
CHAPTER 4

Bountiful Landscapes
When communities work together

A landscape initiative begins to unfold over a cup of Chibwantu
Ever since the members of the Permaculture Club 
at Kaumba secondary school presented the results 
of their research into the revival of degraded water 
catchments in such a dramatic way, they became the 
heroes and heroines in the community. Their work 
made a real impact on Thandiwe and Mulilo. 

When Thandiwe and Mulilo sat down to a 
meeting with the local Supervisor of Agricultural 
Extension, Mr. Jonas Phiri, at his house, they used 
the research of the School Permaculture Club as a 
starting point.

After the formalities, conversation turned to the 
traditional food festival that was held the month 
before. The District Agriculture Office and the 
Zambia Forum for Healthy Food (ZFFHF), a non-
governmental organisation, jointly organised the 
festival. Abundance CBO was a leading member.

Just then Megai, Jonas’s wife, emerged from 
the kitchen with her grandchild clinging to her 
dress, casting a shy gaze at the visitors. Megai had 
brought with her a plate full of sliced chikanda, a 
traditional snack made from yams and groundnuts 
and a jug brimming with chibwantu, a non-alcoholic 
traditional drink made from root extracts and cereals. 

“Now I can confirm that the traditional 
food festival had an impact!” remarked 

Thandiwe admiringly. “Healthy, rich 
and diverse traditional foods like 
these are exactly one of the results 
we wish for in this landscaping 
work! Congratulations, Megai and 
Jonas, you are living the vision!”

Welcome back, friends. Weren’t those such inspiring stories! 
For me they demonstrate what is possible if we work creatively 

together in community-led processes to transform our 
landscapes. But HOW do we design and facilitate such 

processes? That is what this chapter is all about.

First let us introduce you to two dear colleagues and experienced 
community facilitators; Thandiwe Zulu and Mulilo Pembe of the 

Abundance Community Based Organisation. They work with communities 
in Monze district of Southern Zambia in the transformation of damaged 
landscapes. Together they have developed a wide range of methods and 

approaches to support communities. You will hear their story of designing 
and facilitating community-led landscape processes. A community here 

means a group of people from several families that share a given location. 
In the context of rural southern Africa, a community could be a single 

village but more likely it is made up of several villages. Enjoy!
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“And in doing so we honour our ancestors and 
set an example for the youth!” exclaimed Jonas, 
raising his cup. “Good health to all!” as they all did 
the same.

“Jonas, do you remember the group of learners 
from the Kaumba Permaculture Club at the 
festival that used drama to present their trip to 
Chimanimani in Zimbabwe?” asked Mulilo. 

“Yes, very well. In fact, I joined the standing 
ovation!” Jonas exclaimed.

“Well, you’ll be pleased to know that those young 
people have since carried out some research into 
how communities can transform their landscapes,” 
added Thandiwe, eyes shining with pride and 
straightening her back, as she flipped through the 
pages of her notebook. She told them how they’d 
held meetings with the children and teachers. 

“What is particularly important is that it is not 
us coming in from the cold to get people excited. 
Through the work of the Permaculture Club, we have 
an opportunity to enhance and spread the youthful 
energy that is already there. We can wake up all sorts 
of sleeping possibilities!”

Mulilo chipped in, “We think the time is right 
for our team to facilitate a meeting with the Chief 
and his ndunas next month. At that meeting we will 

bring the Permaculture Club to tell their story and 
share their research. Then suggest to the Chief that 
he allows the community to explore transforming 
the whole water catchment in the chiefdom.” 

“This may be too good to be true. Remember 
that Headman in Mutondo village who would not 
stop letting his cows graze in the school grounds at 
Musikili school? And I cannot imagine the infamous 
drunkards in Chulu village cooperating in this 
work,” Julius gazed thoughtfully into the distance. 
“But let’s not forget that we have the Twatasha 
Women’s Club which has members from both 
Mutondo and Chulu villages. These are strong and 
determined women. With support they could lead 
the way and the rest will surely follow. Okay, I’m 
sold!”

“Great, so let’s put our heads together and 
chart a road map to engage the target community.” 
Thandiwe concluded.  

Jonas leaned forward, “I would like to suggest 
we start with the Guidelines for Facilitators I learned 
last year on a course I took on how to engage 
communities.” He disappeared into his house and 
returned with a file. “Ha! Here it is, have a look!”

“Read it to us, Jonas!”
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Working with Communities –
Principles for Facilitators and Leaders
A. Community ownership of the initiative AND process is the foundation of sustainability. 

