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The discourse of transformation, as currently adopted in policy arenas, has given 
scarce attention to diverse knowledges, plural pathways, and politics. Narratives 
about change and agricultural transformation in African landscapes are diverse. 
However, failure to recognise diversity among narratives of the predominant 
food producers—smallholder farmers—in planning and policy processes limits 
potential to achieve just agricultural transformation. To progress understanding 
on diverse knowledges, plural pathways, and politics of agricultural transformation 
in this paper we present smallholder visions of future farms and their narratives 
of agricultural transformation in an African landscape subject to rapid ecological 
and livelihood change. We  present smallholder narratives of transformation 
alongside those promoted by national and private-sector blueprints, and critically 
reflect on the social justice of transformation. From nine participatory workshops 
conducted with smallholder farmers in the northern Kilombero Valley of the 
Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT), four main narratives 
of transformation were identified: (1) land ownership, (2) expansion of agricultural 
activities, (3) diversification, and (4) access to water for irrigation. The view of 
transformation presented by smallholders appears incompatible with national 
blueprint policies and plans. Despite “win-win” narratives of transformation and the 
outgrower scheme approach to expansion of sugarcane cultivation promoted by 
SAGCOT, the national government and the Kilombero Sugar Company, we found 
that land ownership and expansion remains challenging for smallholders in the 
present and represents a key aspiration for the future, along with diversification 
and access to adequate amounts of water for irrigation. These visions of bigger, 
more diverse farms with access to water, are not necessarily compatible with 
the expansion of sugarcane cultivation in the area and does not appear, as yet, 
to be sufficiently recognised in sugarcane expansion plans, creating potential to 
exacerbate injustice. Given this lack of recognition, smallholders advocate for a 
stronger role in protecting their interests as citizens in relation to the SAGCOT 
private-public partners. We demonstrate the need for greater effort among actors 
in rural African landscapes to realise and recognise the diversity and contextuality 
of envisaged desirable futures in plans and polices, and the importance of 
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progressing understanding on inclusive planning and policy-making processes 
to achieve inclusive negotiation leading to more just transformation pathways.

KEYWORDS

agricultural development, transformation, landscape, sustainability, justice, smallholder 
farming, sugarcane, participatory scenario development

1. Introduction

Much research attention and political debate surrounds the nature 
and direction of agricultural, livelihood and landscape transformation 
in the African continent (Shackleton et al., 2019; Badiane et al., 2021; 
Brockington and Noe, 2021; Mdee et al., 2021). Such transformations 
relate to how Africa’s futures are imagined through different narratives 
(Appadurai, 2013; Ouma et al., 2020) and sociotechnical imaginaries, 
“collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed 
visions of desirable futures” (Jasanoff and  Kim, 2015:19). Globally, 
transformation has most recently been linked to the achievement of 
several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including most 
notably, “zero hunger” (SDG2), no poverty (SDG1), health and 
wellbeing (SDG3), gender equality (SDG5), climate change (SDG13), 
and responsible consumption and production (SDG 12) (Kanter et al., 
2016). The interconnectedness of SDGs necessitates that just 
agricultural transformations consider the intimate relations that exist 
among hunger and malnutrition, environmental sustainability, social 
justice and equity. The most recent UN Food System Summit assigned 
a pivotal role in agricultural transformation to the private sector and 
focused mainly on the change that can be  brought about by 
commercial agriculture, multinational corporations, and public-
private partnerships (Canfield et al., 2021a,b).

A strategic component of transformation based on private sector 
and public-private partnerships, is the establishment and development 
of agricultural growth corridors. These corridors aim to catalyse change 
by fostering new infrastructure and market linkages (Smalley, 2017). 
Promoted for the first time by the World Economic Forum in 2008, they 
have been described as offering opportunities for experimentation of 
targeted policy reforms and to link “top-down” policy frameworks with 
“bottom-up” functional initiatives (e.g., outgrower schemes) that lead 
to employment-creating investment and improved livelihoods (ibid). 
Tups and Dannenberg (2021) argue that agricultural growth corridors 
enable a strategic “coupling process” by means of creating spatial 
imaginaries in relation to certain territories and networks of 
stakeholders. Corridors promoting global agricultural integration are 
seen as tools to reach a pre-designed teleological future to which the 
continent should aspire and to claim geographical space for its 
realization (Ibid). Müller-Mahn (2020) describes them as “dreamscapes 
of modernity” and showcases of “future-making” narratives (Appadurai, 
2013; Jasanoff and Kim, 2015), embedded in and further promoting 
global “modernising” sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff and Kim, 
2015). Müller-Mahn (2020) argues that African agricultural 
transformation is imagined and implemented through agricultural 
growth corridors in global blueprints with little room left for its 
inhabitants’ imaginaries, aspirations, narratives and visions of the future.

The discourse of transformation was originally associated with 
structural change and the creation of radically new pathways towards 

sustainability, addressing current injustices in social, economic, and 
political systems (Pelling, 2010; Moore et al., 2014). However, it has 
been highlighted that the discourse of transformation, as currently 
adopted in the global policy arena (Blythe et al., 2018; Whitfield et al., 
2021) has given scarce attention to diverse knowledges, plural 
pathways, and politics (Scoones et  al., 2020), with negative 
implications for the social justice of transformation (Whitfield et al., 
2021). Following Whitfield et al. (2021) and Scoones et al. (2020), 
we  understand transformation as “fundamental changes in 
circumstance occurring to, for and by people within agriculture and 
food systems” (Whitfield et al., 2021: 3). In this context, smallholder 
farmers’ own narratives about agricultural transformation have been 
largely ignored considerably limiting the possibility of plural pathways 
(Scoones et al., 2020) and understanding of what just agricultural 
transformation would look like in different contexts.

The philosophical debate about social justice can be traced back 
to authors such as Rawls (1971), Fraser (1995), Sen (1999, 2009), and 
Honneth (1995). Rawls famously argued for a perfectly equal 
distribution of primary goods, consisting in a distribution chosen by 
a hypothetical person, unaware of his/her social status (Rawls, 1971). 
Sen, instead, focused on capabilities, related to the capacity to achieve 
things that people value doing or being (Sen, 2009). Fraser (1995) 
highlighted the importance of both material inequality (therefore the 
dimension of redistribution in social justice), identity politics (related 
to the dimension of recognition) and social processes or procedural 
justice. For Honneth, finally, misrecognition, as a form of profound 
and institutionalised disrespect, is at the origin of all social injustices 
(Honneth, 1995). Drawing on these authors, procedural, distributional 
justice and recognition were elaborated as the three main dimensions 
of environmental justice (Schlosberg, 2004, 2007; Walker, 2012). 
Considering dynamics of these three dimensions over time, across 
diverse contexts and within research is deemed key to progressing 
understanding of justice in agricultural and food systems 
transformations (Whitfield et  al., 2021). Whitfield et  al. (2021) 
therefore propose to add a temporal dimension to the analysis of the 
justice of food system transformation and focus on historical, 
representational, and distributional justice.

This paper focuses on smallholder farmers view about agricultural 
transformation in the context of the Southern Agricultural Corridor 
of Tanzania (SAGCOT). The SAGCOT scheme aims to physically 
integrate Tanzania’s agricultural sector and enable commercialisation 
and the technological development of agriculture (Scoones et  al., 
2015). SAGCOT’s objectives are, by 2030, to generate a revenue of 
USD $1.2 billion and permanently lift two million smallholder farmers 
out of poverty while “ensur[ing] environmental sustainability through 
the commercialisation of smallholder agriculture” (SAGCOT, 2022). 
As an “investment corridor” SAGCOT aims to establish a constant 
flow of investment towards agricultural value chains (Bergius et al., 
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2018). The corridor’s implementation was planned to cover one-third 
of the country from Dar es Salaam to the border with Malawi, Zambia 
and the Democratic Republic of Congo, following the railway that 
crosses the country (Sulle, 2020). It was launched by the Tanzanian 
government in 2006 to spearhead the transformation of subsistence to 
commercial agriculture for curbing poverty. In line with global 
narratives of agricultural transformation in African agricultural 
growth corridors (Byiers et al., 2016; Bergius, 2017; Bergius et al., 
2018; Engström and Hajdu, 2019), the private sector was to play a 
pivotal role.

In the case of SAGCOT, the global narrative of technology and 
market-driven modernisation underpinning its business model has 
been combined with a win-win narrative pivoted on “green growth” 
(SAGCOT, 2013). According to this win-win narrative of Agricultural 
Green Growth (AGG) (SAGCOT, 2013—see also Section 3.1.2.), 
transformation will lead the private sector to profit while smallholders 
lift themselves out of poverty and increase their productivity, Tanzania 
benefits as a nation, and environmental sustainability is enhanced. 
Whilst this might be considered successful in aggregating different 
interests and mobilising funds (Buseth, 2017), its implementation has 
proven problematic. A national teleological narrative of 
industrialisation and modernisation has been proposed in the last few 
years, but it is unclear how, to what extent, and at which pace labour 
shifting from agriculture—especially the youth—will be absorbed in 
other sectors (Mdee et al., 2021). Chome et al. (2020) report that the 
scheme’s grand narrative of change is constantly negotiated, resisted 
and transformed by different stakeholders on the ground, including 
“bureaucrats, investors, and smallholders” (Sulle, 2020: 332). The 
scheme’s limited engagement with smallholder farmers and their 
aspirations has been criticised (Engström and Hajdu, 2019; Sulle, 
2020; Mdee et al., 2021) and concerns raised about social injustices of 
the intervention (Sulle, 2020). Examples include: the risks of land and 
water grabbing (Oxfam, 2014; Ires, 2022), decreased food security 
(Sulle and Smalley, 2015a; NRGF, 2017), biodiversity loss, decreased 
sustainability (Mdee et  al., 2021), further marginalization of the 
poorest farmers (Sulle and Smalley, 2015b; Sulle and Dancer, 2020; 
Gannon et al., 2022), and adverse effects on women (Landesa, 2017; 
Jeckoniah et al., 2020; Sulle and Dancer, 2020). Moreover, in relation 
to crops, such as sugarcane, prioritized under the scheme in the 
Kilombero cluster, farmers would have to bear considerable financial 
risks (Bergius, 2017; NRGF, 2017), become relatively dependent on 
fertilisers (Sulle et al., 2014) and would be unable to diversify once 
they have converted to this cultivation (Oakland Institute, 2015). All 
these factors undoubtedly influence the dynamics of SAGCOT’s 
implementation, particularly in a context of weak institutions, unclear 
or unenforced land and resource rights (Kashaigili et al., 2014; Kibugi 
et al., 2015), and rising land prices which risk to further marginalize 
poor farmers (Wineman and Jayne, 2018).

