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God-given growth
J  R o n  B y l e R 

M C C  U . S .  e x e C U t i v e  D i R e C t o R

I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the 
growth. (1 Corinthians 3:6)

I recently experienced the truth of Paul’s 
words to the church at Corinth. Three months 
in Indonesia showed me how the work of many, 
including the work of MCC, contributed to the 
growth and vibrancy of the Anabaptist churches 
there.

Some plant, some water, but God gives the 
growth.

In this issue of A Common Place, we see how 
Paul’s words have a more literal meaning.

In Desarmes, Haiti, MCC’s work with reforestation has helped provide 
an annual harvest of fast-growing trees for farmers like Feneck Gilbert to 
sell for firewood and construction material. Gilbert’s work has served as an 
example for others.

In Bangladesh’s Noakhali district, decades of MCC work to introduce 
nutritious, sustainable crops have served as a catalyst for farmers like 
Yunus Miah to feed their families and develop sustainable livelihoods. 
Average family income has increased five-fold in 40 years.

For Richard Kipara and his wife Rose Richard in the village of Ekenywa, 
Tanzania, using new, sustainable farming methods learned in MCC-
supported trainings has increased crop yield dramatically.

The additional income has helped them to build a new home and send 
their children to school.

And they are able to share money and food with those in need — acting 
on a generosity rooted in their faith. “I give aid to others because of the love 
that God has given me,” says Kipara.

Some plant, some water, but God gives the growth.

J  R o n  B y l e R ’ S  e M A i l  A D D R e S S  i S  

R o n B y l e R @ M C C . o R g
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nepal
New sources of drinking 
water
Through an MCC-funded project in the 
Dhading district of Nepal, 28 villages 
now have access to spigots with clean 
drinking water, improving the lives of 
women such as Chaiti Maya Chepang. 
Sanitation and health trainings and the 
building of toilets for five schools and 
more than 2,000 households have fur-
ther improved health in the area. This 
is one of MCC’s 2013 giving projects. 
To see other projects or to learn more, 
go to donate.mcc.org, or contact your 
nearest MCC office (see page 2).

egypt
Building opportunities
In Egypt, students with disabilities are 
finding new opportunities through 
MCC’s partnership with Ekhlas Coptic 
Organization for Development. After 
computer lessons funded by Ekhlas, 
Mina Malak Narouz has used his new 
skills to open a computer shop inside 
another business. He has two com-
puters, an Internet connection and 

a printer. People come to him when 
they need help with computer tasks or 
when they need to use a computer. Go 
to globalfamily.mcc.org to read about 
other ways MCC is empowering stu-
dents around the world.

Colombia
Working for peace
Mennonite, Brethren in Christ and 
other congregations throughout the 
South American country of Colombia 
will gather April 28–29 for annu-
al Days of Prayer and Action for 
Colombia. MCC Colombia and the 
MCC U.S. Washington Office ask con-
gregations in the U.S. to mark these 
days alongside their brothers and sis-

ters in Christ. Resources for prayer 
and action are available online at 
washington.mcc.org/days.

United States
Harvest Giving
Are you a farmer or rancher? MCC 
U.S. invites you to consider sharing the 
proceeds from your harvest to benefit 
MCC’s work around the world. “It can 
be the entire yield, or just a few bush-
els or an animal or two,” notes Barb 
Schrag, associate director of donor 
relations for MCC U.S. Contact your 
nearest MCC office (see page 2) to 
request a Harvest Giving form or learn 
more.

Zambia
Supporting families
“God used MCC to save me and my 
family,” says 38-year-old Nasilele 
Watema of Sesheke, Zambia, who is 
living with HIV. After the death of her 
husband, Watema struggled to support 
her children and care for her health. 
Through MCC’s partnership with 
Zambia’s Brethren in Christ Church, 
Watema received a grant from the 
BIC women’s committee to begin a 
business reselling fresh and dried fish. 
Today, she not only can support her 
family but also pay school fees for her 
three children. She is able to care for 
her health — and take time to encour-
age and serve others living with HIV.

At teusaquillo Mennonite Church in 
Bogotá, Colombia, Fanny gomez de 
Correa, left, Adaia Bernal and Paul Stucky 
participate in the 2012 Days of Prayer and 
Action for Colombia.
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Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), a worldwide ministry of 
Anabaptist churches, shares God’s love and compassion for all in the 
name of Christ by responding to basic human needs and working for 
peace and justice. MCC envisions communities worldwide in right 
relationship with God, one another and creation. mcc.org

A Common Place is printed on Rolland 
Enviro100 Satin, a chlorine-free paper that is 
FSC– and Ecologo–certified, and produced from 
100% recycled fibers, using biogas energy.

Find more news at: 
mcc.org/news

MCC 
news

Hygiene kits
P R o v i D e  S U P P l i e S  F o R  D i S P l A C e D  P e o P l e ,  o R  h e l P  e n C o U R A g e  h e A lt h y 

h A B i t S  F o R  C h i l D R e n  i n  S C h o o l S  o R  o R P h A n A g e S .

