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Chapter 16

Considering Religion and Tradition

in Climate Smart Agriculture: Insights
from Namibia

Julia Davies, Dian Spear, Angela Chappel, Nivedita Joshi, Cecile Togarepi,
and Irene Kunamwene

16.1 Introduction

Rural communities in the semi-arid areas of southern Africa are particularly vulner-
able to climate change because they depend predominantly on rain-fed agriculture
to support their livelihoods. In addition, a number of non-climatic issues—includ-
ing poverty, inequality, education deficits and poor governance—render communi-
ties in these areas even more susceptible to climate-related problems. Climate-smart
agriculture (CSA) has the potential to increase the resilience of these vulnerable
communities because it integrates environmental management and climate-change
adaptation with social and economic sustainability (Chioreso and Munyayi 2015).
The implementation of CSA, however, has proven difficult in southern Africa.
Previous studies have shown that key barriers include inadequate policy and insuf-
ficient access to finances, technology, land and human resources (Barnard et al.
2015; Sibanda et al. 2017; Williams et al. 2015). Less is understood, however, about
how cultural barriers—norms, values, historical legacies, religious and traditional
beliefs and social identities—affect the adoption of CSA (Thomalla et al. 2015).
This study considers the role played by devotion (religious faith and belief) and
respect for tradition (preservation of time-honoured customs) (Schwartz 1992) in
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CSA adoption in Namibia. Research involved a review of existing literature and the
collection of empirical data through 60 semi-structured interviews. These interviews
were conducted with farmers in the semi-arid north-central region' of Namibia in
July 2017 as part of the Adaptation at Scale in Semi-Arid Regions (ASSAR)?
research project.

The agricultural sector contributes to only 3.7% of the country’s gross domestic
product, but small-scale and subsistence crop and livestock farming remains an
important aspect of livelihood security in rural areas, where more than half of the
national population resides (MAWF 2015). Farming, moreover, is fundamental to
the cultural identity of Namibian people, particularly in the Oshiwambo culture.
Increasing the resilience of Namibia’s agricultural sector is thus key not only for
alleviating poverty and food insecurity but also for preserving local socio-cultural
identities.

In recent years the government of Namibia has developed policies and plans to
enhance agricultural growth, improve natural resource management and upscale
climate-change interventions.® In 2015 a draft national CSA programme was
adopted (MET 2015). Farmers, with support from the government, non-governmental
organisations and national research institutions, have begun implementing CSA
practices. These include initiatives such as drip irrigation, planting early-maturing
mahangu (pearl millet), engaging in small-scale rice farming, using draught-animal
power and farm tools (instead of tractors) for ripping fields, and selecting more
hardy, drought-tolerant cattle breeds.

Some farmers, however, have been slow to adopt such approaches. Our study
found that cultural factors—especially religious belief, reliance on traditional
knowledge and the symbolic significance of certain agricultural practices—have
played a role in the low uptake of CSA in Namibia. We argue, however, that these
barriers can be turned into opportunities: By working with rather than against reli-
gious and traditional value systems, extension workers could promote the adoption
of CSA and thereby help to reduce the impacts of climate change and variability.
These benefits could be achieved through one or more of the following avenues: (i)
positioning religious and traditional leaders as climate change champions; (ii) inte-
grating scientific information with traditional knowledge; and (iii) framing CSA in
such a way that it complements rather than conflicts with religious beliefs or tradi-
tional practices.

'Interviews were conducted in the Onesi Constituency, which falls within the Omusati Region.
The specific study sites were the Okathitukeengombe, Oshihau and Omaenene villages.

2The ASSAR project (2014-2018) aims to deepen the understanding of climate vulnerability and
adaptation in semi-arid regions of Africa and Asia, where millions of people are highly vulnerable
to climate-related impacts and risks. See http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/

3Some key policies relevant for CSA implementation and scale-out in Namibia include: Namibia
Vision 2030; National Development Plan 4 (2012/13-2016/17); National Agricultural Policy
(2015); National Disaster Risk Management Policy (2009); National Drought Policy and Strategy
(1997) and National Climate Change Policy (2011) (as cited in MET 2015).
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16.2 Cultural Barriers to CSA Adoption

