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“Empowerment can be likened to the Malagasy proverb 

Mandeha ho azy tsy voizina ohatran'ny lakan-jejo – to navigate 

across the sea without a paddle, like a sailing boat (free to 

choose the direction in which one travels, without need of 

support)”  

(Ony Rasoloarison)  
 
Introduction 

SAHA is a regional development programme which seeks to 

empower rural people in combating poverty.  The story focuses 

on an important transition made by the programme in 2006, 

when the decision was taken – primarily by the donor, Swiss 

Agency for Development Cooperation SDC - to cease working 

directly with small groups of rural people, and instead focus 

support on organisations operating at a slightly higher, more 

regional level. This shift was accompanied by the introduction of 

a new methodology for planning and monitoring programme 

activities: Outcome Mapping. Developed by IDRC for monitoring 

development projects in a participatory and empowering way, 

Outcome Mapping has now been in use by SAHA for over three 

years.  

The story’s narrator has a number of potential biases. I am a 

member of the programme’s implementing agency, 

Intercooperation, (a Swiss foundation for development and 

cooperation), with a professional background in community-

based natural resource management. Whilst I have not worked 

directly in the implementation of SAHA, I have visited the 

programme on three separate occasions, on different 

assignments. I therefore have a broad overview of the 

programme, a number of glimpses into its field activities, and a 

sense of collegiality with the team as members of the same 

global organisation. One of the assignments that took me to 

Madagascar was the collection of the various personal 

narratives that form the base of what follows. Some of these 

conversations were held directly with me in French; others were 

in Malagasy (subsequently translated into French) in 

conversation with Jaobary Rafalison, an external consultant 

contracted for the task
1
.  
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 All translations from French into English are by me, taking care to 

adhere as closely as possible to the informant’s meaning without 

rendering the translation stilted. 

 

A narrative is, by its very nature, coloured by the person who 

tells it, but this text has been shared and agreed with a number 

of the key persons who are quoted.  

 

Background 

Madagascar has experienced marked political turmoil during the 

past decade, with growing tensions between the disadvantaged, 

often rural, majority and the wealthy, often urban, elites. 

According to the World Bank’s poverty assessment, 70% of the 

population can be defined as poor and 59% as extremely poor; 

of the latter group, 88% live in rural areas. These statistics are 

however slightly outdated, and it is recognised that poverty is 

increasing. Given the inequities in Malagasy society, it is 

perhaps not surprising that the past decade has seen an 

increasingly vocal expression of political views. Contested 

presidential elections in 2002 brought many people into the 

streets to demonstrate, whilst renewed unrest in 2009 led to 

violent clashes with the authorities. The current political 

situation is highly unstable.  

SDC has a long history of support for rural development in 

Madagascar, which was put into question just over a decade ago 

due to political differences with the government of the time – 

brought to a head when an SDC staff member was assassinated. 

Following this SDC opted to channel development support solely 

to civil society at the local/regional level (rather than through 

the national government). Responsibility for implementing this 

programme was given by SDC to Intercooperation, and the 

locally based SDC office was closed (eventually reopening in 

2007).The current total financial volume of SDC assistance to 

Madagascar is CHF 6.5 million per annum, with the current 

annual budget of SAHA being some CH 4 million. 

SAHA began in 2001 and is now in its fourth phase (2010 – 

2012). Focusing on areas of high poverty, it operated originally 

in three rural regions – now extended to six. The principle thrust 

of the first phase (2001-2002) was supporting local people 

(organised in farmers’ groups) to choose their development 

priorities, and to plan, oversee and verify work undertaken. This 

was a radical departure from previous development projects in 

which interventions had been pre-defined. In phase II (2003 – 

2006), two new themes were introduced – local governance and 

risk management linked to food security and vulnerability. The 

idea behind the first theme was to link the project directly with 

local decision-making in the communes, whilst the food security 

and vulnerability focus ensured emphasis on the poorest and 
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most marginalised households and communities. Their 

empowerment was envisaged in terms of “knowledge, ability, 

and willingness/daring [to take action]”. By the end of the 

second phase, SAHA was working with some 50,000 households 

(12.5% of the population in the 3 regions of operation), and was 

widely viewed as a successful programme. A study on poverty 

commissioned by SAHA towards the end of the phase provided 

many insights into the complex nature of poverty. One overall 

finding was that people living in poverty view this condition as a 

temporary one from which they hope to escape. Linked to this, 

the term “poor” was dropped from team use as it was realised 

that it had negative connotations for rural people; the term 

vulnerable is used instead. 

Towards the end of SAHA II, an external evaluation took place. 

