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1. INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS INNOVATION?

Definitions of innovation vary, and individuals and organizations understand innovation to mean 
different things. However, for the most part, definitions of innovation contain two elements: something 
that is new or different; and something that adds value. Innovation takes many forms and can be 
understood as a process, an output, or as a solution to a social problem. It can be both incremental 
or disruptive.
According to some definitions, innovation is the process of translating an idea or invention into a good or 
service that creates value or for which customers will pay.1  To be properly called an innovation, an idea must 
be replicable at an economical cost and must satisfy a specific need. Innovation involves deliberate 
application of information, imagination and initiative in deriving greater or different values from resources, and 
includes all processes by which new ideas are generated and converted into useful products. In business, 
innovation often results when ideas are applied by the company in order to further satisfy the needs and 
expectations of the customers.

Businesses that innovate create more efficient work processes and have better productivity and 
performance. For businesses, this could mean implementing new ideas, creating dynamic products or 
improving existing services. Innovation can be a catalyst for the growth and success of a business, 
and help it to adapt and grow in the marketplace. It can mean changing a business model and adapting 
to changes in an environment to deliver better products or services. Successful innovation should be 
an in-built part of a business strategy, where one creates a culture of innovation and leads the way in 
innovative thinking and creative problem solving.
For most non-government organizations (NGOs), innovation is aimed at improving opportunities and 
outcomes for people in poor communities. This paper, therefore, frames innovation around the concept of 
‘social innovation’, where the value of innovation is gauged by its contribution to achieving social outcomes 
and impact.2  We believe that social innovation in NGOs can be most simply defined as: ‘any solution that 
has the potential to address an important development problem more effectively than existing approaches.’

In a recently launched publication, Innovation for International Development: Navigating the Paths and 
Pitfalls (pg11),3 innovation is defined as ‘the successful exploitation of new ideas that create value at 
scale, innovation could apply to a range of products, processes, services, business models and 
technologies, and the value created could be commercial, public or social, or indeed combinations of 
all of the above. At the same time, the authors were cautious not to interpret innovation so broadly as 
to become meaningless and indistinguishable from merely ‘doing things better’. 
An example given in the above book is MPOWER, which provides cheap, reliable off-grid electricity to low-
income and rural individuals by allowing them to pre-pay for electricity via mobile banking. Support from 
Development Innovation Ventures helped MPOWER to demonstrate the economic viability and scalability 
of the approach, and reach more than one million households, each one saving, on average, $186 annually 
in energy costs.

Another example from the book is ‘Behind the Brands’ in which Oxfam combines a public rating of the ten 
largest food and beverage companies with the engagement of campaigners across the world to encourage 
more ethical corporate behaviour. Since Behind the Brands started, Coca-Cola and Nestle pledged zero 
tolerance for land grabs, while Kellogg’s and General Mills committed to tackling climate change. 
1 See: http://www.business.gov.au/business-topics/business-planning/innovation/Pages/default.aspx; 
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/innovation.html#ixzz40X3EZrvx
2 J. Whitehead (2016). Innovation for impact: How Australian NGOs nurture and scale up new ideas, Australian Council for International 
Development Research Paper, May, https://acfid.asn.au/sites/site.acfid/files/resource_document/ACFID-Innovation-for-Impact_0.
pdf 
3  Ben Ramalingam and Kirsten Bound (2016). Innovation for International Development: Navigating the Paths and Pitfalls, Nesta 
Report, April 2016, https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/innovation_in_international_development_v7.pdf.

‘You cannot enslave a mind that knows itself. That values itself. That understands itself.’ 
The late Wangari Maathai - an internationally renowned Kenyan environmental political activist and Nobel 
laureate.
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2. OXFAM AND INNOVATION

Oxfam is changing globally. In 2013, Oxfam developed a strategic plan that would be implemented through 
to 2020. In order to implement this ambitious vision, Oxfam has also developed an implementation strategy 
that is fit for purpose for the 2013–19 implementation phase. This strategy is being referred to as Vision 2020 
(V2020).

Within V2020, Oxfam states the desire to be more innovative, and to ensure that innovation is happening 
in different ways and in all the different regions that it conducts its activities, from global to local level. It 
encourages country teams to devise effective ways that may help the organization meet its vision of ending 
poverty and injustice in the world.

Oxfam, in keeping with the majority of NGOs, defines innovation as any solution that has the potential to 
address an important development problem more effectively than existing approaches. Oxfam in the Horn 
East and Central Africa (HECA) has taken up this ambition, and is beginning to think innovatively and put 
these ideas into practice. Some of the ideas are already bearing some level of success, while others are still 
in formative stages. 

In this publication, we showcase some of the innovative ideas that are being implemented in six of these 
countries (Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda and Burundi), each selected for its potential to 
bring greater impact in the future.

They include: turning ‘excrement into income’ in urban slums in Kenya; giving citizens a voice through 
empowering them to use their mobile phones to report and share information on justice issues in Rwanda; 
and using a logistical ‘hub’ to enhance service delivery and cost-effectiveness across a region in Uganda.

We welcome your feedback after reading the cases.