(NEW items only, in original packaging)
1 adult-size toothbrush
1 squeeze-tube toothpaste (minimum 
6 oz)
1 large bar bath soap
1 fingernail clipper (good quality)
1 hand towel (larger than fingertip, dark 
color)

hygiene kits are distributed in a 
useful double-drawstring cloth bag 
(11 in x 16 in). You may sew the bag 
yourself, request bags from a drop-off 
location or donate contents that we will 
place in a bag. For bag instructions or 
drop-off locations, contact your 
nearest MCC office (see page 2) or go 
to mcc.org/kits.

Cover story
4 Conservation agriculture in 
tanzania
Farmers in Tanzania benefit from new 
techniques and increased yields.

10 First person 
Flora Kola trains farmers in conservation 
agriculture in Tanzania.

Features
12 Forests for farmers in haiti
In Haiti, MCC-supported tree nurseries are 
helping farmers grow sustainable harvests 
of trees and earn more income for their 
families.

16 From fallow land to bountiful 
harvest in Bangladesh
Vegetables that MCC introduced to 
Bangladesh’s Noakhali district four decades 
ago flourish today, improving lives.

Departments
 3 MCC news
18 on assignment 
Conservation agriculture project 
coordinator
19 hello tanzania 
(for children)

http://donate.mcc.org
globalfamily.mcc.org
washington.mcc.org/days
mcc.org/kits
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Conservation agriculture 
in Tanzania
In Tanzania and around the 
world, MCC is working to 
help farmers adapt to changing 
weather patterns and better 
support their families.
B y  g l A D y S  t e R i C h o w 

P h o t o g R A P h S  B y  n i n A  l i n t o n

W
hen Rahel Mathayo was 
growing up in rural northern 
Tanzania, her Maasai fam-
ily got everything it needed 
from raising livestock and 
herding them to graze in dif-
ferent areas.

Once she grew old enough 
to marry, she and her hus-

band maintained the tradition of herding livestock. Then, 
as so many other Maasai families were doing, they began 
cultivating land to grow corn instead.

Both provided enough for a good life. “I was a happy 
mother. There was always enough of everything,” remem-
bers Mathayo.

But as rainfall has become more erratic and soil more 
depleted, those days of plenty are in the past.

Northern Tanzania’s two rainy seasons — long rains 
from April to June and shorter rains from November to 
December — used to come at intervals so regular that farm-
ers knew exactly when to plant.

In recent years, both the timing and amount of rain have 
become unreliable, meaning some farmers put crops in the 
ground too early and some too late. The soil has been dam-
aged by erosion and overgrazing. When rain does come, 
instead of nourishing crops, it often runs off or evaporates.

As a result, Mathayo, now 66 and grandmother to 23 
grandchildren, sees families struggle to grow enough food 
to last until the next harvest season and earn enough money 
to cover school fees and medical costs.

“Life is hard,” she says.
But hope for her and her family is coming through MCC-

supported efforts to spread the techniques of conservation 
agriculture, a holistic system of farming in harmony with 

Cover 
story

TA N Z A N I A

Simon Kutingala and his wife, 
Monica Simon, began using 
conservation agriculture in 2006 
and have seen many benefits, 
including increased corn yields on 
their farm in ekenywa, tanzania.

Rahel Mathayo

nature in order to improve the soil and reduce hunger and 
poverty.

Last May, for the first time ever, Mathayo’s son, Simon 
Kutingala, and his wife, Monica Simon, grew their own 
kale, yams, indigenous leafy vegetables and tomatoes — a 
harvest that helped feed the couple, their six children ages 
1 to 19 and Mathayo. (In Tanzania, many women use their 
husband’s first name as their last name.)

A newly constructed, plastic-lined rainwater collection 
and storage trench made gardening possible in this dry land. 
It’s the most recent conservation agriculture practice that 
the family is testing on its 5.5-acre farm in the the village of 
Ekenywa in the Arusha district of northern Tanzania.

“I like new knowledge and ideas,” says Kutingala, 45. 
“When I hear about new things, I’m willing to try it.”

Kutingala began practicing conservation agriculture 
in 2006 and is now a motivator and trainer for MCC-

supported efforts in his village of about 700 farming fami-
lies.

The three pillars of conservation agriculture are sim-
ple — but dramatically different from the usual practice of 
tilling or plowing soil before planting. Instead, soil is left as 
undisturbed as possible. Bare soil is covered with a cover 
crop or a mulch of organic materials and crops are rotated.

Participants in MCC-supported trainings learn other con-
servation practices such as thinning crops and building con-
tours to prevent soil erosion. They are encouraged to plant 
fruit trees and vegetable gardens, to harvest rainwater to 
help offset dry conditions, to compost, to vaccinate poultry 
and to use the power of the sun to dehydrate and preserve 
food.