16.2.1 Religious Faith and Belief

Religious faith has proved a hindrance to the embrace of scientific climate forecasts.
In Namibia, seasonal climate forecasts (SCFs) are produced by the national meteo-
rological services and then disseminated to farmers via agricultural extension offi-
cers and radio broadcasts, the latter of which reach 90% of the population. In
addition, a new online platform (http://www.lisa.com.na) allows farmers to interact
with experts via text message. Some farmers in northern Namibia, however, do not
take advantage of this information. Reasons for the low levels of uptake of SCF by
farmers in Africa include problems of downscaling, a limited capacity among farm-
ers to understand forecast data, and mismatches between the information provided
by SCF and what is perceived as useful on the ground (Luseno et al. 2016; Singh
et al. 2017; Ziervogel and Calder 2003; Ziervogel and Opere 2010). Another major
reason, however, is the Christian belief, prevalent in northern Namibia, that rainfall
and crop productivity cannot be predicted but are solely dependent on the will of
God (also see Angula et al. 2016; Selato 2017; Spear et al. 2015). As explained by
an interview respondent, “I cannot tell if the drought is going to worsen or not—that
is God’s work” (Farmer 1). Another explained that “only God knows what is in the
future” (Farmer 2). Strong religious beliefs can make people accept their circum-
stances rather than use forecasts to inform their practices. From this perspective,
any anomalies in climate are perceived as punishment for people displeasing God in
some way: “maybe God is angry because of the things people are doing—that is
why we are not getting enough rainfall” (Farmer 3).

16.2.2 Symbolic Significance of Agricultural Practice

While livestock rearing contributes to livelihood security for farmers in southern
Africa in non-drought times, it can increase farmers’ vulnerability during extended
periods of low rainfall. Overstocking places more pressure on food and water
resources and may cause increased land degradation. Drought can also cause ani-
mals to die, a major financial loss for farmers. One farmer explained, “we used to
use animals to plough the field but those animals died in the drought last year and
the year before” (Farmer 10).

But even farmers who have previously experienced losses still choose to keep
livestock in the face of drought. The reasons for this reluctance are many: low mar-
ket prices, collapse of markets, a lack of access to markets and a poor understanding
of the reasons to sell (Speranza 2010; Togarepi et al. 2016). In some cases, however,
a failure to sell is linked to the symbolic significance of livestock (Doran et al. 1979;
Hegga et al. 2016; Stroebel et al. 2008). In Namibia, cattle are often perceived as a
direct measure of affluence, status, prestige and security. Livestock rearing is used
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as an informal insurance system, and some farmers see cattle as more valuable than
money itself. One farmer in northern Namibia explained, “I believe that cows help
to bail me out of my problems—that’s why I will continue to keep them” (Farmer
6). Another said, “I believe that livestock is a part of our culture and by owning
them, I am definitely better than someone who doesn’t have them. If I sell my cows,
I feel like I am cheating on my culture” (Farmer 7). The cultural identity of Ovambo
men is closely tied to the ownership of livestock: “A man is his cattle” (Farmer 8);
“My parents told me that as a man you should own livestock. One of the definitions
of a man is having livestock. I fully agree with them” (Farmer 9). These strong cul-
tural attachments make farmers reluctant to sell stock, even when forecasts call for
severe drought.

16.2.3 Traditional Agricultural Knowledge

The lack of uptake of SCF is sometimes due to a tendency to favour traditional
weather knowledge over scientific climate forecasts (Newsham and Thomas 2011;
Mogotsi et al. 2011; Selato 2017; Jiri et al. 2016). In Namibia, farmers plant their
crops according to traditional calendar dates (December 15-February 15) even if
the SCF indicates an earlier or later onset of the rainfall season. A farmer describes
her strategy: “I plough the first set of crops at the end of December ... the second set
mid-January ... and the third set at the end January/beginning of February. ... It
should rain by the time of the second or third ploughing session” (Farmer 4).
Traditional forecasting methods are also still widely used in southern Africa. In
Botswana, for example, farmers observe the flowering of trees, the position of stars
and the persistence of “pregnant” clouds to determine how much rain the season is
likely to bring (Mogotsi et al. 2011; Selato 2017). Similarly, a stakeholder from
Namibia explained that “according to indigenous knowledge, we can predict ‘yes, it
[drought] might worsen’” (Farmer 5). While traditional forecasting methods have
indeed proven valuable, they are also becoming less accurate due to climate change
(Angula et al. 2016), rendering SCF more important than ever.