Photo: Bill Marwa/Oxfam
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3. INNOVATIVE PROJECTS BY COUNTRY

KENYA

Freshlife toilet operator in Nairobi
Photo: Oxfam
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CONTEXT
Kenya emerged third in the top 20 fastest growing economies in the world in 2015, with an expected growth 
of 6 percent (Bloomberg Business, 2015). In 2012, Kenya achieved lower middle income status and was 
ranked the ninth largest African country with a gross domestic product (GDP) of $55.2bn (World Bank, 2016) 

Kenya is urbanizing rapidly, but this not matched with economic investment, and this has led to proliferation 
of slums and informal settlements. This represents the changing face of poverty in Kenya; with increasing 
numbers of urban poor, particularly slum dwellers. 

In Nairobi alone, there are more than 2 million residents in informal settlements. 69 percent of urban residents 
do not have access to good sanitation. Conventional approaches have failed to solve the urban sanitation 
crisis due to high population densities, insufficient land and the short lifespan and cost of latrines, as well as 
financial viability and safety issues. 

Sanitation facilities are generally not open at night and require frequent manual desludging, which commonly 
ends up in rivers and open drains, further exposing residents to public health risks. As a consequence, 
residents are often forced to resort to open defecation or use of ‘potties’ – makeshift containers and plastic 
bags in their homes (particularly at night), which are subsequently emptied into open drains, rivers, or tossed 
away (‘flying toilets’) the next day. Women and children tend to spend a greater proportion of their time within 
settlements and consequently are disproportionately affected by this problem. 

Oxfam Kenya’s programme has been championing Oxfam’s vision and mission and is recognized by the 
government and other actors for creative and innovative solutions towards resolving issues such as the one 
identified above. 

URBAN SANITATION PROJECT: CREATINg VALUE FROM WASTE 
Oxfam has formally partnered with Sanergy4 to enable them to scale up their toilet franchise model in 
Mukuru slums in Nairobi and extend access to Freshlife toilets in schools within informal settlements, which 
otherwise would lack access to safe sanitation facilities. Oxfam also have a loose collaboration with 
Sanivation5, which has established a charcoal briquette manufacturing business using agricultural waste 
and human faeces. It is currently in the process of facilitating the formation of a global working group which 
will bring partners together from four continents to brainstorm and exchange learning on operation and 
business models and design of containerized toilet solutions.

In terms of resources and funding, Oxfam Kenya has received several phases of funding. For the in-house 
portable toilet, it is in the sixth year of work, having invested around $50,000, and recently, a grant of 
$75,000 has been approved for the scale-up phase. The Freshlife6 toilet work is to expand a proven model, 
and represents a much more substantial financial investment. It was also given £250,000 under the UK 
Department for International Development (DFID) SWIFT Payment by results programme, and $100,000 
for its work in schools. In total, the innovative sanitation project so far has received funding of around 
£425,000 from various donors.

Whether in fact this project will reach scale or not may become apparent in the next year or so. If it does 
go to scale, it will be because Oxfam in Kenya and partners are addressing a huge identified need and 
considering the bigger picture beyond providing access to toilets, i.e. the full sanitation value chain, 
creating employment opportunities, creating incentives to encourage people to dispose of waste 
safely and creating products that can offset the costs of providing access to toilets to make that 
service more affordable. 

Some of the factors that the team considers important for success thus far are that the project has invested 
in conducting solid needs assessment and market research, finding suitable local partners to 
collaborate with, perseverance, patience from the project team and flexibility from donors. The project 
is linked to other programmes though management under the WASH programme.

4 Sanergy builds healthy, prosperous communities by making hygienic sanitation affordable and accessible throughout Africa’s infor-
mal settlements - http://saner.gy/ 
5 Sanivation is a social enterprise dedicated to improving the overall dignity, health and environment of urbanizing communities in 
East Africa through delivering clean, safe and efficient sanitation services: http://www.sanivation.com/
6 http://saner.gy/our-work/the-sanergy-model
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The fundamental philosophy behind this innovative project that can serve as an instructive and inspirational 
lesson for others is summarized in this quote from Brian Mcsorley, the former Oxfam Kenya WASH Programme 
Manager: ‘Articulate your ideas, share, them and do it. We thought people would laugh at this idea and 
not be supportive (some were), we are still far from being successful, but it looks promising.’
For more information contact: smohanty@oxfam.org.uk 

Community Feedback Jitegemee phase 2
Photo: Oxfam
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RWANDA

ICT4J Learning and Sharing Workshop with LAF Members 
Photo: Legal Aid Forum

CONTEXT 
Two decades after the tragic conflict of the mid-1990s, Rwanda is now a stable country with a population of 
almost 12 million people and an average growth rate of 7.6% between 2008 and 2015. Yet extreme poverty 
persists; 63% of Rwandans still live on less than $1.25 a day and the country remains one of the poorest in the 
world. However, Rwanda aims to transition from a low-income, agriculture-based economy to a knowledge-
based, service-oriented economy with a middle-income country status by 2020. 

