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Farmers' experimentation is allotted
great importance in Participatory
Technology Development, But what
do we actually mean by
experimentation? Farmers in
Sanando region have theifr own
specific perception and call this
shifleli,

Arthur Stolzenbach

s anando, a semiarid region of Mali,
has merited relatively little atten-
tion from 'development institutes’.
World Meighbors Mali is a grassroots
organisation working in this region with a
PTD-related approach (Bunch 1985;
Gubbels 1988). Amang other things they
introduce simple innovations, stimulate
and assist farmers to experiment, and
organise meetings of farmers from differ-
ent villages. World Meighbors questioned
if the experimenting would go on if they
withdrew their initiatives, They asked me
to investigate the nature and sors of
exparimenting by these farmers, which |
did in 1991,

The starting point was that the farmers
seemed to have a word that refers to
experimenting: shiflell, So | started inter-

During planting a sponfansous idea may come up
to slightly change the desired density: a case of
shifieli?

viewing using two stralegies. In the first
place | asked if they had done shifleli and,
if so, we discussed the ‘hows', ‘whys'
‘whens' etc. On the other hand | tried to
reconstruct how they got the knowledge
they had and the processes of changing
the technigues applied. That brought me
indirectly to experimenting activities they
had undertaken, without [consciously)
having introduced my own concepts of
experimenting to them. Soon | ended up
with mostly elderly men, because they
were the ones who coordinate the farm
and cherish the agricultural knowledge, a
valuable property, that is not easily shared
with any young man.

Trained as an agronomist, my concept
of an agricultural experiment was some-
thing like: an action, undertaken to explicit-
ly learn from it, and consequently it is
undertaken in a particular way to be able
to leam maost from it. But what does shifle-
li mean to farmers? When | asked this,
aver recurring elements mentioned by
farmers were: close observation, show or
prove something to others, check what
others say. The most impartant criterion
for them is that it works in real-life practical
situations.

The range of themes was broad, mostly
based on an appreciation of changing sit-

uations and opportunities. One test, for

instance, concemed the proper sowing
date of a (to me) unknown variety of cow-
pea ( Vigna unguiculaia), because cowpea
is very susceptible to drought or excess of
rain, especially at flowering. Another test
was to see if the harvest would be better
preserved in the granany after treatment
with a certain insecticide. Because crop
residues such as straw are scarce nowa-
days, the granaries are built from loam.
This results in greater post-harvest losses
caused by insects. But most of all shiflali
concerns the test of new varieties. Let's
take a look at two cases of shifleli.

One key issue: varieties

The first time a farmer of Koyan had seen
sunan {a short variety of millet] he weant to
the owner, who told hirm that this particu-
lar variety of millef can be harvested garly
and yigids well. Since the length of the
rainy season was decreasing the last faw
vears, he was very Interested and he
received a handful of seed fo fry out. Back
home he decided to sow at the shortest
distance the people of his village used
when sowing millet, being four hand-
widths, The new vatiety did produce well,

as the other farmer had said, although
“the taste is not so good and the colour
when it is prepared is a litfle bif black."

Probabily the yield could be improved by
increasing the plant density and so he
reduced the sowing distance the next
vear. This time he was sowing it on large
plots and each year he reduced the dis-
tarce a little bit, until one year the distance
had become too short. At the end, the
optimum on his fields proved to be more
or less two hand-widths.

Another: soil fertility

Solo Keta had sown two plois with
groundnut. The plots only differed in the
application of fertiliser: one plot had not
recelved any manure at all, the other had
received mineral fertiliser. In the fertiised
plot the vegetative growth of the ground-
nut was stimulated very much, as he had
expecied from what he had seen before
with cereals.

But in this parficular case he became
anxious that, after flowering, the gyno-
phore (the downward elongating peg that
contains the growing seed) could nof
reach the soil and thus would not produce
seads. He intervened by earthing up the
plants of the fertiized plot,

After the harvest Solo was very salisfied
with the yield increase on the fertilised
fleld. However, the bad taste did not
please him. This would not be very prob-
lematic if he would sell it, but for him the
market for cotfon was more interesting
than that for groundnut. In the end. he
decided not to coniinue with applying fer-
filiser, because It was not worth the costs
of the fertiliser and the exira labour of
earthing up.

