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closer to home instead of taken to distant watering points at Kelema River. People could also get
water from wells in the sand fans immediately below the new water reservoir (and prefer to take
water from such sites because the sand filters some of the dirt). Furthermore, at the neighbouring
village of Jenjeluse, a successful borehole has been installed, and two entrepreneurs ferry water with
tractors to Goima, which they sell at a small profit. The changes that access to water has brought to the
village cannot be overestimated (Figure 3b,c). It is for this reason that people have been able to expand
livestock herds and take on new building projects.

The water situation has improved also in Mirambu when compared to the early 1990s. A Christian
NGO, Compassion, has drilled a borehole for a children’s support centre that they have run in the
village since 2014 (but it was broken in December 2017 on our return visit). They offer water for
households for 100 Tz sh a jerry can (about US$ 0.05 at the time of writing). The new lake at Adia
similarly eases life for the Mirambu livestock keepers.

There has also been considerable population growth. The number of households in Goima grew
more than 2.5 times from 1991 to 2016, from 507 to 1350, and in Mirambu, it almost doubled, from 350 to
672. The increase is faster than the annual population increase in the Dodoma region, which was 2.1%
during the last inter-censal period 2002–2012. Both Goima and Mirambu have attracted immigrants,
and Goima particularly so, the majority (according to key informants) being from the neighbouring
Kondoa highlands.

Figure 3. (a) Drawing water from shallow wells in dry river bed. (b) Gourds lined up to be filled with
water from shallow wells dug in a dry river bed, 1991. (c) Household water on sale at Goima village
centre, 2016.
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4. Findings from Revisited Families

Impressions such as those that we have just described above are notorious for concealing other
dynamics. The appearance of new trappings of wealth makes it seem that people as a whole have
benefited. However, it is possible that the original inhabitants do not share in the new prosperity.
Indeed, worse than that it is possible that earlier residents may have suffered in some way, experiencing
displacement or land loss to make way for a new set of economic actors. So, how are the changes
described above reflected in the lives of the families who Mduma and Östberg visited in the early 1990s?

Briefly put, it appears that most have prospered, and they are prospering because they are able
to farm more. In the early 1990s, farming in Goima and Mirambu was largely undertaken with hand
hoes with 64% and 66% of land cultivated thus (Table 3). Land was cultivated for a limited period and
fallowed to allow fertility to be restored. Many fields looked more like clearings in the forest than a
cultivation steppe ([46], pp. 58–66). Families typically owned two or three fields, of which one often
was a newly opened field in the Burunge Hills. It was a period of expansion of farm land. In both
Goima and Mirambu, the median size of cultivated land was three acres (1.2 ha), while the mean land
owned was 6.7 acres (2.7 ha) and eight acres (3.2 ha see Table 4).

Table 3. Mode of cultivation (%) in Goima and Mirambu villages, 1991/3 (farmers) and 2016 (plots).

Goima 1991/3 Goima 2016 Mirambu 1991/3 Mirambu 2016

Hand hoes 64 17 66 31
Ox plough 18 18 27 25

Tractor 18 65 7 44
n 50 54 45 127

Note. Goima: χ2 = 29.84, df = 2, p < 0.001; Mirambu: χ2 = 13.07, df = 2, p < 0.002.

Table 4. Land farmed (acres) in Goima and Mirambu villages 1991/3—2016.

Goima Mirambu

Average land farmed 1991/3 4 3.7
Average land farmed 2016 6.5 7.4

n 14 26

Note. This table only uses paired families from the original visit and subsequent revisit; excludes 5 outlier families
from 1993. Pair Sample test for both villages: t = −2.279, df = 39, p < 0.029.

By 2016, the mean cultivated area (not the area owned) had increased, in Goima to 6.5 acres
(2.6 ha) and in Mirambu to 7.4 (3 ha see Table 4). The extensive land use has been made possible by
improved farming technology. The dominance of hand hoes has been replaced by the dominance of
tractors in Goima (65% of farmers ploughed their land with tractors, 44% in Mirambu). Levels of ox
ploughing remain unchanged. Now, only minorities (17% in Goima and 31% in Mirambu) cultivate
land with hand hoes (Table 3). This growth of farms is clearly visible in the landscape with much more
land, on the plains and in the hills, put to use.

The expansion of land used is particularly important because the local definitions of poverty
here (and indeed throughout the other 28 villages we have worked in as part of this project) associate
poverty not so much with landlessness as with an inability to use land owned properly because the
families lack the capital, labour or liquidity to do so. Working land well requires money for ploughing,
good seeds, manure, and/or chemical inputs. Poverty is expressed by not being able to use land as
well as one might—by not being able to generate an income from assets. Thus, the expansion in land
cultivated, being made possible by greater access to tractors, is both likely to be a driver of wealth
increase (it increases production and returns) and an expression of that greater wealth.

The farming boom in Goima and Mirambu is not associated with intensified production. In the
early 1990s no Goima or Mirambu farmers in our sample used any farm inputs. The picture had not
changed by 2016. Only four per cent of the farmers in the Goima and Mirambu samples for the early
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1990 used manure in their fields, and quite sparsely at that. In 2016, five per cent of the Goima farmers
used manure, while none in the Mirambu sample did. A district by-law stipulates that manure must
be removed from the cattle enclosures and used in the fields. This was rarely enforced at the time of
our visit. Villagers cited lack of transport and fear that manure increased pest incidence. Now five
per cent of the Goima farmers used improved seeds, but other farm inputs were not used. Neither in
Goima, nor in Mirambu, do any shops stock improved seeds. In this respect, Goima and Mirambu are
still, in 2016, relatively remote outposts.

Yields of maize are much higher now than in Östberg and Mduma’s first survey (Table 5).
But the comparision is unreliable as they collected yield data during a particularly dry period when
respondents were bemoaning their unproductive farms. Our hypothesis is that there has in fact been
little real change in the productivity per unit area, unless it be derived from the different means of
land preparation. Tractor ploughing can be more intensive and thorough than hand hoes, especially if
performed more than once before sowing.

Table 5. Yield per acre (kg) of different staple crops in the two study sites.

Crop
1991/3 2016

Goima Mirambu Goima Mirambu

Maize 258 147 556 875
Sorghum 170 133 480 238

Across all villages, yields in maize are significantly different: Mann-Whitney U = 208; Z = −2.914; p = 0.004. One acre
is equivalent to 0.4 hectares.

Cash crops have grown in importance, as has trading. In addition to maize, bulrush millet,
finger millet, and sorghum, people also grow sunflower, pigeon peas, green grams, cow peas,
pumpkins, water melon, and others. Cash crops became important in the late 1990s, and particularly
sunflower has a stable and good market. Village focus groups discussing our findings insisted that the
most important cash crop that was driving the new found wealth was sunflowers.

Increased wealth in land is matched by the trends in livestock ownership (Table 6). In the early
1990s, 18% of families owned livestock in both Goima and Mirambu. By 2016, 32% of the households
in Goima owned cows, and 38% in Mirambu. There have also been a growth in the incidences
of smallstock ownership. These are within bounds of normal statistically significant difference in
Mirambu, and just outside these bounds in Goima. Mean herd size for cattle owners has risen
substantially to 10.5 in both of the villages, from 2.7 in Goima and 0.6 in Mirambu. More cattle also
means more livestock powered goods, such as carts and ploughs, which have increased almost five
times (Table 7). In the early 1990s, 23% of families in Goima had smallstock. This had risen to 39% in
2016. In Mirambu, smallstock ownership has more than doubled from 23% of families to 49%. There are
signs that the increased wealth in Mirambu has in particular strengthened the cattle economy, while the
increased resources in Goima have been used for improved housing, farm expansion, and education.

Table 6. Percentage of Families owning cattle and smallstock, Goima and Mirambu.

Goima 1991/3 Goima 2016 Mirambu 1991/3 Mirambu 2016

Cattle 18 32 18 34
Smallstock 24 39 18 49

n 51 34 45 41

Note. Goima: χ2 = 4.57, df = 2, p < 0.1; Mirambu: χ2 = 12.4, df = 2, p < 0.005.
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Table 7. Ownership of livestock infrastructure Goima and Mirambu (total number).

Goima Mirambu

2007 2016 2007 2016

Ox ploughs 27 128 23 106
Donkey/ox carts 8 24 8 13

Note: Ploughs and carts were not counted in the first survey.

The consequences of this growing agriculturally-based prosperity are visible in three ways.
First in changes to employment practices, second in buildings, and third in commerce. In both villages,
casual work (called kibarua in Swahili), which was the affliction and economic mainstay of the early
1990s, has in 2016 been reduced, indeed, the proportion of people that are undertaking it has generally
halved (Table 8). Moreover, as we explore below, casual labour now has a different meaning from
previous eras. It is not just a sign of poverty, but has also become a strategy of increasing wealth.

Table 8. Casual Work Goima and Mirambu villages (proportion of sample).

Goima 1991/3 Goima 2016 Mirambu 1991/3 Mirambu 2016

Employing casual labour 22 21 15 15
Performing casual labour 76 44 73 39

n 42 34 40 41

Note. Goima: χ2 = 5.8, df = 1, p < 0.02; Mirambu: χ2 = 16.0, df = 1, p < 0.001.

Asked about what the main changes during the last decades were, people commonly emphasised
that they now live in better houses and that all children attend school. Östberg and Mduma did not
record housing quality 25 years ago, simply because virtually all the people at that time lived in tembe
houses (wattle and daub houses with mud roofs). In 2016, 76% of people in Goima lived in houses
with galvanized metal sheet roofs, which was mentioned in focus groups in both Goima and Mirambu
as a key signifier of wealth. In Mirambu, 67% of interviewees lived in houses with roofs that were
covered by metal sheets. This is a clear change to the early 1990s when only the very richest families
lived in houses of this type.

It is important to report, however, that while records of assets and farming activity show all these
increases, people’s own perceptions of their lives are not as positive (Table 9). In Goima and Mirambu,
a majority of people (56% and 61% respectively) thought that life was better before—and this reflects
the views of the female headed households who tended to prefer their earlier lives. In some respect,
this should not be surprising as many people were recalling the times of their youth when they were
healthier and more vigorous. Some people also feel strongly about how the forests in the hills now are
gone, and they worry that there is less land that is available for the next generation. Assets provide
only a partial insight into the nature of social change in these localities. We provide more of the the
details of the changes in Appendix A.

Table 9. Is life better or worse now than at the last survey by village and gender of the domestic
unit head.

Women Men

Better Now No Difference Better Before Better Now No Difference Better Before

Goima 4 1 11 9 1 8
Mirambu 1 2 5 11 2 20

In the 1990s, in both of the villages, well-off families were those who could feed themselves.
The catch-all term that villagers used to rank the households was uwezo (strength, ability), or their
nafasi (literally ‘space’, but here, rather ‘possibilities’). Those who were poor were described as people
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who lack strength (hana uwezo). The guiding principle was a household’s ability to cultivate the land,
rather than the size of the land holding itself. Capacity to plough with oxen or tractors and to hire
farm labour meant that a household was regarded as well-off. Note that wealth was not necessarily
about owning the oxen (or tractors) per se, rather it focussed on the potential to produce food and to
solve problems. The poorest families were those who had to work as farm labourers to meet their
daily needs, and in there was also a category of people who were dependent on others to survive
([46], pp. 42–3).

Wealth rankings in 2005 provided findings that were rather similar to the 1990s. More than half of
the households struggled to support themselves from their own farms. Day labouring continued to be
an important aspect of life in the villages. Farm size had now become more important as a criterion of
wealth ([54], pp. 141–2).

In 2016, the number of wealth groups and their definitions were self-determined by participants in
a focus group setting. We then assigned households from the village lists to these groups. This exercise
highlighted two major changes. First, the significant majority of the families that were currently living
in the villages were classified by villagers as being of medium wealth. Poverty (locally defined) is
not the dominant experience. There seems to have been an expansion of the middle group, with the
poorest categories contracting (Table 10). This is particularly important, as it suggests that the changes
of the longitudinal surveys are matched by broader changes in the village as a whole.

This shift matched local perception of some changes. In Mirambu, our informants said that the
big change is that many poor households have moved to the category ‘ordinary people’, and that
many now live in sun-dried or baked brick houses, while previously almost all lived in tembe houses.
In Goima, they noted that the support of the Tanzanian Social Action Fund (TASAF), which provides
financial support to the poorest families, was influential.