If the project is owned and led by outsiders, whether NGOs or donors, the initiative will die 
when they leave.  Always ask: “Who is participating in whose process?”

B. Include all stakeholders. Being included, they will bring their support and resources so that 
they can play their part in regenerating the landscape. But if we exclude stakeholders, they 
may feel threatened or resentful and sabotage the initiative. Local government structures 
are a key group of stakeholders who may facilitate or hinder the work at community level. 

C. Help to surface local and indigenous knowledge and expertise. This is often hidden in 
the stories of the elders.  If you honour and enhance these, then the community will feel 
respected and empowered and will be more receptive to outside knowledge and expertise.

D. Strengthen healthy existing community structures. It is important to respect, use and 
strengthen existing structures and processes so that they can carry the initiative into the 
future for when the project and funding end.  

E. Look for ways to encourage people to take initiative and leadership of every task. Do not 
try to act the hero or saviour.

F. Be enthusiastic but help people to find and grow their own enthusiasm and will. But be 
careful of bringing too much.  If people seem unenthusiastic about something important do 
not assume that they do not care. Their willingness may be dampened by fear, self-doubt, 
conflict, or resentment of some kind. Learn to surface and deal with these. 

G. You must NOT take sides in any conflict.

H. Go beyond conventional technical work. 
Transformation includes changing old power 
relationships which disempower some unjustly, 
like gender discrimination, or which keep farmers 
impoverished because of their dependence on 
powerful agro-corporations.

I. Seek to actively and creatively bring out the 
best in government. Let them engage with and 
experience the community for themselves. 
Value their role. Assess together when it is 
necessary for government to participate and 
provide services and how, e.g. earthworks, 
infrastructure etc.

J. Have clarity on the role of funding. If money 
is donated with inappropriate conditions this 
can destroy local ownership. 
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“Those are great!” said Mulilo, “I presume that 
in work with government we would also include 
rejecting the old colonial gully prevention projects 
where people were forced into labour, which still 
holds a stigma for landscape level work.”

Jonas paused to observe, “Yes, I agree. And I can 
also see now that we must show these to donors too 
and help them understand that these Principles are 
the source of the good results they also want!”

“Yes, Jonas, well said.” Thandiwe replied in a soft 
voice, “In fact, we should ask the community and 
stakeholders what Principles matter to them first and 
then share some of ours too, having a discussion just 
like this, and with the donors.” 

The trio met again two days later, back again on Jonas’ 
verandah, to continue the preparation.

Mulilo started the conversation by observing:

“We must always ask ourselves, as facilitators 
‘Who is participating in whose process here?’, 
looking for ways that communities feel that this 
is their meeting or workshop, where we are the 
invited facilitators, rather than they being the invited 
guests.”

“Now that’s a different way of looking at things!” 
said Jonas, “Once you say it, it is obviously the right 
approach, but it is not what often happens in our 
work. I like it!” 

They were all nodding as Thandiwe said this, 
letting her wise words sink in.

The orange sun was setting, and a silence 
descended as they sat quietly contemplating what 
they had been discussing. It was a rare moment, each 
one feeling that something important had passed 
between them, deeply connecting them to the work 
they were embarking on, and to each other. Tired, 
but content that they had made good progress, they 
decided to call it a day and arranged to meet again to 
complete their preparation.

Things start to become visible

This is the plan they developed. It had four phases and was 
made up of a number of parts and activities. In their discussion 

they emphasised that the ideas and outcomes of all the 
activities needed to be carefully documented. 

Over the next three hours the trio 
drew up a preparation plan for 
their role in the initiative. They 
knew that out of this process, 
they needed to have inspired 

and enthusiastic leaders who are 
willing to promote the initiative 

out of a united purpose, and 
shared principles and process. 
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Phase One: Fire
Building relationships - Trust and Clarity

Cultivating awareness, ownership, trust and inspiration

In Phase One the aim is to raise awareness about the 
importance of landscapes and gain agreement and commitment 

on a community-led landscape initiative: its purpose, principles 
and process. The leaders, community and facilitators must support 

this with strong ownership and mutual trust. Trust in the facilitators 
is key to helping people be open and honest in working together. The 

leaders and facilitators also agree to work together to bring out the best in 
all stakeholders.

Well, that was a good start. It is important to realise though that this is 
not a recipe but just an example of how to go about doing community-

led processes. I like that there is emphasis on participation. And did you 
notice that the community themselves are taking the lead and even doing 
the baseline survey, which is usually done by consultants. Let’s see what 

actually happened in the community meeting.

