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Lying deep in the heart of the Volta Region, Ghana, is Kadjebi District, a new and 
impoverished district. In 1989, an Integrated Rural Development Programme was 
launched. It was dubbed “SANKOFA” by the local population. Twenty years on, the 
initiative has provided a sense of self-reliance, community empowerment, rural 
employment, critically needed social infrastructure and rural renewal. This was made 
possible through the commitment, innovative approaches and faith of the African Centre 
for Human Development (ACHD), a Ghanaian development organisation. It received 
financial support from the Royal Netherlands Government and technical support from the 
Netherlands Development Organisation (SNV).  
�
In the 1980’s, it was common knowledge to 
talk about rural development, people’s 
participation, community empowerment, 
self-reliance, self-sufficiency and 
community ownership. As a development 
paradigm, there were many projects to put 
the above into reality. The African Centre 
for Human Development (ACHD) 
developed a partnership with the Royal 
Netherlands Government with support from 
the Netherlands Development Organisation 
(SNV) to start an Integrated Rural 
Development Programme towards Poverty 
Alleviation. The programme was called 
“SANKOFA” by the local people. It was a 
NEW approach to development, where the 
people in the communities were strong 

partners and were directly involved in all 
aspects of the development process. 
 
THE LOCATION 
 
Kadjebi District was a perfect choice. It was 
a newly created district, very poor in social 
amenities, a rural economy (agriculture 
being the mainstay), 80% of houses built of 
swish and roofed with corrugated iron 
sheets in late stages of decay and corrosion. 
A typical rural environment with a large 
population, most of them (75%) rural 
dwellers. 67% of the population lived in 
settlements of less than 500 people.  
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The incidence of poverty in the district was 
quite high. The poverty had several 
dimensions: low income and low 
achievements in basic needs such as 
housing, health and nutritional status, 
subsistence farming. 
 
The gender dimension of poverty was very 
high. This was due to a lack of access to and 
control of resources, e.g. land. Being food 
crop producers, the pricing of their crops 
did not favour women. 
 
Child labour was an important anti-social 
activity, as children had to take part in 

income generation for the family survival. 
 
The participation of the people in local 
governance matters was very poor. Apathy 
was the order of the day. By all social sector 
analysis, Kadjebi was very deprived. And 
there was no outside intervention to help 
change the situation 
 
 
In view of all these problems, how 
did the SANKOFA programme 
help the people? 

 
BUILDING STRATEGIC ALLIANCES 
 
The first strategy was to build strategic 
alliances with the local and traditional 
power blocs. Constant consultations were 
held with the Chiefs as custodians of culture 
and the natural leaders of the people. They 
helped mobilize the people for community 
involvement in their own development. 
They held community durbars and decided 
democratically what the pressing needs of 
the community were. Then actions were 
taken to solve the issues.  
 
The District Administration, which 
represents local government, was always 
consulted and SANKOFA worked closely 
with it. It brought much needed technical 
support and also helped formulate an 
effective revenue collection system and 
assisted to develop Five Year Development 
Plans. 
 
Local social groups, such as church groups, 
trade groups (carpenters, masons, 
mechanics, market women, petty traders, 
etc.) were formed to facilitate easy contact 
and assistance. Youth groups were also 
encouraged to be formed, as a platform for 
employment generation. Each identifiable 
community was encouraged to select 
COMMUNITY FACILITATORS. These 
persons were given special training in all 
aspects of community development, and 
had to lead their people out of poverty, by 
demonstrating leadership. 
 
CAPACITY ENHANCEMENT IS 
KNOWLEDGE; KNOWLEDGE IS POWER. 
 
An important and crucial aspect of the 
SANKOFA strategy was to transfer skills 
and knowledge to different groups in the 
district. Typical capacity enhancement 
topics included: building hope for a better 
future; community decision-making; group 
formation; holding local government 
(District Assembly) accountable; gender 
equality, enhanced role of women; local 
fundraising; networking and credit 
management. The people were very happy 
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when they completed a Course. An old 
woman once remarked; “... it is a pity I did 
not go to school. I should have been a 
better person. I will send all my children 
to school. My eyes are now wide open. 
Illiteracy is a crime…”  

 
For many, the skills training, especially 
within their local settings and using local 
materials, really enticed them. A local 
leader remarked: “At first we were being 
spoon-fed. Now we are being treated as 
adults; we can feed ourselves. We have 
our self respect and our dignity intact.” 
 