Table 10. Changing Wealth Profiles—proportion of families in different wealth classes.

Wealth Group
Goima Mirambu

1993 2005 2016 1993 2005 2016

1 2 4 0.5 2 8 6
2 45 41 64 48 37 71
3 53 55 35 50 55 23

Note. Goima 2005–2016: χ2 = 76.6, df = 2, p < 0.001; Mirambu 2005–2016: χ2 = 43.4, df = 2, p < 0.001.
Wealth group 3 follows the Mirambu classification in Table 11, which combines categories 3 and 4 of the
2016 categories
We have grouped categories 2 and 3 of the 1991/3 survey into category 2 of the 2016 survey
We have grouped categories 4–6 of the 1991/3 survey into category 3 of the 2016 survey
We have grouped categories 4–6 of the 2005 survey into category 3 of the 2016 survey
Note that in 2016 Goima is based on the complete village lists and Mirambu from some sub-villages

Second, there is considerable shift in the meaning and definition of wealth, as described by
our focus groups (Table 11). In the 2016 wealth rankings, uwezo remained the factor upon which
wealth is determined, but this now means new things. To be able to afford health care, and to pay for
educating one’s children, as well as quality of housing, were now factors that our informants in Goima
emphasized. Investments, like owning a tractor or a milling machine, were points of reference for the
most wealthy. Trading now also appeared as a means for people to better their lives. These all indicate
a more diversified economy and improved livelihoods.
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Table 11. Changing Definitions of wealth Goima and Mirambu villages, 1991/3–2016.

Wealth
Group

Goima 1991/3 Mirambu 1991/3
Goima and

Mirambu 2005
Goima 2016 Mirambu 2016

1 The rich, those who
can do anything

The rich. Tractor.
Maize mill.

With resources.
Ploughing.

Employing farm
labour. Livestock.

Children at
university,

car/tractor/lorry/shop,
big land, sell crops

outside, grade cows.
3 meals a day.

Command other people to
work for them

(“veranda farmers”).
Tractor. Bank account.
Livestock. More than
100 acres. Sell crops

outside. Eat well.

2

Those who have
resources. Can hire

tractor, employ
farm labour.

Salaried people

Those with
resources, better

than average. Hire
tractor and farm

labour. 8–12 cows +
small stock.

Of average ability.
Can support the

family on their land.
Able to manage
various needs

Modern house,
use hospital,

Bicycle/motorbike,
employ farm labour,
livestock, small shop.

5–20 acres.
Hire tractor.

Average people.
5–20 cows. Up to 20 acres.

Plough with oxen
or tractor.

Children at school.

3

Average ability.
A few cows and
small stock. Can
afford help with

the farming.
Harvest last

through the year.

Average ability.
A few cows and
small stock. Can
afford help with

the farming.
Harvest last

through the year.

Children at school,
cannot afford to hire

farm labour,
2–5 cows.

No surplus.

The poor. 2–5 cows.
1 or 2 acres of land.

Undertake casual work.
Children not at school.

Eat only once a day.
No medical care.

4
Poor, managing by
doing casual work.

No margins

Poor but with
ability, must

undertake casual
work. Vulnerable

Poor, but with ability.
Do farm labour.
Almost half the

population.
A vulnerable group.

Poor, “everything is
a problem”.
No assets.

Day labouring.
Children not in

school. Looking after
other’s livestock.

Dependant on others

5 Those who depend
on others Need help Needing and

getting assistance

6 The helpless Destitute.
The destitute. Depend on

others. Live in other
people’s houses.

Note. farm size is expressed in acres as this is what Tanzanian farmers use. 1 acre is equivalent to 0.4 hectares.

In Mirambu, the meaning of poverty has changed: the poor are now defined as those who have
‘only’ a few cattle, and these are put in the same group as those who have none and have to do casual
work to keep going. In other words, without things that were once the property of a privileged few,
people are currently counted as poor. So, not only are there more wealthy families, but the standards
of what it means to be wealthy have risen.

Moreover ,the meaning of the activities that defined poverty in the 1990s (casual labour) has
changed. In the 1990s, payment was low, often the load of grains that you could carry home after a
couple of days’ or a week’s work. Attendance to the home fields suffered, meaning reduced harvests,
in addition to the strain on family life with one or more adults being away from home for long
periods. In 2016, the situation was different. We were told that people could undertake casual work
not just to ‘hunt for food, but (also) to better their lives’, as a participant in a focus group in Mirambu
formulated it.

5. Drivers of Change

What could explain the changes we have described above? We do not have the sample sizes
or experimental design to be able to quantify any of the factors that we have discussed. Instead,
we present here a qualitative account of the possible factors, drawn from our key informants,
interviews and focus groups, as well the academic literature.

First, it is plain that the improved infrastructure and communications networks have made a great
difference to the availability of consumer goods and the prices that can be obtained for agricultural
products. But, interestingly, our informants were not as concerned about the infrastructure per se as
with the mindsets and attitudes of residents. One such change is that there is less alcohol consumption.
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According to both local businessmen and leaders, people used to be away for days, ‘following pombe
(alcohol). However, they have now come to their senses’ (while) ‘those who continue with pombe
remain poor’ (Goima interview, 10 November 2016), and there appears to be less money being spent
on local brews than previously. We have no data to test whether this change has happened or not,
but if drinking has declined drastically there seem to be two factors responsible: one is a revivalism
within the Christian community and the expansion of Islam. The other is that incomes have increased
so much that people can afford to improve their houses, pay secondary school fees, buy better clothes,
invest in solar panels, motorcycles, televisions, and other consumer durables. Some may be drinking
less because there are other things to do with their money.

Another prominent driver of the changes in local eyes is changing attitudes towards farm work.
This came up in discussions about rain. In the 1990s people said that if only it rains everything would
be fine. But now, some informants objected to that view, as one put it:

‘What matters is that you work. Not the rains. That you all the time think that you can do better.
People used to be content with cultivating two acres (0.8 ha) growing bulrush millet. Yes, they got
food enough to feed the family. But what is that? It was when people turned to commercial crops that
things started to change. When they grasped that they could earn money, they also started to work,
and not just roam around’.

Some observers suggested that the greater desire for money reflected more social diversity and
specifically immigration. Immigrants, we were told, stimulate the community: ‘they came and they
worked’. They start new activities, and they make use of the land and earn money from farming, in turn
motivating others. It also mattered that young people from the area had been working in other places
and discovered fresh opportunities: ‘then they want progress also for themselves’. When money is
available, traders arrive, and people are stimulated to grow commercial crops, and the economy grows.

Another factor has been the role of wealthy entrepreneurs who dominate the booming grain
trade in Goima and Mirambu. They have played decisive roles in bringing about the transformation,
particularly in Goima village. Their modus operandi involves a mixture of good business knowledge
and practices that allow for them to make money out of their neighbours’ poverty and poor bargaining
position, combined with instances of more philanthropic activity. For example, as many farmers
cannot afford to hire a tractor, they ask the entrepreneurs to plough for them and as payment for
the service the tractor owner will get access to half the ploughed land for the cultivation season.
In this way, the entrepreneurs get access to farmland at a low cost. They also act as an informal bank.
People in need of cash ask for a loan, which after the harvest will be repaid in grains at a predetermined
price below the market value (up to as much as a third of the price), and the trader increases his
margins considerably.

The entrepreneurs have also invested in village infrastructure, and with it have built up their
social capital. Two of them ferry in water to Goima village from the government-financed borehole in
the neighbouring village of Jenjeluse and sell it at a price that all agree is below the market value of
the service. With this service, the two traders have solved the problem of household water in Goima
for all who can afford the sum that is charged. One of the traders in 2015 hired a grader to construct
a sizeable earth wall to lead water from a gully into the low-lying area at Adia, west of Goima and
northeast of Mirambu, as we mentioned in the introduction. The same person also created two smaller
dams in the village, which do not contain water year-round, but he plans to extend these so that they
will. He furthermore contributed TZS 30 million (c. US$ 13,500), according to local hearsay, to the
newly built mosque in Goima. Initiatives like these have made the grain traders appreciated in Goima.

Other factors are likely to be at work, but we can only mention their possibility, we do not have
the qualitative or quantitative data to examine them. First, many long term observers in Tanzania will
recognise that wealth accumulation has been constrained in rural areas of the country due to the fears of
jealousy and witchcraft. This, in turn, is sustained by notions of ‘limited good’, which sees the pursuit
of wealth as a zero-sum game [55]. What one person enjoys you cannot. Personal advantage therefore
has to be gained at someone else’s expense. Fear of retalitation by ones’ neighbours constrained wealth
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creation. This is clearly not constraining the wealthier entrepreneurs, and the discourse of jealously is
notable for its absence in our most recent fieldwork, especially when compared to previous visits.

Second, crop prices are likely to have played a role in wealth creation. However how they
have done so, when and for whom is difficult to disentangle from these data. As several researchers
have observed, where most poor farmers in fact purchase more food than they produce then crop
price increases must, logically, increase household expenditure and make people poorer [56–58].
Only relatively few farmers who are net food producers will prosper from the higher prices. Thus, it is
possible that one of the factors that made people wealthier in these villages was the low food prices
when most of the families were net food consumers. However, as they have got richer and started
farming more, so more families will become net food producers. At this point. they will benefit from
higher food prices. We cannot tell which dynamic is at work—both may work at the same time in that
low prices for food crops, and high prices for cash crops will decrease outlays and increase income.
Further research is required to understand these dynamics.

6. Sustaining Beneficial Change

Members of the local elite, the village officials, teachers, and entrepreneurs, are all optimistic about
the future. More and more land is put under the plough and the demands for agricultural products is
strong (Figure 4). Goima and Mirambu are booming. However, the entrepreneurs’ optimism contrasts
with many farmers’ fears that their children will face difficulties in accessing land, and that the fertility
of the land is reducing. It was plain from our transect walks, field observations, and discussions
with villagers that the previous expansion areas in the Burunge hills have now been cleared of trees,
and now new land is not so easily available. Signs of soil erosion were evident in many fields. This is
in marked contrast to the situation in the early 1990s, when farmers described the Burunge Hills as an
endless expanse of land, waiting to be cultivated whenever needs arose. There was a belief that soil
would regenerate itself faster than it could be eroded. The forest, with its virgin soils, and re-generating
power, was there to guarantee that life goes on ([46], pp. 53–58; 117–120).

Figure 4. Newly opened fields in the Burunge Hills.

Fifteen years later, by 2005/6, local perceptions of natural resources had notably changed.
Many farmers worried about increased drought, which is perceived to be driven by local reductions in
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forest cover. The opinion was shared by rich and poor farmers, men and women. However, the notion
was particularly strong among female-headed and younger households, reflecting that female-headed
households were less endowed with resources, and therefore, particularly vulnerable, while young
farmers had a shorter memory of droughts ([47], p. 258). Rainfall records did not tally with the
perceived increased severity of drought, but rather reflected a local interpretation of the diminishing
resource base ([47], p. 255).

In 2016, the worry that clearings would result in diminishing rains persists. People argued that
rain clouds gather over forests, and with the forests largely gone, the area will no longer attract rains.
They felt that they were now facing a changed environment. Over 25 years the attitudes had moved
from trusting that nature will provide, to a concern that the area’s current farming bonanza may soon
be over. The Burunge used to talk of good land as being ‘cold’, which when over-exploited turns ‘hot’,
describing an environment where rains could be expected to a new situation where rain clouds pass
without delivering. They describe the ‘hot’ land as ‘pushing’ the rains away.

Since the improved livelihoods that we documented in Goima and Mirambu are based on
resource extraction and extensification, the situation is unlikely to be sustainable under current forms
of land management. Land rehabilitation, soil conservation, and tree planting were the hallmarks
of development policy in the Kondoa area for at least half a century [59–66], but are now history.
The institutional set up for land rehabilitation work is no longer there. No government foresters
are posted to the study area. There are no tree nurseries. ‘There just is no environmental protection
any longer. The village environmental committees should be empowered’, one informant observed,
while admitting that this is unlikely to happen. To sustain the improved living conditions of recent
years, and to raise agricultural productivity, the conservation of farm land is essential.

