
Building Resilience



“Disaster resilience is the ability of countries, communities 
and households to manage change, by maintaining or 
transforming living standards in the face of shocks or stresses 
– such as earthquakes, drought or violent conflict – without
compromising their long-term prospects.” 1

Defining Disaster Resilience, DfID, 2011

Up to 60 per cent of people who escape extreme poverty in sub-Saharan

Africa will become poor again.2 The vulnerability to shocks and stresses of

smallholder farming families, who make up 70 per cent of the region’s poor

people, is a key factor. Those shocks do not have to be large scale disasters:

an outbreak of maize disease, a local riot, or even a hailstorm can plunge

families back into severe need. Farming families, and the agencies that

support them, can invest huge amounts of time, money, effort and hope 

into combatting poverty – only to see their work undone. 

So how can Africa’s smallholder farmers bounce back from the knocks that

they face? How can they become resilient – and how can development

initiatives support them in doing so? Increasingly, development professionals

are acknowledging that building resilience requires an approach that

harmonises disaster risk reduction, climate adaptation, social protection 

and other programmes.3

It has long been Send a Cow’s belief that its holistic approach enables

vulnerable rural families and communities to maximise the potential of their

land, their communities, and themselves, and adapt to the many challenges

they face. This report draws on the findings of independent research into this

issue, and is intended to share learning, raise questions, and stimulate debate. 

As increasing climate change makes rural livelihoods in Africa ever more

precarious, these are questions that need addressing with the greatest urgency. 

1 Defining disaster resilience: A DfID approach paper. Department for International Development 2011.
2 Chronic Poverty Report. Overseas Development Institute 2014. 3 Defining Disaster Resilience, DfID.

FOREWORD

Vision: A confident and thriving rural Africa

Mission: To give communities and families the hope and the 
means to secure their own futures from the land
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Front Cover Image: Women and men from the Ha Paki group for people with
HIV/Aids build a keyhole garden in Lesotho.  © Ben Langdon / Send a Cow
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Smallholder farmers become resilient by building their capacity across the

board: in matters social, financial, and environmental. Send a Cow’s broad,

adaptable, holistic, knowledge-intensive approach is key. Researchers noted

that farmers rated a very wide range of interventions as important for building

their climate resilience – encompassing farming systems skills, diversified

cropping, environmental protection, livestock, and social measures.

Researchers found no evidence of maladaptation, where Send a Cow

interventions were currently causing harm rather than good.

Smallholder farmers’ journey to resilience begins in the home. Both men 

and women are becoming resilient and empowered. There is no major

difference in how they benefit from Send a Cow’s work, with both genders

adopting technical measures to a similar extent.

Smallholder farmers become resilient by sharing and grouping together

with those around them. Farmers help one another practically and

emotionally in times of crisis, and have the collective clout to attract further

support. They say that their Send a Cow group is their main source of

psychological support. In times of shock, they redouble the efforts they put 

into those groups – in particular, by putting into practice Send a Cow lessons 

they had hitherto ignored. In fact, 55% of groups emerge from shocks

stronger than before, while 41% bounce back.

Smallholder farmers’ resilience could be further developed by building

links and taking action in their wider community – and beyond. Farmers

who have graduated from Send a Cow programmes have invaluable skills and

experience, and the potential to become leaders within their communities. 

By operating on a community level, rather than restricting its work to groups,

Send a Cow could further influence farmers’ ability to build resilience. 

Send a Cow is now drawing up ambitious plans for growth. The lessons learned over

the past 25 years, captured and analysed in this report, will form the basis of its

new strategy. Just like the farmers in its projects, it will seek to adapt, learn and

innovate to help build thriving communities across rural Africa.

“Things have not been easy for me, but I am a fighter. I have multiple
sources of income: a cow from Send a Cow, fruiting orange trees, and
my family also bakes bricks. When it comes to food, I am secure – even
though nowadays droughts and floods are a common occurrence.”
Ana Grace Amongin, farmer, Uganda

Throughout Send a Cow’s history, farmers have reported that its support enables them

to feed, shelter, clothe and educate their families despite the many pitfalls – such as

drought or unrest – that they may face. Yet building resilience has never been an

explicit aim of Send a Cow’s work. So in 2013, the charity’s 25th anniversary year, 

it commissioned independent academic studies to explore the issue from two

perspectives: social and climatic. 