Even though smallholders have been presented as one of 
SAGCOT’s main beneficiaries, especially in the win-win narrative of 
green growth (SAGCOT, 2013; Bergius et al., 2018), farmers’ own 
aspirations, “sociotechnical imaginaries” (Jasanoff and Kim, 2015) and 
“future-making” narratives (Appadurai, 2013) about transformation 
are scarcely represented in the policy arena. Smallholder farmers’ 
views and interests are largely absent or taken for granted. Their 
capability to influence policy making in the scheme’s public-private 
partnership has been limited, with consequences for social justice and 
the marginalisation of potentially alternative pathways to 

transformation. Such marginalisation appears similarly reinforced in 
recent sustainability envisioning, conservation and restoration 
planning in the region (e.g., Matejcek and Verne, 2021; Thorn et al., 
2021; Wills et al., 2022) where conservation NGOs, driven by agendas 
of biodiversity conservation and forest restoration, are the key 
representatives of civil society. Beyond research conducted by 
Johansson and Isgren (2017) in two communities of the Kilombero 
Valley, smallholder farmers’ narratives of their aspirations for future 
transformation are poorly documented. In this paper, (1) we present 
smallholder visions of future ideal farms and their narratives about 
agricultural transformation in the Northern Kilombero Valley, part of 
SAGCOT’s Kilombero Cluster—a landscape undergoing rapid 
ecological and livelihood change, (2) we  analyse the narratives 
promoted by national public and international private-sector 
blueprints, and (3) critically reflect on the social justice of 
transformation in relation to the previously identified narratives. 
We demonstrate the need for greater effort among actors governing 
rural landscapes to realise and recognise the plurality and contextuality 
of envisaged desirable futures in plans and polices, and the need to 
actively negotiate inclusive transformation pathways.

2. Material and methods

2.1. Case study

The Northern Kilombero Valley (Figure  1) is located in the 
Kilombero District of Morogoro Region, Tanzania. The climate is 
tropical. Annual rainfall is 1,200–1,600 mm with two rainy seasons 
normally in March–May and November–January/February, with some 
variation (Harrison and Laizer, 2007). The study landscape is crossed 
by one of the most important tributaries of the Rufiji River, the Great 
Ruaha River. A large industrial sugarcane plantation, covering around 
10,000 ha (Sulle, 2020; KSC, 2022), was established in the 1960s and is 
currently managed by Kilombero Sugar Company (KSC). This is 
centrally located within the study landscape and surrounded by 
16,000 ha of land farmed in diverse ways by smallholder farmers, some 
of whom participate in the Kilombero Growers outgrower scheme 
(Sulle and Dancer, 2020; KSC, 2022). Cane Supply Arrangements 
(CSA) collectively regulate the payment to outgrowers based on the 
quantity of sugarcane delivered and the measurement of sucrose level 
made by the company. Cutting, loading, and transportation are carried 
out by external contractors hired by farmers’ associations. A certain 
percentage of farmers’ payment is also retained after the cane has been 
sold according to sugar price at the moment of the sale (Sulle and 
Smalley, 2015b; Sulle, 2020). Northern Kilombero Valley is nationally 
and internationally recognised for biodiversity conservation and forest 
restoration activities (Milheiras et al., 2022). Agricultural lands are 
surrounded by strictly conserved protected areas—the Udzungwa 
Mountains National Park on the Western side and Nyerere National 
Park, Mikumi National Park and Magombera Nature Reserve on the 
Eastern side.

This landscape is a particularly interesting case for the study of 
smallholder narratives of agricultural transformation as the Kilombero 
Sugar Company, a member of SAGCOT, is in the process of expanding 
its sugarcane production three-fold (Illovo, 2022a). Alongside this 
agricultural expansion, a number of conservation and sustainability 
initiatives are being planned and implemented. These include, among 
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others, establishment of a corridor to facilitate elephant mobility and 
forest restoration activities along rivers, protected area boundaries and 
within the corridor. Elephants are indeed causing significant crop 
damage and accidents. Considerable change in the landscape is 
predicted (Msofe et al., 2020).

2.2. Methods and analysis

Nine participatory focus group workshops with 80 smallholder 
farmers1 from nine villages (Figure 1) were conducted in the Northern 
Kilombero landscape between July and August 2021. Smallholders are 
defined as farmers cultivating less than 5 ha and medium-scale 
farmers as people cultivating 5–100 ha (Jayne et al., 2016; Wineman 
and Jayne, 2018). We aimed to focus specifically on smallholders as 
they are depicted as protagonist of transformation (SAGCOT, 2013) 
but their views about how they envision transformation is rarely 
investigated. Workshops therefore aimed to explore smallholders’ 
aspirations for the future and elicit narratives of change on farms in 
the context of agricultural transformation (cf. Knickel et al., 2018; 
Mausch et al., 2018; Bennike et al., 2020) triggered by the current 
sugarcane expansion in the SAGCOT context. Environmental 

1 Mobile pastoralists were not included in the research due to the focus on 

smallholder sedentary cultivation and associated future farms.

narratives (Leach et al., 2010) are seen as a key component of future-
making narratives (Appadurai, 2013) referred to in the introduction 
of this paper and as “a crucial aspect of understanding future 
possibilities” (Myers and Kitsuse, 2000: 227) in relation to 
transformation (Whitfield et al., 2021) and agricultural corridors as 
defined in the introduction of the paper.

The workshops were organised by age group (20 participants 
under 35 years were involved in two workshops and 60 people above 
35 years participated in seven of them), gender (38 women, 42 men), 
and wellbeing.2 Each workshop lasted around 6 h, structured in two 
parts. During each workshop men and women, divided into separate 
groups, described their current and future ideal farm. After describing 
their current farms, participants were asked to think about how they 
wished their farm would look like in 5–10 years’ time and were free to 
describe them in their own terms (Activity 1). This timeframe was 
chosen because the landscape is and will be  affected by rapid 
agricultural transformation triggered by the planned expansion of 
Illovo Sugarcane Company described above (Section 2.1). The 
construction phase should last until 2023 and the first effects of 
transformation, according, to Illovo, should be  experienced by 
smallholder farmers in 2028 (Illovo, 2022a). The description of the 
ideal farm normally included its size and composition, its main 

2 Sampling followed a previous study exploring wellbeing in the studied area 

(Milheiras et al., 2022) based on a household survey.

FIGURE 1

The Northern Kilombero Valley case study landscape, Tanzania. Study villages included Sanje, Kidatu A, Kidatu B, Kidatu Kati, Msolwa Station, Katurukila, 
Mangula B, Msalise, and Mgudeni.
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characteristics (such as the presence of trees, canals, wells, vegetable 
gardens, etc.), and the main crops cultivated. Some participants 
referred to their current farms while envisaging their ideal one and 
some compared them with that one of other participants. In Activity 
2 the same groups discussed challenges and opportunities to achieve 
their ideal farms. Plenary sessions in between the two activities 
prompted exchange of ideas within the whole group, allowing men 
and women to discuss their point of view. During workshops the ideal 
farm was also referred to as the “dream farm”, the farm they would 
wish to have if they had no challenges to overcome and if they could 
exploit all the opportunities present in the landscape. Participants 
were then left free to elaborate their own conception of the “ideal” 
farm and drew on their actual present resources to several extents.

Two local artists supported the discussions by drawing each 
participant’s future ideal farms (Annex 1). The integration of art 
helped each participant to share, explain, synthesize and compare 
visions of their future farms during workshops. A similar approach 
was adopted in the Kilombero Valley by Johansson and Isgren (2017) 
who investigated large-scale land acquisition through participatory art 
and the co-creation of paintings representing the past, the present, and 
the future. Visual art is increasingly used to support future envisioning 
in relation to socio-environmental change (Palomo et  al., 2011; 
Hanspach et al., 2014; Oteros-Rozas et al., 2015) because it supports 
the discussion of participants’ preferences and knowledge and the 
identification of potential future pathways (Schneider and Rist, 2013; 
Wiek and Iwaniec, 2014). All workshops were audio recorded, 
transcribed (taking care to match individual participant descriptions 
of current with future visions of farms and associated perspectives of 
opportunities and challenges) and translated.