As narrated by Giorgio Bianchi, the SDC Desk Officer at the time, 

 “The external consultant essentially said that SAHA was doing 

good work but that there were too many micro-projects – 

hundreds per year – and that the management of these took up 

far too much time. There was also a problem in terms of the 

impact, said the consultant; the effects were felt amongst the 

small groups of farmers but no wider – there was no collective 

action. So what was needed, he said, was to find a means of 

leverage at a higher level - to work with organisations that had 

this leverage capacity.” 

It was thus in planning SAHA’s third phase (in 2006) that SDC 

took the clear decision – in part based on the external 

consultant’s recommendation, but also on discussions with the 

SAHA team and other Intercooperation staff - to move the focus 

of interventions from the micro- to the meso-level. The idea was 

to build the capacities of organisations that could reach out to 

greater numbers, themselves becoming drivers of political and 

economic change and thus of regional development. It is at this 

point that this story begins. Before going further, however, the 

main stakeholders in the narrative are introduced in the text 

box below.  

 

The SAHA stakeholders 
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, SDC – the 

donor. Two SDC representatives are quoted - the Bern-based 

desk officer for most of the period of this story, Giorgio Bianchi; 

and the representative in Madagascar (since 2007), Nicola 

Felder. 

Intercooperation (Swiss Foundation for Development and 

Cooperation) – the implementing agency. The Bern-based desk 

officer up to 2009 was Eric Chevallier; the representative in 

Madagascar is Annette Kolff. The SAHA team comprises some 

60 staff members spread out over three regions in seven 

satellite offices, with core staff responsible for administrative 

and thematic support and monitoring being based in the capital, 

Antananarivo. The team director is Estelle Raharinaivosoa, while 

the monitoring and evaluation officer is Ony Rasoloarison. Two 

part time expatriate advisers support the SAHA team in 

thematic issues.  

External consultants provide specific services on demand; one, 

Daniel Roduner, plays a particular role in this story.  

Local service providers play an additional support role, although 

they do not feature in this narrative.  

The direct partners of SAHA are referred to as PALIs 

(partenaires limitrophes, or boundary partners). These meso-

level organisations fall into five types: rural communes; 

umbrella farmer’s organisations, inter-communal organisations; 

associations of communes; and rural civil society umbrella 

organisations. They numbered over 80 in phase III.  

The most poor and vulnerable rural citizens are the intended 

ultimate programme beneficiaries, although the programme no 

longer intervenes with them directly.  

 

The introduction of Outcome Mapping 

The decision to work at the regional rather than at the local 

level in SAHA III was a major one, and all those involved in the 

programme design realised that a different form of programme 

monitoring would also be needed. Giorgio Bianchi explains this 

as follows, 

“Naturally it went with the decision to operate at a meso level 

that the system of monitoring had to be changed. The system 

used by SAHA had been one of household level inquiry – a very 

heavy system of monitoring that took up considerable resources 

– both in time and money, running the risk of generating a 

cemetery of data with little chance of being used. Of course the 

households remained the ultimate beneficiaries in SAHA III, but 

establishing partnerships with middle-level organisations meant 

that it was necessary to monitor the progress of these 

organisations, especially in terms of their behaviour…”  

He elaborated that the recognised need for a new system of 

monitoring coincided with a time that Outcome Mapping was 

(in his own words) “in fashion” in SDC-Bern. A number of his 

colleagues had taken a course on the methodology, and in 

talking with them, he gained the impression that it fitted well 

with the needs of SAHA. 

“So in fact it was my idea to introduce it. In talking with Daniel 

Roduner, I found that the jargon used was terrible, but at the 

same time I felt that the method could serve the needs of the 

new phase.” 

 

Eric Chevallier, the Intercooperation desk officer, remembers 

the recommendation to use Outcome Mapping being clearly 

communicated by the head of the SDC division at the time (thus 

it was authorised at a higher level). He admits he knew little 

about the method, but he was curious to learn. Having found 

out more, he found it a stimulating opportunity. The description 

of Outcome Mapping provided by the Canadian International 

Development Research Centre (IDRC), which developed the 

methodology, certainly makes it sound appropriate. According 

to their manual, Outcome Mapping, 

“characterizes and assesses the contributions made by 

development projects, programs or organizations to the 

achievement of outcomes…Outcome mapping focuses on one 

specific type of result: outcomes as behavioural change. 

Outcomes are defined as changes in the behaviour, 

relationships, activities, or actions of the people, groups and 

organizations with whom a program works directly.”  

