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Introduction

To understand grassroots-level organisa-
tional development in Niger, it is important

to take into account the environment in
which it takes place. Niger has one of the
lowest human development indices in
the world. The processes of population
growth and desertification are ongoing, and
as natural resources become ever more
scarce, so rural communities need to
change in terms of their food security
systems, social relationships, legal systems,
and so on.

Since the 1960s, one element of rural
development strategies has been to prom-
ote membership organisations, However,
only since 1996 has the government recog-
nised autonomous rural organisations and
then only those based on a cooperative
structure. Initially, when external develop-
ment. assistance was forthcoming, the
newly created community-based organisa-
tions (CBOs) appeared to be successful;
however, once aid was no longer available,
CBOs began to lose much of their
strength. 1t therefore became apparent that
there was a need to improve organisational
capacity at the grassroots level in order to
improve lving conditions in the rural
areas. It is essential that the development
of CBOs coniributes to the emergence
of local organisations that are capable
of negotiating with external providers to
produce regional development policies
and/or methods for financing local
development.

The virtual absence of state involvement
in the rural areas combined with the gen-
eral, legal, and institutional constraints fac-
ing NGOs in Niger, in addition to differing
views about CBO development, means that
grassroots  organisations must assume
responsibility for seeking appropriate tools
to facilitate autonomous and sustainable
organisational development., CBOs must
therefore set their priorities and identify
potential sources of support.

The research presented here seeks to
provide insights into how grassroots CBOs
might encourage long-term and effective
organisational development and foster
capacity building.
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Workshops as a research
method

Stories, metaphors, proverbs, and symbols
are highly valued in traditional education in
Niger and represent an existing repertoire of
competence among CBOs. These methods of
communication, therefore, not only provide a
valuable insight into endogenous knowledge
and culture but are also important in organi-
sational life and its development.

In order to build upon the inherent
strengths of the people of Niger, we devel-
oped an action-research approach based on
workshops that wused proverbs, poems,
storytelling, group discussion, and role-
plays. This allowed the participants to
explore their thinking about organisations:
their deep-seated beliefs about how work
should be organised, how authority should
be exercised, and how people should be
rewarded and controlled. In particular, the
proverbs were used as tools to identify the
meaning of development and organisational
capacities, which participants felt are nee-
ded to ensure that their organisations can
succeed and play a major role in commu-
nity development.

The meaning of community
development and capacity
development

The proverbs gathered during the workshops
encapsulate local attitudes toward and
insights into features of organisational life
such as vision, strategy, culture, structure,
skills, and material resources. They also
express the importance of respecting princi-
ples of evaluation and analysis in order to
avoid failure and to ensure continuous learn-
ing. Thus, contemporary development issues
are not a mandate of donors but are rather of
indigenous grassroots concern. The work-
shops made very clear that, according to
Nigerien culture, the debate on organisa-
tional learning and organisational capacity
development is critically relevant to CBOs
and not just to the donor organisations.

The baobab metaphor

According to the workshop participants,
good development is achieved when food,
potable water, health, hygiene, lodging avail-
ability, ownership of arable land, infra-
structure, financing, and universal education
are assured and when domestic work decrea-
ses. They considered that this can be attained
only when social cohesion, good under-
standing, and good relationships among the
different social groups exist at the family,
community, and organisational levels. They
felt that community development succeeds
only through good leadership, respect for
diversity, the search for equality and justice,
mutual aid, collective activities, initiative,
diversity, creativity, courage, and respect for
diverse religious beliefs. Participants from
CBOs suggested that good development
practices in the community should be inte-
grated with organisational development.
They concluded that a capable CBO is
inextricably linked to sustainable community
development, one reflecting the other.

The baobab as a metaphor for
the effective strengthening of
CBOs

In one workshop, a woman used the tree as a
metaphor of organisational life and develop-
ment to illustrate the importance of persever-
ance and learning from experience. Sim-
ilarly, the metaphor of organism and growth
often appears in theories of development and
organisational development (Morgan 1997).

The tree as a universal life-giving organ-
ism is a very powerful metaphor, and
instruments for organisational capacity
development at the grassroots level can be
inspired by the natural phenomenon of the
‘tree’. This is especially so in Niger, where
the tree is threatened by environmental
change. Rural people make efforts to protect
and plant trees because of their alleged
regenerative powers. They are conscious that
if change does not happen in a very short
time the desert will consume life. Likewise,
strong community organisations are needed
to encourage community development.
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Figure 1: lllustration of the baobab and the eucalyptus

In terms of organisations as organisms, the
local view of capacity development can be
captured in the comparison between the
eucalyptus or the red gum tree and the
baobab or the monkey bread fruit tree (see
Figure 1). This ‘baobab model’ can serve to
assist in CBO development, training, and
evaluation, as well as in the organic aspects
of self-development, learning, and change.
We will look next at a comparison of the
roots, trunk, and branches of the two trees,
which illustrate organisational and individual
development.

Comparing the baobab and
eucalyptus trees

The baobab is widespread throughout the
semi-arid regions to the south of the Sahara.
It is a deciduous tree and reportedly lives
over 1000 years. It is recognisable by its
massive grey trunk and enormous thick
branches, which resemble the roots of a tree
planted upside-down. Its height does not
usually exceed 20m. By comparison, the
eucalyptus was introduced in Africa in the

early 1900s. It is a tall evergreen tree which
grows up to 30—40m, but is normally only
20m in the Sahel.

The introduction of the eucalyptus and the
way it is used symbolise the kind of
development that has been implemented in
Niger by donor organisations since the 1950s
and CBOs’ perception of development as
something coming from outside, instead of
an internally generated power. According to
a tree specialist working in Niger: ‘Today
research is still inconclusive about the long-
term effects of the eucalyptus on soil fertility
and reproduction. An assumption is that it
impoverishes the soil forever.’