ICT 4 JUSTICE PROJECT – CITIZEN MONITORINg JUSTICE SECTOR
Oxfam’s contributions, and funds received from DFID as part of the Security and Justice Innovation fund, 
were used to implement the Citizens Monitoring of the justice sector through ICT project (ICT4J project). 
The ICT4J project contributed to increased responsiveness of Rwanda’s justice service providers in relation 
to the concerns of citizens, especially women, on the provision of justice services. In many ways, the project 
demonstrated that by empowering citizens to provide feedback on the quality of justice services through an 
innovative ICT platform, civil society has become more effective in holding justice sector duty bearers to 
account. The project further contributed to building the capacity of civil society to shape justice sector policy 
and facilitated increased citizen voice in the development and reform of justice sector policies and 
practices. 
The project was implemented by a local NGO partner, the Legal Aid Forum (LAF), between April 2015 
and October 2016. 
An exciting aspect of the project is that it involved various stakeholders including private sector, public 
institutions, local authorities, citizens and donors, among others. An ICT platform – a call centre – was 
developed through the Oxfam implementing partner and paralegals were trained on the use of the platform. 
After being trained, the paralegals were dispatched to all districts of the country to receive feedback from 
citizens on their perceptions about the responsiveness of the justice system using computer tablets which 
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fed information directly into the ICT platform. Other means for dissemination of information to and collection 
of feedback from citizens were used, including  mobile phones, community radio broadcasts and posters. 
In the second year of project implementation, an analysis of collected information was done and findings 
were shared during a workshop which included government officials, members of the civil society, local 
authorities to gather feedback. Part of the findings elicited a wide range of diverse opinions which has now 
formed the basis for continued advocacy. With the project closure, a final project evaluation is ongoing to 
collect outcomes, achievements and lessons learned from project implementation. This will go a long way 
in further strengthening the citizen voice project initiative currently underway in one of the districts, 
Gakenke.
The following sections describe the crucial relative roles played by each of the stakeholder involved in 
the project:

Civil society: Oxfam worked with the Legal Aid Forum (LAF), a network of 37 local and international 
organizations. Specifically, 10 LAF members were selected to directly participate in the implementation of 
this project. All LAF members were involved in determining the themes on which feedback was collected, and 
on the design of strategic advocacy which  originated from project implementation findings. 

The media:  was also involved in the project’s implementation, and radio talk shows were used to promote 
visibility and public awareness. The media  also  actively engaged in disseminating the final evaluation 
findings, and in advocacy efforts.

Government: Given that the project was concerned with gathering citizen feedback about the justice sector, 
Oxfam in Rwanda and partners worked closely with various justice sector institutions in Rwanda, particularly 
with the Ministry of Justice (which also oversees the District Justice Bureaus, as well as the Abunzi mediation 
committees across the country), the judiciary (represented by the Supreme Court), the National Public 
Prosecution Authority, Rwanda Correctional Services, the Ministry of Internal Security, the Ministry of Local 
Government, the National Human Rights Commission, the National Children’s Commission, and the National 
Unity and Reconciliation Commission, among others. These institutions were involved in the project right 
from the outset, providing input regarding which issues/feedback could be collected on, and participating 
in a workshop to validate the data collection tools. The Ministry of Local Government provided the project 
team with a collaboration letter to facilitate the work of paralegals who were collecting feedback in various 
districts and sectors of the country. The involvement of these institutions was a key factor in reaching the 
many achievements of the project. 

Citizens: Citizens shared their experiences of the justice system in Rwanda, which formed the basis of 
advocacy and future planning for interventions in the justice sector of Rwanda.

Donors: The donor community was invited to workshops for sharing of the initial project’s findings and 
project achievements. Donors are still interested to look into the final project evaluation for possible concept 
scale up. 

The key aspects of the project that Oxfam in Rwanda considers to be essential for success include smooth 
collaboration with and active involvement of justice sector institutions, existing good relations with and the 
strong reputation of the Legal Aid Forum (as the implementing partner), good and swift communication 
between implementing partners (Oxfam and LAF), teamwork and hard work among all involved actors.

This project contributed to various of the country’s initiatives and activities including to the government’s 
Economic Development and Poverty Reduction Strategy II (EDPRS2), to LAF’s previous work of monitoring 
government commitments in the justice sector, and to the Ministry of Justice’s vision and support to 
paralegals, among others. 

Richard Kananga, the Participatory Governance Programme Lead for Oxfam in Rwanda, describes some of 
the key successes and challenges of the project: ‘Some of the elements that made the project kick off well 
are that, given that ICT is priority sector for Rwanda, prior and careful analysis of relevant ICT tools that are 
appropriate for the context needed to be carried out right from the beginning. Thereafter, clear discussions 
were held with the ICT providers (e.g. Telecoms) to avoid delays and disappointments when the project 
kicked off. This was a learning for the team.’

