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Sustainable Futures in Africa  

The Sustainable Futures in Africa (SFA) Network is an interdisciplinary  

collective that brings together researchers, educators, and communities of  

practice that acknowledge the situated and complex nature of  practices and 

conceptions of  sustainability.  

The Network aims to build understanding, research, and practice in socio-

ecological sustainability in Africa.  

The Sustainable Futures in Africa Network is an umbrella collective that was largely initiated by a UK Eco-
nomic and Social Research Council (ESRC) funded Strategic Network under the title of: Mitigating the Im-
plementation Gap in environmental initiatives through community engagement and public pedagogies. This 
project brought together social and environmental scientists from Uganda, Nigeria, Botswana, and the UK to 
explore the relationship between community engagement, public pedagogies and environmental science and 
protection.   

Based on the foundations of this project, the network quickly grew to include colleagues from related re-
search areas in the UK and other sub-Saharan African countries, all who came together with common inter-
ests and objectives. Additional funding, including substantial support from the Scottish Funding Council has 
supported this expansion of the Network to date.  

From March 27-29 2017 the University of Glasgow in partnership with the University of Botswana hosted 
the inaugural symposium of the Sustainable Futures in Africa Network in Gaborone. This document summa-
rizes the inaugural meeting of this newly emerging Network and documents the plans of action and commit-
ments that arose.  

The symposium welcomed the founding members of the network from Nigeria, Uganda, Botswana, Malawi, 
and the UK. We include academics, environmental activists, artists, and administrators. The symposium was 
designed to develop our relationships with one another, our knowledge and understanding of each other's 
contexts, and our collective plans of action. This was tackled through a two day event that included panel 
presentations, workshops, discussions, and social activities.  
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 Monday, 27th March 2017  

Opening Session 

The symposium was opened with welcoming remarks from Prof. M. M. Mokgwathi, the Deputy Vice Chancel-

lor of the University of Botswana, followed by remarks from Prof. Rebecca Lekoko, Acting Head, Department 

of Adult Education, University of Botswana. In addition to this, the opening remarks and introductions were 

attended by other esteemed University of Botswana staff members. Each delegate of the symposium intro-

duced themselves with one-minute statements, revealing the scope of expertise and geographical representa-

tion present. Finally, Dr. Mia Perry gave an introductory talk that framed the symposium in terms of three 

main objectives: 1. To make friends; 2. To explore a new methodological framework of working together; and 

3. To address the diverse ontological and epistemological positions that we bring to this project and meeting. 

A full account of this talk can be found at: https://sustainablefuturesinafrica.com/2017/04/04/global-

challenges-from-poverty-to-environmental-protection-from-gender-equality-to-health/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Late Morning Panel: Socio-ecological challenges in Africa 

Chairperson: Dr Masego Ayo Mpotokwane 

 
Representatives from each African country shared overviews of the socio-ecological challenges in their re-
gions, drawing from a collaborative deliberation with colleagues across environmental and social sciences. 
These presentations were followed by a dynamic discussion. From extremely diverse contexts across Africa, 
there were as many common issues as distinct contexts. The energy and impact of coming together across re-
gion and discipline was already making itself apparent, even in these early expositions. The presentations can 
be accessed through our password protected web space at: sustainablefuturesinafrica.com/ 

During the questions and discussions following the presentations from the panel, Dr. Mpotokwane noted and 

shared the following topics of note on the below projected slide. 

 Summary of Monday Morning Topics

• Empowerment of  people

• Poverty and resources dynamic

• Implementation of  good policies

• Illiteracy in the global north and how to fix it

• Deforestation due to poverty

• Political will to manage the environment vs personal benefits

• Over utilisation of  resources

• Centralisation of  authority (educated and how they disengage from rural roots)

• Cultural or home grown solutions ignored

• Profit vs poverty vs environmental management

• Marginalization of  traditional ecological knowledge and structures

• Research and how it is managed – translating it into community knowledge

• Disseminating research output to relevant stakeholders

• Role of  the state and development partners
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 Monday, 27th March 2017  