One research team, led by Monica Kapiriri, examined the effect of being in a group on

smallholder farming families’ resilience. The other team, from the Natural Resources

Institute at the University of Greenwich, explored the measures adopted and 

adapted by smallholder farming communities as a consequence of Send a Cow’s work,

and their effectiveness in building resilience to climate shocks and, to some extent,

longer term climate change. The following is Send a Cow’s summary of their findings:

“Climate resilience is being enhanced through the Send a Cow
approach which focuses on the individual / household and group
levels. A wide range of technical, social, financial and organisational
measures resulting from Send a Cow’s work were identified which
have contributed to strengthening farmers’ climate resilience. Using
such measures in an integrated, knowledge-based / learning-by-doing
manner is providing an effective approach to addressing the different
aspects of climate resilience (shocks, variability, longer term gradual
change) while making a positive if small contribution to mitigation.” 

Natural Resource Institute (see overleaf)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Send a Cow works with rural families or households, defined as

individuals living in one compound and sharing meals on a daily basis.

They include nuclear families, extended families, those with adopted

orphans, and child-headed families. A few comprise more than 20

members, although the average family size supported by Send a Cow is

six or seven. Those interviewed ranged in age from their 20s to their

70s, with most in their 40s or 50s. One individual – often a woman –

from each household will work directly with Send a Cow through her

membership of a self-help group, but all members of the family will 

be supported by its work. 

Before working with Send a Cow, the majority are poor and 

vulnerable subsistence farmers, with some also earning money

through selling their farm produce or working as casual labourers on

other people’s land. Their own plots are generally small, and there is

serious concern that land is being partitioned into ever smaller parcels.

Almost exclusively, they use only hand tools or animal drawn

implements. Most suffer food and income security until they start

putting Send a Cow’s training into effect, and have no chance to save

money; when faced with emergencies, they have to sell their families’

food reserves. Most have received little formal schooling, are semi-

literate, and have little or no access to training other than that they

receive from Send a Cow. Nearly all begin Send a Cow programmes 

with an income below the absolute poverty line. 

Send a Cow always works through self-help groups. These range in 

size from 14 to 60 members, but ideally comprise about 30 – a number

which allows members to build collective strength yet still meet easily

and participate equally. Groups can be divided into smaller cells of five

to seven farmers for greater efficacy. Groups develop a distinct identity,

with defined leadership, values and a constitution. They rotate the roles

of chairperson, treasurer, and sometimes communications or information

person. Groups are responsible for the welfare of members and their

families during shocks, so one group of 30 is responsible for an 

average of 180 people.

CONTEXT: Who is becoming resilient? 

The research:
‘Reviewing the contribution of Send a Cow towards strengthening the resilience of farmers in

the face of climate shocks and increasingly unreliable weather patterns’, was written by 

Richard Lamboll and Barry Pound of the Natural Resources Institute, University of

Greenwich (NRI). They interviewed 56 farmers supported by Send a Cow as case studies 

(30 were women), as well as 34 key informants (eight women) from their communities, 

such as local government personnel. They also held 20 focus group discussions with farmers 

in Send a Cow projects (10 with women, 10 with men).

‘A report on Social Resilience Study: Experiences from Send a Cow Uganda, Kenya and Rwanda’,

was written by independent development consultant Namumbya Monica Kapiriri, who has

worked for the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) and Aga Khan

Foundation East Africa. A total of 255 households were interviewed. In addition, there were 63

focus groups, comprising equal numbers (where possible) of men, women, youths, and leaders.

Farmers came from groups that had been supported for more than three years, and groups that

had ‘graduated’ from Send a Cow’s programmes. There were also interviews with 54 key

informants, including vets, community development leaders, and church representatives.