For more information contact: Pwajero@oxfam.org.uk
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SOUTH SUDAN

Mary Ngakang Chuol, chair of one of the groups participating in literacy classes
Photo: Oxfam
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CONTEXT
Following decades of fighting, South Sudan formally seceded from Sudan and became an independent state 
in July 2011. Ever since, the legacy of conflict and the combination of unresolved political grievances, the 
lack of infrastructure, an unreformed security sector, insufficient essential services and vulnerability to food 
insecurity has undermined efforts to improve quality of life. Amid growing corruption and human rights abuses, 
internal tensions within the ruling party erupted in violence in mid-December 2013, when conflict broke out 
in South Sudan. It reflected divisions within the ruling Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) Party, 
but quickly morphed into a national crisis, taking on ethnic dimensions. Since the start of the crisis, over 3.5 
million people have fled their homes, including over 1.9 million who are displaced within South Sudan, with 
an additional 1.6m more refugees who are currently seeking refuge in Sudan, Uganda, Ethiopia and Kenya 
(South Sudan: South Sudan Humanitarian Bulletin Issue 4 | 10 March 2017).  At some point in 2016, the two 
parties to the conflict had shown a willingness to negotiate to form the Transitional Government of National 
Unity, but then fighting broke again towards the second half of 2016, so concrete results are yet to be seen. 
In the meantime, the majority of South Sudanese citizens, especially those displaced by fighting, depend on 
agencies like Oxfam for the daily provision of food and other essential services.

RECONCILINg THE IRRECONCILABLE – Food For LITerAcY 
Oxfam has been responding to the crisis in South Sudan since the war broke out in December 2013 and has 
supported over 1.2 million South Sudanese through various humanitarian and development projects. 

Food distribution to vulnerable groups and communities has been an essential part of the humanitarian 
response during the latest crisis in South Sudan, necessitated by the destruction of fields and crops in the 
fighting, looting and frequent displacement which leads to the inability of local communities to produce 
enough food to be self-sufficient. Apart from direct and unconditional food distribution as a life-saving 
measure for the newly displaced and those fleeing the conflict, food distribution to more static communities 
who are facing food shortages is typically being arranged through mechanisms like ‘Food for Assets’ or 
‘Food for Work’. This aims to break the communities’ dependence on unconditional food aid, and to 
encourage them to undertake agreed activities that will empower and develop a community in exchange for 
food (e.g. development of a basic irrigation system, road rehabilitation, repair of an airstrip, etc.). 

One of the challenges faced by aid organizations in times of emergencies and humanitarian responses 
is that developmental activities such as education are usually given secondary priority, since funds are 
primarily directed to life-saving activities like provision of food, medicine and clean water. In a country like 
South Sudan, with extremely low levels of education and literacy, particularly among women, this division of 
budgetary priorities between ‘emergency humanitarian response’ and development projects is posing a major 
challenge, with efforts to ensure funding for development projects (e.g. for education or adult literacy) amid a 
humanitarian crisis often being sidelined altogether. 

Recently, Oxfam in South Sudan decided to trial an innovative way of delivering food to affected families, but 
one in which recipients are also trained in a life-changing skill, such as literacy, in order to offer long-term 
related support. The project is organized by Oxfam in South Sudan, funded by the World Food Programme 
(WFP), and implemented in hard-to-reach areas for communities in Akobo, western South Sudan – one of 
the most underdeveloped regions of South Sudan. 

When asked to organize food distribution in the Akobo area for communities hosting internally displaced 
persons (IDPs), Oxfam seized the opportunity to influence and lead by example. Oxfam suggested to the WFP 
an approach in which food would be distributed through a ‘Food for Assets/Work’ mechanism to households, 
under the condition that each household benefiting from the project ensures that at least one woman per 
household attends literacy classes in exchange for food. The WFP recognized the significance of the idea 
and approved the project.

The project introduced integrated ‘Food for Assets’ and literacy classes (with the hope that such a methodology 
will become recognized under the concept ‘Food for Literacy’). This would mean that the beneficiaries, 
particularly women, are not asked to repair a local road (which, although important, would bring only a short-
term benefit to the community) or undertake other similar physical activity, but rather, that they would attend 
literacy classes in exchange for food. 
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The exciting and innovative aspect of the project is that, when it comes to an end, instead of leaving a 
community of exhausted women who received nothing more than food in return for work, as was the case 
under the previous scheme, there will be a significant number of women with, at the very least, basic 
literacy skills and whom will have a starting point for vocational training opportunities and further personal 
development. It is reasonable to expect that those women will become champions of education within their 
respective households and communities (depending on the benefit they see from it) and that these newly 
acquired skills will bring life-lasting positive change, enabling their further empowerment, both socially and 
economically.

This project has been conducted for several months to date and is targeting adults to provide them with 
an immediate necessity (food) as well as a life-long skill (literacy) that brings transformational, permanent 
change and benefit. For the time being, the project is only being offered at local level (and in local languages), 
but can be easily replicated and multiplied in other areas where food distribution takes place in South Sudan 
and other similar contexts. Oxfam believes that this approach will serve as a catalyst for self-replication, in 
that the women who acquire the skills will, it is hoped, become champions of education.

It is of great importance to note that the experience from this project thus far has shown the significance of 
Oxfam’s ‘One Programme Approach’; for example, the project would not be successful without the involvement 
of advocacy and campaign work that provided guidance and direct support to the team on an influencing 
strategy for the project (providing a basis for a behavioural change in the community regarding women’s 
education), as well as the engagement of the development team and education unit, which developed the 
curriculum and provided ‘stitching threads’ for a seamless integration of activities that have been traditionally 
recognized as separate and ‘irreconcilable’.

Rama Anthony, Oxfam South Sudan Governance Lead, expressed the hopes for the project in the future, 
‘The great thing about this programme is how enthusiastically the women have embraced it. These classes 
are really making a practical difference to them. Once a woman got a trading tender because she was able 
to read the advert, while others are using the numeracy they’ve learnt to help them run businesses. Now the 
classrooms are overflowing!’ 