 Given that the choice of Outcome Mapping was a donor-driven 

one, how did the SAHA team perceive it? The methodology was 

introduced to them at a five day planning workshop in June 

2006. Daniel Roduner, as the specialist in the methodology, 

provided facilitation. Estelle Raharinaivosoa, SAHA director, 

recalls, 
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“At that moment I knew of no other project or programme in 

Madagascar that had already used the method. It was during 

the planning meeting… that the SAHA team and I myself first 

learned about it. At that moment, we had certain concerns and 

questions, such as “is it a real need of partners to change their 

behaviour? Isn’t their need more one of support in infrastructure 

and seeds?” and so on. But we were ready to take up the 

challenge, especially because the fundamental basics of the 

approach had been discussed and shared with the expert.” 

These words reflect well the change that was needed. SAHA was 

indeed focused at the time on material support and capacity 

building to farmers groups, and it took a considerable 

conceptual leap to place emphasis instead on changes in 

partner behaviour – partners who were at least in part new to 

the team (a matter discussed in the next section). Estelle 

Raharinaivosoa, newly appointed as director and conscious of 

the need to adopt a strong position – as a Malagasy and as a 

woman – chose to give her full support. 

Eric Chevallier, the Intercooperation desk officer, observed 

three broad reactions to Outcome Mapping amongst 

participants during that first five day meeting.  

“One group was of those who wanted to understand the new 

method, who wished to learn. Amongst them I sensed an 

intellectual curiosity and an openness of spirit…. There were 

others – generally more those engaged in field operations – who 

were clearly less enthusiastic, they just wanted to attend the 

meeting and then get back to their work. And then there were 

the invited potential partner representatives, who came without 

much knowledge of what the workshop was about, but who 

took up the idea, and tried to work with it…. By the end of the 

workshop, I felt that a lot of clarity had been achieved in terms 

of the approach. People felt more relaxed and confident.” 

Daniel Roduner himself also felt by the end of the workshop 

that it had gone well, and that the team had grasped the 

method and the fundamental changes that it implied. He 

continued, however, that: 

“I was wrong. Initially, the programme simply continued to 

decide on activities and to engage service providers to support 

the PALIs. My role was primarily to promote a behavioural 

change, through helping SAHA to use the method of OM to 

reconsider their previous practices.”    

It was clearly not easy for the team to get into the new mindset 

of “stepping back” and supporting the partners (PALIs) to make 

all decisions themselves, at the same time as grappling with the 

details of the new monitoring system – and making final 

decisions over the choice of partners. All involved recall the next 

six to nine months as being difficult. Daniel talks of a “long 

learning curve”, and senior core SAHA staff members 

(particularly the director Estelle Raharinaivosoa and monitoring 

and evaluation officer Ony Rasoloarison) insist on the 

importance that they attached to having in Daniel a back-

stopper who they could contact whenever needed for advice – 

which was quite often. Nicola Felder, SDC representative in 

Madagascar (who took up residence during this adjustment 

period), makes the following observation, 

“The system… was initially heavy to put into place, and had to 

be led and owned by the team; it corresponded to an external 

paradigm and SAHA initially sought perfection in applying it, 

with much discussion.… One of the major successes of SAHA was 

to assimilate the concept in a readily workable manner, and to 

realise that the tool was not an additional arm of SAHA, but 

represented a means to assist attaining the [programme’s] 

objective.”     

At the same time as grappling with a new method of 

monitoring, the SAHA team had to select and develop rapport 

with a set of new partners, a process described briefly below. 

 

The choice of partners (PALIs) 

In theory, the decision to operate at regional level required a 

whole set of new partners. In practice, whilst many of the 

regional-level partners in phase III were new, a good number 

were already familiar with SAHA, having had at least some 

contact with the programme or other previous Swiss-supported 

projects through their grassroots organisations. Early support 

for farmers groups became focused on umbrella farmer 

organisations engaged in a specific value chain, whilst support 

for civil society organisations was continued through umbrella 

organisations of particular citizen’s groups. Some of the 

communes with which SAHA had partnered in phase II 

continued as direct partners in phase III, whilst others were 

included in associations of communes or inter-communal 

organisations. 