3

The areas they live in vary. Researchers visited communities living in geo-climatic conditions ranging

from the tropical, warm plains of the Ngora district of Uganda, to the sub-tropical, cool, mountainous

district of Quthing in Lesotho. Climate researchers found that rainfall varied from an annual average of

650mm in Maseru District in Lesotho, to 1200-2000mm in Bonke and Boreda in Ethiopia; Send a Cow

does not work in desert areas. Population density also varied; areas visited by climate researchers

ranged from 43 per km2 in Quthing, Lesotho to 530 per km2 in Sironko, Uganda. Road infrastructure

and mobile phone connections ranged from generally good to poor or non-existent. 

This publication is a synthesised report based on the above two studies. The original reports
are available at www.sendacow.org/resilience-research. Names and other identifying
details of interviewees may have been redacted. Send a Cow and the researchers are
grateful to all those who contributed, and to Vitol for funding this research.

1

2

• 66 per cent of farmers supported by Send a Cow are women
• 50 per cent of those women are widowed
• Farm sizes range from 0.25 to 5 hectares
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Researchers from the two teams visited
communities chosen by Send a Cow as
representative of its work overall, and
offering good opportunities for learning.

4

NRI

Kapiriri
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Asked which interventions helped them build climate resilience,

farmers gave a range of responses which can be summarised

into four categories:

• Firstly, they were able to improve or strengthen their farming 
system through a knowledge intensive skills transfer of 

appropriate agro-ecological approaches.

• This resulted in improved production through diversified 
cropping – for example, with the introduction of vegetable 

production. Tree planting was widely practised but, dependent 

on location, farmers might choose forage trees, fruit trees, or 

trees for higher altitudes.

• Farmers valued environmental protectionmeasures which 
addressed pressing problems: farmers in Uganda used 

raised kitchen gardens as a solution to flooding, while 

families living on steep slopes tackled soil erosion and 

landslides through various soil and water conservation 

and harvesting technologies. 

• Livestock are placed on some Send a Cow programmes but 
not all, which may explain why there were fewer votes for 

livestock than for other interventions. Those with greater 

resources (such as personal capacity, land, and access to water) 

were provided with dairy cows, while those with fewer 

resources, who might be overburdened by having to care 

for a larger animal, were given chickens or goats.

In particular, farmers were able to adapt Send a Cow’s

programme to suit their farm size. As the following graph shows,
those with the smallest plots found that crop diversification was

key to their ability to address climate challenges, while those with

the largest plots were better able to benefit from other aspects 

of Send a Cow’s programmes, especially livestock provision.

Climate researchers were surprised when some farmers
answered that social training was the most significant
intervention influencing their ability to address climate
challenges. It underlines the fact that the strength of 
Send a Cow’s programmes lies in their holistic nature.

5

Farmers were asked by social researchers about the strengths of

Send a Cow groups. Their responses fell into three categories. 

• The activities: above all, training; and also savings and credit, 
and collective marketing. 

• The structure that being in a group gave them: especially the 
leadership capacity that they themselves developed; but also 

the discipline derived from the development of the constitution 

and regular meetings. 

• The social aspects: the reality of now belonging and being
accepted, resulting in teamwork in particular, but also support, 

love, unity, and stability.

Climate researchers found the training programme supported

farmers’ own aims, which could be broadly clustered as: food

security, financial security, improved standard of living and 

well-being, improved social capital, and enhancing future

prospects for the family.

Resilience is not an explicit aim of these farmers or of Send 

a Cow. Yet by adopting Send a Cow’s way of working,

encompassing social, agricultural and financial measures, 

rural families do strengthen their resilience.

Relevance
Climate researchers found that Send a Cow’s programmes could

be tailored so they were relevant to farmers’ circumstances,

resources, interests and aspirations. Send a Cow’s ‘excellent’

training, plus labour provided by groups, helped farmers

establish and maintain new technologies.

How farmers described Send a Cow interventions

Main climate resilience measures, by farm size

Farming
system skills

50

38

25

13

0
Environmental 
protection

Cropping Livestock
and forage

Other

>2 hectares<0.5 hectares

35 17 44 30 7 19 16 14 18
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What setbacks do farmers face?