The first stage of analysis involved three rounds of qualitative 
coding conducted using Nvivo11 (Saldaña, 2021). Firstly, open coding 
identified emerging dominant themes, e.g., the importance of land 
distribution, reference to droughts and flooding experienced, and the 
distribution of trees within the farm, among others. The challenges 
and opportunities described by participants were also analysed in this 
first round of coding. During the second round of coding, the main 
characteristics of ideal and current farms were summarised in analytic 
memos, and the narratives of transformation identified. In the third 
round of coding, we identified “vignettes” that exemplify one or more 
of the narratives in the case of individual farmers (Example vignettes 
are presented in Annex 2 of this paper).

In the second stage of analysis, global and national narratives 
emergent were examined through a review of published materials, 
specifically SAGCOT Greenprint (2013) and SAGCOT Blueprint 
(2011), the UNFSS (2021a,b) and the ASDP-II (2017), and scholarly 
reviews of these documents (Buseth, 2017; West and Haug, 2017; 
Wineman et  al., 2020; Canfield et  al., 2021a,b; Covic et  al., 2021; 
Montenegro de Wit and Iles, 2021).

In the third stage of analysis the theoretical framework of 
Whitfield et al. (2021) was used to structure critical reflection on 
justice in agricultural transformation in the Northern Kilombero 
Valley context, specifically relating the emergent narratives to different 
forms of (in)justice, e.g., historical, representational, and distributional.

3. Results

We present results following the structure of the staged analysis 
process: (1) smallholder farmers’ narratives of transformation, (2) 

challenges and opportunities to achieving their ideal farms, (3) 
presentation of narratives of transformation promoted by SAGCOT, 
the Tanzanian government, and the Kilombero Sugar Company, and 
(4) social justice implications of agricultural transformation in the 
Northern Kilombero Vallley.

3.1. Smallholder farmers’ narratives of 
transformation

Four main narratives emerged from the analysis strongly 
conveying local ambitions for (1) land ownership and (2) expansion, 
(3) agricultural livelihood diversification, and (4) access to water for 
irrigation to cultivate two or three times per year and 
increase productivity.

3.1.1. Land ownership
The majority of farmers expressed a desire for land ownership. 

This narrative, as will be shown in the next section, is intimately 
related to narratives of expansion and diversification and to the 
challenge of land scarcity. There was widespread opinion that land 
rental prices are too high and hamper the possibility of long-term 
“development”. Investing capital in rent results in less money for 
other household needs, such as school fees or health care, without 
any guarantee that the mainly rain-fed agriculture will 
be  productive enough to repay farmer efforts each year. 
Additionally, with timing, preparation, and continuous care 
essential for agricultural activities, landholders are not keen to 
rent plots to the same person every year, because of the insecurity 
of their tenure, especially if they do not live in the area. 
Consequently, the work needed to prepare the farm is often done 
superficially or has to be  repeated every year, causing a 
considerable loss of energy and time among farmers who rent 
their plots. For instance, it is very common to remove trees and 
small hills with the aim of increasing the fields’ productivity. 
However, these operations often cannot be done if the farm has 
been rented. As a participant explained:

I am talking again about the challenge of land availability; it is a 
common challenge because most of the farmers (…) rent the 
farms. If you rent the farm which has hills and trees, you can 
decide to create a good environment by clearing the farm well so 
that next year you  would also use the same farm. But, 
unfortunately, the next year you discover that the owner wants to 
rent the farm to someone else. (Adult man)

Gender and intersectionality are particularly relevant to this 
narrative. When asked about their ideal farms, a few participants, 
mainly women, found it challenging to describe its characteristics and 
instead emphasized the importance of having a farm. A young woman, 
for instance, claimed that owning a farm was the most desirable 
feature of her ideal farm. When asked what she wanted to cultivate or 
how big she wanted her ideal farm to be, she replied that her “biggest 
dream, before anything else, is to own a farm.” Other women, especially 
widows, who had experienced negative events that worsened their life 
situation, could barely rent. They relate their poverty and 
marginalization, amongst other things, to the fact that they do not 
have land to cultivate, likely because of traditional land inheritance 
mechanisms (Wineman and Liverpool-Tasie, 2017). Figure 2 shows 
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the ideal farm of a young women who wishes to own a rice farm 
surrounded by fruit trees.

3.1.2. Land expansion
The other transformation smallholders wish to see in next 5–10 

years relates to the size of their farm. Both men and women wish to 
increase the amount of land they cultivate, with some exceptions.3 
Men were generally more ambitious in relation to the number of 
hectares they wish to have in their ideal farm. Expansion, together 
with irrigation, is seen as a key way to increase productivity in a 
context where soil fertility is perceived to be decreasing, pests are 
described as a major problem, fertilisers and pesticides are expensive 
and farmers do not necessarily know how to use them.

When expansion was envisaged, it was quite common for 
smallholders to refer to land redistribution as a means to make 
agricultural land available and agricultural interventions more 
inclusive. The government was identified as the only stakeholder able 
to design and implement such reform. Some participants simply 
wished to increase the area of their farms to upscale their production 
of crops already cultivated. This featured mainly in the cases in which 
rice and/or sugarcane were cultivated as a monoculture and the farms 
were surrounded by neighbours cultivating the same crops. One of 
these cases was described by a woman living in the village of 
Katurukila as follows:

My desire or expectation is to add ten acres in total—five acres of 
rice and five acres of sugarcane—to my current 5 acres (2 of rice 
and 3 of sugarcane)…. I want my rice farm to be surrounded by 
rice farmers and sugarcane farm to be surrounded by sugarcane 
farms … That is all I want, I just want to expand the size of the 
farms. (Adult woman)

More frequently, the narrative of expansion was associated with 
that of diversification, which will be explored in the section below. 
Some farmers want additional land to cultivate new crops and/or to 
start income generating activities, such as the cultivation of trees and 
beehives. There are two main patterns through which different 

3 Some farmers claimed that they could not afford to cultivate more land, 

because of the high costs this would imply in terms of labor and 

agricultural inputs.

smallholders depict this ideal transformation of their farms. Some 
smallholders want to acquire an additional plot in which they wish to 
cultivate a specific crop and/or vegetables or to start a tree farm, some 
relating the latter to income generating activities such as beehives. 
These farmers typically own several plots and cultivate crops suitable 
to the very composite environmental and geographical conditions 
(Figure 3). Other smallholders wish to have only one plot—bigger 
than at present (Figure 4)—and divide it into different allotments for 
crops they want to cultivate. This option, probably less feasible due to 
land fragmentation in the area, would however likely allow 
smallholders to have their farm close to home and decrease 
transportation costs (often reported as a key challenge)—while 
maintaining or increasing the diversification of their 
agricultural activities.

3.1.3. Agricultural livelihood diversification
Despite 12 farmers stating that they want to cultivate only rice in 

their ideal farm and four people claiming that they wish to switch to 
sugarcane as a monoculture, the desire to diversify the household 
income by means of cultivating different crops and using the land for 
income generating activities strongly characterized farmers’ accounts 
of their ideal agricultural transformation. It is important to highlight 
that diversification was normally based on one or two of the main 
crops cultivated in the area. Indeed 75% of the respondents imagine 
growing rice in their ideal farm, 42% wish to have sugarcane and 38% 
maize. The narrative of diversification builds on the one of ownership 
and expansion. Being owners of bigger farms means that smallholders 
could strategically add to the main crops cultivated to maximise their 
chances to guarantee household food security, while earning cash, 
developing small income generating activities and improving their 
livelihood resilience to the risk of harvest failure and climatic changes 
(Figure 5).

The addition to the ideal farm was frequently maize for family 
consumption, sometimes intercropped with pigeon peas or cultivated 
with trees or bananas. Cassava was also mentioned as an additional 
crop they would like on their ideal farms. The addition of a vegetable 
garden, normally with a well for irrigation, was considered as a useful 
way to exploit the hills in a wet paddy farm or in areas near to shelters 
on the farm, if present. Bananas were often mentioned on the ideal 
farm, especially by women as a nutritious food. The participants 
willing to put banana plants in their ideal farm want them along the 
borders or in a separate portion of their plot. Some participants, 
however, claimed that banana plants attract elephants. Vegetables are 

FIGURE 2

A young woman ideal farm. She wishes to own a farm with a house, to cultivate rice, and for it to be surrounded by fruit trees.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2023.1148928
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org


Lala et al. 10.3389/fsufs.2023.1148928

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems 07 frontiersin.org

a key component of ideal farms as they can increase household income 
while guaranteeing its food security and a healthy and varied diet. 
Women, commonly in charge of providing and preparing food for the 
family, said that they engaged in small businesses selling fresh 
vegetables to the neighbours and buying small fish and beans with the 
earnings obtained. A young farmer described the benefits of 
cultivating vegetables:

I started a vegetable garden because my wife was selling vegetables. 
She was waking up early in the morning to go to the farmers who 
have them. After I realized that the farm near our house was bare, 
I went to talk to the owner to ask for permission to cultivate it. 
[…] I have divided the small land to grow five main food crops. 
The farm is surrounded by a seasonal stream but I do not use the 
stream too much because beside the farm there is a water pipe. 
The farm allows me to cultivate in both dry and rainy season […] 
and is helping me, because vegetables provide for much of the 
family’s income. […] people come to buy vegetables at home […] 
and even the vegetable vendors who sell bitter tomatoes and okra 
in the streets come to my farm and I sell to them. I benefit from 
having a balanced diet for my family. In the morning my family 
can eat bananas with tea, but there are also amaranth, vegetables 
and pumpkins, so it helps me a lot because I’m not relying too 

much on paddy farming. My wife harvests vegetables and she goes 
to sell them. When she wants to buy other types of food like small 
fish or beans, she uses the money earned. (Young man)

Farmers also want to have trees in their ideal farm, either at the 
borders or in small allotments. They wish to grow mainly commercial 
multi-purpose trees of several species that can also serve household 
needs such as fruit, construction material and firewood. The envisaged 
tree farms normally occupied a separate plot in the ideal farm with 
irrigation described as a key factor for the success of the activity, 
especially useful for the next generation, who could enjoy its economic 
benefits while covering less costs. A small proportion of farmers who 
want tree farms also mentioned beehives as an income generating 
activity with the potential of keeping elephants away as human-
wildlife interaction is currently perceived as very challenging. If the 
farm was far from home, building a small temporary or permanent 
shelter was considered ideal to ease agricultural activities.

