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Lessons to Last a Lifetime
VolunteeringVolunteering  inin  RwandaRwanda

Christian Taylor, B. Management

Tars Cheema

Christian Taylor from Viewfield Farm in Courtenay brings us his third inspiring account 
of educating farmers in Rwanda using Conservation Agriculture methods, through his 

volunteer position with Peace and Development Network, supported by MCC. (You can see 
his previous articles in our Winter 2021 issue, page 36 and Spring 2021, page 58). Christian 

has bonded with the great many engaging people he has met through this remarkable 
experience, and they granted him a Kinyarwanda nickname – Shyaka – meaning someone 

who is courageous, enthusiastic and enjoys working.

Shyaka has discovered that education flows both ways. During the month of April, he 
was able to learn about and experience close-up the remembrance of the 1994 Rwandan 
genocide. It was a horrendous time in the country’s history which continues to affect the 

people. Understanding and empathy are needed to move forward.

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

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

As my time in Rwanda comes to a close, I can reflect on 
my work of forming farmer collectives that support each 
other, demonstrating Conservation Agriculture techniques 
and saving money together. But I am also reflecting on the 
living classroom of working in a different culture, especially 
around farming.

Before I return to Vancouver Island in July, I want to share 
some more of what I’ve learned – specifically 
around the aspect of community and the 
Conservation Agriculture (CA) harvest of this 
last ‘winter’!

In the last issue, I shared all about the training 
that Peace and Development Network (PDN) is 
giving these groups. Some of the testimonies 
told of how important joining this group is to 
them, and that all the learning is done as a group. 
But I never truly understood how important being 
a part of something like is for farmers until it 
clicked with me one day, six months in. Each 
farmer is representing their own family in a close-
knit group of 25 members who are helping each 
other improve their lives and, in some cases, get 
out of poverty. They are becoming family, where 
they support each other, share their life struggles, 
and save money from farming to help each other 
- together. When one member takes out a loan 
from the savings group to build a new house, or 
rent extra land to farm, members of the group are 
there helping to build the house, helping to farm 
the new land. When there’s a community of people 
putting others needs ahead of their own, and everyone 
is witnessing each other improve in different ways, it’s 
more than encouraging. It’s life changing. Rwandans are 
social, and most of our group members have families, 
neighbours and friends. But what they have now is more 
than friends. They feel the unending support; life before 
that is sometimes described as ‘lonely.’

By visiting the member plots at least twice annually to 
provide personal guidance, field staff were thrilled to 
achieve the goal of having nearly all members farming 
with CA techniques!

Meanwhile, at the study plots, where all members of a group 
work together farming Irish potatoes, cassava, maize, 
and beans, using both conventional and CA techniques 
to compare results, the CA yields showed more than 50% 
advantage! This is the average of 45 study plots spread out 
around five districts of Rwanda. And it’s catching on… when 
a neighbour can see a 50% increase in corn health and size 
between theirs and this study plot, they are compelled to 
investigate why.

The CA advantage comes from: (1) The farmers are minimally 
tilling their plots. They’re allowing the right amount of 
nitrogen to stay in the soil while pulling in carbon from the 
atmosphere into the soil and then the plants. Minimal tilling 
during planting and harvest means less than 20% of the 
soil is tilled at all! (2) immediately after planting, they are 
laying out mulch (or planting green manure/cover crops 
when available) in between the spaced-out crops to keep 

the earth from drying out naturally and providing s o i l 
moisture. Finally, (3) they’re rotating crops 
on their plots each season, a common 
practice in Rwanda, but now, they are 
even intercropping beans with maize. 

 
 

These new farming methods are not only 
productive and profitable, they are sustainable! 
The global problem of soil erosion is even more dire in 
the extremely hilly landscape of Rwanda, where hard rains 
wash away and carve deep gouges through the red earth. 
Tilling these fields conventionally exposes fresh loose 
soil to be washed away with every rain, and not laying 
mulch does the same. The neighbouring farmers have 
no choice but to wonder why they’re wasting their time 
hoeing their land by hand, twice a year.

Unfortunately, mulching is a contentious topic here. 
To livestock owners, mulch (usually corn stocks) is 
animal feed, not to be (wasted) laid out across your 
plot. Disappointingly, farmers have shown up to their 
plots some mornings to find that the mulch from 
their own corn harvest has been stolen. Perhaps it’s 
the most ethical choice for livestock owners? If you 
need to steal to feed a heifer, at least steal mulch! 
We are encouraging group members to experiment with 
green manure instead – Cowpeas, or Mucuna beans – to 
be a living cover crop to add nutrients to the soil, while 
producing more food for the families.

In March, one of our groups harvested their first ever CA 
cassava from a study plot. The cassava cuttings were 
measured before being planted, into minimally tilled soil 
with manure placed around the cutting. Months later – a 
stunning harvest yielded an enormous cassava that was 
off their charts, with 49 plants averaging 28kg! Just one 
of these plants mixed with beans can feed a family of four 

for a week. We went into the neighbour plot and pulled up a 
non-fertilized, conventionally farmed cassava root: around 
1kg. We were all proud, but the farmers especially, of the 
success of their hard work or the fruits of their labours!

Signing out from Rwanda - It’s definitely going to be different 
coming back to a country where 2% of the population works 
in agriculture, vs living in a country where 70% do.

Turi Kumwe (we are together), Shyaka

Gicumbi hills – 
beautiful but 
vulnerable to 
fierce erosion by 
powerful rains. 
Minimal tillage and 
using mulch/‘green 
manure’ crops are 
simple but crucial 
techniques to 
conserve soil.

Shyaka was thrilled to witness the undeniable 
success of the CA techniques with this 
spectacular 30 kg cassava root!

These women farmers are very 
proud of the impressive growth 
of their maize crop using CA 
methods.

The new idea of intercropping Macuna 
beans between the maize rows is gaining 
support because the results prove the 
soil nutrient advantage with substantially 
increased yields.

Christian was not 
leaving Africa 
without one 
adventure to see the 
iconic wildlife.