To be eligible as SAHA partners, organisations had to belong to 

one of the five above categories, and to be present in at least 

one of SAHA’s geographical areas. They were also required to be 

apolitical, and transparent in their organisational setup. These 

requirements quickly led the team to exclude an original sixth 

category of potential partner (chambers of agriculture), as it 

was realised that they were highly party-political and lacked 

clear legal status. To select new partners from all those 

potentially eligible, the team drew up careful criteria – some of 

a general nature, and some specific to each PALI category. The 

general criteria included an absence of blatant internal conflicts; 

a good track record (no past illegal practices); proof of strong 

representation of grassroots members; clear interest in 

partnering with SAHA; willingness to improve internal 

governance; capacities broadly in line with planned activities; 

respect for equity with regard to gender and vulnerability; and 

willingness to take a pro-active stance in local, regional or even 

national challenges. Obviously some of these criteria are 

relatively easy to verify (such as the existence of appropriate 

documents); others are much more difficult to assess. It took 

time to identify how a given PALI deals with matters such as 

accountability, transparency, equity, and the broad participation 

of its grassroots members. Annette Kolff, Intercooperation’s 

Delegate in Madagascar, considers that the selection of partners 

was a positive process in itself: 

“The five to nine months of discussion were an opportunity to 

ensure a good selection of partners, with the dropping of 

“opportunists” either immediately or after a few months. It 

wasn’t a lost period, but rather a contribution to capacity 

development and behavioural change, already before the 

signature of any contract.” 

Giorgio Bianchi and Nicola Felder of SDC both commented that 

some grassroots organisations supported under SAHA’s earlier 

phases seemed to form themselves “overnight” into umbrella 

organisations in order to be eligible for continued support. Eric 

Chevallier, Intercooperation’s desk officer, agrees that this 
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happened in some cases – but that perhaps SAHA merely 

catalysed a process that would have happened anyway, as it 

corresponded to the need of the time. The context of political 

support for communes to work together – with legislative 

backing for this - was certainly a factor militating towards the 

formation of such organisations. A number of SAHA staff also 

conceded that the programme served as a catalyst for some of 

the farmers’ organisations with which they had worked in 

earlier phases to come together in a single organisation. At the 

time this was a little sensitive, as the aim was to support 

existing organisations and to avoid creating new ones that 

might be unsustainable in the long term. However, the umbrella 

organisations have broadly proved themselves in their activities 

– so that their sustainability is not now widely questioned. 

 

What happened…. regarding the methodology 

The story now jumps several years, to conversations held in 

November 2009 and May 2010 with a variety of people who 

experienced the use of outcome mapping in practice.  

As far as SAHA staff members are concerned, the current 

appreciation of the method is overwhelmingly positive, 

although everyone recalls the difficulties that they had at the 

beginning. The jargon used in the method was difficult to grasp, 

and the whole process of monitoring - using journals and many 

different progress markers – was very time consuming. Field 

staff members talk of long hours of work and short nights of 

sleep – at least until the method was fully understood, and 

adapted and simplified to programme needs. Léonard 

Rakotomalala, member of the regional team Miandrivazo, 

recalled early days as follows, 

“The difficulty comes from the two different logics of SAHA and 

the farmers. SAHA advocates the farmers taking control through 

reinforcing their capacities, whereas the farmers want 

something concrete. And for me as facilitator in the process, my 

big problem is to find the means to reconcile these opposing 

things, all the more because SAHA adopts a demand-driven 

approach.” 

This comment comes straight to the heart of adopting an 

approach that seeks to empower partners through developing 

their own capacities, making their own decisions, and then 

finding the means to implement them – rather than simply 

providing them with funding. Time and patience was needed by 

the team in insisting on the approach – and the rapidity with 

which the partners were convinced varied according to local 

circumstances. 

Joseph Ralaiarivony, Regional Officer for Vakinankaratra, makes 

the following observation, 

“I’d like to first talk about the method of planning used 

previously by projects and programmes, which was always the 

logical framework …it was really the change of condition [that 

was being measured]. And what I realise … [is] that after their 

departure, the farmers’ organisations and the actions that they 

have established also disappear. But with OM [Outcome 

Mapping]… farmer organisations are trained and oriented to 

take control themselves, to own their projects and to have a 

sense of responsibility for their activities.” 

Alfred Randriamandimbimanana, another member of the 

regional team for Vakinankaratra, provides an example of the 

way in which planning discussions take place: 

“Because they are used to receiving subsidies, the staff members 

of a rural commune tend to ask for something in the state that 

they wish it to be – they think immediately of a change in 

condition. But the role of the team… is to ask questions in 

response: why do you want a particular material or a particular 

infrastructure? I generally ask yet another question: what do 

you have to do first to reach the result? From that, the 

stakeholders start to talk about changing the way that they 

work, to see things differently….They reflect and realise the 

importance of changed behaviour.” 

The “change of condition” mentioned by these staff members 

essentially refers to an improvement in material assets such as 

the number of buildings constructed, or boats or bee hives 

owned. A “change in behaviour” by contrast concerns a change 

in mindset - the development of the skills and confidence 

needed to put together a cogent proposal, identify funding 

sources, argue successfully for funding, and oversee 

implementation and maintenance. The method of OM not only 

provides a way for project staff and representatives of the 

partner organisations to discuss these steps, but also to agree 

appropriate progress markers, and to monitor their efforts on a 

regular basis.  