The roots of a tree collect water and
minerals to supply the leaves and the bran-
ches with nourishment for growth. They can
be compared not only to donor aid, but also
to the environment of the organisation:
history, level of human development, beliefs,
norms and values, legal system, infrastruc-
ture, existence of mass media, resources, and
SO on.

The eucalyptus has many roots and grows
quickly. If one root is cut, it soon grows
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again. To continue the metaphor, develop-
ment interventions are also multiple and
rather poor at learning from the negative
experiences of previous interventions. The
baobab, on the other hand, grows several big
roots slowly over the centuries.

The tree trunk represents the organisa-
tional capacities needed to serve community
development. It ensures the transportation of
water and minerals, needed for growing,
from the roots to the leaves. The activity of
transport symbolises the process of capacity
development by experiencing, interpreting,
generalising, and applying in a continuous
way, which takes into account the back-
ground of the organisation and the commu-
nity. Each capacity area can be distinguished
in the veins of the trunk and the relationship
between the roots and the branches.

The branches symbolise the effects of
capacity development on community devel-
opment, such as access to arable land, health,
peace, education, income-generating activ-
ities/employment, effective saving and credit
systems, potable water, lodging, food, secu-
rity, and justice. The branches of the euca-
lyptus are cut to serve as fuel and building
materials. However, the wood is easily
attacked by termites and other insects, and,
therefore, it has to be replaced on a regular
basis. Plantations can be managed on cop-
pice rotations of six to ten years, which
avoids replanting after felling; however, this
depends on the fertility of the soil. The
baobab, by comparison, serves as a landmark
and a meeting place in village squares. The
trunk is occasionally used for water storage
and more exotic uses of the trunk have been
recorded, including the building of prison
cells or toilets. The wood is the least useful
part of the tree but is still used to make
canoes, rafts, trays, and paper. It is only
rarely burned as fuel.

Thus, the branches of the eucalyptus are
cut down to serve short-term objectives, and
growth resumes. The baobab, on the other
hand, serves the long-term objectives and
diversity of community development. As a
whole, it is used for a variety of purposes in

The baobab metaphor

people’s survival strategies. Similarly, orga-
nisational capacity development is essential
to the organisation’s survival in adapting to
an ever-changing world.

Trees do not grow only at the top, but
organically. Similarly, development affects
the whole organisation. Changes are not
always easy to distinguish, especially when
change affects human behaviour and skills.
Certain changes are measurable and quanti-
tative while others are difficult to measure
and are more qualitative. This is also shown
by the elements making up the capacity
areas.

Organisational development has con-
straints and limitations, like the leaves,
flowers, and fruits of trees, all of which are
temporary. They come back each new season
and have a positive effect on the overall
growth of the tree. Over the years the baobab
gets bigger and taller, the roots get longer
and become more resistant to adverse cir-
cumstances. As the tree matures, the fruit
becomes more abundant and the quantity of
seeds available for new plants increases.
Maturity is also important in organisational
development to serve sustainable community
development. It is a consequence of earlier
experiences, and this encourages us to take
responsibility for our environment and our
behaviour. The eucalyptus, on the other
hand, matures quickly and does not have a
long lifespan.

Main conclusions

Development should begin from where peo-
ple are: who they are, what they can do, and
what they know how to do. People are at the
centre, and thus their beliefs, values, and
norms, are at the centre of change. Their
culture is also at the centre and should be
explored and understood in order to improve
the quality, effectiveness, and sustainability
of development efforts.

As we have seen, effective knowledge
about organisational cultures can be dis-
covered through exploring proverbs, narra-
tives, stories, metaphors, and actual practice.
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They express deep-seated beliefs about the
way work should be organised, how author-
ity should be exercised, and how people
should be rewarded and controlled. The
workshop method used in this research is an
example of an effective tool in fostering
organisational development by encouraging
the exchange of experiences and cultural
knowledge which exist among CBO
representatives.

The development of CBOs’ capacity is a
process by which they increase their abilities
to perform core functions, solve problems,
define and achieve objectives and understand
and deal with their development needs in a
sustainable manner (UNDP 2000). It sug-
gests that the tools of organisational develop-
ment and their evaluation should be based on
the knowledge, experiences, and develop-
ment priorities expressed by CBOs them-
selves, in this case in rural areas of Niger.

Community-based organisations should be
viewed as learning organisations which facil-
itate the learning of all their members and
consciously transform themselves and their
contexts. Not only should attention be given
to the effectiveness of individuals, but also to
actions which affect an organisation as a
whole in order to bring about change. In
reality, effective organisational change takes
place in a complex manner and is very slow
and difficult to achieve. The emphasis on
process underlines the importance of con-
sidering the open-ended nature of the expec-
ted outcomes and the need for interventions
based on long-term engagements between
CBOs and aid agencies.

The comparison of the eucalyptus and the
baobab metaphors expresses most precisely
what, according to grassroots organisations,
organisational development is all about. The
eucalyptus is tall, thin and relatively new, it
grows quickly, and it is used mainly for fuel
and other short-term purposes. The baobab
has grown for centuries in the Sahel, is large
with big roots, is used for multiple purposes,
and serves the survival strategies of rural
people, their long-term objectives, and the
diversity of community development.

Because of its exploration of cultural
associations, this metaphor model is easily
understood by local people and can encour-
age the expression of views and feelings. It
can also facilitate a better positioning of
CBOs in community development and be
effective in strengthening their capacity. It
illustrates the interrelationship between aid,
environment, organisational capacities, and
changes at the grassroots level. It also
respects the organic and holistic view of
villagers, their reality in community devel-
opment, and CBO life.
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