7. Conclusions

In some senses, the changes that we have documented here are in accordance with country wide
patterns. We have a situation of agricultural activity expanding through increasing the area that is
farmed. This is entirely normal. A United States Department of Agriculture report covering 2001–2008
found that 69 per cent of the agricultural growth could be attributed to the expansion of area [67].
Only 17% of increased agricultural productivity was due to increased use of inputs and technical
change ([68], p. 138). One assessment is that in Tanzania ‘agricultural productivity has remained
stubbornly low’ and that the use of agricultural inputs is quite low ([12], p. 64).

But, in other respects, our findings are new and strange. Using local measures of wealth
and measures of assets, people here appear to be substantially wealthier. This is contrary to the
pessimistic interpretations that saw little return of economic growth to rural people. It is also contrary
to perceptions of the agricultural sector as being relatively stagnant and unresponsive to change.

The most striking change since the early 1990s is that most households can now support
themselves on their land, and many do this on a substantially improved living standard, while 25 years
ago, half the number of households survived only with the help of underpaid day labour. We have
described how some differentiation of the economy has indeed taken place, but life in the study area
remains firmly anchored in the land. Agriculture is what people live from, and it is their ability to use
the land that lies at the core of how people define wealth and well being in Goima and Mirambu today.

Living standards were very low in the early 1990s, by 2005/6 the pattern of social stratification
remained similar, while by 2016 many people had moved up the local ladder of progress. If this is
sustainable or not will depend on the extent to which farming productivity can be raised, how off-farm
income possibilities develop, and how farmers manage their environment.

This finding is important because it suggests that the radical critics may be overlooking important
forms of local economic dynamism in their arguments. Indeed, some radical critics already complain
that their colleagues’ theories are too totalising, and foreclose the possibilities of positive change.
Henry Bernstein observes that:
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‘the assumption of generalised persistent/’permanent’ rural poverty gives no analytical
purchase on such questions as: why are some farmers/rural people not poor? Which and
why? What are the trends of rural poverty?’ ([69] page 173 emphasis in the original).

Our work suggests that by using local measures of wealth, far more dynamism becomes visible.
Rural societies in Tanzania, even in its poorest regions, are more varied than the theories of persistent
poverty suggest.

However it does not follow from this finding that the neoliberal optimists’ exhultation in the
success of the country are justified. Not least we should note that neoliberal optimists were concerned
about agricultural stagnation and low productivity. In this respect, our findings provide more succour
to data challengers than to people who want to celebrate the achievements of economic growth.

It is also important to recall that the changes we have observed may not be as driven by national
level change as they might first seem. Local interpretations of the changes emphasise that they are
driven from within. The infrastructural change (new roads and transport facilities), like the abundance
of land, provides enabling conditions. Similarly, the growth of the Tanzanian economy, with its greater
demand for agricultural goods, and its cheaper provision of things, like motorbikes and metal roofing,
stimulate growth. But, they are merely that: stimulants. They are not, in themselves, responsible for
the improvements we have documented.

Rather, in local parlance, change in these villages derives from the initiative of the villagers
themselves. Many emphasize the driving role of locally based entrepreneurs. There is talk of a new
ethos of hard work, in a way reverberating with sentiments from the socialist post-independence era.
That it is local initiatives, responding to outside opportunities, that transformed Goima and Mirambu,
echoes experiences from other places, like Giting village in Hanang District [39], Rukwa Region [70];
from Kagera [71], and from Sibou village in Marakwet County, Kenya [72]. The triggers differ, but what
is common is that large-scale outside, technical (green revolution-type) interventions are remarkable
for their relative absence. They can cause change [73], but they are not necessary for change to occur.
It can be locally driven and incremental.

We do not have the data to test the power of this interpretation, but it is important to note it.
Further research that allowed for the researchers to distinguish between exogenous factors such as
infrastructure and marketing arrangements, and endogenous factors, such as attitudes to wealth and
work, are required.

In a 25-year perspective, the changes are dramatic, as we have reiterated throughout this article.
However, when comparing the village to other Tanzania villages, Goima and Mirambu look ordinary.
What is so special with a good range of shops, a communication tower, buses, a secondary school,
and a new spacious mosque? Well, perhaps little. But, this is our point. For it is precisely this mundane
but widespread change that might tell a wider story of improved livelihood conditions in other
peripheral parts of rural Tanzania. Goima and Mirambu are, as Tanzanians would put it, ‘catching up’,
and becoming ordinary, whereas just 25 years ago the story was quite different. If Goima and Mirambu
are just like any Tanzanian villages, then we need to look at the stories that their mundane asset growth
portray in order to get a richer picture of the nature of social and economic change in the country as
a whole.

8. Materials and Methods

Field data were collected by Mduma and Östberg in Goima and Mirambu villages during the
years 1991–94, and reported in a monograph [46]. They made follow-up research visits in 1997, 2006,
and 2007. Further background information on the study area and primary data are also available in
Slegers & Östberg [54] and Östberg & Slegers [47].

The data from the early 1990s derive from participant observation, semi-structured interviewing,
transect walks, participatory mapping, wealth and problem rankings, focus group discussions,
village asset inventories, reporting back-seminars ([46], pp. 10–14, 6–40, 49–51, 108–111, 221–222),
and from surveys that were based on a ten per cent random sample of households in both of the
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villages. The surveys were focused on farming, land management and livelihoods, and they provide
the benchmark from which the 2016 situation is evaluated.

The two villages were restudied in November 2016 by Howland, Mduma, and Östberg,
together with Cuthbert Mwanyika and Einhart Mwanyika. All of the still existing households from the
original study were located with the help of the respective village chairmen and secretary, and were
interviewed. When the original informant was no longer available, a close relative (a spouse or a
child) was interviewed. In addition to formal interviews and conducting questionnaires with farmers,
we arranged focus group meetings, separately with men and women, in both villages (Goima women
9, men 10; Miramu women 7, men 10), and conducted semi-structured interviews with a number
of informants from our original study in the early 1990s, with village leaders, subject specialists,
entrepreneurs, teachers, shop keepers, religious leaders, traditional specialists, and as many villagers
as we found time to engage in conversations during our weeks in the villages. These were combined
with and entailed long walks through the landscape in which we assessed forest cover change, from our
own observations and in conversation with villagers. The survey work and interviews were conducted
in Swahili.

The wealth rankings that were done in 1991 were based on our ten per cent random sample
of households. A step-by-step procedure was followed to identify the criteria for wealth that local
informants applied, and the number of wealth groups that they used to describe the economic
differentiation in the village (the procedure is accounted for in 46, pp. 36–40). The sample households
were then ranked by selected well-informed villagers, both in individual exercises and in group
sessions. The 2005 and 2016 wealth rankings were likewise based on criteria for wealth that was
generated locally. The ranking in 2005 followed the same procedure as in 1991, backed up by the
familiarity with the area derived from long-term field work. In 2016, the ranking was done during two
focus group sessions in each village.

The data from the original household surveys have been digitalised and anonymised. The 2016
data were digitally recorded in the field using the Open Data Kit app, which allowed for coded
version of the questionnaire to be uploaded in app form and then administered using Android devices.
These data could then be sent to a central server, to prevent the risk of loss or corruption of data,
and later downloaded in an Excel format for ease of analysis. Thus, both the field work in the early
1990s and the one in 2016 used a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, and utilised the
original researchers’ familiarity with the area built up progressively over several years.

We then analysed the data to explore what changes had occurred, many of which have been
presented in the present paper. Subsequently, we undertook a second visit to the villages to present
these findings to villagers and ask them what they made of the changes and why they thought
people appeared to have become richer. This took place in February 2018, with two focus groups
(Goima women and men mixed, 15 people; Mirambu women 5, men 8), and have been incorporated
into the present draft.
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Appendix A. Short Biographies Introducing Some of the Interviewed Households in Goima and
Mirambu Villages

Appendix A.1. Goima Village

Farmer #Goima 012 in our sample. In the early 1990s this farmer was in his 40s, a man with a
clear plan for his farming. He was doing well at the time, and the family belonged to those who
could support themselves on their land. There was no erosion on his land, and they cultivated with
ridges. The harvest was more than satisfactory, although less than what they expected in a good year.
They counted 53 bags of grains (apart from bulrush millet which he grew but where we did not record
the figure) plus beans, cowpeas, pigeon peas, gourds, sweet potatoes, pumpkins, castor. They did not
plough, and managed the farm with the help of casual labour.

Today this informant is prospering. He now owns 26 acres (10.5 ha compared to 18 acres—
7.3 ha—in 1992). He employs casual labour. He owns livestock, and a motorcycle. He has moved
closer to the village centre. He has made use of the new possibilities to grow cash crops, and from the
profits he has bought land, and built a new house. His children finished primary school, and are now
successful farmers. From a solid base, his life has improved further.

#G073. In 1991 this was a young, recently married family. They had 6 acres (2.4 ha), cultivated
with hoes, using ridges, and lived in a modest house. The harvest was adequate at 12 bags of grains
plus sunflower, cow peas, pigeon peas, and other “small crops”. They started trading animal skins
shortly after our visit. The proceeds from that trade helped them to gradually build a house with
burnt bricks and an iron sheet roof, and to buy a bicycle. They bought goats and chicken. In 2005,
they bought 10 acres (4 ha) of land, and they had a herdsman looking after the animals. They have
now moved to the centre of the village to develop the skin trade. They have ten cows. Their house is
connected to the electricity grid, they have a tv-set, sofa and coffee table.

#G196. The household was ranked in wealth group 3 (of 6), which means that they were among
those who could support themselves on their land. They had 4 acres (1.6 ha) of land, most of it cleared
the last two years, and they added one more acre (0.4 ha) in 1993. 1.5 acres (0.6 ha) were cultivated
with ridges and the rest flat. They harvested 7 bags of grains (below what they normally expect, but it
was a dry year), plus cassava and a wide variety of small crops, including groundnuts and tomatoes.
There were considerable problems with soil erosion in the fields. They had 40 beehives and sold both
honey, wax and honey beer. They also brewed grain beer for sale. In addition to all this the farmer did
woodwork (arrows, handles, etc.) for sale, and the family engaged in petty trade with dagaa (small
fish) and salt. They had livestock and ten donkeys helped to bring water from the river some five
kilometres away. The cattle enclosure was full of cow dung; i.e., not used in the fields. They lived on
land that belonged to the wife’s father, and we could not quite make out what animals belonged to
him and what to our interviewee.

We returned in 2006, and now the family had doubled the farm size. The erosion problems
remained unsolved. There was still no cut-off drain protecting the land, and no other conservation
measures either. They hired casual labour (while in 1991 this farmer worked for others) and they
received help from work parties. Generally, the economy seemed to have improved. Although they
had livestock they did not plough. The manure was not used in the fields. Ten donkeys (!) were
used for carrying water from River Dalai. The harvest was modest, and the family depended more on
livestock, selling milk, than on farming.

Ten years further on, in 2016, they say life is difficult as the land is not fertile. The farmer now
occasionally does casual labour. All the same, in 2014 they built a new house, using their own money,
and a contribution from the parents in law, and in 2015 they had bought three goats and four ducks.
They had five cows and two donkeys. They say that life was better in the 1990s.

#G204. In the early 1990s, this farmer was one of Goima’s richest persons, owning 32 acres
(12.9 ha) of land and a large herd. The family got very good yields in newly cleared land at a distance
from the village centre. They harvested 90 bags of grains as well as beans, pigeon peas, cowpeas,
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etc. This, the farmer said, was about half the normal harvest. They used cattle manure in the fields.
They ploughed with both tractor and oxen, and used hired labour for the farm work. They also
ploughed with oxen for others. The main income came from trading with livestock.

Today the farmer is dead and the sons and their families live on the farm. In 2006 they built a
house with burnt bricks, cement floor and roof covered with metal sheets. It is equipped with solar
panel. Soil fertility has gone down dramatically, and they continue to transport cow dung to the fields
on oxcarts. There are many mouths to feed and they say life is more difficult now. Today they have
18 cows, 20 goats and 7 sheep.

#G242. When we first met this farmer, she was a middle-aged, recently widowed woman living
with her children in the hills above Goima. She was ranked in wealth group 4 (of 6), meaning that
people did not think that the family could subsist from only their land. She cultivated 5 acres (2 ha),
all with ridges, on sloping land, surrounded by forest. She had recently increased with two acres
(0.8 ha) to allow two acres (0.8 ha) to stay fallow. She looked after livestock for others, and cultivated
with the help of the children. She worked for others now and then, as did her sons. She was, at our
first visit, upset because bee-hives had been stolen. “This could never had happened had my husband
been alive”.

