyerekezo project used a best approach to let the groups choose their leader (facilitator) from within the group. This helped the members to work closely in unity because it was easy to communicate with a group leader. All the groups showed a good impression of the relationship with their leaders (facilitators).

· Technical innovations: Icyeregezo project gave room to the participants to be innovative and creative. A passion fruit farmers’ group in Munyaga has adopted using a cheaper irrigation system because the usual way of using watering cans was wasting a lot of water. In the dry season they forged another way out. They collected different plastic containers, such as water bottles, and jerricans and put a hole at the bottom and put an equal amount of water in the container which is left near the plant as water drips to the plant. It is a good technical practice as there is no waste of water and good method of preventing soil erosion.
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Twitezimbere youth Participants in their gardens; left spraying tomatoes and right watering the plants
· High value crops farming: The choice for these high value crops namely tomatoes and water melon should be encouraged because they yield much in a short time. Since the youth don't have big land, cultivation of high value crops on a small piece of land will yield much with less expenses and manpower. On the other hand, these young vegetable farmers earn money in a short period as the vegetables will be ready to harvest between 2-3 months.

· Engaging the local leaders. Gishyari sector agronomists testify that the local authorities participated in identifying the project’s participants. The sector agronomist was involved in all their activities and decision making especially in finding land for leasing. This is a good practice which will have goods results on the project’s sustainability.

· Ownership: Although UNM supported the youth with farm inputs and other capacity building facilitations, the project allowed the participants to manage their activities in their own way although they continued to monitor their progress and failures. This was a good opportunity for learning and confidence development among the participants (project beneficiaries).

· 100%-50% support approach: The participants were given 100% support in the 1st season, 50% in the 2nd season and follow up sessions and capacity building with no material support in the 3rd season. However, the project showed flexibility in some cases of losses caused by unexpected challenges. This approach created a progressive graduation to participants and avoided keeping them dependent to the project in the future, it was also found to be a very good sustainability strategy.

· Youth groups in Kabarondo in Kayonza district project area have united their groups and formed one big consolidated group where they are making paper bags for sale and have set up a piggery on their own land that the groups purchased jointly in addition to farming in their respective groups.

· The membership of female youth in the project was gender sensitive with slightly more male participants than female. The ratio of 45% female to 55% male, is in line with the guidelines on gender equality and women economic empowerment and aligns to the project expectations. Male participants in the groups do consider their female counterparts needs and capabilities in terms of agriculture activities, for example males operate the irrigation pumps while female do other activities like weeding and harvesting, female participants have been supported to gain confidence in most of the groups. This could be replicated in the next phase to continue promoting gender balance and gender norms in the project area.

1.2. Challenges 

During the evaluation process, a number of challenges were cited by either the youth farmers or the project management generally, below are some of the major challenges;

· The transformation of youth farmers from traditional farming to modern farming proved challenging since it involved changing the mindset of the farmers, yet mindset change takes time to show results.

· Horticulture farming, although brings in returns in short period (4 months), is quite tedious and requires; hard work, patience and close supervision. It is rare to find all these attributes together especially among the youth. This coupled with losses especially incurred in the beginning discouraged some members and caused some to drop out.

· Acquisition of land was not easy as most youth don’t have their own land; they relied mostly on land rentals. The hired land was also scattered and fragmented and expensive to lease hence difficult for youth groups to farm consolidated land.

· The available land was usually in small pieces isolated from one another, thus making it difficult to supervise and irrigate. The available ideal swampy areas belong to government and according to the participants; the government prefers to give mash lands to large scale farming, however a chat with the project management indicated that youth framers need to increase their negotiation efforts for the land since working in groups would increase the size of land required.

· The project staff pointed out that there is poor management of weather patterns which are not utilized well; for instance, in dry season you find no activities and in the wet season you find activities which are not utilized well hence limits better planning. 

· The unpredictable weather changes especially in dry seasons coupled with insufficient soil moisture to support good crop growth due to unstable rainy seasons require a lot of irrigation to crops, demands a lot of attention and hard work; this has continued to lead to under-utilization of the soil fertility of the land to drawing water from sources away and bring it to gardens for spraying in some cases carrying it up to the hills. The general lack of modern irrigation equipment systems as they are still using rudimentary and semi-automatic systems greatly limits them to cultivate large areas.

· Farmers sighted a challenge of delays in provision of farm inputs especially to those groups in first and second seasons who were receiving from project. They said they were not receiving them in time and sometimes not in full quantities thus affecting the quality and quantity of the yields and consequently reducing the farmer’s revenues.

· The project management said that some youth farmers are responsive during the first and second seasons when the project is financing their farm inputs by 100 and 50 percent respectively but when the project stops providing the farm input incentives, they get discouraged because they prefer free things. This happens mostly in the second season where farm inputs are reduced by a half and the third season when the project stops providing them.