For more information contact: salmer@ght.oxfam.org 

Students from the literacy class in Mareng payam, Akobo
Photo: Oxfam
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TANZANIA

Photo: Oxfam
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CONTEXT
Tanzania, a country of 47 million people, is regarded as one of the more politically stable countries in the 
region and the continent. It has a reputation of acting as a beacon of progressive social policy and has a 
long-term development trajectory framed by the Tanzania Development Vision that aims to transform the 
country into a middle-income economy by 2025. This development vision is focused on increasing growth 
and reducing poverty. 

The relative political stability and remarkable economic performance, however, has not translated into 
significant poverty reduction and more inclusive growth commensurate with the economic growth rate. Little 
progress has been made in reducing extreme hunger and malnutrition and chronic food insecurity. Research 
indicates that income inequalities are also becoming more pronounced in Tanzania over the past 10 years. 
Notwithstanding these inequalities, the population is united through their use of Kiswahili as national language, 
and Oxfam in Tanzania saw this as an opportunity to reach more people.

DIgITALIZINg PROgRAMMINg IN TANZANIA THROUgH A UNIFYINg LANgUAgE 
AND SOCIAL MEDIA OUTREACH
Up to 70 percent of Tanzanian citizens have access to an internet conection (mainly TV), and a significant 
proportion of the population uses social media communication platforms through their phones and 
computers. Furthermore, almost 100 percent of the population communicates principally in Kiswahili, the 
national language. The main social media platforms used in Tanzania include Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, 
WhatsApp and Instagram, as well as TV and radio. 
Oxfam in Tanzania wants to enhance the synergies between existing programmes by strengthening the 
monitoring, evaluation, accountability and learning – (MEAL) component of their work, providing sound 
documentation of impact, and using tools such as digital communication, which has worked well for the 
previous programmes to communicate their work more widely to the Tanzanian population and beyond, using 
Kiswahili as the main language. 

One of the most exciting aspects of this project is the ability to communicate to hundreds of thousands of 
people in a short span of time. Compared to a focus group discussion at a remote village, with attendance of, 
e.g., 20 people, the same can be shared with thousands of users from many other villages and cities through
social media with a fraction of the resources. Moreover, using social media platforms such as WhatsApp, 
the message can go viral in just a matter of hours, as most Tanzanians use the platform. To enhance the 
attractiveness of their messages and increase the likelihood of such viral onward sharing, the project hopes 
to use influential online personalities and cartoonists with whom it has worked in previous campaigns.

The project will also aim to attract the attention of decision makers, who might chose to respond/retweet 
messages sent through Twitter, sometimes in real time. The project will also be assessing the programme 
feedback received through these platforms (comments, shares, messages) from thousands of users, and use 
this to improve future such efforts.

Oxfam Tanzania’s We Can and Female Food Heroes (FFH) campaigns received huge coverage – over 
17 million people were viewing the FFH reality TV show, and all communications were in Kiswahili. This 
has opened new ways of influencing, and Oxfam programme is working to improve the quantification of the 
project’s impact and reach. Oxfam in Tanzania is working with partners, donors, the Oxfam global office, 
government and influential ambassadors such as musicians who may be able to help promote this project.

According to the Tanzania Communications Regulatory Authority (TCRA), over 11 million Tanzanians are 
now using the internet, and over 5 billion SMS are sent every year. By having a digital media engagement 
strategy in place, falling in line with the Oxfam Country Strategy (OCS), they should be able to achieve set 
targets and get to scale.

Some of the important things to keep in mind in order for the project to be successful will include ensuring 
that the online audience is provided with useful information in a social and creative way, that the 
audience being served is hungry for creative yet useful content and that there are the internal skills 
and capacity, namely, a skilled digital media campaigner, to drive the project.
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Betty Malaki, Oxfam Tanzania’s Programme Manager explains the methodology and aims of the project, ‘This 
work is linked to other programmes and this is largely because lessons learnt from Chukua Hatua, Female 
Food Hero (FFH) and TUNAWEZA programmes, is that they were all doing good work in communicating their 
work individually as isolated programmes but they were not speaking to one another and there was a further 
lack of clear links with the overall objectives of Oxfam Tanzania. With the new OCS now in place and a new 
digital media strategy, we will link all programs to have a collaborative, unified voice, including this piece of 
work, and hopefully reach as many of the 47 million as possible’. 

For more information contact: fodokorach@oxfam.org.uk  

Photo: Kisuma Mapunda/Oxfam
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UgANDA 

Photo: Oxfam
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CONTEXT
Despite many efforts to combat poverty in Uganda over the last 30 years, absolute poverty and inequality 
remain high. Income inequality has risen and the Gini coefficient increased from about 0.32 in 1990 to 0.48 
in 2012; this is in spite of a steady growth in the economy. This increased income inequality is a reflection 
of the disparities existing within Uganda. For example, poverty levels in the West and Central regions have 
decreased by around 60 percent, compared to a mere 17 percent in the North and East, and gender-based 
inequalities prevail, with women generally finding themselves worse off than men. Recently, huge mineral 
deposits have been discovered in Karamoja, which, if well harnessed, could transform livelihoods. 