The idea of conservation agriculture is to increase the 
organic matter in the soil, helping crop yields and income 
increase.
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This is one of more than a dozen conservation agriculture 
projects that MCC supports around the world.

Most projects respond to increasingly unreliable rainfall, 
says Dan Wiens, coordinator of MCC’s food security and 
livelihoods programs. “The word ‘conservation’ in conser-
vation agriculture means conserving soil and moisture,” says 
Wiens. “All the practices are adaptations to lower amounts 
of rainfall that many farmers are experiencing.”

In the city of Arusha, MCC worker Simeon DiGennaro 
of Lenox, Mo., works with the Global Service Corps appro-
priate technology team to develop new sustainable farming 
methods and demonstrate the success of these methods.

“I see the conservation agriculture training as crucial to 
help farmers improve yields and adapt to changing weather 
patterns,” says DiGennaro. “Farmers who are adopting con-

servation practices are seeing increased yields.”
For Richard Kipara and his wife Rose Richard, the change 

that conservation agriculture brought to the 12 acres they 
farm in the village of Ekenywa was so dramatic that some 
neighbors said they must be using witchcraft.

But then in 2009, during a prolonged drought, they were 
the only farmers to get a crop. Neighbors’ suspicions melted 
away.

“Those who said I was using witchcraft now realize it was 
not,” says Kipara. “They are learning from me.”

Kipara, who now trains area farmers in principles of con-
servation agriculture, also is a leader in showing how other 
conservation practices can increase farmers’ productivity.

A few years ago he dug a drainage trench to divert water  
from a nearby road into his field, a move that improved the 

Kutingala first saw the change in yields for 
maize or corn, the staple crop that Maasai 
families began relying on once they no lon-
ger migrated with their animals.

Before using conservation agriculture 
techniques, Kutingala recalls, he would har-
vest four bags of maize, each holding 100 
kilograms, per acre. When he started with 
conservation agriculture, his land produced 
eight bags per acre. In 2012, production 
climbed to 13 bags an acre.

The additional income has enabled the 
family to build a new house, lease more 
land, buy farm equipment and build struc-
tures to harvest rainwater for household 
use and for the garden. He hopes additional 
projects such as the vegetable garden will 
keep improving their lives.

MCC, through its account at the Canadian 
Foodgrains Bank, is contributing $1.2 mil-
lion toward a three-year project in Tanzania 
with a partner organization, Global Service 
Corps, that provides trainings and works 
with local farmers such as Kutingala who 
promote conservation agriculture in their 
own communities.

Maasai and other indigenous people, 
women’s groups and people affected by 
HIV and AIDS are among those selected for 
training.

euphrasia Fortunatus, a 
global Service Corps 
training coordinator and 
sustainable agriculture 
motivator in tengeru, 
tanzania, teaches an 
MCC-supported 
conservation agriculture 
course. 

$16,000 Zimbabwe, Malawi 
(based in Zimbabwe)

$113,020 Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea (North Korea)

$37,725 India
 $106,951 Palestine

$411,500 Tanzania (2 projects)

$300,000 Mozambique

$75,000 Lesotho

$33,000 Rwanda, Burundi 
(based in Rwanda)

$11,270 Mexico, Honduras, 
Nicaragua (See p. 18)

$50,000 Zambia

$68,702 South Sudan

$166,000 Kenya (2 projects)

THE THREE 
CONSERVATION 
AGRICULTURE 
PRINCIPLES

Leave soil undisturbed.

Cover soil with a cover 
crop or a mulch of 
organic materials.

Rotate crops.

MCC conservation agriculture projects (April 2013–March 2014)

taking advantage of any rain that 
does fall is key for tanzanian 
farmers. At the global Service 
Corps agricultural center in 

Arusha, MCC worker Simeon 
Digennaro of lenox, Mo., shows a 
simple trench that farmers can 
build to capture and store 

rainwater. the water then can be 
used for crops and gardens, 
helping expand what farmers can 
grow despite dry conditions. 

Farmer Zadock 
Kitomary of nambala 
village built this 
keyhole garden, a 
circular mound of soil 
with a center tube 
filled with gravel or 
compost. water from 
washing dishes or 
clothes is poured 
down the tube and 
seeps out to the 
plants.
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road and brought him more water. Last year, he planted 
banana trees on the edge of the trench, taking advantage of 
the water in the soil.

He built contour banks on sloping land to reduce water 
erosion. The elephant grass that he planted to help maintain 
the banks also provides additional feed 
for his livestock.

And the improvements have changed 
life for the couple, who have five children 
ages 2 to 20.

“We now have food for the family and 
for the livestock,” says Rose Richard. 
They can support their children’s school 
fees. They were able to build a new home 

and have money and food to share with others. “I ask God 
to give me more so that I can give more to people in need,” 
Kipara says.