Although Send a Cow works largely in relatively stable areas with good agricultural potential,

farmers cited numerous shocks (sudden events) and stresses (longer term trends) that they 

have faced over the years.

These disturbances fell into three main categories, often interlinked: environmental, socio-political

(eg conflict) and pathogenic (eg crop diseases). In Rwanda, socio-political disturbances were

the most cited. However overall, a significant majority were environmental: while farmers the

world over have always had to adapt to risks, climate change is forcing them to adjust at an 

ever faster pace. 

PATHOGENIC SOCIO-
POLITICALCLIMATE

gang 
violence**

terracing*

war

maize
disease

ripples 
of

genocide

hail
storm

climate
change

flood/
heavy
rain

drought

*The Rwandan Government passed a law to restore terraces on all steep slopes. 
Reactions were mixed, with some respondents saying they lost land, and 
others supporting efforts to manage land for the future.

**Gangs carried out murders and destroyed property in all three regions in Kenya.

This graph captures the four top shocks 
mentioned by more than 10% of respondents

interviewed by social researchers.

54

56 52
3027

28 23

13

13

10 21

17

UGANDA
%

KENYA
%

RWANDA
%

“Up to now, climate resilience has not been an explicit aim 
of Send a Cow’s work. However its focus on appropriate
technologies, good land and animal husbandry at the
household level, and group solidarity, have resulted in high
levels of adoption and use of a range of technologies that
have a positive impact on climate resilience by Send a Cow
group members, as well as some wider adoption through
copy farmers and passing on the gift.” 

NRI

Main shocks and stresses: 
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ADAPTING TO SHOCKS AND STRESSES:

By tackling the many facets of poverty, Send a Cow enables farmers to build up the skills

and resources they need to become socially and environmentally resilient. It is clear that

the strength of Send a Cow’s work lies in its breadth; it enhances farming families’

resilience across the board.

One striking finding is that the majority of groups not only survived shocks, but emerged

stronger from them – testament to the huge importance of groups in families’ strategies

for survival and for improving their lives. Although members were put under huge

pressure by shocks and stresses, the benefits they derived from being in a group

encouraged them to redouble their efforts.

“The adaptive capacities of actors – individuals, communities,
regions, governments, organisations or institutions – are
determined by their ability to adjust to a disturbance, moderate
potential damage, take advantage of opportunities and cope with
the consequences of a transformation. Adaptive capacities allow
actors to anticipate, plan, react to, and learn from shocks or stresses.”

Defining Disaster Resilience, DfID

Trust and values/social cohesion
Shocks highlighted the importance of agreed values: both Send a Cow’s own, its

Cornerstones, and those set by each group. Values including love, respect, unity

and spirituality helped groups make decisions and guided their actions. Some

farmers felt that fellow group members were failing to abide by values, for

example by not caring adequately for the animals they were due to pass on; and

some farmers with particular needs, such as child-headed households, struggled

to balance home, school and group obligations. Social researchers suggest that

values are reviewed regularly to ensure their suitability.

Collective efficacy/The value of ‘we’
Groups were well aware of the value of ‘we’: that joining with others enables them

to access a higher level of benefits. Chief among these is knowledge and skills

gained through training – access to education opportunities for semi-literate poor

farmers is otherwise extremely limited. Recognition, reduced isolation, teamwork

and the sharing of ideas were also key benefits of being in a group. 

Self organisation
Send a Cow has successfully supported groups in strengthening their governance

structures and their members’ ability to work together. Participants in the

men’s focus group discussions in Ngora, Uganda, gave the benefits as follows:

increased bargaining power (they successfully lobbied for a borehole for clean

drinking water); joining their strengths and making them a team; group savings

and credit; emergency support. In Rwanda, three groups who formed a

cooperative gave the benefits as: high prices as milk is marketed collectively;

plans for a one-stop centre for cattle keepers to get food, medication etc; plans

to make cheese and yoghurt. 