The policy of skills transfer was an 
important pre-requisite for rural 
employment generation. The population 
being illiterate, SANKOFA had to start 
from the local knowledge level of the 
people and build upon it in a practical and 
step by step process.  
 
As an encouragement, SANKOFA always 
gave this analogy. “If we give you cassava 
everyday, you will go hungry when we are 
not there. Better that we teach you how to 
farm cassava, and if you do it yourselves, 
you will never go hungry….” This simple 
philosophy worked like magic. 
FOCUS ON WOMEN 
EMPOWERMENT  

 
One of the guiding principles of the 
SANKOFA Programme is to pursue gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. The 
Programme did this to an appreciable level 
during phase II of programme activities. 
During this period, ACHD became a local 
partner to the FAO/DIMITRA project, 
whose networking and technical support 
enhanced the gender dimensions of the 
work with very successful results. Here is 
one such case story. 
 
Brafoanu is a small settler village located 
30km north of Kadjebi town. All inhabitants 
are small holder subsistence farmers. The 
women grow food crops such as maize, 
cassava, cocoyam and vegetables. The men 
cultivate cash crops such as oil palm and 
cocoa, which are permanent crops because 
it is only the men who have the right to own 
land, according to traditional customary 
law. 
 
In 1996, the plight of the 500 inhabitants of 
Brafoanu was brought to the attention of the 
SANKOFA Programme. A poverty analysis 
showed that the community was in a 
deplorable situation - no tarmac road, any 
link to the nearest town was 2 hours by foot, 
the only viable resources they had were 
themselves. The women outnumbered the 
men. Through a process of sensitization, the 
women (both old and young) decided to 
follow the code of self-reliance and take 
their destiny into their own hands. 
Following a process of group formation the 
women transformed their situation into a 
very dynamic one.  
 
Fifteen women came together to form a 
homogenous group. They named the group 
“NORVISI” meaning “TOGETHERNESS”. 
The women attended a series of training 
workshops to build their capacity to 
improve their socio-economic status, and 
also champion the cause of other women in 
their community. In order to reduce 
domestic workloads and save time to 
engage in other social ventures, the women 
were trained to construct simple but 
effective and efficient home improvement 
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tools. These included smokeless stoves, 
kitchen cardboards, soak way pits, drying 
sheds and drying lines. These were all 
constructed with local materials. Some 
women later on mastered these crafts and 
were producing the tools as an income-
generating activity. 

 
To reduce the two hours travelling by foot 
to mill their maize, SANKOFA assisted the 
group to purchase a corn milling machine. 
This was to add value to their maize, instead 
of selling them wholesale. A cassava 
processing plant was also purchased by the 
women through local contributions. This 
processed the cassava into gari (cassava 
powder) and starch.  

To diversify their work, the women bought 
palm fruits from the men who cultivate 
them and processed them into palm oil, 
palm kernel oil and palm kernel husks. The 
oil was stored and sold in the market during 
the high demand season. The husks were 
used as fuel to cook. 
 
The economic prosperity of these women 
translated into their self-confidence 
becoming very high. They networked with 
women from other communities to form an 
Association “Women Torch Bearers”. 
They undertook advocacy activities to 
influence decisions at the local government 
level, and put their demands to the local 
authorities to take action. 
 
GENDER AND RURAL 
EMPLOYMENT 
 
Rural employment generation has been 
the key to the success of the SANKOFA 
initiative.  
 
Within the traditional customary scene, 
women are very disadvantaged in terms of 
land holding rights. Therefore for them, the 
safest way out was either farming or petty 
trading. But the SANKOFA Programme 
introduced the processing of their 
agricultural produce for added value. This 
became very successful. They were also 
encouraged to establish Food Marketing 
Associations, to sell their produce in the big 
marketing centres around the country. So 
the Maize Marketing Association, Gari 
Marketing Association, Palm Oil and Palm 
Kennel Marketing Association were formed 
and all created jobs for the people. An 
important oversight in many rural 
development projects is that the local 
partners and beneficiaries are not taken 
through the full “business cycle”. The 
marketing component is usually left out. 
This causes lots of problems to the people, 
since they are unable to sell their increased 
produce to generate incomes to pay off their 
debts. 
 