Activity 1: The community leaders and facilitators get together to prepare themselves
a) Start with connecting at a human level, to build human warmth and trust in each other and the facilitators. 
b) Explore and discuss the purpose and principles for the process. Hold a brainstorm process to create a map 

of all the stakeholders by sector showing the degree of influence expected from each stakeholder.
c) End with grounding, coming to an agreement to launch the initiative/project, roles and next steps.

Activity 2: Holding a Community Dialogue 

All households from each village invited 
a) Start with connecting to bring warmth and connection to the meeting through a presentation of local 

cultural activities and performances, e.g. the Permaculture Club to perform their drama and briefly share 
their Whole School Development approach.

b) Explore the context, asking people to describe their current situation, issues and challenges around seed, 
food, nutrition and environment. A local CBO facilitator shares the history of the landscape and tells a 
story of how landscapes can be transformed.

c) End with grounding: ask the community to show its willingness to participate in the initiative, electing 
thirty representatives (with the help of the facilitators) to carry out a baseline survey with three elements: 
• Recapturing the oral history of the village. 
• Documenting the changes that have happened to the landscape over time. 
• A map of the village showing all the households and their state of seed and food security and their land 

management practices.

This would be the foundation of the Phase Two to follow.

Regenerating the Magoye water catchment area

PREPARATION PLAN
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Community Dialogue in Kapete village, 
Chongwe district, Zambia

The village secretary, Mr. Michelo sounded the drum as a reminder to the community to gather for 
the meeting. Soon they streamed in from all households, curious to hear about the new proposal. 

Mr. Sakala, the Headman opened the meeting. 

“Welcome everyone! Thank you for being here. Let us welcome the Permaculture Club 
as well as Thandiwe Zulu and Mulilo Pembe of the Abundance Community Based 
Organisation. They have been working on farms and with the school project to improve 
soil fertility. We have all seen and enjoyed the fruit and herbs from their gardens!”

The community cheered.

Mr Sakala continued, “The  Club will perform their drama and share their story of the 
whole school approach, and then Ms. Zulu and Mr. Pembe will make a presentation on the 

work that they’ve done so far, both at the school and in the community.”

Three people rose to applaud the work that they had seen done by these groups. It was an 
enthusiastic beginning.

After a short introduction of who they are and their organisation, Ms. Zulu and Mr. Pembe 
introduced the proposal. 

“The aim of the project is to revive the landscape so that we can improve access to clean water. It 
will improve soil cover, and encourage and increase biodiversity.  This will mean that we’ll be able to 
reduce soil erosion and siltation, and improve soil fertility.” Ms Zulu said clearly.

Mr. Pembe then stepped forward; “The community must lead this initiative. We need you all to be 
involved!   Together we can make a difference. Please make small groups and share your thoughts, ideas 
and what’s not clear to you.” 

A little later, the facilitators asked them to share what came up in their groups. They kept the 
atmosphere light, encouraging the quieter ones to speak their minds. An hour later people fell silent, 
satisfied with the answers.

A show of hands indicated agreement to proceed with the project.  The community members 
selected thirty representatives to be their voice, hands, eyes and ears for the project and to ensure 
involvement of everyone. 
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The next day, representatives worked in three groups of ten people each. They had specific tasks. 
They huddled in deep discussion, some interviewed the elders, and some were spotted pointing 
out different parts of the landscape to each other and making notes.  Ms. Zulu and Mr. Pembe 
moved between the groups, answering questions, and offering tips.

GROUP TASKS
Group One: Recapture the oral history of the village. 

Group Two: Focus on the changes that have 
happened to the landscape over time. 

Group Three: Draw a map of the 
village. Show all the households, 
their state of seed and food 
security and their practice of 
managing growing crops and 
breeding animals.

Well, that was quite a process engaging with the community to ensure 
ownership and enthusiasm. This is the most important foundation 
on which to build any community initiative. But now that the most 

important groundwork has been laid by our friends they must continue 
to prepare and facilitate the ongoing process. 

Mulilo, Thandiwe and Jonas realised that the Phase Two would 
mean working with the community to come up with an integrated 
design of the landscape. This would include training local resource 

persons as trainers, facilitators and advocates in integrated land use 
design to become confident champions of Integrated Land Design. 

Have a look what they came up with over the page!

Later in the day the three groups shared their findings 
and discussed the report-back, which was to happen the 
following day. They could not wait to share what they 
had learnt with their neighbours.