Their neighbor, Elizabeth Daudi, shares their hopes. 
Before participating in MCC-supported training, Elizabeth 

and her husband Daudi Loiminaa could 
not grow enough food to last until the 
next harvest, so she and her family were 
often hungry. In 2011, through gains from 
conservation agriculture, they were able, 
for the first time, to grow enough maize 
to sell some. They are now intercropping, 
adding legumes between rows of maize.

Like Mathayo, she remembers when life 

was not so hard — when there were trees, the soil was fer-
tile and crops could more easily grow. Today, in addition 
to farming the family’s land, she weeds for others, and her 
husband works as a watchman. She worries as she looks at 
the future that rains will continue to diminish.

But like Mathayo, Daudi places her hope in the principles 
of conservation agriculture — in the gains she’s seen so far 

and in those she believes will come.
“If I can work hard — and with God’s help I can — I hope 

conservation agriculture will change my life,” she says. 

Gladys Terichow is a writer for MCC Canada. Nina 
Linton is a photographer from Charlottetown, Prince 
Edward Island.

Give a gift — Tanzania food
Support sustainable agriculture projects in tanzania.
$75 helps tanzanian farmers better feed their families.
Send contributions in enclosed envelope, give online at donate.mcc.org or contact your nearest MCC office (see page 2).

 We now have 
food for the 
family and for the 
livestock.”

gains from conservation 
agriculture helped the Kipara 
family to build this new home. 
Richard Kipara, his wife Rose 
Richard and sons Joshua and 
Robert further benefit from these 
two water tanks that save and 
store rainfall from the roof of the 
home. (Read about Robert in the 
children’s content on p. 19.)

Following conservation 
agriculture principles, 
farmer elizabeth Daudi 
and her husband Daudi 
loiminaa bring feed to 
their goats to prevent them 
from eating mulch or cover 
crops. Find a video about 
conservation agriculture 
and more photos online at 
acommonplace.mcc.org.

http://donate.mcc.org
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Cover
story

First person

Flora Kola
A conservation agriculture program 
coordinator with MCC partner 
organization Global Service Corps 
talks about her work to help farmers 
in Tanzania grow more food.
A S  t o l D  t o  g l A D y S  t e R i C h o w  A n D  S i M e o n  D i g e n n A R o

W
hen I was growing up in the 
village of Oloirien in Arusha, 
Tanzania, my father had a 
restaurant and bar and a 
small butcher business. But 
he also farmed coffee and 
banana. He was known as an 
expert in coffee and was one 
of the local leaders in the cof-

fee industry.
I chose to study agriculture because of my father. I was 

impressed by his farming.
In 2004 the Tanzania government identified conserva-

tion agriculture as a means to increase food production 
and reduce poverty. I was among the government extension 
workers who received intensive training in conservation 
agriculture. Today, as part of my work for the government, 
I help coordinate the conservation agriculture program of 
Global Service Corps (an MCC partner organization).

My goal is to train farmers to adopt new technologies in 
conservation agriculture to increase food production.

We train farmers in groups. Every member in the group is 
expected to start a demonstration plot. It is working. When 
we visit farmers who have been trained in groups we see the 
successes and practices of conservation agriculture spread-
ing.

We want the technology to spread to 
as many people as possible. Training 
helps keep the momentum going. I care 
about my people. I love my people. I 
want them to get away from hunger. 
I visit farmers several times a year 
because I want to see changes. When 

I see someone doing well, I’m proud and I’m 
happy.

Conservation agriculture is helping farm-
ers increase yields but there are other benefits 
besides food security. Conservation agriculture 
reduces the cost of production and improves 
livelihoods. This means that families can have 
good houses, improved livestock and enough 
income to buy the things they need. Children 
can go to school. For women and children, the 
work is reduced because they don’t have to 
weed as much. For men, the work is reduced 
because they don’t need to plow.

Before forming a group, we work with com-
munity leaders. In Tanzania, men own the 
land but much of the agricultural work is done by women. 
In forming groups, we insist they include both women and 
men. Groups also bring together Muslims, Christians and 
those following traditional religions. During training ses-
sions, if there is prayer, they all take turns to pray.

Each group has about 25 to 30 members. Participants 
attend weekly training sessions for eight weeks, plant a 
demonstration plot and then attend two training sessions 
per month for the rest of the year. Each group selects a 
leader who serves as a motivator and trainer. Additional 

education is provided to these lead-
ers, and they help government exten-
sion workers by following up with 
farmers and providing some training 
and reports. This training system is 
working because we can’t be in the 
villages all the time. This makes the 
work stronger.

There are challenges. Instead of plow-
ing, conservation agriculture farmers 
open planting furrows by using equip-
ment called rippers or subsoilers that 
break compacted soil and create con-
ditions for seeds to grow and rainfall 
to infiltrate the soil. Each group shares 
one implement provided through a 
project of the United Nations Food 
and Agriculture Organization and the 
government.