In both cases it is clear that the most
important criterion is that a new technigue
should improve the farmers' situation, con-
sidering all consequences. Another com-
mon aspect is that, in the course of the shi-
fleli, both farmers touch upon new things
that could not be foreseen, Solo Keta as
well as the farmer from Koyan had to
reframe their assumptions and hypothe-
ses. The farmer from Koyan waited for the
next season to change the treatment, but
Solo changed it in the run of it.

Explaining effects

When farmers have testad a technigue on
a small field for the first time, this mostly
gives them enough information to reject
the technigue or try it out the next year on
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a larger field, possibly under slightly differ-
ent circumstances, They will look for expla-
nations mainly when the new technique
does not work out to their safisfaction.

To explain effects, they simply make
use of the variation in the results. For
instance, if the average yield of a plot is
not satisfying, but there are spots where
the plants do grow and yield well, it can be
concluded that not the rain but the soil fer-
tility has been the most limiting factor, If
the production in the whole field is low,
probably the rainhas been the limiting fac-
tor, To farmers, spontaneous variation is a
source for interpretation.

A strong point in farmers' experimenta-
fion is the frequent observation of their
crops during the whole season.
Retrospectively they can determine a mul-
titude of factors that could have influenced
the yield, For instance, the changes of the
colour of the leaves can tell something
about the soil fertility. Keen observation,
comparison and deduction are the tools
for farmers to distinguish the causes and
effects. As an example:

Lassana has one variety of beans that is
very sensitive to rain. If, during flowering,
there is a cloudburst, the flowers will drop
and the crap will not yield, In case of short-
age of rain, the sunlight will wither up the
flowers and it will not produce either.
Lassana uses this  characteristic:
"Because this is the most delicale varisty,
I am able to know why anothar variety has
not yislded by referring me fo this one.”

Experimenting as performance
These cases of shifleli could be easily
identified as such, because they were
somehow isolated from the principal pro-
duction in place andfor time. Then, for a
time, it seemed that | saw more shifleli
than did the farmers, for instance, in
Adama Diarra's yard.

In a comer of his yard Adama had sown
beans of a new varigty, At the other side
he had sown last year's beans at double
spacing between rows, Ona month iater,
in between these rows, he had sown
another of his varisties of beans. He told
me that this year he did shifleli in the cor-
ner of the yard. But although he had nev-
er at the same time mixed two varieties of
beans and sown them in between each
other, he did not consider that shiflal,
because "he already knew the varieties of
last year". This year “he just ired to
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spraad the time of harvest". Accidentally
he had had two varieties at his disposition
and found it ‘interasting to mix them",
After a discussion he agreed with me that
“indeed you can call it shiflali if you want
",

Farmers do not classify this latter case as
shifleli, because it is completely integrated
in the production process and more driven
by intuition than by an explicit desire to
learn. Nevertheless, to me, it comes close
to an experiment, although it may be more
similar to 'just’ experience. In this case the
criterion of purposeful action for leaming is
problematic, especially because Adama
has differant purposes at the same time
with the same actions.

Where does an experiment start and
where does it end? Maybe it never ends,
and is it arbitrary to set a limit. Especially
inregiens like Sanando, farming is charac-
terised by variability and unpredictability.
In this situation, it is more important to be
able to reframe the problem to the chang-
ing situation and act according to it than to
test a hypathesis thoroughly.
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So, to practise agriculture means doing,

judging and adjusting, improvising on a
repertoire of different thermes. Richards
(1987) used the term ‘adaptive
performance’ for it. Maybe a better term
would be experimenting as a continuous
innovative element of the craftsmanship of
farming.
Experimenting as learning process
One nice aspect of an experiment is that it
is easy to talk about it when it is laid down
in the fizld. As such, it I3 an interesting
instrument for learning and demonstra-
tion. But also without clearly defined
experiments, there are 50 many spontane-
ous situations of which one can learn by
discussion or mere observation that the
importance of explicit experimenting for
learning may not be overrated. For exam-
ple, it happens often that two different
farmers on adjacent fields are cultivating
the same crop, each one in his own man-
ner. Also different people working on the
same field can cause different
‘treatmeants’. For instance, children may
sow at shorter distance because they
have short legs, or "because they have not
understood the instructions properly®. An
open attitude to such situations may lead
to new insight without being planned.

One farmer made clear to me how differ-
ently experimenting may be appraised:
"Once, simply because of lack of manure,
| could only manure about half of the field.
The manured part produced twice as
much as the non-manured part. A few
years later, World MNeighbors came and
proposed to do the same type of test. At
that mament | remembered | already had
done the test just by accident!"
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