We met her again in 2006. She was growing a wide selection of crops, some for the market but
most for home consumption. Her sons were now married and lived with their families on the land.
All the land was cultivated, using hoes. A work party had helped with weeding. It was a household in
full swing.

Ten years later, 2016, only a grandchild lived with her on the farm. She was still using her old tembe
house. She occasionally did casual work. Some of the land has been divided to other grandchildren.
The cultivated area was smaller. She was in a phase of the life cycle when life become reduced, and she
was not particularly happy to be interviewed while she had on previous occasions been quite helpful.

#G333. The husband and wife were in their 30s in 1992, with four small children. They had moved
five years earlier to the land they cultivated from land close to the village centre. They had been
looking for more and better land. They cultivated only half of the 6 acres (2.4 ha, with ridges, across
the slope) in 1992 because of the poor rains. In 1993 they opened a further two acres (0.8 ha). They had
left the land in the village fallow. In the wealth ranking they were regarded as among those who can
support themselves on their land, but in the dry year 1992 they harvested very little. To survive they
sold goats and did day-labouring. They had 15 beehives, and the husband made bee-hives for sale.

In November 2016, they had recently moved back to the village centre to get closer to schools
and services. The house was built by sunburnt bricks, and with a metal sheet roof. They had been
successful with the previous move. Most years they reaped good harvests and they bought livestock.
In 2013 they sold crops for TZS 300,000 (c. USD 135), which was invested in livestock. They now
had ten cows, two donkeys and four goats. They are a modernising family where husband and wife
take decisions together. Five children have been through secondary schools. Life has improved,
they concluded.

#G367. In 1991 their land was a clearing in the hills, about an hour and half’s walk from the
village centre. The farmer was a man in his 60s, who together with his sons and two more families,
had returned to the place they had been evicted from during the villagisation campaign of 1974.
Now they had started a small settlement in the forest. It was a calm and pleasant life, and the first two
harvests had been good. “If you come here next year, you shall see what we can do here”. However,
water entered the 3-acre field (1.2 ha), there were rills all over the place and emerging gullies. The 1991
harvest was poor.

We revisited in 1993. The farmer had been sick, and the cultivated area was now reduced.
He harvested almost nothing, “no rains”. The erosion problem had clearly grown worse. The farmer’
solution, he told us, was to “leave for Matui to get new land if things do not improve”. In addition to
the land, the farmer had 60 beehives but only harvested 7 debe of honey a year. (A debe is a tin container,
for kerosene, and re-used to measure and store grains, potatoes and other products. It holds roughly
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13–14 litres or kg. One might think that honey production could be a safe-guard in dry years but also
flowers are affected by drought.) He prepared honey beer and sold. He also makes wood products
that he sells in Mondo market, about 25 km away. He and the sons also worked as casual labourers to
get food.

In 2016 the farmer was dead and his widow said that without fertilisers, which she could not
afford, the land does not produce anything. The house was built by sunburnt bricks and had a grass
roof. In 25 years the household had gone from a golden opportunity, on land that had been rested for
20 years, to bad lands.

#G436. He is one of the farmers who said that life was better in the early 1990s. At the same
time, our records tell that at that time his fellow villagers ranked the family in wealth group 4 (of 6),
which means that they had to do day-labouring for their food. They experienced considerable problems
with soil erosion on the land. They had 12 goats, and the family got extra income from selling local
beer. The husband’s parents helped with money for ploughing. Things were not that bright in the old
days either, we could note.

Now he is divorced since 15 years. His house was destroyed by floods in 2015, and he has built a
new house with walls of sticks and adobe and a roof covered with soil. The animals died about ten
years ago, and he says he does not have much energy these days. He cultivates 3 of his 5 acres (1.2 ha
of 2 ha). It was easier, he commented, when they were two who cooperated, and when the children
were still at home. Problems with supporting the family have followed him through his life. The root
cause is, we assert, that he never managed to do anything about the soil erosion on the land.

Appendix A.2. Mirambu Village

Farmer #M024. This household was ranked in wealth group 4 (of 5) in the early 1990s. The family
had sold land, and remained with 7.5 acres (3 ha), of which four were cultivated. One of the fields was
on a 4.5% slope, with serious erosion problems. They harvested only three bags of grains, of which
they sold two tins of bulrush millet. Food was finished by October. The four beehives did not produce
this year. The husband worked as a casual most of the time. The family sold home-made beer.
They received a small quantity of maize as famine relief.

In 2016 the land had been divided between the sons, and they now leased 2 acres (0.8 ha) from
a neighbour. In 2015 they built a new house, with bricks and iron sheet roof, with the help of two
daughters who worked as housemaids elsewhere. Life is better now, they say, as they have a better
house, and get help from the children from time to time.

#M029. In 1992 our informant was an old woman, ranked in the poorest group. She owned
3.5 acres (1.4 ha), had a grandchild staying with her, and got help also from other grand-children to
cultivate. This dry year she harvested only a few tins. Food was finished already in July. Her children
and neighbours helped her with food. She received famine relief with 4 kg of maize.

In 2016 an adult son and his family live on the land, and things had improved. The old house
had collapsed and they were building a new made of sun-dried bricks with a grass roof, and had
eleven goats and two donkeys, bought with money from day-labouring. They ploughed with a donkey
instead of using hand-hoes.

#M044. In 1992 this household was ranked in wealth group 4 (of 5), indicating that the family
could not support themselves from their land. The farmer was a woman in her thirties. Her husband
lived in a village about 20 km away. She had 2.5 acres (1 ha), inherited from her maternal grandmother.
She harvested two bags of white sorghum, a tin of pigeon peas and very little else. She had chicken and
sold eggs. She worked as a casual most of the time. Received a small quantity of maize as famine relief.

In 2016 the informant had died, her house had collapsed, and been replaced with a house built by
sun-dried bricks and with a roof covered with metal sheets. Now an adult daughter lives on the land.
She works regularly as a day-labourer and gets an extra income from making pots. Life was difficult
25 years ago, and so it is today.
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#M135. Wealth group 4 (of 5) 25 years ago. Their assets might have implied a better ranking
since the family had 5 acres (2 ha), 6 cows, 5 goats. The harvest, however, was minimal, and food was
finished by September. The husband worked frequently as day-labourer, and they brew beer for sale
to get an extra income. Sold two goats to buy grain. They also received 5 kg maize as famine relief.

In 2016 the farmer was old, both his wives were dead, and he had divided the land among the
children, retaining one acre (0.4 ha) for himself. In 2015 he built a new house, mud and daube walls
and earth-covered roof, with the help of his children. They also gave him food every day. He says life
was more enjoyable when he still had cattle. One daughter is a housewife in Dodoma, and the other
children are farmers. He survives with the support of the children.

#M162. In 1991 this farmer was in his mid-thirties. He was ranked in wealth group 4 (of 5),
had five children, and lived on 1.5 acres (0.6 ha) of land that he had bought. He borrowed land in
addition to his own. He harvested two bags of grains and a couple of tins of small crops. He said he
would normally get six bags. He was doing casual labour regularly. The family brewed local beer for
sale twice a month.

In 2016 the farmer had evacuated his house after it collapsed, and was building a new with mud
and daube walls and a roof covered by earth. He still did casual work. He had had livestock at some
stage but they died from disease. Erosion problems on the land had grown to the extent that some of
the land had been abandoned. Yields are low, and life has not improved, he says, compared to 25 years
ago. Receives help from the children.
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Abstract: This paper investigates the drivers and dynamics of livelihood and landscape change
over a 30-year period in two sites in the communal drylands of Zimbabwe (Marwendo) and South
Africa (Tshivuhulani). Of particular interest to us was how access to social protection and a wider
range of options may mitigate increased vulnerability under a changing climate. A mixed methods
approach (using household surveys, focus group discussions, life history interviews, transect walks
and secondary sources of data) was applied to develop human–environment timelines for each
study site. Findings indicate that prolonged periods of droughts, unreliable rainfall, changing
socioeconomic policies and development-related projects were among the major drivers of both
positive and negative change in both villages. Marwendo, in particular, experienced a suite of
negative drivers in the last 10 years that increased vulnerability and forced households to diversify
into potentially maladaptive activities. In contrast, the expansion in social grants in Tshivhulani
provided an important safety net that reduced vulnerability, but also led to a decline in farming and
a narrowing of livelihood activities for some households. We demonstrate that rural development
initiatives such as electrification and road construction can strengthen local people’s capacity to
respond to drivers of change, while new methods of farming and diversification of the livelihood
portfolio can make them more climate-resilient. However, long-term changes in landscapes and
ecosystem services and feedbacks on livelihoods could reverse some of the benefits of development
by eroding the natural capital many households still depend on.

Keywords: livelihoods; landscape change; drivers; trends; vulnerability

1. Introduction

There is a growing sense of urgency to better understand the complex and rapidly changing
global realities that the world faces today [1]. Greater risk and uncertainty is fast becoming the norm
as our planet undergoes escalating levels of environmental change (e.g., [2]), including climate change,
and as globalisation links countries and economic systems in multifarious and often unpredictable
ways [3,4]. Ongoing and accelerated change in climate, population and migration, environment,
land use, and economies often translate into increased risk and vulnerability at the local level,
particularly amongst poor natural resource dependent communities [5–7].

In southern Africa, it is well established that contemporary rural society is facing a growing
suite of interacting stressors including HIV/AIDS and other health shocks, poverty, food insecurity,
weak governance, climate variability and increased extreme events, and land and resource degradation,
to name but some [5,8–16]. These changes and stressors combine to exacerbate livelihood asset erosion,
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vulnerability, poverty and food insecurity, and tend to be most amplified in the dryland parts of the
region [17–20]. Drylands (arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas) represent highly sensitive systems
where precipitation is scarce and typically more or less unpredictable, temperatures are high, humidity
is low and soils generally contain small amounts of organic matter [21,22]. These, and other biophysical
features, have profound socioeconomic implications, which exacerbate the feedbacks between poverty,
environmental decline and long-term vulnerability [15,23]. Such biophysical sensitivity is further
affected by a lack of capacity in civil society, the private sector and governments to respond
appropriately to emerging threats in these areas [24].

Moreover, several commentators have argued that new and incipient risks and threats in these
regions are outpacing and superseding any positive development changes that may have strengthened
livelihoods and improved the ability of rural people to respond to the negative impacts of change in
the past [15,25]. Indeed, in dryland regions livelihoods are reported to be deteriorating and poverty
deepening [15], while there is mounting evidence that people are turning to potentially unsustainable
practices, such as higher levels of natural resources harvesting, in order to cope with the increasingly
harsh living conditions they are facing [14,26–28]. Overall, people and ecosystems in the region are said
to be becoming increasingly vulnerable, especially to climate change [17,29,30]. Given this situation,
these local level social–ecological complexities require systematic unpacking in order to identify and
promote sustainable pathways and trajectories into the future. In particular, how different economic
and policy contexts play out in either blocking or enabling sustainable livelihood responses in these
constrained arid and semi-arid environments needs further enquiry, something this paper seeks to do
using South African and Zimbabwean case studies.

Many approaches to global environmental change research tend not to include the broader
political-economy and development context, nor address historical processes. Vulnerability and
adaptation in southern Africa cannot be addressed in isolation of an understanding of broader
issues such as historical trends, regional development challenges, drivers of poverty and inequality,
problems of political representation, health concerns, land and tenure issues, social welfare systems
and people’s own concerns and priorities. Current drivers of change are deeply embedded in the
past and have profound implications for what is possible in the future [1]. Thus, when facing major
environmental change, such as the effects of climate change, developing an in-depth knowledge
of past drivers and experiences is of prime importance [31,32]. Furthermore, a holistic picture is
needed as poorly coordinated national and regional policies and strategies sometimes reinforce the
structural and political factors that contribute to vulnerability and poverty in the first place. To fully
understand how different contexts, policies and multiple stressors shape vulnerability and to capture
local people’s own experiences, local-level, placed-based case studies that link social and ecological
change and vulnerability are essential [33]. These studies need to include the ‘lived experiences’ and
narratives of the very people affected by climate change and other stressors. The use of inductive
qualitative approaches, such as applied in the human–environmental timeline method [31,34] and life
histories, together with quantitative data enable us to describe drivers and processes of change that
determine livelihood outcomes and vulnerability in particular local circumstances. We argue that only
through understanding how society and ecosystems simultaneously interact and respond to new and
exacerbated drivers can we start to address vulnerability and promote sustainability in a changing
world. Consequently, more place-based studies that facilitate comparison of the livelihood and
vulnerability outcomes resulting from different historical and contemporary drivers, from the national
to local scale, are needed in order to inform development and adaptation solutions going forward.