Another challenge is resistance to 
changing livestock management. Most 
small-scale farmers have two to 10 
head of cattle, five to 15 goats, five 
to 15 sheep and five to 20 chickens. 
Farmers should keep livestock, but 
they should have an area for livestock 

and an area for agriculture. In most 
villages, livestock graze freely so you 
have to train the whole village to keep 
livestock in confined areas.

In addition to conservation agricul-
ture training, we help groups start sav-
ings clubs. The farmers contribute to 
the savings club and after a while they 
can take out loans. The good thing is 
they manage the funds among them-
selves. Some of the groups contribute 
a small amount of money to a social 
fund to help orphans and people with 
disabilities. These savings clubs are 
expanding to become saving and credit 
cooperative societies. We have a num-
ber of them already. 

Flora Kola, an agricultural exten-
sion worker for the Tanzanian 
government, helps coordinate the 
conservation agriculture program 
of Global Service Corps (GSC), an 
MCC partner organization. MCC, 
through its account at the Canadian 
Foodgrains Bank, is contributing 
$1.2 million toward a three-year 
conservation agriculture project with 
GSC. Gladys Terichow is a writer for 
MCC Canada. Simeon DiGennaro of 
Lenox, Mo., is an MCC worker serv-
ing with GSC in Tanzania.

 I love my people. I 
want them to get away 
from hunger. ”
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Feature 
story

Forests for farmers in Haiti
In Haiti’s Artibonite Valley, farmers 
are learning to manage fast-growing 
forests that help improve the 
environment and provide regular, 
sustainable harvests of trees to sell.
B y  l i n D A  e S P e n S h A D e 

P h o t o g R A P h S  B y  S i l A S  C R e w S

S
weet potatoes were Feneck Gilbert’s crop of choice for his 
1.4-acre plot of land on a Haitian hillside until the math 
no longer made sense. After subtracting expenses from 
income for his last crop in 2007, he had a profit of 100 
Haitian gourdes, or $2.37.

“That’s when I said, ‘I can’t do this anymore,’” Gilbert 
explains as he stands on the same land in a new forest 
of gangly trees, their leafy canopy filtering the sunlight 
which even in mild January makes Haitians wipe their 

brows and don hats.
In 2008, with the help of his neighbors and the expertise of MCC Haiti’s 

reforestation staff in the town of Desarmes, Gilbert planted 5,000 fast-grow-
ing tree seedlings, a microforest.

Now — five years later — he can harvest the biggest trees to sell for fire-
wood, construction material or charcoal, Haiti’s primary source of cooking 
fuel. Microforests, which generally cover about an acre of land, rely on trees 
that are fast-growing and regenerate after they are cut. MCC Haiti staff say 
farmers can expect a harvest each year once a forest is established.

“I could make 15,000 Haitian gourdes ($355) right now, and I’m still going 
to have trees forever,” Gilbert says. “That’s so much better for me.” The mon-
ey, he says, will be used to pay school fees for his six children, ages 3 to 16.

Gilbert’s microforest is one of 140 that have been planted on the hillsides 
around Desarmes.

Since the voyages of Christopher Columbus, foreign 
countries have exploited Haiti’s forests, claiming shiploads 
of trees for their own benefit. Disasters, corrupt Haitian 
officials and Haitians desperate to support their families 
have decimated the forests that remained.

Today 98 percent of the mountains that once were cov-
ered with trees are bald.

In Desarmes, though, three decades of MCC reforesta-
tion efforts are helping to restore the land, water systems 
and ecosystem of the hillsides that surround the Artibonite 
River.

“Since we started forests again the birds are starting to 
come back,” says Gilbert. He has seen wild turkey, which 
had almost disappeared in the 1980s, and song birds that 
help to transplant seed for new 
trees in the area.

MCC began work in this area in 
1983 and started tree nurseries in 
1994. Today, MCC partners with 
22 local tree nurseries that grow 
about 450,000 tree seedlings a year 
to be sold or given away.

Committees trained by MCC’s 

Haitian reforestation and environmental education staff 
grow the seedlings, distribute them and help educate farm-
ers on their uses.

Every year, at the beginning of the summer rainy season, 
nurseries give people as many as 75 seedlings each. Often 
recipients will buy additional seedlings. Then they plant the 
trees wherever they wish.

Green swaths of forest are visible on the mountaintops, 
indicating the benefits of the program. Participants talk of 
how the fruit from these trees helps them eat healthier and 
earn more for their families.

MCC studies, however, indicated that only about 55 
percent of the free trees survived after three years. MCC’s 
reforestation staff wanted better results, so they began addi-

tional projects to develop microforests, 
like the one Gilbert planted.

The new strategy includes “shoul-
der-to-shoulder accompaniment,” says 
Francklin Paulismé, an MCC refores-
tation technician. Through the proj-
ect, nursery committee members and 
Paulismé and the other MCC techni-
cians offer their technical knowledge 

 Since we started 
forests again the birds 
are starting to come 
back. ”

H A I T I

Feneck gilbert trims a stray 
branch off a tree in his 
microforest, which is meant to 
provide farmers a sustainable 
source of income. 

