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Introduction

The African Women Leaders in Agriculture and Environment (AWLAE) Program is both pan-African and regional in nature.   It is a program of Winrock International Institute for Agricultural Development administered under the Leadership Development Division but working closely with the Renewable Energy Division.  Its presence is mostly in East and West African regions but to a lesser degree in the Southern African region.    The program was established just over 10 years ago within which period is has grown to benefit not only women scientists but also institutions working in collaboration with it.

The mission of Winrock International is to work with people to build a better world through the increase in agricultural productivity and rural employment while protecting the environment.  Winrock International believes in working with people and relevant institutions at all levels to assist them expand their access to natural resources; design and implement sustainable agricultural and environmental development.  The focus is on improving people’s lives by harnessing the best of science and technology to increase long-term productivity, equity and responsible resource management.

The AWLAE Program translates the Winrock mission in terms of practical application in all its activities through the achievement of its broad goal.  Thus the goal of AWLAE is to develop a critical mass of women leaders in agriculture and environment to put in place gender responsive policies and practices that benefit rural women farmers.  Since inception, the AWLAE program has consolidated its efforts around three major areas of emphasis namely: -

(1) Preparing professional women for leadership positions in the institutions they operate in,

(2) Creating an enabling environment within the collaborating institutions and

(3) Building sustaining mechanisms that will support the AWLAE program.

Other areas of focus include mentoring of the next generation of professional women and ultimately linking with the women farmers in the effort to increase food productivity and therefore ensuring food security at the household level (AWLAE Report, 1999).
The program focuses on the gross under-representation of women’s needs and interests at both decision-making and food production levels.  Therefore the AWLAE efforts have been geared towards correcting the existing disparity in these areas.  The effort has facilitated greater visibility, participation and representation of professional women at the policy level in the institutions they operate in.  The women trained are able to take their managerial and technical skills to the key institutions in their countries as well as contribute towards development.  AWLAE applies the participatory models to incorporate gender approaches to both agricultural and energy issues.

Preparing Women Leaders

Women need to be strengthened to enable them take up leadership in the institutions they operate in.  There is need to empower professional women at all levels so that they are better able to advocate for the women farmers through participation in changing policies that affect women.  AWLAE focuses on degree and non-degree training program, leadership training for change, research grants to enable a pioneering generation of women leaders to address the problems of rural women and mentoring of the next generation of women leaders.  Therefore, the training benefits not only the individuals but also their institutions, families and other women at all 

levels.

Leadership for change training has been the flagship in preparing women for leadership roles.  It emphasizes the link between women professionals and women farmers.  It is based on the premise that women leaders at the national level can carry the image of the woman farmer with them in every aspect of work.  They learn to be change agents not only in their institutions but for the benefit of the rural woman who is disadvantaged in many ways.  The training is intended to inspire, motivate and mobilize women leaders in practical ways to first recognize their leadership potential and then become the change agents.  Such change would involve institutional policies, programs and practices to make them more gender sensitive to women farmers. 

The task forces created in the training courses have been instrumental to activities that have benefited both the professional women in agriculture and environment and rural women farmers e.g. drip irrigation, making women visible in statistics, gender sensitisation.  Other activities have involved skills development, gender training and the scholarship scheme for master’s degrees and doctoral levels.  Skills development has been in project design, communication, management and participatory methodologies among others.

The scholarship program has benefited women who have needed to up-grade to masters degree and PhD levels.  However, there has been support for women in their mid-career who have sought to upgrade their academic status to Bachelor of Science degree.  This program has been successfully implemented in Ethiopia and Tanzania but there are plans to replicate it in both East Africa and West Africa.

The Mentoring of the next generation is a program that is proving successful especially with the high school scholars supported through the AWLAE program.  The project is implemented by the professional associations and NGOs identified to participate in the program.

Creating an Enabling Environment

Enabling environment has been created through institutional collaboration, gender mainstreaming, research on the status of women and factors affecting their upward professional mobility. Issues dealing with advocacy for women and visibility have been addressed at different levels. AWLAE has all along recognized the role of institutions in developing the capacity for women professionals.  It is within these institutions that opportunities for training and career mobility exist.  As a result, AWLAE has collaboratively worked with specific institutions to promote gender sensitisation, carry out and disseminate research on status of women including factors that affect their advancement.  Such institutions have included Ministries of Agriculture, Environment and Energy; Research Institutes such as Kenya Agricultural Research (KARI), Kenya Forest Research Institute (KEFRI),  Kenya Industrial Development Research Institute (KIRD) and local universities.

Building Sustaining Mechanisms

The future sustenance of AWLAE has been of critical importance.  Women scientists have worked closely with their male colleagues to create favourable environment in which they can work productively together.  Women and men have worked together to make a difference to the status of women (Winrock, 1999).