In this paper we use the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA, [23]) definition of a driver
as any factor (natural or human-induced) that can cause a change (direct or indirect) in the structure
and/or function of a social–ecological system. Drivers that result in negative outcomes are often
referred to as stressors [35] and tend to be ongoing, long-term and persistent [36], as in the case
of resource declines, seasonality issues, and temperature increases. Shocks, on the other hand,
are generally unpredictable, short term events such as human, crop and livestock disease epidemics;
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natural events such as droughts, and floods; and economic turns such as currency devaluation [37].
To unravel the impacts of different drivers on livelihood outcomes and vulnerability we applied
Dorward and colleagues’ livelihoods aspiration framework [38] that identifies three dynamic livelihood
strategies or trajectories that emerge from change: “hanging in”, “stepping up”, and “stepping out”.
We added another category, “losing out”, which refers to a situation of increasing vulnerability.
Vulnerability is most commonly understood as consisting of exposure to shocks and stressors,
the susceptibility to harm from these (sensitivity), and the capacity (or not) to respond and recuperate
from such adverse impacts (adaptive capacity) [13]. Here, we draw on a notion of vulnerability that
highlights the importance of incorporating both a risk-hazards perspective (that locates vulnerability
within external risk) and an entitlements–livelihoods and political ecology perspective (that traces
vulnerability to multiple social, political and economic factors at different scales) [39,40]. Place-based
vulnerability is thus a function of the starting context in which people find themselves, including their
livelihood options and activities and the assets they have to draw on, all embedded within the local
institutional context, wider political economy and agro-ecological system, and influenced by historical
processes, such as colonisation, and the risks and threats that households face.

Drawing on the above and responding to the research gaps highlighted, in this paper we
investigate the drivers and dynamics of livelihood and landscape change over a 30-year period
in two rural villages in southern Africa, one in Limpopo Province of South Africa and the other in
Manicaland Province of Zimbabwe. The two villages are located in similar semi-arid environments,
but vary in terms of socioeconomic policies and conditions. In particular, what stand out are the site
differences in relation to access to social protection and welfare, basic service delivery and development
opportunities. In South Africa, social grants in the form of old age pensions and child grants are
received by large numbers of poor households; these provide a safety net that is not available in
Zimbabwe [41]. Furthermore, the post-apartheid period in this country has been characterised by a
commitment to improvement in service delivery in many previously neglected areas. Through analysis
of how these contextual differences, and the drivers behind them, influence people and landscapes
at the local level, we aim to contribute to the growing body of literature on social–ecological change
in the region. We are particularly interested in how access to social protection and a wider range of
options in South Africa may militate against some of the impacts of new threats and prevent a possible
downward spiral of increasing vulnerability or a poverty trap. Such downward trajectories might
result from, for example, higher dependency on, and subsequent overuse of, a range of vital ecosystem
services that people turn to when livelihood options are limited [14]. The study was thus designed to
facilitate examination of the similarities and differences between villages in relation to the national and
local socioeconomic and political context, while the construction of coupled human–environmental
timelines enabled us to explore the temporal coevolution of drivers, livelihoods and natural resources
based on local perspectives and narratives. Specific objectives included to: (1) identify the drivers that
have influenced livelihood and landscape change within the two villages; (2) unpack the changes that
have taken place; and, lastly (3) interpret what these changes mean for social–ecological vulnerability
and future livelihood trajectories in each setting.

2. Study Sites, Approach and Methods

2.1. Study Sites

The study was conducted in two paired, purposefully selected villages (366 to 645 households),
in the drylands of southern Africa, namely Tshivhulani village in Limpopo Province of South Africa
(part of the former homeland of Venda; 22◦55′46′′ S; 30◦29′40′′ E) and Marwendo village in the
Manicaland Province of Zimbabwe (20◦6′28′′ S; 32◦27′3′′ E).

Both study sites fall within the savanna biome, specifically what is commonly referred to as
dry woodlands, and receive an average rainfall of between 334–450 mm per annum, characterised
by high variability and mid-season droughts [42,43]. The vegetation in Tshivhulani is classified as
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Soutpansberg mountain bushveld [44], and is characteristically heavily impacted by overgrazing,
wood-collecting and farming activities. Common trees found include Vachellia (previously Acacia)
karoo, Berchemia zeyheri, Combretum molle, and Kirkia acuminata among others. Marwendo lies in
agro-ecological Region IV of Zimbabwe [42], a semi-extensive farming region that is characterised by
low rainfall and periodical seasonal droughts and severe dry spells. The most extensive vegetation
types in the village are open Mopane (Clophospermum mopane) woodland and Acacia-Combretum
woodland. Other common species and genera include the baobab (Adansonia digitata) (an important
source of fibre and emergency food) and Terminalia spp. The grass cover in the village has been heavily
affected by overgrazing and bush encroachment [45].

The villages differ in terms of their socioeconomic characteristics (Table 1), especially with
respect to proximity to urban areas, government policies, and access to social protection or welfare.
Tshivhulani village is located some 10 km from the nearest town (Thohoyandou), whereas Marwendo
village is located 40 km from the nearest town (Chipinge). Access to electricity and piped water is
more uniform in Tshivhulani than Marwendo. Both sites are characterised by widespread poverty and
unemployment [46,47]. In Tshivhulani most households rely on a combination of government social
grants (mainly old age pensions and child grants), remittances from migrant workers, home gardening,
some livestock production and the collection of firewood and other natural resources (wild fruits,
vegetables) for their livelihood [48]. In Marwendo, livelihoods are dominated by cereal production
for household consumption, which is the key livelihood activity for the majority of Zimbabwe’s
rural population [47]. Livestock production, mainly cattle and goats, is also important. The village is
located on the edge of the Mutema Highlands [45]. Residents rely heavily on natural resources, such as
construction poles, firewood and fencing materials, and food and medicine, obtained from these
highlands. Cash and in-kind remittances primarily from South Africa have become an increasingly
important source of household income. Due to the significantly high levels of poverty, low levels of
economic activity coupled with poor quality of land available, non-farm activities such as seasonal
casual work, petty trading and the sale of handicrafts and other local natural resources have become
important sources of income.

Table 1. General characteristics of the two study villages.

Village Characteristics Tshivhulani (South Africa) Marwendo (Zimbabwe)

Number of households 645 366

Dominant ethnic composition Venda Ndau

Water source Piped water River/boreholes for most of village except
township/urban area

Transportation Gravel road Gravel road, close to the main highway

Market access Very easy Fairly easy

Electricity Yes Yes/only few households

Distance to the nearest town Less than 10 km 40 km

Social grants (monthly) Yes No

2.2. Approach and Methods

The human–environment timelines presented in this paper were developed by drawing on the
findings from a mixed-methods approach that included a household survey, focus group discussions,
in-depth life history interviews, transect walks and a review of secondary sources. This approach
facilitated the triangulation of findings and provided multiple sources of information to construct
comprehensive human–environment timelines that are able to highlight the co-evolution of livelihoods
and landscapes over time as influenced by major biophysical, socioeconomic, development and policy
drivers of change. Furthermore, the insights gained from these various approaches, in particular the
qualitative methods, assisted with interpreting the findings presented in the timelines. The timelines
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were constructed to cover the period from 1980 to the present and were divided into three distinct
periods: Period 1 (1980s): 1980 to 1989; Period 2 (1990s): 1990 to 1999; and Period 3 (2000s): 2000 to
the present. The drivers and changes are described and the outcomes interpreted according to
Dorward et al.’s typology in [38].

The bulk of the long-term temporal information was obtained from focus group discussions.
One focus group was held in each village with 6–12 participants (based on who arrived on the day)
in their 50s and 60s, including both men and women. Members of this age group are viewed as the
custodians of considerable knowledge and experience of the past, making it possible to look back at
least two generations. The local councillor assisted with finding suitable participants. To determine key
chronological events and temporal changes in the village over a 30-year period, participants were asked
to recall and generate insights about changes in their villages (both in relation to their livelihoods and the
local landscape), the factors behind these changes (drivers) and the outcomes for livelihoods. This was
complemented by a ranking exercise that was used to determine the relative importance attached to
various livelihood activities and environmental concerns that had been identified by the participants.

Other data used in the human–environmental timeline included findings from the household
survey carried out in each village. Some of these results are also tabulated or graphed in this paper to
provide additional evidence for the trends indicated in the human–environmental timeline. Structured
questionnaires were administered to 80 households in each village. These households were randomly
selected using freely downloadable Google Earth software, where random points were generated
using the “Cruise tool” [49]. The Cruise functions allow one to enter the number of points required;
80 random points were generated from each map site. These points were then displayed on a Google
Earth map, printed out in colour and taken to the field. During fieldwork, the household nearest to the
GPS point was selected for the study and, if not available or not willing to take part, the next closest
willing household was visited. The questionnaire covered four main themes: (1) household members
and structure, income, assets, livestock and farming activities; (2) shocks, long-term stressors and other
changes and local responses (including natural resource safety nets); (3) changes in woodland cover
and natural resource use and drivers; and (4) future concerns.

Stories obtained from in-depth, life history interviews also provided contextualisation for the
timeline. Ten households were selected in each village, targeting the elderly. The interviews were
recorded and field notes were taken. The interviews were later transcribed. Respondents were asked
to tell their “life stories” in whatever way they felt comfortable and to describe notable events that
they believe defined their experiences. To facilitate the storytelling, questions based on the following
major themes were used to guide the interview: (1) livelihood changes (general household information,
personal narrative of the respondent’s life from growing up to present, village’s history and any
changes that occurred since their arrival, hardships experienced, major causes of hardships); (2) local
responses to key changes, shocks and stressors faced (with a particular focus on the role of social
protection and use of natural resources); and finally (3) a look into the future (major concerns into the
future for the household and the community).

For data on landscape and natural resource change, a transect walk, which involved walking
from the village periphery into the surrounding grazing lands, was carried out in each village with
5–10 willing participants (both male and female) recruited from the community. This walk provided
an opportunity for direct observation, questioning, discussion and learning about natural resources
and biophysical indicators of change and the livelihood impacts of these for villagers. Several aspects
related to the use and availability of woodland resources were discussed and recorded. These included
the main uses of key woodland products, who uses them (e.g., men, women, children, community
outsiders, etc.), any changes in vegetation structure, species, and the relative abundance/scarcity of
useful species, changes in the distance and/or time required for collection of woodland products;
and changes in land use and cover, including woodland shrinking and/or patchiness and the opening
up or abandonment of cultivated areas. Where the transects passed through fields or old fields, various
issues relating to arable agriculture were discussed.
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Lastly, secondary data sources including government reports, other published historical or
anthropological studies in southern Africa, newspaper articles and non-governmental organisation
(NGO) reports were reviewed to gather background information on the historical context as well to
triangulate the findings.

3. Results and Discussion: Coupled Human–Environmental Timelines

3.1. Drivers of Change and Trends

In this section, we highlight the key drivers of change (both positive and negative) identified from
the various data sources. For ease of discussion, we classify them into four main categories, namely:
(1) climatic drivers and events (perceived changes in rainfall and other weather-related parameters);
(2) demographic and socioeconomic drivers and events (changes in socioeconomic and structural
policies); (3) local developmental drivers and events (local factors, including NGO projects and
provision of new services, that facilitated or detracted from people’s ability to make a living); and (4)
drivers of natural resource change (changes in land use and cover, natural vegetation and useful
species). These various drivers work together to influence ecosystem and human vulnerability and
livelihood outcomes. The sections that follow then consider the combined impacts and consequences
of these drivers and the subsequent changes in livelihood and landscape vulnerability.