Finally, some farmers expressed their desire to have some space to 
keep small livestock. Fishponds were also mentioned as income 
generating activities, but their management was considered too 
challenging by some participants. Some farmers reported that fish 
farming failed in other areas because of lack of knowledge. Others, 
especially women, expressed their doubt about the ponds’ security for 

FIGURE 3

The ideal farm of a young man who wishes to expand and diversify through the acquisition of new plots in different areas. He wishes to have a mix of 
food and cash crops: sugarcane, rice, cassava, maize, and groundnuts. He wants some trees to mark the borders and a river with canals to irrigate the 
farms.

FIGURE 4

An example of expansion and diversification. An adult man wishes to own 12 acres all in the same location and to divide them as follows: two acres will 
be used for cultivating paddy, two for cassava, and two for sugarcane. The other two will be allocated to watermelons and peanuts, respectively. 
Vegetables, such as pumpkins, cow peas, and amaranth will be grown in the additional acres. This participant considered all the crops except 
sugarcane as subsistence crops. A further addition to his ideal farm would be a teak tree plot. He also wishes to have a well to irrigate vegetables.
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children and small livestock, or were concerned that, if the farm is far 
from home, there is high risk that the fish can be stolen. Finally, water 
scarcity was mentioned as another potential constraint. For these 
reasons, especially women, on average, tend to prefer to keep chicken 
and goats.

Even though diversification was certainly a strong emerging 
narrative, it is important to highlight that four participants wished to 
see a different kind of transformation in the landscape. Figure 6 is 
dedicated to one of the few cases in which a young man described his 
ideal farm based on a switch to mechanised agriculture and the 
cultivation of sugarcane.

3.1.4. Access to water for irrigation
Irrigation is deemed essential for the success of agricultural 

activities. Some farmers advocated for the construction of large-scale 
irrigation schemes, especially for rice and sugarcane, but furrows, 
canals, wells and to a certain extent, rivers are described as the 
preferred way to irrigate their ideal farms. Wet farms in the valley are 
considered ideal for rice cultivation, whereas elevated farms are 
normally designed to cultivate other crops, such as cassava, maize 
and/or vegetables, according to water access and the specific 

characteristics of the plot. The farm’s location near to a river is 
considered by some as an opportunity to control the furrow system 
but at the same time other workshop participants experienced 
flooding in the last few years, and this is the reason why they wish to 
have the possibility to keep a certain distance from the river in future. 
Together with the expansion of land cultivated, irrigation would allow 
farmers to increase productivity by means of cultivating more than 
once per year and potentially increase farmers’ ability to cope with 
climatic changes. With small-scale irrigation schemes smallholders 
would be able to cultivate “in all seasons and maybe the economy will 
be improved”, as one participant claimed.

3.2. Challenges and opportunities to 
achieving the ideal farm

Several challenges and opportunities were identified by 
smallholders to prevent or enable them from achieving their ideal 
farms. The challenges and opportunities can be  divided into two 
groups—those related to assets (e.g., money to invest, availability of 
land, and water to irrigate) and those related to farmers’ agency (e.g., 

FIGURE 5

This adult woman wishes to continue cultivating paddy in a farm surrounded by trees so that she can use them for firewood and at the same time mark 
the boundaries of her property. In addition to this she wants to have a plot for bananas, and another for vegetables, grown with water from a small 
well. She wishes to have a road at the border of her farm to make transportation easier and to build a shelter where she can also keep small livestock 
such as chicken and ducks.

FIGURE 6

One of the few cases in which the ideal farm of a young man is constituted by 50 acres of sugarcane monoculture. This farmer already cultivates 
sugarcane and believes that his income and achievements up to present were due to this choice. He wants his farm to have good access to water and 
be close to Illovo factory to contain transportation costs. He wants to be surrounded by other sugarcane farmers and he aims to convince local leaders 
to ask the company for costly harvesting equipment. This participant also wants to cultivate maize once per year after he has harvested sugarcane to 
make the most of his land. He also mentions challenges that were often referred to in the case of sugarcane cultivation, such as the lack of capital to 
invest, instability of markets, lack of sugarcane production knowledge, delay in the supply of agricultural inputs, poor governance of farmers’ 
associations, problematic procedures of sugarcane weighing and sucrose level measurements.
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representation in policy and decision-making processes). These issues 
intersect and inform the four main narratives of transformation in 
several different ways. Workshops’ participants mentioned challenges 
more frequently than opportunities and they perceived their current 
situation, regarding present changes in the valley, to be  quite 
problematic. However, they often also referred to some of the 
challenges—such as loans, extension services, and agricultural 
inputs—as potential opportunities, if they were tailored to 
smallholders’ needs.

Limited access to fertile land and water for irrigation were two 
frequently mentioned challenges to achieving ideal farms. Overcoming 
these challenges was perceived to lead to desired transformation 
described by narratives of land ownership and access to water. The 
narrative underpinning availability of land was that some farmers are 
able to accumulate this resource and are renting it to smallholders for 
perceived high prices. Land reforms were advocated by many of the 
workshops’ participants that wished the government would intervene 
to redistribute this resource. A woman, for instance, highlighted how 
land tenure, poverty, soil fertility and agricultural productivity were 
all affecting her situation. In her words:

Land is “tired” but we have to cultivate because there are no other 
farms. But at the same time, you can see someone has 200 to 300 
acres, but they do not cultivate them. They say: “if you want, 
you can rent for 100,000Tz Shs per acre, but it is expensive, so 
we decide to go back to the farms where we can only get our 
harvests in low quantity. (Adult woman)

Some smallholder farmers explained that an improved system for 
irrigation offers an opportunity to cope with climatic changes. 
Participants indeed observed more frequent droughts and flooding—
especially of Ruaha River that destroyed the surrounding farms—and 
increasing uncertainty in rainfall patterns compared to the past. Tree 
planting was also cited by some as a potential way to “bring the rain” 
and improve the climatic conditions around the farm.

Soil fertility is considered as a challenge by many farmers. Some 
claim that since they are cultivating on the same plot every year and 
the population in the area is increasing, they experience a deterioration 
in the quality of the soil which, according to some, could 
be exacerbated by the use of chemical fertilizers that has increased soil 
salinity. For a few participants, inorganic fertilizers and pesticides 
could also be dangerous for human health. Their use, however, has 
become fundamental to increase productivity and most of the 
participants wished they could be affordable and arrive in time, as 
much as other agricultural inputs.

Smallholders perceive extension services, that inform them on the 
correct use of inputs, as potential opportunity, even if these services 
are currently considered as a challenge because of the way in which 
they are implemented. Fake and low-quality inputs are also considered 
as a challenge, because many farmers do not have the ability to 
recognize them.

Moreover, regardless of gender and age, many participants, feel 
that the main obstacle they need to overcome to transform their farms 
is the financial constraint. Their income is perceived as too limited to 
expand their agricultural activities; particularly to buy new land, 
agricultural inputs, and to pay for crop transportation as the majority 
of smallholders’ plots are located far from their homes. Additional 
costs are incurred by agricultural tools, such as tractors, that are often 

rented. A woman summarises in this way, the interrelated challenges 
she faces:

There are many challenges. The first is the challenge of money, but 
also government brings inputs out of time, the time for planting 
when we need fertilizers for planting, there are no fertilizers, and 
they bring fertilizers during harvesting season, so even the crops 
price is very low. We have to spend much for farming, and we get 
low yields because we did not use fertilizers. Finally, we sell for a 
very low price. With the income from eight sacks for one acres 
cultivated, we have to pay for school contributions, food and farm 
preparation in the next season. So, it is difficult to use the money 
to buy another farm and expand agricultural activities. 
(Adult woman)

The income from agricultural activities was described by 
smallholders as limited because of unfavourable market conditions 
and low prices both for rice and sugarcane. Many participants referred 
to dubious weighing systems for both crops and, in relation to 
sugarcane, some farmers perceived unfair measurement of sucrose 
levels, the monopoly of sugarcane market and the consequent lack of 
bargaining power as challenges. Some farmers suggested that the 
government should intervene to create more stable markets and 
regulate prices. According to a young participant, for instance, at the 
time of workshops (July–August 2021), the price of 100 kg rice was 
70,000 Tshs (the price that is typical during harvest season) but 
between December and February, the price increased to 130,000–
150,000 Tshs.