Jean Philémon, the mayor of a commune that has been 

collaborating with SAHA for some five years, provides an 

example of how this works in practice. He quite openly admits 

that he was first elected on the promise of developing the 

commune’s infrastructure, but he had no idea how he was going 

to achieve it. Collaboration with SAHA II provided him with “a 

ray of hope,” but 

“When we entered into the negotiation, it was a big surprise. 

SAHA didn’t do any infrastructure, it was more training in good 

governance. All the same, we signed the contract…” 

Thus he was at first disappointed that there were no funds 

available to pay for significant material improvements. 

However, as the training courses and other activities planned 

under SAHA III progressed, he gradually realised that they were 

having effect. The commune made significant steps towards 

better governance; examples include the issuing of official 

receipts for all payments received, publicising budgetary 

allocations and major decisions on a public notice board, and 

providing services such as the issuing of birth and death 

certificates in a prompt and efficient manner. As a result, public 

confidence rose, people became more willing to pay their taxes, 

and tax revenue was increased from 500,000 ariary (approx. US 

$ 230) to 2 million ariary (approx US $ 920). Citizen feedback 

(through a box installed for this purpose) indicated that people 

first resented the mayor’s frequent absences, even though it 

was in search of development funds. Yet his efforts have been 

increasingly appreciated. The story he tells is one of social 

empowerment both at the collective level – the commune has 

built up the services it offers at least in part through the 

contributions of its own citizens – and at his individual level - “I 

realise that the citizens have more and more confidence in me”.  

Social empowerment is associated with strong emotions. In 

exploring this issue during a workshop, a group of PALI 

representatives was asked to map their emotions over time. A 

very clear trend emerged. All characterised the time before they 

became involved in programme activities as being insecure and 

difficult, with phrases such as “many worries, ill-treatment by 
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husbands, not enough to eat for the children, I was closed in 

spirit, I didn’t dare to express myself; I lived in darkness; I didn’t 

think about others”. Although people may well recall their 

darkest emotions, the expressions all resonate with a sense of 

helplessness, of inability to change anything. Early engagement 

with SAHA was then characterised by phrases such as “I was 

perplexed – I didn’t understand; I was worried as I wasn’t sure 

what to do; I asked myself lots of questions”. This corresponded 

to the time of realising that SAHA was not simply going to 

channel funds to their organisation. The programme instead 

required them to discuss jointly and plan strategically; to learn 

new skills, and if necessary to seek additional support (such as 

funding or political agreement). The PALI representatives 

illustrate how they feel now, by contrast, with a big smiley – 

“I’m proud of myself; I have skills I can use; I’m now respected – 

people listen to me”. These individuals are no doubt amongst 

those who have understood the SAHA approach particularly 

well, and have particularly benefitted from it. Yet their 

enthusiasm is palpable.  

A particularly striking observation – and one which is voiced in a 

number of separate discussions by individuals belonging to 

different PALIs – is that some families are also putting “OM 

thinking” into practice in their daily lives. Ramaria, (with Victor 

Rakotomarolahy) of the Union of Fitarikandro, Mahazina, 

provides the following testimony to this effect: 

“After receiving the training in planning, I had the idea to apply 

it in our household. So then we did a planning in the same way… 

Since then, I’ve never been criticised when I participate in the 

activities of the association or the commune, because 

everything’s been foreseen in advance. The activities in paddy 

cultivation, bean cultivation and livestock rearing are all shared 

amongst the family members according to their age. Every 

evening, we make an evaluation of the day and discuss what 

we’re going to do the following day, and this has been really 

effective...”  

Annette Kolff provides a similar example of a woman who, to 

her, embodied an example of an individual who had taken 

responsibility for her future into her own hands. The woman 

was engaged in bean cultivation; Annette comments, 

“What came out as being particularly important for her, and a 

source of pride, was the fact that she had had the opportunity to 

choose – to have managed to escape the usual mechanisms of 

dependence for the purchase of seed and access to credit. So 

even if the harvest didn’t reach her expectations, it would not be 

considered a failure but rather a part of the learning process…” 

Such comments provide strong testimony that thinking and 

planning according to a strategic vision, and then monitoring 

one’s own progress – not only at the organisational level but at 

the family and personal level - can have an empowering effect. 