In order to ensure future survival of AWLAE, specific mechanisms have been put in place.  National professional associations have been established and used as vehicles for implementing AWLAE activities.  Examples of these are Kenya Professional Associations of Women Leaders in Agriculture and Environment (KEPAWAE), Association of Uganda Professional Women in Agriculture and Environment (AUPWAE) and Tanzania Association of Women Leaders in Agriculture and Environment (TAWLAE).  The associations were created as a direct result of the Leadership for Change Training.  Although NGOs are used in West Africa and Ethiopia, efforts are being made to establish similar associations in all the countries involved in the AWLAE program.  At the same time partnerships with relevant ministries and institutions are established to ensure continuation of activities that promote women.

Gender Resource Centers have also been established in both regions to support professional women in dissemination of information, research capacity and training.  The preparation of Professional Women Directory will facilitate the easy access to qualified women professionals in diverse areas to be called upon for service as needed.  The Gender Advocacy Group of professional men continues to support AWLAE and its activities.

Regional Training Centers for Technology and Development

There are two Regional Training Centers in the African Region, one in East Africa and the other in West Africa.  The purpose of the Training Centers for Technology and Development is to develop human resource capacity of individuals and institutions to meet the challenges of development in the 21st Century.  The Regional Training Center in East Africa offers courses in Community Development and Multimedia Computer Technology.  The major purpose is to provide financial support to the AWLAE programs and thus ensure future sustainability.

The Training Centers operate on a commercial basis.  The Centers are also supporting the Electronic Learning Network (ELN) for professional women.  This is a computer-facilitated training, which will be highly interactive and will benefit members of the professional associations.  The staff in both the East and West African Training Centers will facilitate the process.

Linkage with Women Farmers

Women farmers in Africa provide 70% of the labour for agricultural production and at the same time become actively involved in gathering firewood which is fast depleting natural resources.  Women are the primary food producers for household consumption in the region.  Therefore they need constant support to enhance their roles in both agriculture and energy in terms of improving their basic survival.

In order to link with women farmers, technology transfer projects have been initiated and promoted.  Such activities have included drip irrigation, improved seeds, and use of clean energy, animal power, farmer-to-farmer training, tree nurseries and promotion of enterprise activities.  Whenever possible there has been efforts to advocate for policy change that have positive impact on women farmers.

Women and Energy

It is evident that interest in rural energy projects is steadily growing in parts of Africa.  There are projects at both household and community level ranging from cook stoves to the use of solar power.  Currently such projects focus on the end user and not to large scale commercial use.

AWLAE participation in energy activities puts emphasis on promoting activities that provide services and benefits to rural women.  AWLAE has worked closely with a specific group in an economically disadvantage area but through Kenya Forestry Research Institute (KEFRI).  The Ngong Women group has designed and constructed improved stoves and the fireless cooker.  Both technologies have saved on wood fuel, which was already unavailable in the environment.  The effort has reduced use of unhealthy materials such as plastics for cooking energy.  With the skills and knowledge gained, the women have gone beyond using technologies to benefit their households to the commercialisation of the project.  They now make stoves and fireless cookers for sale as a group.  They then share profits to improve the livelihoods of their families.

Other areas where clean energy is being promoted is in food processing and preservation.  Winrock in partnership with Energy Alternatives Africa (EAA) has investigated areas of need for rural women in terms of use of post-harvest technologies.  As a practical demonstration of this, solar dryers are in the process of being designed, constructed and tested for use by women groups in the Western part of Kenya.  The effort should assist the groups to increase production of the food items, which can be marketed for increased income (Winrock/EAA, 2000).  Improved cook stove technology has been promoted in Uganda as part of on-farm activities.  Relevant technologies have been disseminated to women who have adopted them and at the same time shared experiences with other women farmers.  It has been possible to promote income generation and labour saving applications in renewable energy.

Management of AWLAE Program

The management of AWLAE is unique in that although the secretariat is based in Nairobi, the program has a very decentralized structure.  There exists a National Advisory Committee (NAC) in each country.  Each of the committee works closely with AWLAE to set strategies and guidelines for each year.  NAC also oversees the implementation of the plans produced.  The membership comprises senior men and women from the key institutions that collaborate with AWLAE, such as Ministries of Agriculture, Environment, Research Institutions and Universities.  The NACs work closely with the professional associations especially in the implementation of program activities.

Lessons Learned Over-time

The AWLAE program has had impact beyond what was originally anticipated.  Through the experience AWLAE has learned many lessons but will mention only a few: -

· Involvement of local women and men from early stages in design, development and implementation of the program has given them a sense of ownership and long-term commitment.