Social researchers found that:

N
o 
gr
ou
p 
co
lla
ps
ed

“Send a Cow groups proved to be extremely socially resilient…Groups
had inbuilt mechanisms that enabled them to bounce back strongly
or resume their former status. The strength of the system came from
the ability of members to draw on the knowledge and skills acquired
prior to or during shocks and appropriately adapt the social and
productive systems to shoulder the effects of the shocks.” 

Kapiriri

41%

4%

55%

Worse off Bounced back Emerged stronger

31 groups
felt they emerged 
stronger from shocks

23 groups 
felt they bounced 
back, regaining their 
former positions

2 groups from Rwanda
felt they emerged 
worse off. 
This was due to a previous
management committee
misusing a loan, which
subsequent members 
had to pay off.

SOCIAL/HUMAN CAPITALSCapacity building
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Gender equality
Both men and women reported greater gender equality and empowerment of women at household

level. They gave many examples of how family gender relations, decision making, workloads and access to

income had been changed by Send a Cow’s work. For example, the Rulindo Women’s Group in Rwanda

explained that livestock rearing had traditionally been for men, but women had been inspired to try it too.

Leadership
Leadership emerged as one of the strengths of Send a Cow groups. Communication and member

participation were key: where these were good, implementation followed; and in the few cases where

these were weak, members walked away or ignored their leaders’ decisions. 

Reciprocity/Caring and sharing
Caring and sharing is built in to Send a Cow’s ethos. It is one of the

‘Cornerstone’ principles of the organisation, which underpin its work

and are shared with all groups. Likewise, its system of ‘passing on the

gift’ means that farmers share their new skills with their neighbours,

and give the first female offspring of any livestock they have been

given to another family in need. 

Despite lacking money, farmers in all countries contributed actively to

those in need, both within their groups and in the wider community.

They shared a wide range of resources: chiefly, food, money, advice

and visits. Farmers in Uganda, for example, shared water from their

shallow wells with their neighbours in times of drought. 

By sharing in this way, farmers supported by Send a Cow bring benefits

not only to the wider community, but also to themselves. They reduce

the likelihood of resentment at their success from their peers, and

foster understanding of the often difficult journey they are on. “It helps 

if the community is in favour of the technology. Ridicule or hostility from

one’s peers is hard to take in a close knit community. However, it need

not preclude adoption. Kitchen gardens were originally ridiculed in

Kotoba, but are now well respected.” (NRI)

However, the climate researchers noted that while many technical

measures are easy to copy, sensitive social issues such as gender

awareness and family planning will not spread so easily, and are best

tackled with the involvement of local religious and traditional leaders.

Resource dependence
It is crucial for families to know they can get help if things go wrong: it gives them hope and reduces fear.

Psychological support in times of shock – largely in the forms of prayers, counselling and visits – was

important. While this came from multiple layers of society, including churches, family and neighbours, by far

the most important source was the Send a Cow-supported group. Training, help with livestock, and material

support such as food, money and labour were also cited. Groups were largely appreciative, though respondents

in two groups in Kenya and Rwanda felt their governments could have acted faster and more effectively.

The main sources of psychological support 
SAC 

groups Church Family Neighbours
Local 
leaders NGOs

SAC 
national

Government
ministries

R
W
A
N
D
A

K
EN
YA

TO
TA
L

34% 17% 16% 8% 7% 7% 6% 5%

24% 22% 13%38%

45% 9% 14%32%

3%

Communication
The means of communication used during the shocks were effective,

and most people were pleased with them. Information persons,

mobile phones and community or group meetings were the most

frequently used. Those few respondents who were not satisfied had

been cut off by distance or lack of phones. Social researchers suggest

that Send a Cow might encourage group investment in phones, and

develop guidelines for their usage. 

U
G
A
N
D
A

30% 15% 24% 12% 9%10%
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Climate researchers found that Send a Cow encouraged

biological and crop diversity. In Bonke, Ethiopia, one farmer

showed he was growing 70 crop varieties on 0.32 hectares

of land (see page 13). Another farmer demonstrated she

was intercropping, and growing new varieties of crops

including types of wheat that were rain resistant and early

maturing. Farmers were also growing a wide range of crops

for market. Send a Cow was working with ecological

variability by introducing crops and livestock that were

appropriate to the local ecology. It increased farmers’

knowledge by teaching them about issues such as soil

management and land use planning – where to plant 

trees, and where to grow grass to stabilise the soil.