People gain the sense of taking control of their lives, of making 

decisions rather than having them made for them. This is 

empowerment in terms of power from within – of increased 

individual consciousness, self dignity and awareness. In other 

words, it is an increased sense of agency. Ony Rasoloarison, the 

SAHA monitoring officer, also echoes this viewpoint, 

“I’m convinced that OM induces the empowerment of the 

partners, given the principle that once they have established 

their vision of change, they are responsible for their own 

development, of their area and their grassroots organisations … 

it’s the PALIs who take their future in their hands, without this 

being imposed upon them by SAHA”… 

 

What happened… in terms of tangible changes 

Gaining skills and confidence to challenge the existing situation 

is one thing; showing clear results is another. What has 

happened in practice as far as the partners are concerned is 

best illustrated by two examples. They are no doubt amongst 

the better examples, but according to SAHA staff, they are not 

atypical. 

The first example is of the rural commune of Mahazina in the 

district of Ambositra, which has a population of some 6,420 

persons. Agriculture is key to the local economy, and bean 

cultivation has particular potential as a cash crop. SAHA’s first 

engagement with local people (particularly women) was 

through support to farmers’ organisations engaged in bean 

cultivation. According to members of these organisations, the 

leadership of their commune at the time was not very active. 

Communal infrastructure was poor, and in particular, the 

absence of a motorable road was a significant hindrance to cash 

crop development, given that the collection point for 

agricultural products lies 14km from the village on the national 

highway. Indeed, the construction of an access road was seen as 

crucial for the commune’s general development. 

In the communal elections of 2007, the farmer groups decided 

to put up their own candidates – men and women - for election. 

They won, and the new leadership immediately approached 

SAHA for support. This started in the same year. Given that the 

communal leadership was already familiar with the SAHA 

approach, they entered into strategic planning immediately, 

introduced greater transparency in communal activities, 

obtained equipment to facilitate their work, and identified 

potential external funding sources. They were successful in 

attracting EU funds to construct a new communal building. 

Newly completed, it is not yet fully furnished - but the staff note 

in particular that they each now have a separate office, meaning 

that citizens can discuss sensitive matters with them in private 

and that in general they can work more efficiently. Due to 

increased public confidence, tax returns have increased. This 

permitted, for example, the construction of an adult training 

centre in 2008.The commune also attracted support from the 

government health services, for the provision of a mutual fund 

that is particularly focused on the vulnerable members of the 

population. Using the fund, the commune constructed a 

community grain store – they buy in rice at harvesting time and 

sell it during the lean period, when prices are higher, and with 

the profit they make bulk purchases of basic medicines. Those 

identified as the most vulnerable and elderly are issued with 

green cards, which make them eligible for free health care 

under this scheme.  

The road was a difficult goal to achieve, but the commune was 

successful in attracting government funds for this purpose, and 

in raising sufficient funds itself in contribution. The commune is 

finally linked to the national highway.  

What has been achieved by the members of Mahazina 

commune over the past three years can only be described as 

impressive. They represent, no doubt, what can be done with 

drive and determination – the leadership are a very committed 

group of people. This is perhaps the question that one is left 



 

6 

asking: are they too close a power group, will their success 

cause rivalries, and is it thus likely to continue on a long term 

basis? Will they – sooner or later – manage to pass on their skills 

and experiences to others? These are questions that will only be 

answered over time – and, at least in part, by the electorate of 

Mahazina. 

A second example provides an insight into how SAHA is working 

in economic development, through support for particular value 

chains. The value chain in this case is freshwater fish, caught 

from one of four lakes in the environs of Antsirabe. Each of 

these four lakes is now managed by a local organisation; this 

process of transfer of management rights (through GELOSE) was 

supported during SAHA II. Management includes matters such 

as removing water weeds, planting trees in the catchment area, 

and re-stocking fish with fingerlings. Fishing is an important 

activity for local households for much of the year, but selling the 

fresh fish was, according to the fishermen, always complicated 

as it must be done quickly. SAHA provided the opportunity for 

members of the local organisations managing each of the four 

lakes to come together and discuss the challenges they faced. 

According to Henri Rokotoson, President of the FIVMPAVA 

Cooperative, 

“After this sharing, the idea was born to constitute a fisherman’s 

union, and in May 2008, FIVMPAVA saw the light of day. This 

was with the aim to apply the good practices and successes of 

TAMIA [the local organisation managing one of the lakes, that of 

Andranobe] with regard to the management of the lake. But 

following this, we went further – that is, to manage the fish 

value chain from the four lakes in terms of production and sale. 

It was with this that the status of cooperative was formalised, in 

order to be able to conduct commercial activities. And we asked 

SAHA to support us in this in its phase III.” 