Unemployed youth aged 15 to 24 constitute 83 percent of the unemployed population in Uganda (World 
Bank report: African Development indicators2008/09 - http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTSTATINAFR/
Resources/ADI-200809-essay-EN.pdf). The majority of youth in Uganda have received little formal or non-
formal education after primary and/or secondary schooling and lack adequate skills to enter the labour market, 
leaving them with little or no chance to improve their livelihoods. 

‘Cool’ FArmInG For FooD AnD InCome seCurITY: TArGeTInG YounG PeoPle
In Uganda, 70 percent of local revenue is gained from agriculture. Oxfam in Uganda, through its partners, 
has been supporting communities in developing sustainable livelihoods, focusing primarily on farming and 
value chains. However, a great majority of those involved are older women and men; young people do not 
generally choose to work in the agricultural sector as they do not consider it ‘cool’ or trendy to them. Yet a 
great proportion of young people do not have jobs or even life skills.

Oxfam decided to try to make farming more attractive in order to encourage young people to reconsider  
farming as a source of livelihood and also to empower them for future and better livelihoods through 
making farming attractive, accessible and gainful for them. The project promotes changes in attitude and 
reduces negative narratives towards farming through engagement with inspirational, creative and innovative 
methodologies. The project is employing new technologies that make farming attractive, fun and cool overall.

The project introduced the use of ICT in farming with the use of the commodity platform OctionX, where 
young people are able to upload their products and get in touch with buyers. Oxfam is also focusing on 
extension services for farmers (e.g on veterinary services) where this is being transformed, and is looking for 
ways to ensure that ICT in Agriculture is added as a new subject to the school curriculum. 

Oxfam in Uganda is working with its partner, the Youth Arts, Development and Entrepreneurship Network 
(YADEN), to implement the ‘Cool Farming’ project in three districts of Northern Uganda (Nwoya, Nebbi  
and Gulu). The project has also been introduced in schools through the Northern Uganda Secondary  
Schools Empowerment and Engagement project and was extended to another district – Arua district. The 
youth directly reached to date are 555 cool youth farmers, 52 percent of which are young women. The cool  
farmers engage local leaders to access land and financial institutions so as to access credit. Other  
stakeholders involved include the private sector and policy makers (district leaders). 9,500 male and 9,500 
female young people participated in the relevant project activities or used the services, facilities or materials 
offered by the project. The project budget was 217,500 euro. Other inputs included technical support and  
the time of staff teams working on the project.

The project was designed such that 60 percent of the young people who are targeted are women. Project 
design also allows for collaboration with governments and other networks, in order to scale-up the project. 
The project organized young people into Youth Platforms of Opportunity (YPOs) that were linked together 
in order to create a strong network (target mobilization). In addition, community leaders and elders were 
engaged to create a structure of accountability and to help ensure the sustainability of the project in future.

Oxfam in Uganda promotes the one-programme approach, and is therefore making deliberate efforts to 
ensure linkages in programmes and projects. Cool Farming is linked to the Northern Uganda Secondary 
Schools Engagement and Empowerment Project (NUSSEEP), the Internet Now! Project, and the Market 
Access Project. The project is linked to a governance and accountability programme in which issues such as 
access to land, credit and other factors of production by youth are addressed. 
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Dorah Ntungah, Media and Communications Officer at Oxfam Uganda, described some of the key issues 
that the team identified as necessary for this project to eventually achieve its aims: ‘youth are the majority in 
terms of numbers in the country and in the region, and so they need to be at the forefront of the development 
processes. There is a real felt need to empower them, so that they can engage in all aspects of social, 
political and economic development. There is also a need for cross-country learning and sharing of ideas that 
have worked, so as to learn from each other.’ 

For more information contact: Peter.kamalingin@oxfamnovib.nl 

Joyce Acerocan, Cool Farmer from Packwach District, has been able to start a business from the skills she got on best farming practices. From her business she was 
able to buy a cow. 
Photo: Oxfam
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BURUNDI – FOR HECA AS A REgION 
CONTEXT
The context in which Oxfam works in the HECA region is highly complex and is also changing rapidly, often 
in unpredictable ways. For instance, in recent years we have seen the following important dynamics unfold 
in the region: drought and large-scale food insecurity in south-central Somalia, in Ethiopia, in the east of 
the Somali, and Afar regions. We have also seen complex political crises in Burundi and South Sudan, with 
food insecurity in some states in South Sudan; chronic conflicts and humanitarian emergencies in Somalia 
and DRC; new forms of international terrorism affecting Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda; massive levels of 
population displacement; and the increasing incidence and scale of drought episodes and other climate-
related shocks and impacts on agriculture and pastoralism.

At the same time, rapidly accelerating rates of urbanization, a rapidly growing young population with high 
rates of unemployment, especially among the youth, and high levels of economic growth in countries like 
Rwanda, Uganda, Kenya and Ethiopia are being seen in the region. Growth of the middle-class in some 
countries, exploitation of commercially viable oil and gas reserves in South Sudan, Uganda, Kenya, and DRC 
(and potentially in Somalia) are also new trends being seen in the region. The emergence of new forms of 
economic and social inequality and chronic weak performance of democratic systems of governance are also 
trends in countries in this region. 