After centuries of tree removal in 
haiti, reforestation efforts dot this 
previously bare mountain near 
Desarmes with trees.
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and experience to forest owners, starting with training 
about sustainability.

Farmers learn how to determine which trees to harvest 
and which to let grow. They are taught how to thin addi-
tional seedlings so their forests will continue to regener-
ate with trees that are spaced widely enough to be strong 
instead of spindly.

By using these teachings, “there is a constant harvest and 
constant growth,” Gilbert says.

Farmers don’t have to replant after harvesting trees. 
Staples of these forests are the fast-growing cassia, lucena 
and tcha tcha trees, which will regrow new trees from 
the stumps of trunks that are cut off. Other trees such as 
mahogany propagate when seed pods drop from existing 
trees.

In addition to technical assistance, MCC provides barbed 
wire to build fences that protect trees from the goats that 
roam freely. Farmers buy the tree seedlings, pay workers to 
plant them and sell or donate seeds to tree nurseries as their 
trees grow.

The idea spreads as residents see forests such as Gilbert’s. 

“The forest has served as an example for everyone passing 
through this area,” says Paulismé. “The land was here, but it 
wasn’t doing anything. They saw the forest and they started 
to understand and plant their own trees.”

Gilbert says the nursery committee in his community, of 
which he is a member, will sometimes donate seedlings to 
people who have land but don’t have enough money to buy 
all the trees they need.

In addition to microforests and seedlings for individu-
al trees that people can plant on their properties to help 
improve their income or diet, MCC supports reforestation 
to help preserve mountaintops. In the past three years, for 
instance, more than 80 landowners and many more volun-
teers planted 212,000 trees that they promised not to cut 
down on the side of Sejour Jean-Pierre mountain. Others 
built terraces and planted thousands of trees to protect the 
spring that supplies clean water to Desarmes.

Each week, MCC environmental educators give classes in 
10 primary schools to help students learn about the envi-

ronment and trees. Students study natural science and use 
what they learn to make compost and plant vegetables and 
trees.

Jean Veny Normil, an MCC environmental educator, says 
he tries to encourage children to love the environment and 
to understand that their behavior and that of their parents 
affects their future.

Educators teach about the role of trees in maintaining 
the water table, providing fruit and preventing erosion and 
landslides that threaten gardens and homes in the valley.

“If all these mountains were reforested . . . we would have 
so much food,” says Normil. “We would be so comfortable. 
We would have vegetables to eat and fruit to make into juice. 
The birds — we could find eggs anywhere. We would have 
beautiful days just hiking in the mountains and the forest.” 

Linda Espenshade is news coordinator for MCC U.S. 
Silas Crews is photographer and multimedia producer for 
MCC U.S.

Give a gift — livelihoods
Around the world, MCC’s livelihoods projects help provide basic supplies or training that people need to start new 
ventures or discover new opportunities where they live.
$25 helps plant trees and support environmental training in haiti.
$100 is the cost of a sewing machine for graduates of a skills program in nigeria.
Send contributions in enclosed envelope, give online at donate.mcc.org or contact your nearest MCC office (see page 2).

MCC partners with 22 local, 
haitian-run nurseries. From left, 
Ulrick elismar, wisline Jack, 

Michelet Jean Milus and wislande 
gideon plant seedlings at the 
valheureux tree nursery.

Below, MCC staff Francklin Paulismé, left, and 
Jean veny normil, right, walk with igens ouilma, 
who is part of a committee reforesting the 
Sejour Jean-Pierre mountain.

new trees in Haiti
7.65 million trees distributed through MCC’s 
reforestation program since 1995
450,000 tree seedlings produced by 22 local, 
haitian-run tree nurseries last year
600 students who have received hands-on 
environmental education
140 microforests established

Fritzne estilus, an MCC 
environmental educator, 
teaches students wildés 
Jaccius, left, and 
Consilien trenise how to 
identify trees by their 
leaves in a class at the 
eglise evangelique el 
Shaddai de valheureux 
school. 

Michelet Jean Milus 
holds a tree seedling at 
the valheureux tree 
nursery in Desarmes.

http://donate.mcc.org
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Feature 
story

From fallow land to bountiful 
harvest in Bangladesh
In Bangladesh’s Noakhali district, 
four decades of MCC work are visible 
in thriving crops.
B y  J U l i e  B e l l 

P h o t o g R A P h S  B y  M e l i S S A  h e S S

S
hyam Chakraborty 
kneels to exam-
ine cauliflower 
plants in a well-
tended field and 
then points to 
tree seedlings 
nearby, recalling 
what Bangladesh’s 

Noakhali district was like more than 30 
years ago when he began working with 
MCC’s new agricultural program there.
“All the land was fallow (in the win-

ter) and no farmers were working 
here,” he says. “People were selling 
their labor outside the area, maybe 
they were rickshaw pullers. That was 
the way they were maintaining their 
families.”