This comment provides an example of how umbrella 

organisations came about in practice – in this case, a 

fisherman’s cooperative. Clearly SAHA was strongly implicated, 

but the development was a logical one. It has seen considerable 

success. The cooperative has some 100 members (each of 

whom pay a small membership fee), and has organised regular 

fish collection and sale. Starting with two small retail outlets, it 

has just established two more – one in the large market of 

Antsirabe. Here a clean and freshly painted office provides 

customers with a favourable image; two catches per day are 

delivered, and sell very rapidly. The cooperative has managed to 

obtain a grant to buy a large freezer to conserve any unsold fish, 

but it is empty – demand outstrips supply.   

This short description omits many details about the 

development of the cooperative, the way that rules have been 

established to ensure sustainable fishing levels, and the 

different challenges faced. Criticism was levelled, for example, 

that financial management was not sufficiently transparent. The 

cooperative thus took the decision to employ an independent 

accountant, even though her salary is of course an additional 

cost. Such matters are normal developments in the life of a 

cooperative. The question that comes most to mind in the case 

of FIVMPAVA is what role, if any, the most vulnerable in the 

community have in it, given that fishing (even as practiced in 

this case, in small pirogues made from old oil barrels) is not an 

occupation for the very poor – or for women? This leads into to 

the next section. 

 

What happened…. as far as the more vulnerable 

households are concerned 

All PALIS are strongly encouraged to make specific provision for 

the vulnerable; it may be recalled that a respect for equity with 

regard to gender and vulnerability is one of the conditions for 

becoming a programme partner. A review of the detailed 

journals kept by the PALIs indicates that 33 out of 34 of the 

communes and 27 out of 30 of the umbrella farmers’ 

organisations have indeed made specific provision for the 

vulnerable. On asking the vulnerable themselves about what 

they have experienced
2
, it became apparent that two broad 

groups could be distinguished. The first are vulnerable 

individuals who have managed to become involved in SAHA-

supported activities in a pro-active manner. The second are 

those who have experienced the programme in a passive 

manner – sometimes to positive effect, and sometimes noticing 

little or no change. In both cases, it is striking how many are 

single parent households. 

In the first situation are a number of women who explain that 

through joining an association – bee-keeping and silk-processing 

are mentioned in particular – they have been able to increase 

their family income and gain respect in the community. They 

mention in particular their pride and pleasure at having been 

able to send their children to school – and to be able to fulfil 

other social obligations, such as financial contributions to 

community infrastructure or to the funerals of other villagers. 

The underlying theme is the dignity that they have gained. They 

seem fully engaged in the life of the association to which they 

belong – though one woman comments, 

“What shocks me sometimes is that people think only of money, 

and are very egoistical. Their interest, or the interest of their 

own organisation, is what comes first, without thinking about us 

who are still behind. I have noticed this sort of segregation 

within the union; the grassroots associations are not treated 

with the same equality. But that doesn’t discourage me!   Emilie 

Ravoniarisoa (commune of Sandrandahy)  

This comment in fact chimes with observations made by a 

number of people in leadership positions in the PALIs – that the 

members of their grassroots organisations are often slower to 

understand or take up new challenges than they are. It thus 

seems to be an issue recognised as one of concern by both 

parties. 

The comments of a widower left with two young children serves 

as one answer to that posed in the previous section concerning 

the cooperative FIVMPAVA. According to Médar, who is a 

cooperative member, 

“The cooperative was well aware of my problems, and engaged 

me as the guard for the fish ponds here. I’m very grateful, and I 

take my work very seriously in order to be worthy of this 

assistance. I found out recently that the cooperative has decided 

to help me and other vulnerable persons by providing seeds and 

a few poultry. These gestures have really touched me…”  

Médar has received benefits from the cooperative, and he is 

very motivated to play his part. He stresses what can be 

achieved through all working together. Discussions with other 

                                                
2
 Those identified as such by PALIs, or those who define themselves as 

vulnerable. 
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cooperative members indicated that they do not see the 

provisions made as a “hand out”, but as a means of building 

group solidarity. 

Amongst those who have experienced SAHA interventions more 

passively are those who say it is impossible to spend time in 

meetings, given that they are so hard-pressed to make a living. 

Underlying this, there seems to be the fear of being unable to 

contribute fully and of thus being rejected. Indeed, a number of 

those who have successfully joined farmers’ organisations 

comment that they initially feared rejection. One non-member 

woman comments, 

“I’m not a member of any associations although I know about 

their existence - I’m afraid. I’d like to become a member but I’m 

afraid because I have many children. Perhaps one has to pay a 

lot of money.” Jeanne Rasoasaholy, (commune of Mahazina) 

If such people have observed any changes to their own lives as a 

result of SAHA’s interventions, it is through changes in the 

management of their commune. In this respect, the provision of 

free medical care
3
 was widely mentioned and is evidently highly 

appreciated. 