Creative Input: Building relationships 

Facilitator: Dr Mia Perry 

 
During this session, Mia led the group in drama-based strategies to learn each other’s names, to explore the 
idea of positioning in relation to one another, and to experiment with ways of interacting and communicating 
that required people to leave behind familiar practices and discourses. The initial exercise involved standing in 
a large circle, saying one’s own name and someone else’s name (e.g., “Mia to MmaB”). Then that person 
would walk. towards the other to stand in their place in the circle, and the other would make room by saying 
their own name and walking towards someone else (e.g., “MmaB to Alex”). In this way, we spoke aloud our 
own names and the names of our colleagues. In addition, we literally exchanged spaces and positions with our 
colleagues around the relatively safe space of the circle. Conceptually this exercise allowed us to consider the 
nature of our collaboration in an expansive way. For example, in discussion immediately afterwards colleagues 
commented on how differently the space looked from someone’s else position in the circle in contrast to their 
own starting point. This comment (made by Prof. Ajayi) proved to be central to our endeavour of cross cul-
tural and cross disciplinary collaboration. What does the world look like from where you stand? 
 
In subsequent exercises we played with language and tableaux to further explore ways of communicating and 
working together.  
 
 
 
 
 

Topic-specific Sub-groups Workshops  

Chairperson: Dr Olekae Tsompie Thakadu 

 

This session asked the delegates to work in regional-specific groups to discuss the possibility of “working dif-
ferently” in terms of methods and methodologies of research and practice in socio-ecological sustainability. In 
the groups, members shared glimpses of their own research and practice, asked questions of each other’s and 
pushed to explore how they might think differently about their approaches to socio-ecological issues. Im-
portantly, we as a group committed to not being tempted to jump into “fixing problems” that were raised in 
the morning panel. Rather, we endeavoured to focus on the methods and ways of working.  

Dr Rebecca Lokoko contributed to the discussion by outlining that ‘‘If you don’t know the different interests 
around the table then you may think you are going somewhere when you’re going nowhere”. There was a con-
sensus that both trust and education must be a two way stream between the researchers and the community. 
Furthermore Dr. Thakadu  shared that we need to redefine what we mean by ‘expert’. By asking what are we 
experts in? We, as experts must accept that the communities themselves must be also accepted as experts into 
the research.  

Dr. Thakadu chaired the follow up discussion where each group reported back. A variety of outcomes were 
presented in this whole-group feedback session and discussion from a sense of confusion and uncertainty in 
some, to the beginnings of concrete frameworks of new practice in others which is can be illustrated by the 
exclamation "thinking inside the box, outside the box.... we need to burn the box!" Overall, there was an atmosphere of 
experimentation that was tangible, if slightly uncomfortable and unfamiliar.   
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Tuesday, 28 March 2017 

T o begin day two Professor 'Sola Ajayi began the day with an insightful overview and reflection on Day 1 
of our gathering. This set the tone and the direction of our second day. 
 

Financial Parameters and Planning  

Facilitator: Dr Mia Perry 

Dr Mia Perry presented an overview of the budgets that we currently have to support our initial network pro-
ject, found below. This financial overview was presented in order to give an important context to the proceed-
ing planning sessions. 

 
Considering the Arts 

Presenter: Elson Kambalu 

 
Elson opened the second day of the Symposium with a short talk introducing how art based practises are im-

perative to community development by outlining that  ‘If you don’t involve artists [into your research] you 

can’t get a point of view that you do in your normal field’. This illustrates that incorporating an artististic per-

spective is essential to broadening ones scope and explore methodologies.  

Elson posed the question ‘what do ‘they’ see that ‘we’ normally don’t see’? This question emphasised a grass-

routes approach to research, as villagers have invaluable ancestral knowledge concerning the community issues 

which researchers are trying to solve. Methodologies were challenged throughout this talk as participants were 

left questioning and curious as to how arts based practised can be utilised during research.   
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Methodology Trial Working Groups  
In regional groups, with members of the UK delegates working in each group, the network began the planning 
process of the small methodological trials or ‘pilots’ that will be carried out over the proceeding 8 months. 
These trials are designed to explore cross disciplinary and cross cultural research practice in socio-ecological 
sustainability. The following initial plans were presented for feedback and discussion:    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Itagunmodi (Osun State) and Komu-Igbojaye-Babaode (Oyo State) Nigeria                                