3.1.1. Climate-Related Events and Drivers

Given that both villages are located in dryland areas with highly variable climates, it is not
surprising that climate, particularly drought, emerged as an important driver of change (Figure 1a,b).
Both villages have experienced prolonged periods of drought, on an almost decadal basis, coupled
with increasing temperatures since the 1980s. All of the droughts were considered by participants to be
severe. In Marwendo (Figure 1aA), participants spoke about the 1992 drought as being the worst in
living memory. This drought was said to have been so severe that it resulted in critically low levels
of surface water for both domestic use and livestock, and people had to live from hand to mouth.
In Tshivhulani (Figure 1bA), the 1992 drought was regarded by the focus group participants as a
natural disaster in economic, social and environmental terms that altered the course of their livelihoods,
while the 2002 drought was said to have caused severe hunger and dragged people into deep poverty.

Figure 1. Cont.
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Figure 1. (a) Coupled human–environmental timeline of Tshivhulani village, based on focus group
discussions and complemented by transects walks, life history interviews and secondary sources of
information. (b) Coupled human–environmental timeline of Marwendo village, based on focus group
discussions and complemented by transects walks, life history interviews and secondary sources
of information.

Other than droughts and increasing temperature, another climate-related driver mentioned in
both villages was greater uncertainty regarding rainfall patterns. The rainy season was described
as becoming increasingly unpredictable, and, together with high temperatures, these unfavourable
weather conditions were considered to be pushing people into off-farm activities. An increase in strong
winds and veld fires, particularly in the early 2000s, were mentioned in Tshivhulani resulting in damage
to houses and vegetation. The 2000 flood was also a key event in this village, which resulted in loss of
property (collapsed dwellings) and damage to infrastructure such as roads. This was pinpointed to the
first two weeks of February 2000, showing that many respondents had clear memories of this event.

3.1.2. Demographic, Socioeconomic and Policy-Related Events and Drivers

Events and changes in the demographic, socioeconomic and political spheres also contributed
significantly to the changing conditions in the two villages, with the primary drivers being quite
different between the two countries.

A key influence on change in both villages in the early 1980s was a peak in the population,
and then steady growth following that. In Marwendo, this was said to be the result of an influx of
refugees from neighbouring Mozambique. The refugees were fleeing the Matsangaissa anti-communist
rebel group, which had sparked war in their country [50]. For some villagers the refugees were
welcomed as they provided a relatively cheap source of labour, although after the war many of these
Mozambicans returned home. One participant commented:

“I was able to hire one of the refugees (Arushia) . . . . I provided him with a place to put his
head, food to eat every day . . . in return Arushia (the hired refugee) would help me with
herding my cattle and farming. By then I had a large herd of cattle before the 1992 drought
wiped out all of them . . . these friends of ours, ‘maputukezi’ meaning ‘Portuguese refugees’,
were very obedient and trustworthy and this made it easier for us to live with them like
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family . . . . After the war in their country, it was sad for me and my family to see him go as
he was now part of our family” [Male respondent in Marwendo village].

Most other drivers of change in this category emerged in the 1990s and 2000s, especially the last
10 years, and their impacts continue to be felt. During this period, Marwendo faced mostly negative
drivers. One of these was the adoption by the government of Zimbabwe of the Economic Structural
Adjustment Programme (ESAP) in the 1990s, designed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and World Bank. Smallholder farmers in Marwendo explained that the ESAP resulted in economic
turmoil, which saw them becoming less well-off due to rising input costs, higher costs of services
(e.g., health care, education), lower output prices and reduced remittances from urban areas as people
lost their jobs. The far-reaching impacts of the ESAP have also been written about by several other
authors [51–54]. The ESAP saw massive retrenchment of the labour force, particularly in industries
and civil service [54]. This had serious negative repercussions on the economy of the country and
made rural people worse off, as one participant shared:

“I lost my job after the company I was working for had to retrench workers. I was forced to
come back to the village where I started to plough the land. From the day I lost my job, things
have never been the same, eating from hand to mouth” [Male participant, Marwendo village].

The above sentiment clearly shows that chronic underemployment and increases in unemployment
meant that rural communal areas like Marwendo had to endure much of the strain.

It was during the same period that most participants agreed that HIV/AIDS was becoming a
serious concern, furthering the downward spiral of poverty in the village. The HIV/AIDS epidemic
hit rural populations hard and peaked in the late 1990s, with major effects on household structure,
gender relations and labour. According to Freeny [55], Zimbabwe experienced a huge increase in
adult mortality from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, essentially due to HIV/AIDS. Most affected
households were forced to sell their assets in order to cover medical costs. The South African situation
mirrors this.

The decline in health and higher mortality rates was further compounded by policy change,
which saw the introduction of school fees for secondary schooling. This presented a major challenge to
poor people in the village. This rolling back of government services also included withdrawal of free
health care, agricultural extension and veterinary services [56]. The removal of subsidies for seeds and
fertilisers, coupled with the healthcare burden, seriously affected farming in the village.

Compounding all of this is the issue of inflation, which peaked in the years 2008 and 2009. People
felt desperate, as captured in the following quote:

“It is only left for God to decide the fate of peoples’ lives . . . It was very hard for me and my
family to even buy a loaf of bread ‘mari yaisatenga’ (meaning ‘money could not buy anything’)
during these difficult times . . . the prices of goods and services would change more than
three times a day” [Female participant, Marwendo village].

The last 10–15 years have therefore seen a loss of income for investment in productive assets such
as livestock, household health, education and household food security for most villagers. We discuss
this and the longer-term consequences in the next section.

Another important and more positive economic driver that was noted to have occurred in the
late 2000s in Marwendo was the introduction of the United States dollar as the official currency
of Zimbabwe in April 2009. Most respondents agreed that this stabilised the prices of goods and
services and increased the availability of consumer goods that were in short supply between 2000
and 2008. However, the present chronic shortages of currency have all but reversed the benefits that
dollarisation brought.

In contrast to Marwendo, the drivers in this category in Tshivhulani had mainly positive outcomes
for villagers. The South African democratic transition in 1994 marked the end of discriminatory
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apartheid policies, and a commitment to amend the injustices of the past. It was generally agreed
amongst participants that this led to improvements in basic infrastructure such as water and sanitation
systems, electricity lines, roads, housing and other services provided at municipal level (discussed
further below). In addition to this, the democratic transition saw the equalisation and increased
value of old age pensions, as well as the introduction of child grants (http://millionssaved.cgdev.org/
case-studies/south-africas-child-support-grant). Following this, social grants became an increasingly
important part of villagers’ income profiles with the availability of cash fostering more livelihood
options and providing an important safety net.

3.1.3. Local Development-Related Events and Drivers

Local development-related drivers mentioned by focus group participants mainly related to
the provision of infrastructure and services, although in Marwendo support by non-governmental
organisations was also highlighted. This had benefits for both villages.

The provision of piped potable water (clean and easily accessible) around 1985, by the government
to the people in Tshivhulani village was noted as a significant driver of change, as it spared villagers
from fetching water from unprotected sources and paved the way for small home gardens for improved
nutrition as explained by a female participant:

“We used to wake up very early in the morning to go and fetch water . . . but now it is very
easy since we have tapped water inside our yard. We even have a small garden where we
grow our green vegetables because the water is readily available. Piped water has made our
lives easier” [Female participant, Tshivhulani village].

The provision of piped water was also emphasised by participants during the focus group as
having relieved drought stress on people, crops in their gardens, and livestock.

Similarly, rural electrification was seen as a significant driver of change in Tshivhulani since 1999
(when the whole village was electrified). Most households were said to now use electricity, as it is
faster and cleaner, although the use of firewood is still common. The advent of electricity facilitated
the flow of information through radio and television broadcast, and allowed households to diversify
their income by engaging in small backyard industries.

More recently the construction of Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) houses
and toilets has had positive outcomes. Not only did this provide decent accommodation and sanitation
for the villagers, but also much-needed employment opportunities as the locals were hired to work as
construction workers. Other positive developments included improved road maintenance and thus
mobility and access to the nearby town.

Like Tshivhulani, electrification of Marwendo village in 2009 was also a noteworthy positive
driver of livelihood change. This came as a result of the government recognising that rural
electrification is a major pillar in enhancing socioeconomic development in rural areas. This rural
electrification programme mainly targeted growth points; however households close to the gridlines
benefited as well. The focus group participants acknowledged an increase in enterprise as a result
of electrification, suggesting that such a development can contribute immensely to an increase in
rural enterprise opportunities as also shown by Mapoko and Prasad [57] in southwest Zimbabwe in
Matebeleland South.

Following the arrival of Non-Governmental Organisation (NGOs) operations during the 2000s,
Marwendo witnessed varied development projects and concomitant shifts in local livelihood strategies.
Projects included the establishment of a community garden, several nutrition gardens, women’s
savings clubs and gully reclamation and road construction projects. Thus, external assistance from
NGOs acted as a prominent driver of positive change.

The recent advent of mobile network boosters (around 2012) in the village was mentioned
to have facilitated communication flow to Marwendo through mobile communication and mobile
money transfers, among other services that come with mobile phone networking. Another local
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driver of change was the Chiadzwa Diamond Rush (a period when people migrated to the Chiadzwa
diamond mines to engage in illegal diamond mining) in the mid to late 2000s (after discovery in 2006).
The diamonds were discovered at Chiadzwa, a communal area located in Marange, Zimbabwe [58],
less than 150 km from Marwendo village. This new activity injected cash into the village economy and
resulted in an increase in small-scale commercial activities.

3.1.4. Drivers of Vegetation and Land Cover Change

Land transformation was mentioned as the most significant driver of change in village landscapes
and natural resources, manifested through establishment of new settlements, deforestation (driven
by clearing and fuelwood consumption and sale), overharvesting of natural resources (wild fruits,
wild animals, firewood, thatch grass), and brick moulding (only in Marwendo). The bourgeoning of
new and unplanned settlements in Tshivhulani was noted as a major driver of landscape change in the
village, with 70% of survey respondents attributing the loss of woodland cover in the village to this
driver. In contrast, in Marwendo new settlements (3%) were only mentioned by a few households.
The unplanned expansion of residential areas in Tshivhulani was also said to have resulted in siltation
of the river that feeds the village. One participant said:

“The people in our village just settle wherever they want...our ‘Bafuwi’ (meaning traditional
leader) has lost control over the allocation of stands for people to stay. Long time ago it used
to be in the hands of the ‘Bafuwi’, which means that it was organised. Today people have
settled themselves near water sources, polluting them and cutting down trees. No wonder
we do not have enough water to drink. At this rate, I fear that my grandchildren will not
live to see the river flow as it used to. When it rains, all the loose soils are dragged into the
river, now it hardly flows throughout the year . . . something should be done surely with
these new settlements that are erupting all over the village” [72-year-old female respondent
in Tshivhulani village].

The increase of brick moulding was said to be having the same impact in Marwendo, while 70%
of respondents in the household survey felt that poor waste management and pollution were a major
problem in Tshivhulani (Appendix B).

In both villages, deforestation was indicated as another major contributor to land transformation
(60% of respondents in Marwendo and 56% in Tshivhulani) (Appendix B) and was associated with
decreased availability of woodland goods and the erosion of the ecosystems’ capacity to provide
ecosystem services, e.g., control of local micro-climate and soil conservation. Transect walks in
both villages, revealed that the distance for collection of firewood had increased. In Marwendo,
one participant commented:

“We wake up very early before sunrise in search of firewood and only come back in the
afternoon. This leaves little time to do other household chores and at the same time is
affecting our health” [Female respondent in Marwendo village].

3.1.5. Linking Drivers and Local Concerns

Most of the drivers mentioned above relate directly to the areas of concern expressed by villagers.
In Marwendo, the major concerns mentioned by survey respondents were persistent unemployment,
droughts, hunger, poverty and economic hardships. Respondents in the life history interviews
(see Appendix A, Table A1) and the focus groups emphasised economic trends such as inflation and
dollarisation, which affected the price of goods and services and the cost of living. Respondents in
Marwendo also felt that the current trends in increasing temperature and decreasing precipitation
would continue or even increase in the future. Intensified weather extremes, more frequent droughts
and dry spells, and more crop failures were anticipated. Consistent with previous results, respondents
regularly spoke of the deteriorating natural resource base as a further concern in the village, especially
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as this was linked to current livelihood practices, such as brick moulding, which are undertaken out of
desperation given few other choices.