 

The future 

The IDRC manual states that, 

“Outcome Mapping will only be as empowering, participatory 

and learning-oriented as the program that implements it. 

Outcome mapping takes into consideration the threats and 

anxiety that can be associated with planning, monitoring and 

evaluation, especially in a donor/recipient relationship.. It offers 

a participatory methodology that can help programs develop a 

system that can meet both accountability and learning needs.” 

This narrative is written in mid 2010, at a time when SAHA still 

has a further two and a half years to run. After that, there are 

already ideas for developing an independent organisation 

providing development services. Everyone involved in this story 

expressed their role in terms of a continuing dynamic of 

changing attitudes and behaviour. There is a sense of 

empowerment processes evolving at many levels. In discussing 

the change from phase II to phase III of SAHA, the director 

Estelle Raharinaivosoa pointed out that the concept of 

empowerment shifted from one of supporting the project 

partners in “daring to take action” to one of “conscious planning 

– determining a strategic vision for the future”. The programme 

emphasis moved from looking at effects, to going deeper into 

the processes required to gain effects. Nicola Felder’s view of 

empowerment is particularly concerned with these processes 

now and in the future: 

“I understand… empowerment in terms of ownership 

(appropriation), at different levels: ownership before, during and 

after external support. For me, this poses the question of 

knowing through which type of accompaniment one can 

                                                
3
 This is a extended through a government scheme, under which the 

commune receives a grant and is required to invest it to generate funds 

for medicines. For example, the commune of Mahazina built a grain 

store, and gains income from buying grain cheaply at harvest time, and 

selling it at a higher price later in the season. The profits are used to 

provide free medical treatment to the poorest citizens, who are issued 

with a green card that gives them the right to claim this. SAHA provides 

back-stopping support to communes in establishing such a system. 

guarantee that the action of behaviour will be owned, so that 

the changes exist independent of the accompaniment.” 

Perhaps the most convincing examples of changed behaviour 

are amongst the individual members of the PALIs who have 

grasped confidence in planning their own future – at the level of 

their own households as well as collectively in their 

organisation. However, the leadership of umbrella organisations 

are often quicker to embrace change than the members of their 

grassroots organisations; this can create misunderstandings and 

resentment. In its remaining years, the programme may need to 

place particular emphasis on ensuring that as meso-level 

organisations, the PALIs maintain strong links with their 

grassroots, and do not run ahead too rapidly.  

Yet it is not only the PALIs that are conscious of experiencing 

empowerment. Estelle Raharinaivosoa comments, 

“One of the dimensions that I find particularly interesting in the 

method of OM is the monitoring of organisational practices. 

These are the practices that define the manner in which the 

SAHA team motivates itself and carries out its mission. For me, 

this is encapsulated perfectly in our constant concern to 

maintain the pertinence, the performance and the innovative 

quality of the SAHA programme – something that is particularly 

important for a programme that is headed by a Malagasy 

director.”   

There seems a certain paradox in the director of a programme 

that is seeking to step back from the “driving seat” of 

development activities considering the process to have an 

empowering effect on her team. However, it is logical. Through 

promoting the empowerment of the PALIs, team members are 

themselves acquiring deeper insights into such processes. At the 

same time, the method of OM requires them as a team to 

monitor their performance. This has enhanced coordination and 

team spirit. Probably this sense of professional growth is 

particularly true of the SAHA core team, Nevertheless, the very 

fact that field team members clearly feel free to express their 

views in meetings with senior staff, and to voice any concerns 

they have, is also significant. Here I myself have seen changes 

over the three years since I first met with SAHA team members. 

There is more openness in discussions between team members, 

and obvious pride in being part of an all-Malagasy, gender-

balanced, pro-active team. 

The degree to which SAHA is able to make a significant 

difference to regional development still remains to be seen; 

Madagascar’s unstable national politics provide both 

opportunities and threats in this regard. That said, the 

achievements of the PALIs to date already show that they can 

be effective in bringing about changes that benefit their 

membership overall. If one conclusion can be drawn already, it 

is that power does not have to be a zero sum game. Both the 

SAHA team and the PALIs have in fact increased their ability to 

push for positive change. Given that SAHA has found it 

empowering to move from the provision of material and 

technical support and contract supervision to the role of 

broader capacity builder and facilitator, this is a message that 

provides food for thought for the wider donor community. 
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