Project Planning: Nigeria 

The research team for Nigeria has proposed the following Research Question:  Prioritizing Challenges to 
the Development Of Mining Communities In Nigeria: The Case of Itagunmodi (Osun State) and Komu-Igbojaye-
Babaode (Oyo State) Nigeria is a physically and climatically diverse country that is endowed with substantial 
natural resources. There has been an absence of large scale mining until the recent revival of artisanal min-
ing, which has attendant consequences and continues unabated across Nigeria. In spite of this endowed 
wealth, Nigeria is mono-product economy that is largely dominated by the oil sector which accounted for 
96.4% of exports in 2011.  
This scoping project will analyse the mining communities in both Itagunmodi (Osun State, forest ecology) 
and Igbojaye (Oyo State, southern guinea savanna). There is substantial artisanal mining of gold and tourma-
line in these communities. In addition to the core business around the extracted resources, there are lots of 
petty trading activities that are also booming alongside the mining activities. However, as a result of no ap-
parent host benefit from all these activities, palpable frustrations resulting often in misdirected agitations are 

Project Planning: Malawi 

The Malawian research team will depart from Malawi for Glasgow on the 22nd May, arriving 23rd May. They 

will work in the computer labs in the University of Glasgow on the Malawi scoping project on the 24th, 25th 

and 26th May. Their work will comprise of Creative Geographic Information System (GIS) GIS mapping us-

ing data that they are gathering at present from Malawi teammate Boyson. Phil will be drawing 

on Geographic Information System (GIS) packages when Boyson and Deepa arrive to create narratives. 

Deborah Dixon described it as ‘integrating a story about people and place, rather than drawing a story from 

data’. All of the data will be in one central electronic location yet different databases/software will be used to 

illustrate different possibilities and constraints. When the Malawi team are in Glasgow it is intended that they 

will co-write a piece for a Journal of art and geo-sciences, an abstract has already been sent in.  
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Methodology Trial Working Groups  
 

 

Project Planning: Botswana 

The Botswanan regional working group presented the following title for their scoping project: Human Wild-
life Interactions in Botswana; unearthing conflicts and ways to address them. It will research the Nata Region 
as it is the area most concentrated with elephants. Elephants are proving as destructive to agriculture in the 
region, to counteract this the Government are buying a spray from South Africa. This research aims to find 
affordable and sustainable alternatives in a community led and reflective approach. The overview of the pro-
ject will be completed by Dr. Olekae Thakadu and the deliverables will be completed covering all three 
months of the trial by Dr. Masego Ayo Mpotokwane. An overall schedule of events, that is - what is to be 
done and when, will be reviewed by Rebecca Lekoko and all clarifications and directions concerning duties 
and tasks will come from MmaB Modise. 

Socio-ecological Challenges in Africa
Botswana Case

 Botswana endowed with wildlife and wilderness

 Elephant population estimated between 150,000 – 200,000

 Elephant range mostly in the Northern Botswana

 Other wildlife species such as lions, leopards, hyenas, kudus 

destroy livestock and crops

 Buffalo transmits Foot and Mouth Disease

 Communities living adjacent to National Parks and Game 

Reserves

 Mainstay subsistence livelihood: agriculture (arable and 

pastoral)

Project Planning: Uganda 

The Ugandan research trail proposed a focus on two communities; the Alebtong district and the Albetine re-
gion. The community of focus in Northern Uganda will be one served by ‘Apala Widows and Orphanage’. 
Apart from being a partner for this project, it represents a post-conflict zone, prone to long dry spell and with 
a big water problem. The choice of the Albetine region is informed by its uniqueness in terms of livestock 
and oil discovery. The Albertine research will run from June 9th to June 22nd in Kibanjwa, Hoima and the 
Rwenzori mountains and it will be supported by Daniel Koehn. In both study sites, our contact persons will 
use their ongoing research approvals and contacts to introduce the rest of the team to the communities. Dr. 
Alex Okot who is a board member of Apala Widows and Orphanage Centre will take an advance visit ahead 
of team Uganda. He will inform the Local Council Officials in writing of the visit to the organisation. Like-
wise Ms. Kellen Aganyira who has an ongoing research engagement in the Albertine region will use her cur-
rent approvals to introduce the team to Local Council officials of Kibanjwa in Hoima district.  



 8 

Tuesday 28th March 

Active Calls and Communications Working Groups 

For the afternoon on the second day of the Symposium all participants divided to engage in working sessions 
geared towards various open funding calls and Network initiatives. Below are brief summaries and updates on 
the outcomes of these meetings. 