In Tshivhulani, there has been a shift in the main concerns in villagers’ lives over the past 30 years.
According to focus group discussions and life history interviews, previously food scarcity and poverty
were major concerns, whereas now social grants have helped to address these, coupled with the end of
the apartheid era. The ability to access a good education and the future of children were now ranked
as the major concern for most villagers. A better life with better opportunities was generally hoped
for by most of the families, but unemployment was a major concern, as well as truancy and crime
(see narratives in Appendix A, Table A2).

3.2. Changes in Landscapes and Natural Resources

Several changes in landscapes, the natural resource base and the way in which people utilise
ecosystem services were mentioned in the focus group discussions and household survey, primarily as
a result of the land transformation drivers mentioned above. These changes are illustrated in section
B of the human–environment timelines (Figure 1a,b). In both villages there was a general consensus
by focus group participants that natural resources and woodland products were in a state of decline.
In addition, the majority of household survey respondents in both villages also felt that woodland
cover, availability of water from natural water sources, species diversity, wild fruits, wild animals
and grass cover had decreased (see Appendix B). Increasing soil erosion and loss of soil fertility were
also mentioned. Regarding wildlife, elderly participants in the focus group discussions in Marwendo
recalled times when there used to be an abundance of small antelope and other small mammals such
as scrub hares in the natural woodland close to the village. According to their narrative, all that
remains are baboons and monkeys, which are, because of the growing wild food scarcity, increasingly
encroaching onto crop fields and the main road that passes through the village. Traditional wild fruits,
which used to be abundant, were mentioned to now be scarce and many species that provide fruits
were said to have disappeared from local agro-ecological systems. Despite electrification, fuelwood
harvesting is still seen as an important livelihood activity and source of energy. Many of these
landscape changes impact on livelihoods and even result in livelihood changes, as highlighted below.

3.3. Livelihood Changes and Trends

Similar to landscapes, our understanding on how livelihoods are changing as a consequence of
the drivers identified was drawn mainly from the focus groups discussions as well as the household
survey. From this information we were able to construct the livelihood change portion (C) of each
human–environmental timeline (Figure 1a,b). The household survey was particularly useful in relation
to trends in livelihoods activities, household physical assets and overall standard of living in the
last 5–10 years. Here we consider how drivers work in synchrony to influence what we see in
livelihoods today.

3.3.1. Changes in Livelihood Strategies and Activities

The highly negative economic and policy drivers in Zimbabwe since 2000 combined with the two
recent droughts were viewed to have pushed many villagers in Marwendo to diversify into a range
of ‘self-reliant’ income earning activities. These included the commercialisation of garden produce
(tomatoes, vegetables and onions) and woodland products (firewood, wild fruits, baobab fibre goods,
and thatch grass), brick moulding, casual labour, and migration in search of employment. Some of
these ‘new’ activities were supported by NGOs and were focused on improving rural livelihoods and
adapting to changing climatic conditions. Participants in this village also mentioned they had adopted
strategies and practices such as conservation farming, use of small grains and drip-system irrigation in
order to continue farming. These technologies have been useful in negotiating livelihoods through the
changing climatic conditions and deteriorating crop yields, due primarily to heat and water stress,
that participants mentioned. In 2002, an NGO introduced community nutrition gardens and fruit
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tree plantation projects, mainly for women, which led to improved nutrition and substantial income
increases through the sale of produce. However, when we visited during the middle of the drought
in 2015 little cultivation at all was happening. In addition, development projects also presented
opportunities for local residents to be provided with “food-for-work” employment opportunities
through road maintenance and gully reclamation projects. Road maintenance and construction was
said to have increased accessibility in the village, supporting easier movement of garden produce and
facilitating commercial activities in the village.

While, the above adaptations could be consider a positive response to dealing with negative
drivers, some of the self-driven diversification activities such as brick moulding have potentially
negative feedbacks on key ecosystem services (i.e., water as river banks are mined for clay) increasing
both human and ecosystem vulnerability in the long term. The use of baobab fibre for weaving is
another example. This activity could affect the health of baobab trees, undermining access to an
important emergency food resource (baobab fruit is used for making a maize or small grain porridge
substitute during drought). The reversal in free schooling also caused difficulties for many participants
in the focus groups who mentioned struggling to pay the fees. This has resulted in withdrawal
of children from school, which again has significant long-term consequences for vulnerability and
adaptive capacity.

Like the opportunity created by the nearby diamond discovery mentioned above, electrification
also opened the door for small enterprises such as welding and retail in both villages:

“It is better in our village with electricity. I started my welding business in the village
repairing and making a wide array of things. Since I am no longer much into farming, my
welding business has helped me and my family to survive . . . My eldest son helps with
welding and marketing our products. Since there are not many people involved in this kind
of work, everyone in the village comes to us . . . For now I continue with welding” [Male
participant, Tshivhulani village].

In the above case, diversification of this family’s livelihood activities is a strategy that can be
considered as both opportunistic and reactive. The respondent’s choice to diversify is an example
of a coping strategy for dealing with fewer options, especially with the increased risk associated
with farming, as well as a response to the opportunities created from having access to electricity.
New livelihood strategies and activities are often the product of the interaction between choice and
constraint [59] but may emerge through the interaction of different drivers. Despite the positive
livelihood outcomes of such commercial activities, some participants mentioned they also brought
moral and cultural problems. They mentioned increases in crime, school dropouts and teenage
pregnancies. The diamond mine close to Marwendo was said to be particularly problematic in this
respect even though it facilitated small enterprise development. In terms of electricity the benefits
were also not necessary forthcoming for all. The majority of participants emphasised problems of
high costs, slow progress and selective reach to households, and power cuts as some of the negatives
associated with the electrification programme.

Migration into neighbouring South Africa in search of jobs was also noted as an important
livelihood change in Marwendo and was said to have increased around 2008/9, as at this stage it was
mentioned as the most effective way for young men to earn the money needed to get married (i.e.,
to pay the lobola or bride price).

While there was some livelihood diversification in Tshivhulani, the main changes related to a
decline in field-based arable agriculture and to a lesser extent livestock production, and greater reliance
on social grants as well an expansion of vegetable gardens. The abandonment of field cultivation is not
an unusual finding in the communal areas of South Africa and has been written about in other parts of
the country, especially the Eastern Cape (see [16,60–63]).While multiple drivers have been ascribed
to this decline, having access to social grants to purchase food means it is no longer essential to farm
fields for staple food substances under what is seen as increasingly risky climatic conditions [63–66].
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The cost of investment as local conditions change and as labour needs increase (due to a decline in free
labour and work parties) is also seen to not necessarily be worth the returns [66]. The greater number
of vegetable gardens in Tshivhulani reflects a shift from fields to manageable homestead gardens partly
due to the availability of piped water. Survey results revealed that a large percentage of respondents
(46%) have been leaving cultivated land to fallow (Table 2). Focus group discussions reflected similar
findings; participants mentioned that although they are still holding on to their fields they are not
actively involved in cropping them year in and year out. This was also evident from the transect walks
where large areas of unused arable fields were a common feature, especially areas more distant from
the village. One participant in the focus group explained:

“We still hold on to my field . . . this is our family inheritance . we take pride in the fact
that we have a piece of land to our name although we do not crop in it year in and year out
. . . it still remains our asset . . . we have a small garden in our yard where we mainly grow
vegetables mainly for consumption. The home gardens are very much easier to maintain
as compared to distant fields . . . we can easily water and weed them with very little labour
required” [Male respondent in Tshivhulani village].

By contrast, most villagers in Marwendo had little choice but to continue with agriculture, and to
adapt this by bringing in more small grains (sorghum, pearl millet, finger millet) to minimise the risk
of crop loss from drier and hotter conditions and more frequent droughts. The addition of conservation
farming and micro-irrigation approaches has also assisted in making cultivation more resilient. It is of
note, however, that fewer households in Marwendo (66%) had access to land than in Tshivulani (97%),
despite being more dependent on cropping for food security (Table 2). Regarding livestock the results
show the reverse; 86% of respondents in Marwendo owned livestock compared to 31% in Tshivhulani;
this is even in the context of the majority of the respondents in Marwendo believing livestock numbers
had declined (Table 2). One respondent explained how he ended up losing most of his livestock:

“As the head of the family and in line with our culture, it’s every man’s ambition to
accumulate wealth through acquiring livestock, especially cattle . . . By the late 1980s I
had a herd of 19 cattle, but 12 perished during the infamous 1992 drought . . . I started again
to rebuild my stock using money from my piece jobs. By 2000, I had significantly recovered
. . . but again the 2002 drought struck and coupled with Foot and Mouth disease my herd was
severely affected . . . Now I remain with five cattle” [Male respondent in Marwendo village].

The perceived decrease in livestock numbers can be partly explained by the significantly high
proportion of survey respondents in Marwendo who confirmed that they had sold livestock in the
last five years. The major reasons mentioned included the need for cash income to buy food and pay
school fees, and to recover from a shock such as death of a family member, and expensive events,
among others. This suggests that in Marwendo, villagers are compelled to sell livestock for cash since
it is one of the few options available to them. The quote above illustrates how many villagers are also
unable to restock following livestock loss or sale.

As mentioned, in contrast to field cropping, small-scale, intensive vegetable gardening has
continued to be important in both sites (some 65% of households have vegetable gardens) with
homesteads being the primary location for these in Tshivhulani, while in Marwendo this includes
NGO supported community gardens. However, some barriers to continued growth in gardens were
identified. In the focus group discussions and interviews in Marwendo, respondents raised the issue
of a recent ban by the Environmental Management Agency (EMA) on cultivating vegetable gardens
along natural water sources (i.e., the Tanganda River that flows through the village). This has resulted
in abandonment of gardens.

In both villages, there is a sense of an increasing level of vulnerability within farming systems
and concerns that in the near future it is likely that further adverse climatic events may lead to further
declines in crop and livestock production, ultimately impacting food security. Already in the year of
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the study (which was a drought), people in Marwendo mentioned greater utilisation of wild foods
such as baobab fruits to meet local needs. Without improved local natural resource management even
these food sources may become increasingly vulnerable through overutilisation and climate impacts in
the future.

Table 2. Land use and livestock ownership in the two villages.

Variable Tshivhulani (South Africa) Marwendo (Zimbabwe)

Households having gardens (%) 66 64
Mean number of gardens/hh 0.66 ± 0.053 0.78 ± 0.087
Households owning fields (%) 97 69

Mean number of fields/hh 0.98 ± 0.018 0.74 ± 0.066
Fallow land left (%) 46 28

Livestock ownership (%) 31 86
Mean number of livestock/hh 2.78 ± 0.594 9.9 5 ± 1.054

Changes in livestock numbers—yes (%) 26 85
Decreasing numbers—yes (%) 15 72

Livestock sales—yes (%) 19 60
Increasing livestock sales (%) 5 22

3.3.2. Changes in Livelihood Assets, Local Self-Sufficiency and Quality of Life

Household physical asset accumulation and erosion can be a good indicator of livelihood
vulnerability and adaptive capacity, as assets are often sold in response to shocks and on-going
stressors, while assets purchases are often the result of more disposable household income. Household
physical assets can include productive assets such as solar panels, wheelbarrows, farming implements,
tools and domestic goods such as televisions, radios, paraffin stoves and furniture. From the survey,
we found that the 46% of households in Tshivhulani indicated that their physical asset base has been
increasing over the past 30 years (Table 3). In contrast, almost half of households in Marwendo noted a
decrease in their total asset base, due to a combination of factors such as being forced to sell livestock
and various goods due to economic hardships, food insecurity, and the need for cash. With respect to
the last 5–10 years, which has been a period of greater hardship in Marwendo in particular, we found
that 40% of households in Marwendo mentioned selling physical assets, whereas the corresponding
number in Tshivhulani was only 8%. Overall, Marwendo has seen a significant erosion of household
and farming assets.

Table 3. Ownership, sale and trends in households’ physical assets across the two villages.