Because of the constant need for capital, many smallholders 
referred to loans as opportunities to try and overcome this challenge, 
to buy agricultural inputs and tools. However, participants also 
reported that the banks’ conditions were highly unfavourable and that 
they did not consider the specific needs and circumstances of 
smallholders. Some of them thought that they were designed only for 
farmers that were already relatively wealthy. Many participants 
therefore perceived loans not as an opportunity but as a challenge. One 
farmer, for instance, claimed that a “rice farming loan is deadly” and 
reported the case of villagers that had to run away because they could 
not afford to pay their debts. Another one bitterly said that, given these 
conditions, it is better to do business rather than agriculture. 
He claimed he wanted to become a middleman, buying rice for a low 
price and reselling it in the market for profit. He added that uncertain 
rains had recently worsened the situation. The following quote also 
relates loans, in this case made by wealthier farmers, with climate 
change and agriculture:

There are people who are also farmers, they have money they lend 
to the others, they give money and ask you to repay one sack of 
paddy after harvesting. If you need money, you just accept the 
conditions, it can be 50,000 shs or 200,000 shs. After you have 
taken the money, unfortunately a drought might appear, you will 
have no harvest, and then you find them coming with the empty 
sack to take the paddy. When this creditor takes you to court 
[because you did not pay] without any witness, the court fails to 
solve the matter. Agriculture has become very difficult…. when 
you tell him that you did not harvest because of weather changes, 
he replies that he wants his crops, and conflict arises. I can say in 
recent years agriculture has become very hard. (Adult man)
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Many smallholders are convinced that the government must 
intervene to lower bank interest rates and promote payment schedules 
that are more favourable for them.

Other important challenges articulated by smallholders during the 
workshops were their coexistence with pastoralists and elephants. 
Some participants perceived that Masaai and Sukuma did not respect 
the borders of the territory assigned to them by the government, 
whereas the occurrence of fatal accidents led to an increasingly 
difficult situation for human-wildlife coexistence.

Finally, a general narrative characterizing challenges and 
opportunities for smallholders was that many of the workshops’ 
participants wished to increase their representation in decision-
making processes associated with land and land use change. As one 
young farmer put it, when talking about smallholder farmers’ 
relationship with Illovo sugarcane company: Farmers alone cannot go 
to the company to raise their concerns because they are not 
knowledgeable, the government should help them to make their voice 
heard. This was a crosscutting issue involving farmers’ associations, 
the private and the public sector but the government was identified as 
the only stakeholder that could intervene effectively to protect 
smallholders’ interests.

3.3. Narratives of agricultural 
transformation in blueprints, policies and 
plans

In the Kilombero SAGCOT cluster, the transformation that will 
be  promoted in the next 5–10 years—triggered by the planned 
sugarcane expansion—will be key for current and future generations. 
Smallholder farmers aspirations and narratives about transformation 
in the near future and in relation to their current situation, are key to 
understand how agricultural transformation will unfold in this 
specific area and in relation to longer-term change, which will take 
place over generations. Narratives of agricultural transformation in 
the Northern Kilombero therefore need to be  contextualized in 
broader understandings of socioeconomic change at the national level. 
A teleological narrative of industrialisation and modernisation has 
been proposed in the last few years, but it is unclear how, to what 
extent, and at which pace labour shifting from agriculture—especially 
the youth—will be absorbed in other sectors (Müller-Mahn, 2020; 
Mdee et  al., 2021). This section will therefore present farmers 
narratives explored in Section 3.1 in the context of wider narratives of 
agricultural transformation: the ones proposed by SAGCOT (Section 
3.3.1), the Tanzanian Government (Section 3.3.2) and the Kilombero 
Sugar Company (Section 3.3.3).

3.3.1. SAGCOT narratives
Two main documents have been released in the 2010s to describe 

SAGCOT’s vision of agricultural transformation, the Blueprint 
(SAGCOT, 2011) and the Greenprint (SAGCOT, 2013). While the 
Blueprint highlights mainly the unexploited potential in terms of 
natural resources—land and water—for the expansion of large-scale 
commercial agriculture, the Greenprint stresses the scheme’s 
sustainability and inclusiveness (Buseth, 2017). Overall, SAGCOT’s 
account of transformation is essentially built on two main narratives: 
(1) technology, innovation, and market driven agricultural growth, 
fostered by the creation of infrastructure and the commercialisation 

of agriculture, and (2) “win-win” narratives that reconcile different 
stakeholders’ interests and are based on the concepts of “green growth” 
or “green transformation” that became dominant in the global political 
arena around one decade ago (Buseth, 2017). These are referred to in 
the Greenprint as Agricultural Green Growth (AGG). An example of 
a “win-win” narrative contained in the Greenprint is the opportunity 
analysis on precision agriculture (PA) that uses several technologies 
to increase efficiency, profit and productivity while reducing the 
impact on the environment (SAGCOT, 2013: 12). “Sustainable 
intensification”—increasing yield per unit area maximising the use of 
agricultural inputs and respecting a set of principles to avoid 
environmental degradation—is also mentioned to increase profit, 
food production and food security (SAGCOT, 2013: 25–26). 
Diversification—based on “crop rotations and/or spatial diversification 
of crops, livestock, and trees” (SAGCOT, 2013: 26)—is reported as one 
of the core ideas underpinning and enabling sustainable intensification 
and it is claimed that in principle it is compatible with large-scale 
agriculture (SAGCOT, 2013: 26). In other parts of the Greenprint 
(SAGCOT, 2013: 73), however, it is claimed that commercial surplus 
obtained by sustainable intensification and not the cultivation of 
different plots will guarantee smallholders’ food security. This 
narrative of transformation proceeds as follows: increased productivity 
and marketing opportunities provided by farmers associations will 
lead smallholders to gradually move out of subsistence farming and 
join outgrowing schemes while the ones who are not affiliated to the 
agricultural scheme “will move into other lines of work” (SAGCOT, 
2013: 73). Smallholders will therefore be unwilling to expand their 
agricultural activities and “new subsistence plots on marginal land will 
diminish”, also decreasing pressure on forests and environmental 
degradation (SAGCOT, 2013: 73).

SAGCOT recognises a key role for outgrowers cultivating on their 
land under contractual arrangements with private companies such as 
Kilombero Sugar Company. According to the Blueprint this model 
guarantees “mutual benefits” (SAGCOT, 2011; Bergius, 2017), 
providing smallholder farmers integration to global value-chains, 
access to the market and extension services. The outgrowing approach, 
widely criticised in terms of its effective benefits for smallholders (e.g., 
Bergius, 2017; Sulle, 2017), also reflects global discourse, born in the 
early 2000s, which depicts smallholders as entrepreneurs able to lift 
their selves out of poverty if properly connected to the market in the 
context of a broader agricultural transformation, mainly neoliberal in 
nature, based on foreign private investment. This vision of the future 
of agricultural transformation triggered by the involvement of the 
private sector has not changed in the last decade and it has been put 
forward more recently by the 2021 United Nations Food Systems 
Summit (UNFSS). The latter has promoted the role of the corporate 
world in agricultural transformation and world food system 
governance, with Civil Society organisations claiming they were 
systematically side-lined in the conversation at the global level 
(Canfield et al., 2021a,b).

Finally, in relation to irrigation, the Blueprint highlights the high 
potential to develop Tanzanian agriculture through irrigation 
schemes, while the Greenprint promotes an “efficiency-oriented 
approach” (SAGCOT, 2013: 10) in which water use is adequately 
distributed across sectors; water use efficiency is improved, especially 
in agriculture, and effective watershed management increases the 
quantity of the water available. Climate change is identified as one of 
the factors increasing the need for irrigation (SAGCOT, 2013, C-9; 
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Mirzabaev et al., 2023) and investments in irrigation are ascribed 
mainly to the national government (SAGCOT, 2013: 23).

3.3.2. National agricultural sector and 
development narratives

The Tanzanian national narrative resonates with the narrative of 
technology and market driven agricultural growth and “win-win” 
narratives of sustainability, inclusiveness and economic growth 
proposed by SAGCOT. The Tanzanian government’s vision for 
agricultural transformation is indeed expressed mainly in the 
Tanzanian Agricultural Sector Development Program Phase II 
(ASDP-II), the objective of which is to transform “smallholders into 
sustainable commercial farmers” (URT, 2017: 41). ASDP-II is part of 
the Tanzania Development Vision 2025, which aims to “transform 
[the country] from a low productivity agricultural economy to a semi-
industrialized one, led by modernized and highly productive 
agricultural activities” (URT, 2015a,b: 2). The Agricultural Sector 
Development Strategy II (ASDS II), finally, is the tool to promote these 
agricultural policies between 2015 and 2025. This document identifies 
three priorities, namely (1) the use of technology, (2) “irrigation, 
finance, mechanization, agroprocessing and access to markets”, and 
(3) its synergy with other sectoral initiatives such as SAGCOT 
(SAGCOT, 2013: 13).

While ASDS II identifies diversification of crop and livestock as a 
strategy to protect farmers from variations in price and productivity, 
ASDP II also recognises the need for “strategic diversification” (ASDP-
II, 2017: 31) supporting a range of income generating activities in 
horticulture and livestock keeping, but its specific emphasis is on 
commercialisation. The role assigned to private sector investors, 
commodity value chains, and surplus commercialisation is key in 
ASDP-II, in contrast with ASDP-I, which focused on state 
interventions on one side, and smallholder farmers on the other. 
According to the national vision, commercialisation of agriculture will 
lead to the creation of job opportunities and poverty reduction (URT, 
2017: 2–3), in line with SAGCOT’s narrative of change. National 
narratives, as argued by Aminzade et al. (2018), even if there are some 
inconsistencies in national documents, often depict medium scale 
farmers—and not smallholders—as the potential change makers in 
current forms of transformation.4 In addition to this, it promotes 
efforts to “help subsistence smallholders graduate to the ranks of 
small-scale commercial farmers” (URT, 2017: 45) and acknowledges 
that even though some progress has been made through ASDP I, 
ASDP II still needs to increase farmers’ involvement in the decision-
making process over natural resource management (URT, 2017: 31).