ENVIRONMENTAL AND PHYSICAL CAPITALS

Ecosystem services
There were several ways in which SAC’s work

recognised the benefits that humans obtain 

from ecosystems. It promoted tree planting and

agroforestry, and some farmers explicitly stated the

importance of this for climate regulation. It promoted

soil conservation measures to address erosion

regulation. Among the natural hazard regulation

measures were contour bunds to protect against

mudslides, and tree planting to stabilise soil. Tree

planting was bringing shade and shelter to farmers,

and improving the visual environment. Send a Cow,

with its partner AKAM, was exploring eco-tourism

options in Kotoba, Ethiopia.

Diversity and variability

Natural capital

“An important observation is that the respondents identified a very wide range of interventions which they considered the most important Send a
Cow introduction for strengthening farmers’ climate resilience. This reflects the different bio-physical and socio-economic contexts and different
preferences of farmers both between and within locations. Importantly, it indicates that – in these project areas – Send a Cow’s menu of options
is sufficiently diverse to be adapted to different contexts and farmer preferences or needs.”

NRI

Climate researchers found that natural capital had been

strengthened due to Send a Cow’s interventions. Many farmers and

key informants emphasised that the health of their soils had

improved through Send a Cow’s sustainable organic agricultural

approach. They gave strong positive feedback about the benefits

of trees for fruit, shade and fodder, rating tree planting as the 

most useful of the measures introduced by Send a Cow.

However, researchers suggested that some climate resilience

measures – disease and pest management; and soil and water

conservation – would be more effective when carried out at a

landscape or community level, rather than just on individual farms.

“The impacts of sustainable agriculture, improved
animal management and social and gender
strengthening have very significantly improved
the climate resilience of Send a Cow farming
families. While we recognise that Send a Cow’s
focus is on individuals and households, we
suggest that there is merit and benefit for these
individuals and households to looking at some
aspects of Send a Cow’s work from the
community or landscape perspective.” 

NRI
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Climate knowledge/awareness
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Climate researchers found generally limited access to information

on weather, climate change, and its impacts among farmers,

though this was higher in Ethiopia and Rwanda. They suggested

that Send a Cow might improve access to weather information,

perhaps by providing cheap rain gauges and thermometers.

Physical capital
Through adopting Send a Cow’s farming approach, families invested in a great

deal of climate-related physical capital. Some examples include: energy saving

stoves (reducing the demand for trees as fuel); terraces on their fields (to conserve

soil and water); hand dug wells (to improve access to water); vegetable shades 

(to protect against sun, hail and other elements); and robust animal shelters (to

withstand most bad weather).

They also installed hygiene and sanitation measures, such as pit latrines, rubbish pits,

and dish drying racks; and invested in improving their homes. 

Climate researchers felt there could be more emphasis on similar constructions at a

community level as well as a household level. They noted that this is already being

done in the AKAM project in Ethiopia, where key achievements have included a

school library, a market vegetable shade and latrines, water standpoints, and

bridge access to one district.

Researchers also suggested that strengthening farmers’ political capital could help

bring about improvements to wider infrastructure, eg roads and telephones.

Innovation
Send a Cow has introduced many innovations, often building on

local knowledge and practices. There were many farmers who

were adapting their whole farms to changing circumstances

and opportunities: eg diversifying what they were growing;

intercropping; and incorporating trees into their farming and

livelihoods systems. Send a Cow has also supported the

development of innovative training centres, such as Hope

Green Farm in Ngora, Uganda, providing knowledge relevant 

to the community.
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Farmers had boosted their production through Send a Cow

initiatives, sold agricultural products, and increased their

incomes. The incomes of most households had become

more secure, diverse, predictable, better planned, and

managed with records to tracks costs and benefits.

Social researchers found that 54 per cent were selling milk,

and a majority were selling vegetables, fruit and field

crops. Most importantly, families had diversified and had

more than one income generating activity – a lesson they

learned as a result of shocks.

