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The African Women Leaders in Agriculture and Environment (AWLAE) Program is both pan-African and regional in nature.  Its presence is mostly in East and West African regions but to a lesser degree in the Southern African region.    The program was established just over 10 years ago within which period is has grown to benefit not only women agriculturists but also institutions working in collaboration with AWLAE.

The goal of AWLAE is to develop a critical mass of women leaders in agriculture and environment to put in place gender responsive policies and practices that benefit women farmers.  Since inception, the AWLAE program has consolidated its efforts around three major areas of emphasis namely:

 1) Preparing professional women for leadership positions in the institutions they operate in, 2) creating an enabling environment within the collaborating institutions and 3) Building sustaining mechanisms that will support the AWLAE program.

Other areas include mentoring of the next generation of professional women and ultimately linking with the women farmers in the effort to increase food productivity thus ensuring food security at the household level.

Leadership for change training has been the flagship in preparing women for leadership roles.  The task forces created in the training courses have been instrumental to activities that have benefited both the professional women in agriculture and environment and rural women farmers.  Other activities have been skills development, gender training and the scholarship scheme.

Enabling environment has been created through institutional collaboration, gender mainstreaming, research on the status of women and factors affecting their upward professional mobility. Issues dealing with advocacy for women and visibility have been addressed at different levels. However the future sustenance of AWLAE has been of critical importance.    At the same time partnerships with relevant ministries and institutions are established to ensure continuation of activities that promote women.

There are two Regional Training Centers in the African Region, one in East Africa and the other in West Africa.  The purpose of the Training Centers for Technology and Development is to develop human resource capacity of individuals and institutions to meet the challenges of development in the 21st Century.  

In order to link with women farmers, technology transfer projects have been initiated and promoted.  Such activities have included drip irrigation, improved seeds, and use of clean energy, animal power, farmer-to-farmer training, tree nurseries and promotion of enterprise activities.  Whenever possible there has been efforts to advocate for policy change that have positive impact on women farmers.  

In the area of energy AWLAE has worked closely with the Ngong Women Group that has designed and constructed improved jikos (burners) and the fireless cooker.  Both have saved on wood fuel, which is hardly available in the environment.  The women have gone beyond using the technologies to benefit their households.  They have commercialised the project while improving the product.

The AWLAE program has had impact beyond what was originally anticipated.  Through the experience AWLAE has learned many lessons, which include: involvement of local women and men from early stages in design, development and implementation of the program.  This has given them a sense of ownership and long-term commitment.  Leadership training is most effective when sustained for a continuous period of time.  It is an integrated program rather than a one-time experience.  Most of all, it is important to note that AWLAE in the African continent has become a movement that can only continue spreading in the rest of the continent while being strengthened in the 14 countries it currently exists as well as a model to be replicated outside the continent.
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