4 An example of the inconsistencies characterizing different documents, can 

be found between ASDP-II and the Tanzania Development Vision 2025: while 

the ASDP-II claims that its “design reinforces smallholder commercialization 

focus with the view to support farmers to graduate from subsistence farming 

to semi-subsistence/semi-commercial status, practicing farming as a business” 

(ASDP-II, p. 30). According to the Tanzanian Development Vision 2025, instead, 

“Lacking scale, smallholders forego advantages enjoyed by commercial farmers 

such as lower operational costs, better access to farming inputs and greater 

farming expertise” (Tanzania Development Vision 2025 2013: 6 in Aminzade 

et al., 2018).

Similarly, ASDP II plans for further progress in the implementation 
of priority investments started with ASDP I, especially in the irrigation 
domain. According to the document, irrigation is indeed part of the 
first component of priority investment on sustainable water and land 
use management for crops, livestock and fisheries (URT, 2017: 33). The 
Tanzanian government plan stresses the importance of land use 
planning in relation to irrigation while committing to invest in 
infrastructural development schemes’ management and maintenance 
(URT, 2017: 33).

3.3.3. Kilombero Sugar Company expansion 
narrative

Kilombero Sugar Company’s narrative of transformation is 
characterised by technology driven development, commercialisation 
of agriculture and the need to “promote further foreign direct 
investment” (Illovo, 2022c). It is therefore well aligned with Tanzania 
Development Vision 2025. Moreover, the company promotes a 
narrative of expansion, which should be both vertical and horizontal. 
Vertical expansion entails improving yields on existing outgrower 
farms with the introduction of inputs and extension services whereas 
horizontal expansion is based on the acquisition of new land and/or 
uptake of sugarcane by new farmers that are contracted in the 
outgrowing scheme.

The Kilombero Sugar Company documents emphasise the need 
to increase efficiency in water delivery as sugarcane production is 
highly dependent on irrigation (Hess et al., 2016). Water in the area 
should accommodate different needs, spanning from agriculture to 
wildlife conservation, tourism, domestic uses, and the alimentation of 
the Nyerere hydropower station. In consequence, the Kilombero Sugar 
Company, in line with national development policies of the Tanzanian 
government, acknowledges the fundamental importance of integrated 
water management in the landscape. Whilst the Company investigated 
in 2017 the feasibility of drip irrigation, in response to water scarcity 
in the area (Illovo, 2017), it remains unclear if irrigation will 
be  promoted among outgrowers. It is also not clear if sugarcane 
irrigation schemes could compromise access to water for the 
smallholders who decide not to participate in the sugarcane scheme. 
It is indeed not sure if the construction of a new mill would impact 
their water usage, even if the 2017 Illovo’s report claims that the 
factory water consumption footprint was neutral and 89% of the water 
used for mills and “non-cane operations” was recycled (Illovo, 2017: 
23). It is quite difficult to understand how irrigation systems will 
be transformed in relation to the company’s expansion and how this 
will impact smallholders’ agricultural activities because the current 
environmental and social assessment for the planned sugarcane 
expansion is not public, in open contradiction with Illovo’s guidelines 
on Land and Land Rights, which claim that “the appropriate 
assessment documentation will be  made readily available to the 
affected people” (Illovo, 2022b).

3.4. Farmers narratives and the social 
justice of transformation in the Northern 
Kilombero Valley

Smallholders’ narratives and their challenges in the achievement 
of the ideal farms invite a reflection on the social justice of current and 
future transformation in Northern Kilombero. As seen in Section 3.1, 
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an unfair natural resource distribution indeed underpins the 
narratives of land ownership and access to water for irrigation. Land 
distribution would also be crucial to smallholders’ expansion and 
diversification. Moreover, the main challenge identified by 
smallholders is a lack of recognition and representation, which makes 
it difficult for them to overcome other challenges. In this section, 
following Whitfield et al. (2021) framework, we therefore critically 
reflect on historical, representational, and distributive injustice.

3.4.1. Historical legacies of injustice
The case of the Northern Kilombero and its sugarcane plantation 

illustrates well how present narratives of transformation are 
entrenched in Tanzanian history. The narrative surrounding the 
considerable potential for agricultural transformation offered by the 
area is indeed not new. In the colonial period, the valley was described 
as “a great alluvial plain which could—with proper interventions for 
irrigation—be turned into one of the finest cotton, sugar, and rice 
producing areas in the world” (Ormsby-Gore, 1925: 121). While 
German colonists envisaged large scale cultivation of rice, British 
targeted cotton and it was in fact under Nyerere that the narrative of 
rural transformation pivoted on sugarcane production started to 
be developed. The narrative of the untapped agricultural potential that 
needed to be developed through global investments was therefore 
already present in colonial times, and modernization narratives 
accompanied by the establishment of big estates characterized to a 
certain extent also the idea of agricultural development after 
independence. However, the father of the nation aimed to promote the 
flow of migration of unemployed youth for the urban areas to the 
countryside and was eager to differentiate the project from previous 
colonial estates claiming, in 1956, that foreign investment in sugarcane 
was going to be accepted as long as Africans could “participate in the 
scheme not as labourers providing cheap labour but as partners” 
(Nyerere, 1966). The Kilombero settlement and agricultural scheme 
was then promoted and sustained for its political more than economic 
value (Jackson, 2021). Present investments in outgrowing schemes, 
developed in the same areas (Sulle and Smalley, 2015a) can be read in 
continuity with these efforts, while representing an attempt to find an 
alternative to land grabbing typical of large scale land acquisitions and 
proposing a model in which farmers, at least on paper, can be included 
(Cotula, 2009; von Braun and Meinzen-Dick, 2009; cf. Little and 
Watts, 1994; Oya, 2013).

Transformation has its roots in the past and never 
straightforwardly starts from a present condition of perfect systemic 
order. Moreover, injustices are socially and historically constructed 
and can be replicated or addressed by different types of transformation. 
The narratives of agricultural transformation and ideal visions of the 
future for rural Tanzania have historical roots and were already 
present in nuce in the colonial period. The investment in agricultural 
corridors—and the narrative of integration in the global economy as 
the preferable way to plan for agricultural development—can indeed 
be read in continuation with the past establishment of colonial estates, 
developmental schemes, and state farms (Hall et al., 2015), which are 
all underpinned by a “modernising” sociotechnical imaginary 
(Jasanoff and Kim, 2015), based on the pivotal role assigned to 
technology and global integration as the key instruments to achieve a 
universally desired future (Müller-Mahn, 2020). However, the 
narrative of a win-win transformation differs from previous ones, as, 
differently from the past, it depicts smallholders as beneficiaries of the 

scheme, who can lift themselves out of poverty by means of taking 
advantage of the current transformation. Despite this win-win 
narrative, which kind of transformation is desired by smallholder 
farmers is taken for granted and virtually never explored, while their 
participation in SAGCOT’s public-private partnership decision-
making process is limited, resulting in a lack of recognition and 
representational injustice.

3.4.2. Contemporary representational injustice
The scarce representation of farmers’ interests towards both the 

government and the private sector strongly emerged in the 
workshops’ participants’ description as one of the challenges they face 
in the present situation to achieve their ideal farms and a very 
widespread idea amongst the farmers’ interviewed is that their 
representational mechanisms should be improved. Some of the most 
frequently mentioned objectives that farmers should be pursuing, 
according to what emerged during workshops, are an equitable 
weighing system for rice and sugarcane and, in the specific case of 
sugarcane, a fair calculation of sucrose level. Moreover, 
representational injustice in the present situation prevents farmers 
from obtaining fairer loans and a timely and equitable distribution of 
fertilizers and pesticides. Smallholders are also currently under-
represented on issues of land tenure, irrigation, and conservation 
policies (Bergius, 2017; NGRF, 2017; Smalley et al., 2021). Finally, 
some farmers expressed doubts about the priority currently 
established for sugarcane. In sum, representation would be key for 
farmers to tackle all the main challenges that are currently affecting 
them and that prevent them from achieving the ideal farm in the 
future. Many participants identified the national government as the 
main actor that they perceive to be responsible for protecting their 
interests and considered the current forms of representation offered 
by farmers association in the context of large-scale interventions 
as ineffective.

3.4.3. Distributional justice, misrecognition, and 
alternative transformation pathways

According to narratives of land ownership, expansion of 
agricultural activities and irrigation that emerged during workshops, 
partially because of scarce representation, farmers have different 
degrees of access to resources, such as water and land. Transformation, 
indeed, does not—and will not—impact all farmers in the Northern 
Kilombero Valley in the same way. According to the smallholder 
farmers’ narratives described in the results, the distribution of natural 
resources such as land and water is currently unfair. The narratives of 
irrigation, ownership, and expansion highlighted the importance of 
control over key assets such as water and land, even in the context of 
an outgrowing scheme. Indeed, despite the formula of outgrowing, 
internal differentiation meant that wealthier farmers—“big farmers”—
could invest and expand this asset, augmenting their productivity and 
income (Sulle and Smalley, 2015a), whereas the poorest ones could 
not do so. Wealthier farmers also have the possibility to purchase 
farms with a good geographical location, good access to water and/or 
some form of irrigation, while investing in farming inputs and 
mechanised agricultural tools and to pay for additional labour to help 
during harvest. Many smallholders interviewed instead had to move 
or to commute amongst different rented plots, a rather common 
practice which forces them to stay away from their family for long 
periods. Women also have less access to the resource of land and their 
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desire to cultivate food crops near home will become more difficult to 
realise if smallholder farmers decide to switch to sugarcane cultivation.