MCC’s work in Bangladesh began 
with emergency assistance after a dev-
astating 1970 cyclone in what was 
then East Pakistan. In 1972 — a month 
after Bangladesh became an indepen-
dent nation — MCC set up its first per-
manent office in Noakhali.

At that time, families relied on rice. 
With incomes low, they were able to 
eat little else. Nutritional surveys 
found that 90 percent of households 
were deficient in Vitamin C, 80 percent 

lacked protein and 70 percent lacked 
Vitamin A, remembers Derek D’Silva, 
who joined MCC in 1974. 

MCC researched ways to intro-
duce nutritious, sustainable crops to 
the area, especially crops that could 
be grown in the dry wintertime, and 
worked to encourage farmers, already 
experiencing hunger, to experiment 
with foods completely new to them.
“When you’re spending 20 hours a 

day scrounging to live, there’s no time 
to think. MCC’s job was to be out 
there in the field with those people, to 
be a catalyst and help them develop 
resources,” says D’Silva, who retired 
after almost 38 years with MCC and 
lives in Noakhali.

In the beginning, people were skepti-
cal. Mafizul Islam, a long-time MCC 

worker, remembers the new vegetables 
that MCC introduced, especially car-
rots, being “totally unknown.”

Dozens of demonstration gardens 
were set up in villages, at schools 
and MCC offices. MCC organized 
workshops for farmers, who watched 
as unfamiliar crops — tomatoes, car-
rots, cauliflower, cabbage and soy-
beans — were cultivated and harvested.

Cooking demonstrations showed 
how to use the crops, but it was the 
promise of new income that convinced 
many families to start growing them.
“When they saw what could be sold 

in the market they became very hap-
py,” Chakraborty says. “Then they 
knew they could get not just food, but 
income from their land.”

Yunus Miah learned how to cultivate 
vegetables from Chakraborty 20 years 
ago. Since then he has been growing 
cauliflower, tomatoes and other vege-
tables alongside traditional crops such 
as rice.
“At one time we couldn’t maintain 

our meals, not even two meals a day. 
Now we can do that, we can eat veg-
etables and we are healthy,” Miah says. 

“And we are financially very sound.”
The cultivation of these vegetables 

spread and became an established part 
of farmers’ ways.

MCC also trained farmers to collect 
and preserve tree seeds and cultivate 
seedlings. Today many of the nurseries 
selling tree seedlings are owned by peo-
ple who learned from MCC trainings 
or worked for MCC-trained farmers.

Another previously unknown crop, 
soybeans, is sown through most of 
Noakhali’s coastal areas and provides 
a living for farmers and people such 
as Nurul Amin, a former MCC staff 
member.

Soybeans, used primarily for poultry 
feed but also for soy milk or cooked 
with sauce, are popular enough that 
each harvest season, Amin purchases 
some 110,000 pounds of them from 
farmers and sells them to wholesalers.
“It is my main business to feed my 

family and it has helped educate my 
children,” says Amin, who has one son 
in university and another in a techni-
cal school. Other local dealers pur-
chase and resell even larger quantities 
of soybeans.

Islam, who began working with 
MCC in 1977, delights in the bounty 
he sees now in markets in Noakhali.
“We cannot give all of the credit 

to MCC for the introduction of veg-
etables and other crops, but we were 
the pioneers. Others then built on this 
work,” says Islam. “I am so encour-
aged by all of the vegetables I see in 
the market now. I am so happy to see 
this.”

Chakraborty estimates that the aver-
age family income in 

Noakhali has increased five-fold since 
those early days. He is now a peace 
coordinator with MCC and works with 
people in the area on conflict resolution.
“If people are hungry they say ‘I 

need food, I cannot talk about peace,’” 
Chakraborty says. “But now when I 
come here people are not hungry, and 
they are so happy to see me. We have 
graduated from talking about vegeta-
ble gardens to talking about peace.” 

Julie Bell is senior writer/editor 
for MCC Canada. Melissa Hess is 
a  photographer in Lancaster, Pa. 
See historic Bangladesh photos at 
acommonplace.mcc.org.Former MCC worker nurul Amin 

now has a business buying and 
selling soybeans, a crop MCC 
introduced in this region.

 We have graduated 
from talking about 
vegetable gardens to 
talking about peace.”

B A N G L A D E S H
new crops such as cauliflower 
were promoted in 1975 by MCC 
staff including Sirajuddowla (who 
goes by one name). 

yunus Miah, right, learned to 
cultivate vegetables from MCC 
worker Shyam Chakraborty, left, 
20 years ago. As a result, his 
family now has enough to eat, 
has more healthy food and is 
better off financially.
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Conservation agriculture 
project coordinator
Name: Miriam Harder

Hometown: Clavet, Saskatchewan 
(Pleasant Point Mennonite Church)

Assignment: I coordinate conserva-
tion agriculture research trials with 
MCC partners in arid regions of 
Mexico, Honduras and Nicaragua. 
Based on MCC’s success with this 
farming system in sub-Saharan Africa, 
we are investigating if it is useful here. 
I also work half-time on agroecology 
projects in rural Chiapas, Mexico, for 
Otros Mundos (Other Worlds), an 
environmental activism organization 
and MCC partner.