Rural employment generation can only be 
viable if new ideas such as, for example, 

Gari processing is one of the main 
occupations of the rural women farmers in 
Kadjebi.  

Palm Oil extraction by a group: These are some of 
the small-scale enterprises that the SANKOFA 
Programme has been supporting  
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snail rearing or fish farming, are introduced 
for both women and men to take advantage 
of. Household livestock, ruminants and 
poultry rearing give a variety of choices to 
the rural people. After all, being within the 
agriculture ecological environment, the best 
employment for them is self-employment 
and doing what they know to do best. 
 
For any employment to be viable there is 
the need for supporting activities and 
enriching ideas through the acquisition of 
new knowledge. 
 
Training in Savings Mobilization, Credit 
Management, Identification of Business 
Opportunities, Risk-taking, Aggressive 
Marketing Strategies and Proper Business 
Management should fortify the process. 
Rural communities should not be treated as 
“handicaps” in business. They should be 
introduced, guided and encouraged to go 
through the rigours and harsh economic 
realities, otherwise they will always be 
cheated by the urban “business tycoons” 
and continue to be hewers of water and 
collectors of firewood. The SANKOFA 
experience broke this norm. 
 
 
POSITIVE LONG TERM IMPACT 
 
The SANKOFA Programme has no doubt 
had a very positive impact on the lives of 
Kadjebi people. Through the execution of 
varied development projects, the rural youth 
especially had employment created for 
them. Many took advantage of the 
opportunities available to get re-trained for 
existing positions. Some of the 
employments created concerned the 
provision of the under-mentioned social and 
economic infrastructures provided by 
SANKOFA: 
 

�  Help to build a District library and 
Resource Centre stocked with 
50,000 books. 

�  Assistance to create a District 
Children’s Park; an area reserved for 

recreational and social activities of 
children. 

�  Help to communities to construct ten 
classrooms in ten communities. 

�  A Multi-purpose community clinic 
equipped with beds and a surgical 
theatre in Pampawie village. 

�  Several pre-school structures for 
child education. 

�  Adult Literacy Night Classes for 
over 100 adult learner groups. 

�  Theatre for Development Cultural 
Troupes in several communities, to 
facilitate the communication of 
development information to the 
people, due to their low literacy 
level. 

�  On-farm improvement of 
agricultural techniques to increase 
production of basic staple foods: 
maize, cassava, cocoyam, yam, 
plantain, 

�  Off-farm agricultural activities: 

� Fish farming 

� Snail farming 

� Piggery 

� Poultry 

� Ruminant farming 

�  Introduction and management of a 
Rural Savings and Loans Scheme 
for rural financial mobilization. 

�  Promotion of linkages of farmers 
groups to marketing centres. 

�  Initiate a Rural Newspaper to pass 
on information in the district called 
“Amanee” - News. 

�  Renewal of rural housing and 
residential accommodation. 
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�  Involvement in citizens of Kadjebi 
living in the diaspora (in Ghana and 
outside) to get involved in the 
development of their “motherland”. 

 
 

 
 
C O N C L U S I O N  
 
The SANKOFA programme credits itself with some important development 
milestones: 
 
a. The ability of the programme to bring a sense of HOPE and a better future to 

Kadjebi and halt the social decay. The dejection, frustration and hopelessness 
which had consumed all facets of the people’s lives has now been removed. 
They are moving forward, with positive change 

b. Immigration has become possible. People are returning to Kadjebi because they 
see things happening. Many now see opportunities for rural employment. 

c. Investments in various fields are coming in. With the exposure of the District 
from the micro level to the macro and mega levels, investment potentials are 
being exploited by outsiders. This is also creating Jobs. Timber and mineral 
explorations are now present. 

d. The District is positioning itself to be the “hub” of development in the north-
eastern corner of the country. This is a welcome development. 

As the SANKOFA Programme celebrates 20 years of continuous and dedicated 
service to the people, it is now time to spread the rich experiences to other parts of 
the country. This will be done through the establishment of the SANKOFA Rural 
Training Centre and SANKOFA Community Radio Station in Kadjebi. 
Development success has to be spread and shared with other. The SANKOFA 
Programme hopes to do exactly that, with new development partnerships and 
support. 
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