4. Discussion

The combination of the analysis of farmers’ narratives of 
transformation explored in Section 3.1 with the global and national 
ones explored in Section 3.3 and their social justice implications 
investigated in Section 3.4 lead to highlight some key messages about 
agricultural transformation in the Northern Kilombero Valley.

Firstly, agricultural transformation promoted by the Kilombero 
Sugar Company and SAGCOT is influenced by the specificities of 
context of the Northern Kilombero Valley, both in historical and 
geographical terms. Secondly, indeed, due to the specific configuration 
of the landscape, imagined as ideal for large-scale agriculture based 
on foreign investment since colonial times, smallholder farmers’ 
narratives of land ownership, expansion, diversification, and, to a 
certain extent, irrigation are incompatible with SAGCOT’s “win-win” 
account. Due to the specificity of the context, in the Northern 
Kilombero, where land is a scarce resource, agricultural transformation 
will result in winners and losers, across the lines of land ownership 
and gender differentiation. These dynamics of marginalization have 
their roots in colonial times and are deeply entrenched in forms of 
historical injustice as described by Blache (2019). Thirdly, amongst all 
the challenges described in Section 3.2—which are all relevant to 
transformation in the valley—the most important one seems to be the 
challenge of representation, because it is key to overcome all the 
others. It results in representational injustice, which, in turn, risks to 
exacerbate distributional injustice in the future, especially in relation 
to land distribution, which has also been problematic in the area since 
colonial times and Ujamaa. The current lack of political and 
institutional recognition and representation of smallholder farmers 
risks silencing potentially alternative pathways to transformation 
based on farmers’ own narratives, desires and aspirations, which are 
often ignored or taken for granted by national and international 
narratives described in Section 3.2. Taken together these key messages 
point towards the need to recognise plural and contextual narratives, 
and make concerted effort to tackle, and prevent exacerbating 
inequality in an integrated management of the Northern Kilombero 
landscape which is also inclusive of smallholder farmers’ voices and 
narratives of transformation.

Historically, as seen in Section 3.4.1, narratives of transformation 
about the landscape, the establishment of estates and the integration 
of the area with the national and the global economy were present 
since colonial times. Moreover, the fact that in Northern Kilombero 
commercial agriculture coexists not only with smallholder farming 
but also with conservation and restoration initiatives complicates land 
and water planning and management. This is partially acknowledged 
in the Greenprint, which recognises that, in the specific case of the 
Kilombero cluster, the land available for agricultural expansion is 
limited. The risk that smallholders could be displaced to the southern 
wetland and/or to the forest is acknowledged in the document but no 
measure to prevent this from happening is mentioned (SAGCOT, 
2013: C-9).

Therefore, because of the specificities of the Northern Kilombero, 
smallholder farmers’ narratives of expansion, diversification, land 
ownership, and, to a certain extent, irrigation are incompatible with 

SAGCOT’s “win-win” account of agricultural transformation. 
Expansion appears as a theme in both SAGCOT’s and farmers 
narratives (as described in Section 3.3). Farmers’ desire to expand 
(and, at the same time, diversify) does indeed not necessarily coincide 
with the expansion planned by the Kilombero Sugar Company or the 
way in which these two narratives are dealt with in national and 
international blueprints. In theory, it is possible to claim that, thanks 
to the planned expansion, smallholders can opt to diversify and 
expand by means of uptaking sugarcane, therefore leading to a 
profitable and beneficial situation for both farmers and the Kilombero 
Sugar Company, as predicted in national and international win-win 
narratives. However, the specificity of the landscape and sugarcane 
cultivation, which needs to rely on irrigation, economies of scale and 
be  cultivated on adjacent plots (Hess et  al., 2016), makes this 
possibility quite unlikely to be realised in the future. The cooperation 
of smallholder farmers cultivating the same crop emerged in the 
workshops as a potential solution improving their possibility to benefit 
from the scheme even without owning big portions of land. However, 
this was also perceived as difficult to organise and cooperation with 
neighbours was generally described as a resource which, however, 
could be challenging at times, with quarrels often emerging on farms’ 
management and borders. SAGCOT Greenprint recognises that not 
all the smallholders can be involved in the outgrowing scheme and 
predicts that they will change their livelihood (see Section 3.3). Illovo 
indeed claims that by 2028 smallholder farmers who will chose to 
switch to sugarcane cultivation will be between 14.000 and 16.000 
whereas they are now 7500, with an additional 2,000 people expected 
to be employed as a result of the expansion (Illovo, 2022a). However, 
the desire to be employed by the sugarcane company did not emerge 
clearly from the workshops, even though a few participants 
highlighted that “agriculture is hard” and would have liked to switch 
to other activities.

Diversification, instead, appears in different forms and with a 
different weight in SAGCOT’s and national narratives but also in 
smallholders’ narratives (see Section 3.3). Different stakeholders’ 
narratives of diversification are also problematic in relation to 
expansion as a strategy that smallholders farmers employ to guarantee 
their households food security. Cultivating food crops for the 
household remains critical for smallholders but, even though 
diversification and crop rotation are tangentially mentioned in the 
Greenprint (SAGCOT, 2013: 25–26) and in national plans (URT, 
2015a,b: 31) (see Section 3.3), the main narrative of transformation 
emerged from the document seems to be  that smallholders’ food 
security will be  guaranteed by an increase of income due to 
participation in the outgrowing scheme and/or to new employment 
opportunities created by the scheme (SAGCOT, 2013: 73).

Finally, SAGCOT’s and national win-win accounts can also 
be questioned in relation to farmers narratives of land ownership and 
access to irrigation. Distributional injustice indeed risks to characterise 
land in the Northern Kilombero. According to the Kilombero Sugar 
Company and SAGCOT, the already tested formula of the outgrowing 
scheme prevents land grabbing. However, workshops’ participants 
claimed that, already in the present, only some farmers—the “big 
farmers”, as they were referred to in workshops—are able to profit 
from the key asset of land. A high degree of internal differentiation, 
however, limits smallholders’ possibility to own and acquire land. This 
resonates with broader national trends of rising land prices, which 
might represent a barrier for young adults to become farmers and 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2023.1148928
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org


Lala et al. 10.3389/fsufs.2023.1148928

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems 14 frontiersin.org

means a further restricted access to land for smallholders and the 
possibility for landowners to increase their wealth (Wineman and 
Jayne, 2018). If the value of land increases because of sugarcane 
expansion, rental prices, which are already perceived as high, will also 
augment, further diminishing smallholders’ access to land. The 
Kilombero Sugar Company planned horizontal expansion might risk 
exacerbating the situation in the future and inequality is likely to 
increase between those owning and not-owning land and having 
access to off-farm opportunities. In a similar case, the paddy 
production in the Great Ruaha Basin within SAGCOT, Ires has shown 
that farmers who owned land also became more resilient to weather 
shocks. It was reported indeed that they could successfully overcome 
the 2015–16 drought and even increase their harvest. The situation 
was however very different for smallholders, who still highly depend 
on rainfed agriculture and have scarce access to water for irrigation 
(Ires, 2021). Women also seem to be particularly affected, as their 
access to land is limited (Landesa, 2017; Sulle and Dancer, 2020). 
Moreover, women participants in the workshops claimed that they 
prefer to cultivate food crops such as rice, maize, vegetables and 
bananas. The increasing scarcity of fertile land causes the displacement 
of food crops and women, who normally cultivate them (Sulle and 
Smalley, 2015a), have to walk longer distances to reach the plots they 
cultivate. A similar expansion of sugarcane cultivation took place, for 
instance, in Uganda, where private sector agendas resulted in 
corporate control over food systems and unequal distribution of assets 
such as land and water, reducing the land available for food crops and 
therefore food security (Mwavu et al., 2018).

As Kashaigili et al. (2014) argued, the notion of “untapped” land 
underpinning horizontal expansion and the fact that it could be made 
more profitable through intensification and irrigation—the narrative 
of vertical and horizontal expansion promoted by the Kilombero 
Sugar Company (Section 3.3.3)—have been undermined by accounts 
of biodiversity losses and competition for land and water, reported 
already by several sources (e.g., Landesa, 2017; NRGF, 2017: 14). As 
much as land, indeed water in the Northern Kilombero is essential for 
agriculture, conservation, restoration, tourism, domestic uses, and 
energy, as Nyerere hydropower station depends on the Rufiji River and 
competition amongst sectors characterises the use of this resource. In 
the occasion of the 2015–2016 drought, for instance, the Tanzanian 
Electric Supply Company, managing the Nyerere dam, blamed 
irrigation schemes and farmers of the electricity crisis that pervaded 
the nation (Ires, 2021). As sugarcane production is highly dependent 
on irrigation (Hess et al., 2016) and with the construction of a new 
mill, it is not clear how water will be distributed in the region after the 
Kilombero Sugar Company expansion. In relation to access to water 
for irrigation—a key narrative emerged in the workshops—further 
studies would be needed to understand if the sugarcane expansion 
could compromise access to water for the smallholders who decide not 
to participate in the sugarcane scheme or do not have the possibility 
to do so.