· There was some reported embezzlement of group funds by some of their leaders, for instance an active group in Mwulire cell (Mwulire sector) their leader was entrusted with money buy some inputs for the group and instead used the money for personal use. Efforts to recover it from him have not yielded anything to-date and such behaviors especially of leaders greatly erodes the values of trust and team spirit which binds together the group. 

· The youth have not yet been able to develop a sound saving culture of their funds however small it may be to commercial banks or micro saving institutions like SACCOs because most of them still have the mindset of spending every money they have to numerous individual needs such as medical cover, food and other household needs however some of the income is reinvested into the next farming season, most of the earnings are spent on farm inputs and irrigation. Very few individuals were found to be saving with SACCOs

· Agriculture farming is a risky business and most youth could be discouraged to participate in risky ventures and therefore having such target as beneficiaries was indeed challenging as some youth dropped out whenever they get new ideas or did not earn any income from a one season.

· The management observed that government policy on farming has not been easily understood by the farmers down in the villages level because it is more advanced and requires high speed that cannot be matched by them. Resources are not well allocated where they are needed most and farmers are not at the same level of understanding of farming systems. This is more complicated by the fact that the best farmers do not want to share knowledge with the poor or learning farmers.

· The tendency of the farmers to grow crops in the same period makes them harvest at the same time thus flooding the market with the produce and thus attracting reduced prices. For example in season two, there was a boom in tomatoes harvest, most youth were happy with the harvest but because many other non-participants also had high production, this greatly affected the profit margins of the group farmers because of the high production costs and low prices which calls for more efforts in market research and innovative agriculture planning to be different from their counterparts.

1.3. Lessons Learnt

· Farming in groups improved cohesion, production and profitability as well as sustainability of the youth famers groups. The combined group efforts let to cultivation of large areas, shared ideas and accountability which boosted production. Good time management was also practiced since late coming or absenteeism attracted penalties.

· Acquisition of knowledge and skill in horticulture farming through trainings and workshops by Icyerekezo project to farmers is a major source of information and learning. For instance the farmers acquired knowledge in compost production, farming methods like; crop rotation, plant spacing, and application of both natural and artificial fertilizers as well as crop irrigation.

· The skills gained at seminars and workshops has helped farmers groups have an increase in crop production and consequently in sales and revenues as a result.

· It is important to bring the parents of the youth on board during mobilization because some parents refused their children to join the farming groups and yet others encouraged their children to drop out. The stake of the parents in the lives of their children should not be underestimated during project mobilization.

· It is evident that the youth groups that remained focused and continued farming are now better off economically and more self-reliant than those who dropped out or who never joined the farming groups at all.

· There is need to explain to the participants clearly before engaging them in the project input policy. This is very important because it discourages misuse by participants with expectations that the project will provide more inputs if they are used up before harvesting time.

· In spite of the hush dry weather spells, the youth’s determination and resilience e them continue to carry out farming using both local and semi modern irrigation, thus proving the analogy that with determination, everything is possible. 

· Horticulture is mainly farming of short season crops with high price value which are highly perishable and as such need a ready market as soon as they are harvested. During evaluation some beneficiaries complained that they have to look for markets with their produce as far as Kigali and Musanze which is problematic. 

· Some chemicals used in killing crop pests like ‘Dudu’ were also killing bees which were visiting the crops in search of pollen. This chemical although an effective pesticide, was therefore not found friendly to the environment, it was however recommended that spraying using such pesticide could be done in the evening when the bees are not expected to visit the crops.

STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE CONSIDERATION

· The selection of beneficiaries should include people of over 35 years because they have experienced life challenges and would value the importance of being supported and therefore have strong dedication to work. They could even advise their fellow young farmers to see support as a big opportunity from the project.

· The project could explore youth potentials and support them in other income generating activities which are not necessarily in agriculture. Examples could be in tailoring, crafts making, carpentry and joinery as well as technical and vocational training programs, this will further help young people get out of poverty and enjoy life by doing what they love to do about 30% of the youth farmers interviewed from active, graduates and dropout groups indicated that they could have gone for their other career paths if there was an opportunity. The Mindset change approach of support should however be maintained for ownership and sustainability purposes.

· The level of capacity building should be raised in order to match the needs of the youth to change, their levels of mindsets as they become self-reliant, this is because mindset change and capacity development initiatives take a long time to yield tangible results in terms of real change.

· To avoid delays in provision of farm inputs in especially the first and second season, an arrangement could be made so that these inputs are provided before the beginning of the season. Such an arrangement could be collaborations with local agriculture shops such as Tubura who would supply farm inputs direct to farmers, alternatively the project management should endeavor to supply inputs in time

· Strict rules and regulations should be put in place to check on the leadership of the groups and effectively guard against misappropriation of group funds. For cases where funds have been misappropriated, there should be deduction of part of the money from the concerned leader’s share after the produce sold.

· The project should carry out advocacy aimed at engaging government officials and other community-based organizations (CBOs) to explain government policy on farming systems down to the farmers. The advocacy should also be aimed at providing easy access and sharing of agricultural information from both government departments and model farmers to other farmers. Advocacy could also be aimed at linking the beneficiaries to banks & MFIs for easy access to credit and loan facilities to boost farming.