On the third day the whole village gathered again to 
listen to their representatives. The presentations were detailed, passionate and informative.  Villagers 
discussed how they never knew how things had changed from what it was like in the past. It was good 
to hear more about their neighbour’s situations. Some even started to believe that they could make 
their land beautiful again. By the end of the session people were excited and eager to get going.

They agreed on a plan and dates, and after a final song everyone left filled with the promise of a 
brighter tomorrow.
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Phase Two:  Air 
Developing a landscape vision and design

In Phase Two the aim is for the community to come up with a design for their landscape and 
what is needed to carry it out. This should begin with the development of a vision in a process 
like this one:
• What was the landscape like before? The baseline study report will already have captured this.
• It is getting better or worse?
• Why are we here today with our degraded land and do we want to continue on this journey of 

desertification, or do we want to go in a new direction?
• Creating a common vision together and everyone agreeing on a common destination.
• Creating a Map together.

Activity 1: Preparation - Training of trainers in integrated land design

A two-week course run by the local CBO and Permaculture trainers – at least twenty-four local resource 
persons will leave with knowledge and skills in Integrated Land Design. This will include how to facilitate the 
community design process. Not only do they acquire the knowledge and skills, but they become confident 
champions of this process. 

Activity 2: Design of the water catchments

The facilitators support the community to design the regeneration of their water catchments. Maps of the 
water catchments show the planned earthworks and other relevant interventions. The community gains 
solidarity and confidence to take charge of their landscapes.

Activity 3: Skills and resources assessment and mobilisation

Skills: Carry out an exercise to see what skills are already there and where there needs to be strengthening. 
The process helps the community to value what they already know and to identify what capacities they must 
still build.

Resources: The resources needed are mapped out and potential sources are identified. A plan is developed to 
mobilise resources.
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Phase Three: Water
Facilitating Change and Development

Observing, deepening and caring for the relationships 
and the commitment of all the people involved.
• Look for ways to encourage inclusion and for quieter 

people to find their voices. If people stop participating 
find out what is the matter. If there is conflict or power 
struggles speak to the different parties and see if you 
can heal the divides.

• This is the invisible work that enables the soul and spirit 
of the initiative to come alive in all who are involved.

• The Landscape Champions undergo training sessions in which they gain knowledge, skills and 
attitudes to implement the project. This is not just technical capacity development but personal 
leadership. Help them to take responsibility for caring for the relationships and commitment of all.

Phase Four: Earth
Grounding and Sustainability

Implementation, Monitoring, Learning and Celebration
The aim of this phase is to develop plans and implement them.
• Taking the message to friends and family. Sharing the ground cover 

demo at home with friends and family, at church and community 
meetings. Duplicating the simple message of ground cover everywhere.

• Wet season mobilisation and planning (Sept/Oct/Nov). Reconnect 
and re-establish traditional ceremonies celebrating the return of the 
growing season.

• Dry season mobilisation and planning (April/May). Reconnect and 
re-establish traditional ceremonies celebrating harvest, abundance 
and diversity.

• Ongoing follow up and monitoring until there is common 
understanding and agreement.

Activity 1: Implementation

Representatives of all stakeholders produce a work plan. The project is implemented with the community taking 
ownership. Collaboration with researchers will be important here and these should help to build a component of 
action research into the implementation work. The action research will enhance learning from experience which will 
also be shared beyond each individual community through existing communities of practice.  

Activity 2: Monitoring, Learning and Sharing

All involved learn regularly from their experiences and share good practices. There are regular reviews and 
exchanges with other communities. There is a strong focus on ensuring that the project can keep going. The 
experiences and lessons learnt are documented and shared with stakeholders. 

Documentation will require special attention and may require collaboration with other agencies and external expertise. 

Parallel to the implementation and monitoring will be the engagement and collaboration with relevant government 
agencies and the use of some strategic events to share relevant advocacy messages with policy makers.  
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A gate opens to a landscape of 
new possibilities

“Have we left anything out?” asked Jonas.

Thandiwe’s face was beaming with excitement 
about this process. “As the ancestors used to say, 
‘we make the path by walking it.’ We will have 
opportunities to revise this plan during our regular 
reviews and I’ve heard that we’ll be collaborating 
with others in a continuous learning journey. We’ll 
share experiences and support each other along the 
way.”

By this time the winter sun was hanging low 
in the western sky and the temperatures were 
beginning to drop. 

Jonas smiled, “Thanks for the great experience, 
my friends. Although I’m feeling nervous, I know 
that if I trust the community and give them space 
to think for themselves, they’ll succeed. That’s my 
challenge, not to get anxious and rush in to save 
them when they’re struggling.”