· Partnership with men builds positive image. Men sit in National Committees, act as Senior Advisors to the program and Task Forces and publicly support the goals of the Program.

·   The participatory nature of the program gives all involved a sense of belonging.

· It is important to understand the whole issue of “Leadership for Change” and its philosophy.

·   In terms of scholars who complete their studies and return to their countries, it has been realized that academic excellence alone is not sufficient.  They need to be actively involved in the national building and advocacy for other women.

· Commitment, accountability and sustainability are extremely important for existence and continuation of the Program.

· There is also need to develop the younger generation of women through mentoring to ensure that there are leaders for the future generations.  

· Leadership training is most effective when sustained for a continuous period of time.  It is an integrated program rather than a one-time experience.  AWLAE in the African continent has become a movement that can only continue spreading in the rest of the continent while being strengthened in the 14 countries it currently exists

· Collaboration with institutions, NGOs and others strengthen the Program in terms of its impact at all levels

· Technology transfer to women farmers by professional women has helped rural women in terms of food security, time and labour saving.

· A program such as AWLAE should be able to exist long after donors have withdrawn.

· The AWLAE model has become so successful that it is being replicated outside the continent.

Conclusion

It is evident that in the last decade AWLAE has had tremendous impact on women and institutions in the African region.  The Leadership for Change Training has created a network of women with increased self-confidence, which has helped them to take full charge of their professional lives.  At the same time these professional women have shown greater commitment to the needs and issues of women farmers and the younger generation.  The leadership skills and abilities have also been evident within the professional associations, which are managed mostly by the same women.  As a result, stronger institutional linkages have been forged making it easier to mainstream gender and collaborate in many activities.  It is the hope that as AWLAE plans for the next decade, serious thought is put in greater strengthening of the institutional partnerships that will promote continued development of women in all aspects but particularly in agriculture, energy, health and education.
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The African Women Leaders in Agriculture and Environment (AWLAE) Program is both pan-African and regional in nature.  Its presence is mostly in East and West African regions but to a lesser degree in the Southern African region.    The program was established just over 10 years ago within which period is has grown to benefit not only women agriculturists but also institutions working in collaboration with AWLAE.

The goal of AWLAE is to develop a critical mass of women leaders in agriculture and environment to put in place gender responsive policies and practices that benefit women farmers.  Since inception, the AWLAE program has consolidated its efforts around three major areas of emphasis namely:-

 1) Preparing professional women for leadership positions in the institutions they operate in, 2) creating an enabling environment within the collaborating institutions and 3) Building sustaining mechanisms that will support the AWLAE program.

Other areas include mentoring of the next generation of professional women and ultimately linking with the women farmers in the effort to increase food productivity thus ensuring food security at the household level.

Leadership for change training has been the flagship in preparing women for leadership roles.  The task forces created in the training courses have been instrumental to activities that have benefited both the professional women in agriculture and environment and rural women farmers.  Other activities have been skills development, gender training and the scholarship scheme.

Enabling environment has been created through institutional collaboration, gender mainstreaming, research on the status of women and factors affecting their upward professional mobility. Issues dealing with advocacy for women and visibility have been addressed at different levels. However the future sustenance of AWLAE has been of critical importance.    At the same time partnerships with relevant ministries and institutions are established to ensure continuation of activities that promote women.

There are two Regional Training Centers in the African Region, one in East Africa and the other in West Africa.  The purpose of the Training Centers for Technology and Development is to develop human resource capacity of individuals and institutions to meet the challenges of development in the 21st Century.  

In order to link with women farmers, technology transfer projects have been initiated and promoted.  Such activities have included drip irrigation, improved seeds, and use of clean energy, animal power, farmer-to-farmer training, tree nurseries and promotion of enterprise activities.  Whenever possible there has been efforts to advocate for policy change that have positive impact on women farmers.  

In the area of energy AWLAE has worked closely with the Ngong Women Group that has designed and constructed improved jikos (burners) and the fireless cooker.  Both have saved on wood fuel which is hardly available in the environment.  The women have gone beyond using the technologies to benefit their households.  They have commercialised the project while improving the product.

The AWLAE program has had impact beyond what was originally anticipated.  Through the experience AWLAE has learned many lessons which include; involvement of local women and men from early stages in design, development and implementation of the program.  This has given them a sense of ownership and long-term commitment.  Leadership training is most effective when sustained for a continuous period of time.  It is an integrated program rather than a one-time experience.  Most of all, it is important to note that AWLAE in the African continent has become a movement that can only continue spreading in the rest of the continent while being strengthened in the 14 countries it currently exists as well as a model to be replicated outside the continent. 
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