In some cases, they had then put some of this income into

savings; many said they had learnt their savings skills from

Send a Cow. For a number of farmers, these savings were

a key measure for surviving or recovering from shocks. 

Financial and economic capitals

11

ENVIRONMENTAL AND PHYSICAL CAPITALS

Examples of increased financial capital cited by climate researchers included: a woman in

Ngora, Uganda, whose 270 citrus trees had enabled her family to diversify their farming

enterprises; the trees produce fruit even in a drought. A farmer in Bonke, Ethiopia, had

used income from the sale of seedlings to buy a woodlot; he now has wood for his

family’s fuel and construction needs, and for sale.

There were also examples of collective accumulation of financial assets. A graduated

women’s group in Sironko, Uganda, which started a savings and credit group using

income from milk sales has now joined a micro-finance bank, and plans to build its own

village bank. A group in Lesotho has saved money from selling vegetables from their

communal garden to put towards facilities such as water pipes.
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Support for equitable institutions
Many households supported by Send a Cow, and some ‘copy farmers’,

now had greater rights than before and could demand their rights on

community issues such as access to water points. It was less clear if

Send a Cow’s work was improving equality across the whole community,

rather than just the families it supported. Enabling environment 
Send a Cow had good relations with local government personnel in most, if not all, sites. Local government

agricultural extension workers were included in Send a Cow training and study visits, and officials expressed

enthusiasm to incorporate its methods into their own programmes. Training centres such as the impressive 

`Hope Green Farm in Ngora, Uganda, provided a focus for learning about climate resilient technologies, and 

were attended not only by local government officials, but also by researchers, representatives from other

NGOs, and the private sector. 

In general, though, climate researchers found that Send a Cow could strengthen links with a wider variety of

stakeholders to share learning, solve problems, and move towards adaptive management.1

Researchers noted that in most if not all sites, Send a Cow’s work supported aspects of government policies

relating to climate resilience at both local and national levels. For example, a local government official in

Bonke, Ethiopia, credited the local Send a Cow projects with convincing the community about the merits of soil 

and water conservation. In Uganda, Send a Cow worked closely with the National Agricultural Advisory Service.

In a few instances, Send a Cow had even influenced policy: it was part of a successful lobby to overturn 

Uganda’s ban on semen imports; and in Rwanda, the government had adopted keyhole gardens. However, 

climate researchers noted that political action was beyond Send a Cow’s current remit. 

Political capital

1 Adaptive management is “an approach to guide intervention in the face of uncertainty. Adaptive management has a long time horizon for

planning and capacity building, and is aligned with ecological processes at appropriate spatial scale. It creates an enabling framework for

cooperation among administrative levels, sectors, and line departments; broad stakeholder participation in problem solving and decision

making; and adaptable legislation to support local action and respond to new information.” NRI.

“Overall there was little evidence of Send a Cow influencing
policy at any scale. This is not a criticism, given that Send a
Cow has not set out to influence policy and in some countries,
such as Ethiopia, NGOs are not formally permitted to lobby
government. Rather, we see this as an important future
opportunity for Send a Cow.”

NRI
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For more than a decade, Alemu Buka has noticed the rains in Bonke, in the southern highlands

of Ethiopia, becoming more unpredictable. When he was growing up, it might rain from April to

October. Nowadays, “when we expect rain it’s dry, and when we expect dry conditions, it

rains”. The dry spells damage crops, while the rain disrupts growing cycles and farming

activities. In 2011, floods damaged farms and even killed people in his village. 

Alemu and his wife Bekelech Senato have just one third of a hectare (0.75 acre) – half a

football pitch – of steeply sloping land on which to support their seven children. Roads are poor,

and the area becomes inaccessible in heavy rains. With such a tough terrain, and with so many

shocks and stresses, it is unsurprising that the family often used to eat just one meal a day. 

Now they never go hungry. Their children are all in education – the oldest two, both girls, now

moving into vocational training. Their home contains beds, mattresses and proper kitchen

utensils. They know about health, hygiene and sanitation. They are hugely respected in their

community: “Before, nobody wanted to know me. Now I get visitors, and I have been in the

newspapers twice.” They have transformed their thinking – and their land. 