These trends will determine much of the work that Oxfam in the region will engage in between now and 2020, 
and work has already begun to devise programmes and projects that aim to deliver Oxfam’s objectives more 
quickly, while also bringing cost savings.

REgIONAL LOgISTICS HUB IN UgANDA 
In order to become more agile in responding to people in need in the most timely manner and in a cost-
effective way, Oxfam has established a regional logistics hub in Uganda. This was undertaken after a market 
survey that showed, among other things, that Uganda is where most NGOs buy their goods and services 
for both short- and long-term projects, and also that the goods are of good quality and are much cheaper 
compared to markets in targeted countries (DRC, South Sudan, Rwanda, Burundi and Tanzania). 

What is exciting about this project is that this hub is ‘light-touch’, meaning that is does not rely on excessive 
stock/warehousing. Furthermore, it will help drive Uganda’s economy, enable faster response in the region, 
and is available to all Oxfam affiliates and partners. The hub has been set up through Novib with Oxfam Great 
Britain (OGB) but will be owned by Oxfam International (OI) and has buy-in from the regional leadership 
Group (RTG) already. Some questions remain as to whether buy-in from OI has been secured, certain 
issues of quality, and also how monitoring will be carried out to ensure that cost savings are realized. 

Kampala supply and logistics Hub emanates from the reality of locations such as South Sudan, DRC, 
Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi, where humanitarian/development programme supplies of items is limited 
or non-existent, or, where available, the pricing tends to be exorbitant as a result of the complex logistics 
necessary to get the items into the country. The Kampala Hub is also expected to cover Uganda programme 
operations. Currently, humanitarian supply needs are provided out of Nairobi and other international markets 
(through Bicester). Supply services are being coordinated by HECA regional centre logistics, and transactional 
services are being carried out by a shared services centre in Nairobi and a HECA regional centre. From May/
June 2016, a dedicated logistician will be in place in Kampala to run the daily business of the Hub. 

The initial pilot phase was proposed to start on 1 March 2016 for a duration of 12 months, with quarterly 
reviews of performance and progress. After a successful pilot phase, the team will hand over to the Oxfam 
International Platform at the beginning of 2017, and clear roles and responsibilities will be allocated. Oxfam 
GB will finance the pilot phase and thereafter the Hub costs will be shared between Oxfam GB and Oxfam 
Novib. 
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The logistics hub in Kampala will source suppliers and service providers, and qualify and set up framework 
agreements for standard items for programmes and support. Such a hub would ultimately help in achieving 
effective programme support and delivery, overcoming existing delays in sourcing suppliers and reducing 
transportation costs to programme areas. Key to all this is a proper set-up: ensuring a proper process as per 
Oxfam procurement procedures, cost-effectiveness and timely payments to suppliers. There will then be the 
need to evaluate the longevity of the hub and assessment of the need for staffing/value of the staff to ensure 
accountability. 

This idea of procuring items from Kampala has in fact already been tested during the humanitarian response 
in DRC in 2013, in which one consignment was sent to DRC in July 2014. The process was considered 
moderately successful, and it was recognized that better framework agreements were needed to improve 
future such efforts. Thus, the current situation with the South Sudan emergency response helps to give life to 
the logistics hub idea as the current actual needs of the response programmes offer an opportunity to start 
the process of qualifying suppliers, setting up operational framework agreements, comparing the price and 
quality of the items that will be procured, and ensuring the effectiveness of the entire exercise. From 2014 
onwards, countries in the region have already been procuring large volumes from Kampala market, mainly 
to serve ongoing emergencies in DRC, Rwanda and Tanzania. There are also plans to supply ongoing 
emergency responses in South Sudan (through the recently upgraded tarmac road connection between 
Kampala and Juba). 

The team feels that the key elements that will make the project a success include: work based on the need 
on the ground, and efforts to ensure that cost savings and best practice systems are in place for 
action and delivery.
The logistics hub will be accessible to all country programmes to procure items or services. In that way, a 
great number of programmes in the HECA region can benefit from the advantages that the logistics hub will 
provide. 

‘Whenever you have procurement difficulties in your country, please contact the Shared Services Centre 
in Nairobi at HECA regional centre, to provide you with the “best value for money” solutions for your 
procurements’, Michael Borter, the Country Director for Burundi advised. 

For more information contact: mborter@oxfamIntermon.org 

Photo: Oxfam
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4. OBSERVATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

The case studies described in this report detail the work that country teams have begun to become more 
innovative and to embrace change. A number of common themes have emerged that appear to be key factors 
for innovation to happen, and which have resonated with all the countries, regardless of their focus or the 
particular nature of their ideas. These are exemplified below.

1. A felt need is a good recipe for innovation

All ideas shared by countries indicated that there was a felt need, either expressed directly by citizens or 
having been identified through analysis. In Kenya, for example, the programme established that 69 percent of 
the urban poor living in slums do not have access to good sanitation facilities, and those that are available are 
not sustainable and pose environmental and health threats to the residents, especially women and children. 
Oxfam also recognizes the pressing need for logistical support in the region to respond to the frequent and 
recurring crises in a timely manner, a need which gave rise to the concept of the logistical Hub in Uganda. 