“Yes, they’re also on a learning journey, just like 
us. I remember my mother always saying ‘you never 
remember what you are taught, only what you learn!’ 
Keep that in your pocket, Jonas!” Thandiwe laughed.

“We have to leave now,” announced Mulilo. 
“Thank you for your kind hospitality,” he continued 
as he reached out to his cup to take the last sip of 
chibwantu. 

Jonas walked his guests to the gate as they 
continued to chat away at the great expectations they 
had over the next many years of exciting work with 
the community. 

“You’ve helped me to see the importance of 
incorporating schools in all this work,” remarked 
Jonas as he opened the gate and let his friends pass 
through. “The students are surprisingly resourceful 
and energetic,” he concluded. 

“Let’s get our final prep sorted out on WhatsApp 
this week,” added Thandiwe as she took the path that 
was diverging to the right towards her home. 

“Bye for now,” they all chorused. 

Jonas stood there at the gate watching his friends 
leave. Holding the rough post he smiled at what 
they had achieved so far and what the future held. 
A gate had now opened for the community to step 
through and journey as one into a landscape of 
new possibilities. Nothing was guaranteed, but he 
looked forward to walking alongside, learning and 
discovering the way forward with all the people he 
now knew, respected and loved.
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Cultivating Wholes within Wholes…

For too long we have had an 
extractive and exploitative 
relationship with the land. 
We have been taking what 
we can without thought for 
the future or the long-term 

effects. We’ve failed to manage 
landscapes in a holistic way, 

not understanding their 
interconnected nature or 

valuing diversity. 

Dear friends, this Barefoot Guide comes at a time when the earth is most vulnerable. 
With climate change we can expect many extreme weather events as well as change 

and variability in the seasons. We need to be ready for these. We saw the devastating 
effects it had in Chimanimani. Now, more than ever, we need to be managing whole 

landscapes to make them more resilient to extreme events and climate variability. 
There is no more time to waste. 

Through my work in communities, I understand that landscape 
management is a people process. Communities must own the 

process and they must go at their own pace. My task is to listen, 
to help them develop confidence and assist them in keeping up the 
momentum. These landscape management processes are new for 

most people, so learning at every step of the way is essential. 

Through the workshop with the elders, I realise that we can’t go 
back to former times, but we can learn from them. Traditionally, 
all across Africa, communities had a close relationship with their 

land and Nature. Rivers in our region used to run all year with clear 
water, deep pools and were full of life. These showed us the health of 
a landscape. Now we have to embrace new knowledge, change our 

destructive attitudes and honour landscape stewardship. 

Tawana

Madalitso

Julius 

Thandiwe

Twalumba

Mphatso 

I’ve learnt about practices that can help us manage land 
in an ecological way. These practices are effective and are 
finally becoming more widely recognised. If we can share 

knowledge and skills about these practices and bring them 
together into effective processes, we can make a huge 

difference wherever we are. 

Through the Earth Law 
workshops, I came to 
understand the close 

relationship between water 
and trees and how it forms 

a big part of landscape 
management.  I now realise 

that if we manage water 
effectively, allowing it to 

spread and sink in the ground, 
rather than running off on the 
surface, we will go a long way 

to ensuring healthy landscapes. 
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In Praise of the Earth
FROM A POEM BY JOHN O’DONOHUE

from To Bless the Space Between Us: A Book of Blessings, by John O’Donohue

Let us thank the Earth

That offers ground for home

And holds our feet firm

To walk in space open

To infinite galaxies.

Let us salute the silence

And certainty of mountains:

Their sublime stillness,

Their dream-filled hearts.

The wonder of a garden

Trusting the first warmth of spring

Until its black infinity of cells

Becomes charged with dream;

Then the silent, slow nurture

Of the seed’s self, coaxing it

To trust the act of death.

The humility of the Earth

That transfigures all

That has fallen

Of outlived growth.

The kindness of the Earth,

Opening to receive

Our worn forms

Into the final stillness.

Let us ask forgiveness of the Earth

For all our sins against her:

For our violence and poisonings

Of her beauty.

Let us remember within us

The ancient clay,

Holding the memory of seasons,

The passion of the wind,

The fluency of water,

The warmth of fire,

The quiver-touch of the sun

And shadowed sureness of the moon.

That we may awaken,

To live to the full

The dream of the Earth

Who chose us to emerge

And incarnate its hidden night

In mind, spirit, and light.
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