Variable Tshivhulani Marwendo

Average number of assets per household 5 ± 0.23 5 ± 0.42

Asset purchases in last 5–10 years (%) Yes 60 47
No 40 53

Asset sales in last 5–10 years (%) Yes 8 40
No 92 60

Reasons for asset sales (%)

Food 100 38
Fees 0 25

Death/other shocks 0 16
Expensive events 0 21

Change in assets from childhood (%)
Increasing 46 16

Stay much the same 46 35
Decreasing 8 49

Given the changes in livelihoods observed, we were interested in whether households are shifting
from being largely self-reliant, especially for food, to being more cash dependent and what this means
for vulnerability and adaptive capacity. Results from the survey indicate that, in terms of reliance on
purchased goods (over the past 10 years), most respondents in both villages agreed that they now rely
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more on purchased goods than crops from their garden/fields for food (Figure 2). This livelihood
trend was seen as creating increased hardship in the lives of a majority of households in Marwendo
(Figure 2), primarily as a result of scarcity of income and the need for cash leading to asset erosion.
One respondent was quoted as saying: “kana usina mari hauna upenyu”, which means “if you do not
have money you do not have a life”. However, mixed responses were observed in Tshivhulani, with
49% of households agreeing that their lives were made a little easier by relying more on purchased
goods due to availability of cash from social grants. Social grants provide a regular source of income
pooled within the household and are important to food security as illustrated by the narrative below:

“The whole family survives on a state old age grant from our grandmother whom we stay
with . . . no-one in the family is employed formally . . . the other three grandchildren in
the family also receive child support grants . . . We normally use this money to buy food
and clothes . . . If our grandmother were to pass on it will be very difficult for the family to
survive because next year one of the grandchildren will be too old to be eligible for the child
support grant” [Female respondent in Tshivhulani village].

Figure 2. Proportion of households relying more on purchased goods rather than on harvested natural
resources/crops from gardens/fields in Marwendo and Tshivhulani village and perceptions of the
impact of this change on household livelihoods.

As part of the survey, we asked respondents to reflect on changes in their overall quality of life
and how, based on this, they conceived the future. Most respondents in Marwendo (72%) agreed that
their lives were better 30 years ago or during their childhood compared to over the last five years
with 86% saying their lives have worsened due to the multiple negative drivers of change in the past
30 years coupled with the continuous erosion of livelihood assets and the inability to rebuild these.
In contrast, in Tshivhulani, 60% of the respondents said that their lives have become better in the last
5–10 years. This coincides with the increase in social grants, which are described by Shackleton and
Luckert [16] as creating a window of opportunity, as well as various developments in the village. Social
grants were said to be crucial in contributing to food security and children’s education. In addition,
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the infrastructure improvements in the village (electricity, piped water, rural development houses,
and road construction) have facilitated access to the town, markets and information, thereby increasing
the range of available livelihood options. Studies from elsewhere in the world have also documented
how basic rural development can help improve the overall standard of people lives [31,67–69].

Respondents’ perspectives on the future were linked to their concerns and their quality of life
assessments. Just over half of respondents in Tshivhulani village (55%) were optimistic regarding their
future (Figure 3) reflecting the improved living standards for most people in this village. However,
44% of households had mixed optimism about their future (unknown—26%; bleak—18%). In contrast,
43% of respondents in Marwendo were very pessimistic about their future and another 34% of
households were unsure of how their future will turn out. Only a few households (14%) in Marwendo
village were positive about their future. Households with a more positive outlook are likely those
that have managed to diversify their income sources to include off-farm activities, or those who were
receiving remittances from their children or relatives.

Figure 3. Respondents’ perceptions of the future in the two villages.

3.3.3. Outcomes for Livelihood and Social–Ecological Vulnerability

The human–environmental timelines constructed for this paper show that considerable changes
in livelihoods and landscapes have taken place in Marwendo and Tshivuhlani over the last 30 years,
amidst continuity in certain ways of life. These changes are linked to and influenced by the wider
political and economic context within which particular drivers operate. The situation is complex,
as multiple drivers and changes interact to both create and constrain livelihood options and subsequent
ability to respond to changes such as more climate extremes.

Rural development initiatives such as electrification, piped water and road construction, which can
be thought as supporting so-called generic adaptation [70], have opened up opportunities as well as
countered some of the negative effects of ecosystem service degradation in both villages. Key responses
have been new commercial activities and more vegetable gardening. However, the ability to exploit
these opportunities is not even, and requires access to cash or credit. Households in Tshivuhlani
with access to social grants are much more able to establish alternative livelihood activities when
opportunities arise than those in Marwendo.
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In both villages, farming has been affected by climate drivers with responses again differing.
In Tshivuhlani, cash from social grants that allow the purchasing of staples has meant that extensive
field farming is not essential nor necessarily worth the investment and so it has declined, as is the case
for other parts of South Africa [16,62,63]. By contrast, in Marwendo, villagers have had to adopt more
climate-resilient approaches to farming as they have few other choices available to meet their basic
food needs. The social welfare system in South Africa has thus provided a safety net for people both
for their daily living and when faced with shocks, whilst in Marwendo villagers are often faced with no
option but to continue to engage in risky farming activities or in potentially maladaptive practices (e.g.,
woodland product commercialisation, brick moulding or asset sales) to get through difficult times.
Thus, in this village, climate-related shocks and socioeconomic hardships have combined to erode the
household and community asset base impacting on household adaptive capacity. In the long term this
could contribute to spiralling vulnerability as described in Shackleton and Shackleton [14]. That said,
one could argue that the development interventions and social protection (food for work) brought by
NGOs have helped to counter some of the impacts of negative drivers, although the solutions would
need to be scaled up to make a difference in the long term.

If we refer to the well-known typology of livelihood trajectories [38], we could argue that in
Tshivuhlani most households are on a “stepping out” (diversification) trajectory, although there
is also the danger of becoming too reliant on social grants that may not always be available to
households as pensioners pass on and children grow up [16]. In contrast, Marwendo households are
either “hanging in” (coping) or potentially entering what we have termed a “losing out” (erosion)
trajectory, although small-scale development support by NGOs has helped to offset this to some extent.
More social protection, like the food for work opportunities provided by NGOs or state social welfare
or drought relief systems, may be needed in Marwendo in the long term to prevent a downward spiral
into a poverty trap. Only a minority of households in each site could be viewed as “stepping up”
(accumulation), and these are likely to be households that have locally secure employment, and have
managed to diversify their income sources to include off-farm activities or are receiving remittances
(also see [54]).

Based on some of the current livelihood activities—for example, the commercialisation of natural
resources in Marwendo and the over-reliance on social grants in Tshivhulani [71]—we argue that the
vulnerability of villagers in both study areas may increase in the future (with Marwendo being worse
off). This will result from the impacts on local natural capital in the first case, and a narrowing of
livelihood options, flexibility and self-reliance in the latter. The decline in local arable production
has possible future consequences as food prices increase with climate change impacts on agriculture
globally [16]. This will be further exacerbated by the likely increase in exposure to shocks and stressors
of both people and ecosystems, and the current susceptibility of presently pursued livelihoods to both
climate extremes and slow onset changes, especially in Marwendo where livelihoods are primarily
based on natural resources.

4. Conclusions and Future Trajectories

Given that the findings of this study suggest more fragile and vulnerable livelihoods and less
healthy ecosystems in the two study sites, and a further lowering of adaptive capacity, especially in
Zimbabwe, it is necessary to ask: what is required to move rural communities in these semi-arid regions
onto a more sustainable trajectory? The results suggest that this requires attention to both generic and
specific adaptive capacity [70] since adaptation to future climate change is highly influenced by the local
and national development context, but also by new climate threats and risks. The observed synergies
between the coping or adaptive responses to drivers of change, and what can be considered basic
development, corroborate the need for ‘mainstreaming’ adaptation within development planning [31].

Basic service delivery and improved transport, communication and energy infrastructure were
found to have positive impacts on livelihoods, for at least some households, in both sites by opening
the door for small-scale enterprise development. In Zimbabwe, new climate smart approaches to
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agriculture were proving successful in supporting arable production for some farmers through
unfavourable weather periods, while private and communal, mainly irrigated, food gardens were
playing a role in enhancing food diversity, nutrition and security in both sites, with this also being
an income generating opportunity. These, and other areas of development such as providing access
to start-up funding and other forms of credit and developing skills in conservation agriculture and
micro-irrigation, could help to broaden local options, support diversification and local self-sufficiency
and open-up multiple pathways to sustainability that can cater for the interests and priorities of
different types of rural households [72]. Such developments and adaptation strategies need to take
into account local contexts, be structured to target poorer households and support economic returns
without introducing potential negative ecological consequences [31]. At a policy level, in both sites
the issue of education as the entry point to new opportunities, including migration, emerged as
an area of concern; in Zimbabwe this was primarily related to the reversal of free education and
subsequent costs, while in South Africa it was to the poor state of rural education. Both need to
be addressed at a policy level. The findings also suggest that various forms of social protection
are of crucial importance in the semi-arid conditions that characterise the villages in this study to
prevent increasing vulnerability, especially amongst households that are primarily dependent on
natural resources. Such social protection could include free schooling, favourable access to credit,
agricultural subsidies, public works programmes, or monetary or in-kind relief to facilitate recovery
from drought, amongst others [73]. Certainly, there is some evidence from the South African site that
access to social welfare reduced engagement in potentially destructive livelihood activities such as
sand mining and brick moulding. The continuing concern regarding the natural resource base and the
degradation of ecosystem services such as water provision pointed to the need for improved systems
for the management of local landscapes and natural resources to prevent feedbacks on livelihood
vulnerability in the future. Apparently, already the traditional leadership is reinstituting controls over
baobab harvesting in Marwendo, given the importance of this species in food security. Any natural
resource/agro-ecological management approach would also need to consider alternative livelihood
options for villagers, as resource exploitation tends to be an option of last resort for many.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Narratives from life histories indicating the general concerns of people in Marwendo village.

Narratives from Life Histories

“The lack of employment opportunities in our village is a major concern especially for our children who are
in school”

“I am worried that my children will not be able to see the Mukamba tree (Afzelia quanzensis) as this has been
seriously overharvested in the village”

“The forests are now very far away from the village. This forces us to wake up very early in the morning to go
looking for firewood. The scarcity of firewood is a major concern in the village now as very few houses

have electricity”

“We foresee an increased change in the weather patterns, especially with rainfall and temperature. Our river is
never full throughout the year. Most of us fear that it may dry up in the near future . . . my greatest concern is

food security for my family”

“I foresee more frequent droughts hitting our village, worse than the 1992 one. We are most likely to continue
to struggle to feed ourselves”
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Table A2. Narratives from life histories indicating the general concerns of people in Tshivhulani village.

Narratives from Life Histories

“If my children do well in their education, I foresee a better future, as they will be able to take care of me when
I am old, as well as their own children”

“I am looking forward to a better future for my children and grandchildren”

“My main concern is a better life for my children . . . I wish my children could live a better life than the one
I lived”

“I am unemployed . . . I don’t want my children to live the way I have lived . . . I am concerned about the
future of my children . . . they should live a life that is better than mine”

Appendix B

Table A3. Perceived drivers of landscape change in Marwendo and Tshivhulani villages (% of
respondents agreeing with each driver).

Natural Resource Drivers of Change
Marwendo %
(Zimbabwe)

Tshivhulani % (South
Africa)

Forest Cover

New settlements/stands 3 78
Deforestation 60 22

Brick moulding 4 -
Hardships/survival 3 -
Rainfall variability 15 -

Droughts 15 -

Soil erosion

New settlements/stands 1 70
Deforestation 34 -
Cultivation 11 30

Brick moulding 8 -
Droughts 3 -

Rainfall variability 4 -
Floods 39 -

Water Sources

Rubbish
disposal/pollution 3 70

Deforestation 3 -
Siltation 10 -

Droughts 14 -
Rainfall variability 44 -

Cultivation 26 30

Forest Diversity

New settlements/stands 15 23
Deforestation 41 67

Fires 3 -
Overharvesting 2 10
Brick moulding 4 -

Droughts 30 -
Rainfall variability 5 -

Wild Fruits

New settlements/stands 3 11
Deforestation 18 56

Overharvesting 31 33
Brick moulding 11 -

Hardships/survival 4 -
Droughts 30 -

Rainfall variability 3 -

Wild Animals

New settlements/stands - 15
Deforestation 5 20

Overharvesting 62 65
Fires 3 -

Droughts 10 -

Grass Cover

Deforestation 8 11
Fires 37 70

Overharvesting 5 4
Droughts 27 -

Rainfall variability 23 -
New settlements/stands - 15
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