2. Articulation of an idea, dissemination, and implementation
It is of great importance to consider exactly how an idea is best articulated and shared. Oxfam in South 
Sudan shared its idea of Food for Literacy with the donors (the UN), who bought into the idea and funded it. 
Oxfam in Kenya at first thought people would laugh at their idea for improving sanitation, but when they 
articulated and shared it, even though some laughed, some believed in it, and decided to collaborate with 
them.
3. Thorough analysis of context and issues of concern
All the countries that have shared their innovative projects expressed the importance of some level of analysis 
of both country context and issues of concern, in order to ensure future success. Oxfam in Rwanda indicated 
that, given that ICT is crucial for the success of their project, prior and careful analysis of relevant, context-
appropriate ICT tools was carried out right from the beginning. Thereafter, clear discussions were held with 
the ICT providers (e.g. Telecoms) to avoid delays and disappointments when the project kicked off. Market 
research and needs assessments and mobilization were also conducted in Kenya and for the logistics Hub, 
as well as for the ‘cool farming’ project in Uganda.

4. An idea has to be exciting
Different projects interpreted ‘exciting’ in different ways, but some unique way of sparking and engaging wide 
interest was seen as an important prerequisite for innovation to happen. Oxfam in Tanzania, for example, 
felt that the ability to be able to communicate in Kiswahili about their programmes to hundreds of thousands 
of people in a short span of time, using new means of communication such as digital and social media, as 
opposed to old methods such as engaging a few people in a baraza or meeting, was the most exciting aspect 
of their project, with messages disseminated through WhatsApp, for example, going viral in just a matter of 
hours. Another exciting aspect is that the project hopes to use influential online personalities and cartoonists 
who they have worked with before on some of their campaigns, as well as attracting the attention of decision 
makers, who then respond to their tweets and messages, sometimes in real time. Using the feedback they 
get from their online users to improve their programmes is also an exciting notion for the team.

In Kenya, the excitement of the project is around the scalability of the project and the huge difference it could 
make to people’s lives, especially to women and children. In Uganda, the idea that the project will help young 
people, who constitute the greater percentage of the unemployed population, by embracing cool agriculture 
was also exciting, while in Uganda, it was about reaching many more people than previously, and providing 
useful content in the right language.

‘do not judge me by my successes, judge me by how many times I fell down and got back up 
again.’ Nelson R. Mandela - The late South African anti-apartheid revolutionary, politician, and philanthropist, 
who served as first black President of South Africa from 1994 to 1999
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5. Patience, perseverance and flexibility
Some of the projects that are shared in this publication have taken a long period of time, individual persuasion 
and flexibility to be able to get where they are, and this is seen as a key ingredient for innovative work to 
happen. Donors and managers especially need to embrace these ideals in order to get the best ideas off the 
ground. The Kenya programme felt that flexibility from donors and patience from the project team were key 
to achieving the milestones reached so far.

6. resource availability
All the projects indicated that they needed both human and financial resources to implement their ideas. It 
is important for organizations not only to generate ideas, but also to secure the funds so that the best ideas 
can be successfully implemented.

7. Working with others – collaboration
No idea can get off the ground if it is not shared and if a number of people don’t then give support to the 
idea to go forward. In all of the projects, a myriad of stakeholders ranging from donors, the private sector, 
government ministries, learning institutions, and citizens were key for their ideas to be implemented through 
their collaborative efforts. 

8. scalability of the idea
Can the idea be taken to scale? Can it be replicated easily? Would it be costly to do this? In the projects 
described in this report, one of the key ingredients was that the idea was replicable. Whether it was the 
South Sudan ‘Food for Literacy’ project, the Uganda ‘Cool Farming’ project to encourage youth farming, or 
sanitation work in the urban slums in Nairobi, Kenya, each project team recognized the need for the project 
to be scaled up to national or regional level. This need not necessarily be carried out by those who started 
the project, but if the original project team demonstrates the value of the programme, this increases the 
chances that donors or government will adopt the programme and magnify its impact.

In conclusion, these elements have been identified as important for innovation to happen, and they seem to 
be corroborated to some extent by the findings from elsewhere, such as from the recent Nesta publication 
Innovation for International Development: Navigating the Paths and Pitfalls7, which concludes that persuasion, 
patience, flexibility, resource availability, collaboration, and efforts to ensure that new knowledge is generated 
are all key for innovation to happen. Furthermore, the report recommends that innovation demands that 
existing rules are rewritten – with tact and diplomacy – and that innovation is about not simply replicating 
ideas but changing systems. Oxfam in Kenya holds the same views on their project where they describe the 
importance of ‘considering the bigger picture beyond providing access to toilets, i.e., the full sanitation 
value chain, creating employment opportunities, creating incentives to encourage people to dispose 
of waste safely and creating products that can offset the costs of providing access to toilets to 
make that service more affordable’. Finally, the authors recognize that collaboration is key and emphasize, 
however, that it needs to be allied with a significant degree of hard negotiation.

The projects highlighted in this report demonstrate that Oxfam in HECA is on an exciting journey, with many 
more projects whose story is not yet told. There is a saying that a journey of a thousand miles starts with a 
first step. This for HECA is the first step... and it is a promising one. 

7 Ramalingam and Bound (2016). Innovation for International Development.
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