They’ve started with their soil. Their land is now contoured, so precious soil is no longer

washed away by heavy rains. “I never knew about losing soil before,” says Alemu. They enrich

it with compost, including manure from their livestock. “If you feed the soil, it will feed you.”

Now, Alemu and Bekelech have more than 70 varieties of crops and vegetables growing on

their tiny plot of land. Asked which is the most important, he responds: “Can I say them all?”

It is the diversification that matters: including three different varieties of potato, to withstand

different weather conditions; faba beans; and a range of leafy vegetables. “If everything else

fails, we have enset” – Ethiopia’s very hardy, yet protein poor, staple crop.

In addition to food for the family, Alemu is growing apples and apple tree seedlings for an

income – and cites this as the single most useful measure he has learned to improve his

family’s resilience to the variable climate. “It provides money, it’s not normally affected by

heavy rain and it can always be irrigated.”

Perhaps most importantly, he no longer relies simply on selling foodstuffs. Instead, he

generates an income through grafting fruit for other farmers; selling rootstock and scion

material; and natural medicine. He also undertakes plastering and roofing work, giving

him a useful non-agricultural skill to fall back on. His group makes money together 

through beekeeping. 

In particular, Alemu now earns money by training other farmers and even extension

workers. He is keen to pass on the skills he has acquired and inspire other poor families:

when he was new to Send a Cow, he found visits to more successful farmers inspired him

and sped up the rate of change on his farm.

It’s not just new agricultural techniques that have enabled Alemu’s family to thrive. Their

farm and their lives are now better managed in many ways. Gender awareness training

means Alemu and Bekelech now share workloads, and she takes over running the farm

when he is away. The whole family discusses issues and has jobs to do. They keep 12

separate books of records, and believe that “time is gold”. Thanks to savings skills learned

from Send a Cow, they can put money aside for tough times. 

Yet while Send a Cow training has been vital to Alemu’s success, his own resourcefulness

and innovation are striking. He has great plans for the future of his family’s farm, and is

keen to test out ideas to increase its climate resilience. “I’ve started many things and I

will continue,” he says. “Through research, I will find out what works and what will not

and I will choose the best.”

CASE STUDY – 
Resilience through innovation
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
In commissioning this research, Send a Cow was seeking to identify what was
working, and what was not. Also, Send a Cow was looking to identify any ‘blind
spots’ in its current programme, and opportunities for expansion. Send a Cow is
giving serious consideration to all the following recommendations, and already
incorporating some into project design.

To improve existing programmes:
• Strengthen technical measures to tackle the effects of climate change. In particular, 

make climate awareness a more explicit part of group training; continue to facilitate the 

process of crop and tree diversification; and explore more fully irrigation and water 

harvesting techniques. 

• Increase the effectiveness of pass-on so that farmers do not wait too long for inputs such as livestock. 

If principles are followed correctly, it improves the cost-effectiveness of Send a Cow programmes. 

It is empowering for farmers passing on gifts, and fosters accountability and honourability. 

To increase our impact:
• Explore ways in which ‘graduated’ groups can strengthen community leadership, perhaps 

by heading wealth creation initiatives, or advocating on relevant issues. Send a Cow could 

consider bringing graduated groups together into larger collectives, or linking them with other 

agencies which can provide further opportunities.

• Consider ways to increase the impact of our work on the wider community. We are already 

piloting projects in Ethiopia and Kenya with an explicit aim of improving lives for a whole community, 

not just a Send a Cow group. We will expand on this work, thus increasing our cost-effectiveness.

• Share learning and evidence with policy makers and other practitioners. Send a Cow is already 

starting to pursue advocacy as far as its resources will allow, and share information and research 

from its projects. Through partnerships and collaboration, it can seek to strengthen its influence on 

the policy process at district, national and even international level.

“While Send a Cow is making a significant positive difference to the
climate resilience of farming households in the Send a Cow groups,
a number of suggestions are made that could further enhance and
expand these benefits.” 

NRI
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