Typical day: A lot of my work is done 
from the computer at my home in San 
Cristobal de las Casas, Mexico. I com-
municate with partners by email or 
phone, write up project proposals and 
reports, compile the data we gather and 
manage the funds. During each grow-
ing season, I visit all the farmers, see 

the progress on the trial they are imple-
menting and listen to their feedback. 
Through Otros Mundos, I plan and 
carry out workshops in rural commu-
nities in Chiapas.

Joys: After visiting fields and gathering 
data, I enjoy the chance to sit down with 
farmers for a cool drink and conversa-
tion about their lives in general and the 
farming practices specific to the region. 
I also have the privilege of building rela-
tionships with all the MCC teams across 
the region; they host me and help me to 
interpret each new context.

Challenge: The amount of time I 
spend during growing seasons traveling 
to Central America and within Chiapas 
makes it difficult to maintain a bal-
anced, regular life at home in Mexico. 
I look forward to having time to invest 
in my local community and friendships 
in between trips.

“I enjoy the chance to get 
to know people in rural 
communities across mexico 
and Central America.”
MiRiAM hARDeR

Find your place
MCC has workers in Africa, Asia, 
europe, latin America and the 
Caribbean and the Middle east, as 
well as in Canada and the U.S.

go to serve.mcc.org or contact your 
nearest MCC office to learn about 
current service opportunities.

MCC workers are expected to exhibit 
a commitment to Christian faith, 
active church membership and biblical 
peacemaking.
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on assignment 

During a monitoring visit to Jiñocuao, 
nicaragua, Miriam harder, right, stands 
with Francisca guillen Castellon, a 
farmer participating in conservation 
agriculture trials.

shikamoo
(Say SHI-kuh-mo)

My name is Robert Richard Kipara.
Age: 12

Lives in: Ekenywa, Tanzania

I live with my mother, father, two brothers, a sister and 
a cousin. My eldest brother is in college and doesn’t live 
at home.

My family loves playing soccer. My father likes playing 
soccer. Even my 2-year-old brother likes it. I made our 

soccer ball by tying a rope around plastic bags. A ball 
lasts a long time. Sometimes I repair the ball by adding 

more rope and making the rope tighter.

We have four goats. I milk them twice a day and cut grass for 
them to eat. I like to take care of them.

I walk 30 minutes to school, even when it rains. In my class 
there are about 60 students. At home we speak Maasai, but in 
school we speak English and Swahili. I like reading story books 
in Swahili. I like reading better than playing soccer.

My favorite food: rice with beef

My favorite subject: mathematics

What I want to be: teacher

Tanzania
How do you greet someone in Swahili?

Robert and his younger 
brother Joshua relax 
at home. Income from 
conservation agriculture 
helped the family to build 
this new house.

Make your own soccer ball.
1 Gather 10 or more lightweight plastic 

shopping bags. Crumple the first bag into 
a ball. Place it in the corner of the 
second bag. Squeeze the air out of the 
second bag and twist it tightly 
around the ball, then continue to 
twist the bag into a rope. Knot it 
around the ball.

2  Repeat the 
process with 

another plastic 
bag, then another 
until your ball is the size of a 
large grapefruit.

(Shikamoo is a greeting of respect that 
a child would say to an adult.)

3 Weave the ends of the final bag 
back into the ball or secure it 

with a string. Remember to knot the 
bags tightly — if you don’t, the ball 
will fall apart when you kick it.

	Robert’s ball 

made from plastic 

bags and strin
g.

http://hello.mcc.org
http://serve.mcc.org
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Mennonite Central Committee U.S.
21 South 12th Street, PO Box 500
Akron, PA 17501 U.S.A.®

Handmade pottery is a signature of empty Bowls for haiti, an 
annual Ontario fundraiser that last year raised $9,535 for MCC’s 
reforestation work in Haiti. potters donate handmade bowls, 
and local restaurants donate soup. patrons enjoy a hot meal, 
have a bowl to take home and support MCC’s efforts in 
haiti.

Ever thought opera music could make 
a difference for schools around the 
world? new York City opera singer 
Madeline Bender and artists she 
recruits have performed an annual 
concert in Lancaster, pa., for the last 
five years, raising a total of more than 
$50,000 for MCC’s global Family 
education program. “it’s a fabu-
lously fun project,” she says. And 
coming from a family of teachers, it 
taps into a cause dear to her. “if you 
want to help people, if you give them 
the knowledge and skills, they can 
reshape their communities and 
society.”

making a difference
your faith in action
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