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The Power of Education    
 to Inspire and Uplift
    Volunteering in Rwanda

Christian Taylor – Kigali, Rwanda

Statistics from the 2018 World Food 
Program indicate 18.7% of Rwandan 
households are food insecure, with 89% 
of rural households relying on agriculture 
as their primary source of income. 
Outside the capital city of Kigali, one in 
every two households raised at least one 
head of livestock, which correlated with 
better household food security. Rwanda’s 
principal crops are maize, beans, sweet 
potatoes, and Irish potatoes. Around 
39% of the population of nearly 13 million 
people live under the poverty line, and 
32% of first graders never finish primary 
school.

Peace and Development Network (PDN), 
based in Kigali, is an NGO partnered with 
CFGB and MCC, and works in five of the 
30 districts to increase food security and 
reduce poverty. They have two active 
projects – the first is a Conservation 
Agriculture (CA) project that sets up 
farmer field schools of 25 women and 
men from different families, renting 
them a plot of land to practice and test CA 
techniques, while reinvesting the profits 
from the harvest. The second is a Village 
Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA) 
project that also works with groups of 
25 women and men to teach them how to 

save money on their own and allows them 
to take out micro-loans from the group 
fund.

My ‘Capacity Building and Project 
Assistant’ role with PDN is based out 
of our Kigali office. Before COVID-19 
restrictions tightened following a recent 
outbreak, I would travel weekly across 
Rwanda to one of the five districts and 
experience the training and learning that 
is being done on different test-plots. I am 
working with a heavier focus on our CA 
project.

PDN is currently working with 1300 
farmers over the past two years, and 
over five years has worked with 4000 
farmers, in addition to thousands of 
indirect beneficiaries impacted through 
spontaneous adopters and family 
members. On each test plot, we teach 
these communities of smallholder 
farmers the three main CA techniques 
– minimum tillage, crop rotation, and 
soil cover. We help give them access to 
manure and synthetic fertilizer – which 
they get to experiment with different 
techniques for spreading both. We help 
them directly for two years, usually 
through supervision, training, and 
resources, and often these groups then 
continue to work together on their own. 

One of our goals is to see the 25 members 
from each group adopt these techniques 
into their own land at home (averaging 
between 0.5 and 1 acre), and while we 
have found it hard to get a 100% success 
rate due to different reasons, thousands 
of neighbors (or spontaneous adopters) 
adopt at least one CA technique after 
seeing the richness in the soil, and the 
difference in crop health.

All of our farming groups are encouraged 
to become VSLA groups as well – and 
many have – however COVID-19 has 
stopped these groups being allowed to 
meet together, while farming groups can 
continue. When farming groups become 
savings groups, they are already able to 
save a little bit, between $0.50 and $2.50 
per member every week for one year. 
During the year, thanks to loans, group 
members are able to buy more seeds for 
their farms and repair their houses. By 
the end of one or two years, after ‘share-
out,’ when all the savings and interest 
from loans are returned, most of these 
farmers buy a goat or even a heifer if 
they are able (around $200 for a heifer), 
which can change their lives dramatically, 
thanks to free manure, milk which is sold 
to neighbours, and future offspring. Most 
of these farmers have never seen this 

much money before. They are astounded 
and so appreciative of how much they can 
save all by themselves, with some training 
and discipline. Once empowered, they 
can be self-sustaining.

Working in Rwanda has taught me more 
than I could imagine about helping others 
and learning from others. While the small-
scale farming in a new climate is teaching 
me a lot, the main take-aways so far have 
been the obligation and privilege, as an 
organization, to offer education and 
training in areas other than farming. 
Nutrition education, family conflict 
resolution, gender equality training, and 
post-harvest handling and storage skills 
all are taught for free to help families 
at home. There is a direct correlation 
between this education and increased 
food security. I look forward to sharing 
more personal stories of the impact I’ve 
seen through these trainings in the next 
edition, and to share some more detailed 
examples of the differences between BC 
farming and Rwandan farming!

“Murakoze Cyane - Turi Kumwe” Thank 
you very much – we are together 
(Kinyarwanda language).

Tars Cheema
Christian Taylor’s passion for soccer may have even exceeded his enjoyment of dairy 
4-H, but the farm lessons of his youth were the pivotal factor, leading him to the other 
side of the world to volunteer with Peace and Development Network. Raised on his family’s 
Viewfield Farm in Courtenay, Christian completed his Bachelor of Management from UBC 
last year and was looking forward to what door might open next, but we all know how 
Covid closed doors! Fortunately, he learned of an international volunteer work 
program – seemingly a perfect fit. “It was exactly what I wanted - travel, 
using my education, working in a new culture and using agriculture,” he 
conveys with excitement. It led him to join a development project in Rwanda 
supported by Mennonite Central Committee and the Canadian Foodgrains 
Bank. A different organization has set a goal to support 66 teenage mothers 
each with a milking cow to provide them with a means to support themselves 
– a particularly interesting initiative from our perspective.

If you feel moooved to support this work, please go www.globalgiving.org/
projects/provide-66-adolescent-mothers-with-milking-cows/, mcccanada.ca or 
foodgrainsbank.ca.

Christian’s nine-month volunteer position began in October, and you can read about 
his experiences below. There may also be more than the occasional spirited game of 
soccer played on hard, red ground with goals made of tree branches and a ball that 
has seen better days.

He wrote his first article in mid-January as Rwanda went into Covid lockdown – 250 
cases daily in a country of almost 13 million. Soccer became another Covid casualty.

Check out Christian’s daily posted pictures on Instagram at: pdn_rwanda.

Christian realizes that these 
Ankole cross cows are not like 
the Holsteins at home!

Everyone marvels at the improved Irish potatoes grown in soil enhanced 
by mulch.

The lesson of improved growth when using cow manure and 
fertilizer is seen clearly in the maize grown in the back.

A CA and VSLA group at a weekly savings meeting 
in Gicumbi. The group is called ‘Dukomezumugambi,’ 
meaning “Let’s keep our plan.”