Inter-Africa Academic Mobility bid (Deadline May 2) 

The objective of the Inter-Africa Academic Mobility bid was to contribute to the improvement of the quality 
of higher education through the promotion of internationalisation and harmonisation of programmes and cur-
ricula within participating institutions; (b) enable students, academics and staff to benefit linguistically, cultural-
ly and professionally from the experience gained in the context of mobility to another African country. This 
application process was led by Bonnie Slade, unfortunately due to a complex application process and little tim-
ing the application was not submitted.  

Arts and Humanities in Research bid (Deadline April 25)  

The Arts and Humanities Research Council big was submitted on the 25th April. The title chosen was: Investi-

gating the relationship between traditional African belief systems and socio-ecological sustainability through the Arts. In between 

a problem and a solution is an imagined space. The proposal outlined the augmentation of the SFA network 

of interdisciplinary scientists and social scientist with artists across Uganda, Nigeria and Malawi to develop 

new methodologies that incorporate the arts as a substantive role in our interdisciplinary, cross-cultural re-

search. The objectives are to  

 Position Arts at the core of socio-ecological and cross-cultural methodologies 
 Build a fully interdisciplinary network across African Sub-Saharan Countries 
 Develop new Arts-based methods to engage with traditional African Belief systems  
 Perform pilot studies with communities to explore and test these methods 
 Develop the capacities and research designs for future GCRF calls  
 
The partners are Dr. Mia Perry, Dr. Daniel Koehn, Molly Gilmour, Dr. Richard Kagolobya, Dr. Vincent Mu-
wanika, Karembe Fabian Ahimbisibwe, Elson Kambalu, Ms Sharifa Abdulla, Ms Helen Todd, Prof Joshua 
Olusola Akande, Prof Dixon Torimiro, Prof David Ogungbile. 

Transformations for Sustainability bid  
The Transformation for Sustainability bid was called by the Economic and Social Research Council to contrib-
ute to re-structuring the broad field of sustainability research by placing social science and humanities at the 
heart of interdisciplinary research in a step change in scale and scope for research programming on this topi. 
The main thematic areas for the bid was; Governance and institutional dimensions of transformations to sus-
tainability; Economics of transformations to sustainability; Quality of life, identity, and social and cultural val-
ues in relation to transformations to sustainability. This application was led by Deborah Dixon.  

Communications and Dissemination  

Molly and Phil led a discussion on the most effective means of communication and dissemination for the net-
work going forward. The importance of translating the academic knowledge into community knowledge first 
and foremost was emphasised, only then can this be disseminated into relevant stakeholders.  
The importance and relevance of the research must be understood by both NGOs and the community them-
selves. Yet what methods are most effective ion achieving this? One way in achieving this is disseminating im-
portant milestones through social media, events and publications.  

Network Meeting(s) 

Mia led a short, whole group discussion on the plans for the Network’s next meeting in order to ensure that 
momentum is continued. TI was decided that the Network will meet after the scoping trials in Nigeria. Nigeria 
is seen as a dynamic context which will complement Gaberone’s stillness for the next meeting. February 2018 
was chosen as it will ensure sufficient time for both planning and reflection on the scoping trials.   
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Overall Reflections 

Lessons Learnt 

 

T ravel and visa arrangements: Unfortunately due to administrative errors,  two colleagues were 

unable to attend due to travel issues, namely Deepa Pullanikkatil (visa delays) and Kevin Aanyu 
(incorrect name order on travel documents). These issues could both have been avoided with more 
advance planning and communications, this has been acknowledged and we will work hard to avoid 
such problems in the future. 

 

F inancial management: Clarity around the availability of the ‘Per Diem’ cash advance caused con-

fusion and discomfort for some members. The conventions of per diem allowances in the UK are 
very different to those of Botswana, and attempts were made to reconcile those differences and cre-
ate an arrangement of compromise. This was not communicated clearly enough (either to the net-
work members or to the hotel), and as a result not all expenses were reimbursed in person at the 
meeting and some members were waiting for unacceptable amounts of time for the slow process of 
international money transfers. These issues are being addressed fully on an ongoing basis as the Uni-
versity of Glasgow (and the UK-based ESRC funding body) works to find solutions to meet funding 
council requirements of accountability as well as the realistic access requirements of the African part-
ners.  