· At the start of the next phase, it is important that stakeholder engagement is increased, strong collaboration with other organizations engaging in similar programs as horticulture and youth employment is recommended for knowledge transfers on Pest/disease management and monitoring purposes; examples could be Oxfam, Technoserve, UN Agencies such as IFAD, FAO and WFP as well as government institutions including NAEB, RAB, MIANGRI, Districts, Capacity development and Employment Services Board (CESB) among others. These have extensive experience and knowledge of the local context and could co finance some of the project activities, the best way to do this is through seeking their inputs and advice from the start and signing of MoUs or partnerships.

· Farmers’ groups should be supported to form cooperatives. Working cooperatives is key in the Rwandan context where land is scarce. Therefore, access to skills, marshlands (for horticulture farming) and other material support such as farm inputs, the groups should be easier while in cooperatives.

· The youth farming groups should be sensitized against planting similar crops at the same time to avoid harvesting at once as this will reduce flooding of produce in the market and therefore raising prices. But support could be provided in as far as market access is concerned, a collaboration with agro business companies such as Sarura could be a great idea as these usually buy in bulk from collection centers in most districts. More so interaction of the project and business community should be developed with the aim of attracting them directly to the farming groups, farmers need to find buyers themselves but UNM could also continue with market linkages and market information to support the rural youth farmers.

· The project should facilitate the participants to actively participate in the Rwanda Horticulture Working Group and the Rwanda’s Youth in Agribusiness Forum (RYAF) to further enhance their knowledge management skills and learn from other similar groups of farmers.

· The project could in future consider supporting both agriculture and animal husbandry since the two are complimentary as the animal droppings provide natural fertilizers and would consequently reduce the cost of fertilizers. This recommendation was emphasized by a considerable number of youth farmers interviewed.

· UNM and WJR need to start thinking of focusing on Flowers and be included in the project; Flower growers are still using traditional methods, and little knowledge on flower cultivation; they are also not many hence a lucrative venture for the youth focusing on high value horticultural crops for export is recommended too; such as French beans, Chili, Cereli, and Passion fruits as well as a focus on local market highly demanded commodities such as, tomatoes (in low season), Passion fruits and Onions.

· At mobilization level, the new participants should be made aware of the condition to have land with sufficient soil moisture as it’s the ideal land for horticulture farming. It should also be emphasized that the land should have access to water. These are important because participants have low expectations and implementation of control strategies to counter measure draught conditions are hard to be adopted by such low esteem group. In addition, the project management ought to work closely with local authorities to identify un utilized land in the districts for leasing to the youth participants since land availability is a big challenge to farmers, negotiation support from UNM and districts would be paramount.
· The project should also partner with government and have sector agronomist on board from project design, during trainings and subsequent follow ups for advice and monitoring. These would supplement the 2 project agronomists and the 1 agronomy consultant who are currently over stretched by the amount of work of having to support all participants, absence of other agronomists could compromise the quality of support and monitoring to the farmers. The proposed way to achieve this is by engaging the district and sector authorities for buy in and to integrate the local agronomists’ role in the project such as supervision of participants’ trainers into their annual performance contracts with key performance indicators that would be tracked by their supervisors on a quarterly basis, transport facilitation to the agronomists could be considered by the project.

· Although a very commendable form of agriculture, Fruits and vegetables farming encounter a lot of losses during harvesting time. Post-harvest losses are one of the greatest sources of inefficiency in agricultural production. Though there are good harvests for some farmers these do not always translate into income and profit as most are lost after harvest. The project management and youth farmers are encouraged to invest time, efforts and money in post-harvest handling mechanisms, examples could include the following;

·  Planned and monitored harvesting practices e.g. good crop spacing which plays a big role in reducing losses, 

· Understanding of the pesticides dosage and Post-Harvest Intervals, to avoid contamination of the produce, harvesting produce which have reached maturity (Farmers should know how to use maturity index charts). 

· Tomatoes should be harvested when partially ripe to avoid mechanical damage losses due to poor containers and transportation, harvesting time should be considered avoiding sun and Pre-cooling practices during harvesting by adopting use of farm shades,

· Farmers should adopt use of plastic crates to avoid unnecessary bruises and damages this can be done after a thorough cost analysis for the use of improved packaging vs the traditional ones,

· Processing technologies should be also included in the farmers’ training sessions. Most vegetables are lost when the demand is low. Processing into value added products such as: Juices, tomato paste and dried products to increase the storage time and thus higher incomes.

· The Evaluator recommends that the project achievements and its quantitative and qualitative data be well packaged and used as evidence for resource mobilizations to support another phase of this very important and needed project.  42 months is on a lower side for a project that has capacity development and mindset change as well as poverty reduction, these are all impact level results that would require a longer period of project management if high level change is to be achieved. The evaluation strongly recommends a follow up phase of Icyerekezo project given its important development objectives.