Thirdly and finally, of all the challenges to achieve the ideal 
farm described in Section 3.1.3, the most important one appears to 
be a lack of representation. A very widespread idea amongst the 
farmers’ interviewed is indeed that representational mechanisms 
should be improved to advance smallholders’ interests towards both 
the government and the private sector. National narratives of 
transformation contained in the ASDP II emphasize the need to 

increase beneficiaries’ involvement in the management of natural 
resources “based on transparent processes” (ASDP-II). The “win-
win” and “inclusive green growth” narrative underpinning 
SAGCOT also strongly emphasizes the role of smallholders as 
protagonist of transformation. However, what emerged from the 
analysis of framers’ narratives and the challenges they currently 
experience, smallholders were never systematically consulted about 
how they envisage current agricultural transformation. 
International organisations, such as IUCN and Landesa stress how 
this is particularly relevant for women and pastoralists, traditionally 
marginalized in the area (Landesa, 2017; NRGF, 2017). In 2014, 
according to Bergius (2017), more than 50 SAGCOT partners came 
from the private sector and only four partner organizations were 
farmers’ associations. Of the latter, three had strong connections 
with private sector partners whereas MVIWATA, one of the most 
important smallholder farmers’ networks in Tanzania, did not 
participate in any of the stages of the scheme’s design or 
implementation, with representatives expressing concerns over the 
scheme’s genuine targets. Currently, MVIWATA figures as the only 
farmers association involved in the corridor (SAGCOT, 2022). Even 
MVIWATA, however, according to Martiniello and  Nyamsenda 
(2018), is regarded by some farmers’ grassroot organisations as 
unsuitable to represent all smallholders. The current limitation to 
the fairness of SAGCOT’s decision-making process inevitably leads 
to distributional injustice and the unfair distribution of resources 
described in the previous two paragraphs of this section. Moreover, 
the current lack of political and institutional recognition and 
representation of smallholder farmers risks to silence potentially 
alternative pathways based on farmers’ own narratives.

The fragmentation of farmers associations has been growing since 
KSC privatization. These organisations were 2 in 1998 and 15 in 2014 
and this considerably limits current smallholders bargaining power. 
Moreover, the requirement of owning 50 ha or more of land to obtain 
a leadership position in farmers’ organisations has led medium scale 
farmers to these positions (Sulle and Smalley, 2015b). In addition to 
this, farmers organization are also in charge of tenders for cutting, 
loading and transport sugarcane to the mills and the equipment for 
these activities is often owned by these leaders and/or medium scale 
farmers (Sulle and Smalley 2015b). More effective smallholder farmers 
representation would mean a more united voice and the 
disentanglement of representation from the delivery of services, such 
as, for instance, transportation, to the sugar company. These changes 
should be informed by the open acknowledgment that smallholder 
farmers interest might differ from medium scale ones.

According to Smalley et al. (2014), smallholder farmers have been 
successful in opposing land acquisition from Illovo at the borders of 
the company’s estate near Msolwa Ujamaa by means of occupying the 
land and pretending compensation from the government. They 
attracted attention from international movements and organisations. 
Solidaridad, an organization from Netherlands, was later involved in 
consultation with smallholder farmers organizations (Sulle and 
Smalley, 2015b) and has supported sugarcane farmers in Malawi in 
their struggle towards representation (Solidaridad, 2019). IUCN has 
also committed to provide support for farmers associations (NRGF, 
2017) and several Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) have written 
their recommendations and feedback to the Greenprint (ActionAid 
Tanzania et al., 2012). This kind of international engagement could 
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be instrumental for further farmers’ led initiatives. According to the 
smallholders’ views gathered in the workshop, however, it is ultimately 
the government that should enable the transformation they envisage 
and help them overcoming the challenges they are currently facing.

5. Conclusion

Even though smallholder farmers are often depicted as the 
protagonist of agricultural transformation in “win-win” global and 
(partially) national narratives—such as the ones characterizing 
UNFSS, SAGCOT, and the Tanzanian ASDP-II and ASDS II—their 
views about which kind of change they aspire to are currently under-
investigated. This paper contributes to the exploration of potentially 
alternative narratives in relation to agricultural transformation with 
the aim of “taking plural pathways seriously” (Scoones et al., 2020) 
and promote fair forms of transformation (Whitfield et al., 2021).This 
paper aimed to address the current research gap on farmers narratives 
and aspiration in relation to agricultural transformation by means of 
(1) exploring smallholder farmers’ narratives of desired transformation 
in the Northern Kilombero Valley, and the challenges and 
opportunities to achieve their ideal farm (Section 3.1) (2) introducing 
global blueprints and national vision and plans (Section 3.3), and (3) 
reflecting on the social justice of the planned sugarcane expansion in 
the context of this landscape (Section 3.4). The paper has therefore 
presented the case study (Section 2.1) and methods (Section 2.2), 
introduced the results of the analysis in Section 3 and discussed them 
in Section 4.

Instead of a linear process of transformation leading to a 
universally desirable future to which smallholders should aspire, 
characterized by the market integration and technology adoption 
narratives promoted by the Kilombero Sugar Company, SAGCOT and 
ASDP II, farmers imagine alternative futures in a more composite 
scenario and do not necessarily comply in the implementation of 
globally designed transformation. Four narratives emerged from the 
description of smallholder current and ideal farms: (1) land 
ownership, and (2) expansion, (3) agricultural livelihood 
diversification and (4) access to water for irrigation. These narratives 
of desired transformation are based on land redistribution, regulated 
prices for rice and sugarcane, access to loans with favorable conditions, 
and an increased control over fertilizers, pesticides and other 
agricultural inputs, accompanied by some forms of support in the 
development of other income generating activities, such as small 
livestock keeping, fishponds or beehives. Other challenges that 
according to smallholder farmers should be addressed to achieve their 
ideal farm are the presence of elephants in the landscape and their 
impact on agriculture and pastoralists’ use of land for livestock 
keeping, which is also perceived as interfering with their 
livelihood activities.

This paper has overall argued that the account of transformation 
that emerged from smallholder narratives is incompatible with 
SAGCOT and national modernising and win-win narratives 
underpinning the Kilombero Sugar Company expansion in the 
northern Kilombero Valley due to the specificities of its context. 
Moreover, the current lack of recognition and representation of 
smallholder farmers—the representational injustice described in 
Section 3.4.3—risks to result in redistributive injustice with winners 
and loosers in relation to the management of natural resources such 

as land and water and a risk for further marginalisation of women and 
land-poor smallholders (Section 4). There is a need for greater effort 
among actors in rural landscapes to address potential injustice at the 
level of representation, recognition and redistribution. The plurality 
and contextuality of envisaged desirable futures should be recognised 
in plans and polices, and inclusive transformation pathways should 
be actively negotiated. There is a risk that distributional injustice and 
inequality will otherwise increase in relation to the expansion of 
sugarcane cultivation and social unease will increase in the area.

The analysis of the narratives of smallholder farmers and the 
challenges they face in relation to the achievement of their ideal farms 
leads to draw some concluding remarks and identify future research 
directions. Firstly, the challenges that smallholder farmers are 
currently facing described in Section 3.1.2 and the narratives of 
transformation described in Section 3.1.1 are deeply inter-related and 
a landscape approach is needed at the regional and national level to 
formulate and implement integrated policies. This is particularly 
evident in relation to the narrative of land ownership and access to 
water for irrigation as both land and water serve competing needs 
across the sectors of agriculture, conservation, restoration, and energy 
(see Section 4). Polices and interventions based on farmers’ needs and 
envisaged transformation as sketched above should be designed to 
support smallholder farmers in the context of agricultural growth 
corridors. A necessary starting point for this would be  that the 
sugarcane company planning process actively engages with multiple 
stakeholders. A social and environmental assessment has indeed been 
conducted by the Kilombero Sugar Company but it is not public yet, 
which prevents civil society organizations to participate in the 
decision-making process, protect different stakeholders’ interests and 
evaluate from their perspective the sustainability of the project.

Secondly, and relatedly, the challenge of representation and 
consequent representational injustice (described in Sections 3.1.2 and 
3.4.2) points towards the need to promote effective communication 
and interaction amongst different stakeholders, and their participation 
to the decision-making process. Different forms of continuous 
assessment, monitoring and evaluation should be present at the local 
level to ensure that the social and environmental dimension of 
transformation are properly addressed throughout the different stages 
of project development.

Thirdly, further research is needed to better understand longer-
term change in relation to the farm-family circle, the youth’s 
aspirations, and intergenerational aspects of change. The following 
5–10 years will be key for the socioeconomic transformation of the 
Northern Kilombero Valley but a more gradual transformation will 
take place over-generations in the context of a changing national 
political economy. Moreover, the increasing importance of medium 
scale farms in the area suggests that future research should focus also 
on medium scale farmers’ narratives of transformation.

Future research should consider and focus on both the need of 
integrated and landscape management and the challenge of 
representational and distributional justice. Interdisciplinary research 
can indeed support the decision-making process by means of 
providing an analysis of the trades-off associated with transformation 
at the landscape level in the present and in the future. Secondly, 
academic research should engage in promoting the fairness of 
agricultural transformation. Even though researchers cannot speak on 
farmers’ behalf, they can explore and expose different stakeholders’ 
narratives of change in context to open up the debate taking into 
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account different interests, advocate for and support the development 
of more structured forms of representation and sustain the emergence 
of alternative futures (Whitfield et  al., 2021) or pathways leading 
towards socially just forms of transformation (Scoones et al., 2020). In 
the specific case of the Northern Kilombero Valley academic research 
should complement the monitoring and evaluation initiatives 
promoted and implemented by the private sector. Some themes that 
emerged in the current research and require further attention, 
especially during the first phase of the sugarcane expansion, which 
will take place in 2023, are the gendered dynamics that will 
characterise women’s participation in the proposed agricultural 
transformation, but also food security in relation to land and 
water management.
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