 

O pen vs. Closed Network: As the network takes formation, there has been an inconsistency 

and a lack of clarity around who is invited into the Network, and on what terms. Due to this, some 
members felt surprised and uncomfortable with new guests that they were not expecting arriving at 
the Symposium. Without sufficient introductions and clarity around the basis for each participant’s 
inclusion, there was some discomfort and disagreement about who was at the symposium and why. 
This issue is unresolved but will be addressed directly at our next symposium in February. 
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I n reflecting on the main objectives of the network, as well as some of our expectations, it seems 
fair to say that the symposium exceeded expectations and accomplished more that the objec-
tives set out in the beginning. Relationships were developed, some based on pre-existing contacts, 
but many based on only these few days. What began as e-mail based relationships, and a network 
based on geographical distribution and named disciplinary expertise, has become a network of col-
leagues that have discussed, debated, lived, and learnt together – if only for a few days. The relation-
ships were built in the warm and collaborative atmosphere of the meetings, the comfortable and wel-
coming accommodations, the fun and adventurous free time spent together. Coming away from this 
symposium, we certainly have new friends and newly articulated common interests and commitments.  

 

Methods of practice and approach in research have been questioned. The place of multiple 
knowledges, and community engagement has been foregrounded, and in this way each one of us was 
pushed to reconsider our own practices in relation to others. A new methodological framework is still 
far from established in our collaboration, but the important work of engaging with new disciplinary 
approaches to research and unpicking and unpacking previously unquestioned approaches has begun. 
We concluded this symposium well on the journey of exploring the possibilities of new innovative 
experimental approaches.  

 

Through building relationships across disciplines and geographies, a reflexivity has been introduced 
into our collaborations. Epistemologies and ontologies of the Global North in contrast to those of 
the Global South was not addressed directly at any length during the symposium, however, in the in-
formal times spent together, and in reflection of the discussions and activities, the differences of our 
relationship with the world, of our experience of being-in-the-world, and of what we value in terms of 
knowledge was brought into relief time and time again. It is based on this awareness of difference 
(different knowledges, world views, ways of practice, and so on), and on methods to engage in and 
with difference, that the potential of this Network is rooted. 

Objectives achieved 
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Final Reflections 

 

 Arts speak louder than tongues. Elson reminded us of the 
power of Arts in dealing with the issues of environment in Af-

rica.—Prof Joshua Akande 
 

My overall assessment of the meeting is that it was a huge suc-
cess; objectives were met, deliberations were made, notes were taken, connections made, and the so-
cio-economic future for Africa has never looked more hopeful.—Stewart Paul 

 
I am aware that the network was motivated as requirements in fulfilling some of the Glasgow missions as usu-
al...but I foresee a network transcending the usual practice with great potential of significantly contributing to 
sustainable futures in Africa by strategically setting agenda for tackling socio- ecological challenges.” -  Dixon 

Olutade Torimiro (PhD) 
 

“Nigeria 2018 should give us a governance structure of the network, countries' membership and intra
-country corporate/individual membership drive, network constitution, agenda setting for future re-
search/development activities, funding, website update and management etc. This is my reflection 

so far....Accept my warmest regards!” - Dixon Olutade Torimiro (PhD) 
 

“ The meeting reflected a willingness to work together with  different knowledge and world views to achieve a 
common goal, Sustainable for futures in Africa.” - Prof. Oitshepile MmaB Modise 

 
For those of us in the planning team, a dream come true, the start  of  a new journey,  friendships made, for-

mation of an amazing team, future direction clearly formulated. -Prof. Oitshepile MmaB Modise 
 

“As with a round wooden house made of different tree species of various shapes yet all playing a role 
in getting the house made so are the different skills, educational background, experiences, countries, 
institutions, trade, profession and so on builds and strengthens sustainable futures project. There is 

strength, purpose and innovation in diversity. That’s where it left me…Just wanting more.”  
-BHZ Moyo 

 
“We look forward to exciting engagements with our partners and insightful findings that will transform re-

search in and with the community.”   
- Team Uganda  
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For More Information  

www.tumblr.com/blog/sustainablefuturesinafrica 

sustainablefuturesinafrica@gmail.com 

 @SF_Africa 

@SustainableFuturesinAfrica  

 W sustainablefuturesinafrica.com/ 

https://twitter.com/sf_africa
https://www.facebook.com/sustainablefuturesinafrica/
https://sustainablefuturesinafrica.com/
https://twitter.com/UofGEducation