Uptake of new farming technologies—including new crops or cultivars—can
also be stymied by adherence to traditional norms. In northern Namibia many farm-
ers refuse to adopt new practices even if they recognize that the climate is changing:
“We haven’t changed the crops that we grow. We don’t change them at all even if it
is dry or there is good rainfall” (Farmer 15). As with traditional forecasting meth-
ods, farmers are reluctant to change practices that have been passed down through
generations: “We will keep farming the same way because in the Oshiwambo cul-
ture we don’t like to change tradition” (Farmer 16). One farmer explained, “I fear
new practices won’t work and my yield will be even worse” (Farmer 17). In north-
central Namibia, farmers have a strong cultural attachment to mahangu. While their
preferred variety of millet is generally hardy and well-adapted to the semi-arid con-
ditions of the region, productivity has declined over the last two decades (CPP
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2012). The Namibian government has introduced more resilient seed varieties, but
many farmers have rejected them because of their slightly different appearance and
taste. One explained, “We will keep farming like this forever. It is tradition so it has
to continue for generations. Change to what? Mahangu is our main meal, so there is
no way we can change it” (Farmer 18). Some farmers are open to trying new crop
varieties, but as a supplement rather than a replacement for traditional versions.
Asked about adopting new crops, one respondent answered, “maybe, but we must
still grow mahangu because it is part of our culture” (Farmer 16).

It is important to note that the embrace of tradition has a generational compo-
nent. Farmer 3 explained, “I am not willing to use new practices because I am old
and maybe I won’t carry them out correctly,” and farmer 2 said, “I am very old now
but if I was young and energetic I would try new farming practices.” Whereas older
farmers are unlikely to market their livestock even in the face of drought, younger
farmers often are more flexible. One man explained, “I'm an elder and I can’t stay
without livestock since it is a part of my culture” (Farmer 12). But a younger farmer
claimed that “the culture is there, but it will not stop me from selling my livestock™
(Farmer 11).

16.3 Working with Religious and Traditional Belief Systems
to Enable Adaptation

Although religious and traditional beliefs sometimes prevent farmers from making
more adaptive decisions, we argue that these cultural factors should not be viewed
simply as barriers. These belief systems—precisely because they play such an
important role in agricultural decision-making—should be viewed as an opportu-
nity through which to catalyse the dissemination of CSA. We identify three possible
avenues through which to do this.

16.3.1 Positioning Religious and Traditional Leaders
as ‘Champions’

The climate change literature increasingly acknowledges the role of “champions” or
“lead farmers” in encouraging adaptation (Conservation Agriculture Task Force for
Zimababwe 2008; Davies and Ziervogel 2017; Roberts 2008). However, there have
been fewer attempts to recruit religious or traditional elites to play this role, despite
the fact that many farmers tend to have greater confidence in information that comes
from such figures. In Botswana, for example, the tradition of Letsema means that
farmers must wait for permission from the village chief before they begin planting
or harvesting. Even if a seasonal forecast indicates an earlier onset of rainfall, farm-
ers will wait for word from the chief (Selato 2017). In this context, it would be
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essential for the chief to champion adaptation. Chishakwe et al. (2012) found that
fostering relationships of trust with traditional leaders was essential for establishing
local ownership of community-based adaptation projects in the Mayuni Conservancy
in Namibia. Similarly, case studies from Malawi and Zambia highlight the role of
traditional leaders in building adaptive capacity in their local communities (Reid
et al. 2010).

Religious leaders could play a similar role. The staunch religious nature of much
of the Ovambo society means that church leaders have substantial influence upon
agricultural decision-making. They therefore could play an influential role in pro-
moting CSA. Champions may also take the form of a church organisation rather
than an individual. The Southern African Faith Communities’ Environment Institute
(safcei.org) is a regional multi-faith network that promotes religious education and
teaching about the environment and climate change. In Zimbabwe, Foundations for
Farming (www.fffzimbabwe.org) uses religious narratives to promote soil and water
conservation practices such as no-till, mulching and crop rotation (Kassam et al.
2014). Similarly, the Green Anglicans in Swaziland aim “to fulfil God’s call to be
Earthkeepers and to care for Creation” (www.greenanglicans.org). Although such
programmes can be effective, it is important that the approaches they promote are
relevant to the local environmental and socio-economic contexts.

16.3.2 Integrating Traditional and Scientific Knowledge

Western science, though vital to creating resilience to climate change, still has much
to learn from traditional bodies of ecological knowledge (Berkes et al. 2000;
Mazzocchi 2006). For example, while SCF can provide information about climate
change on broader spatial and temporal scales, traditional forecasting methods may
help to counter downscaling issues associated with climate models, as they provide
information that is more locally relevant. SCF could therefore be used to comple-
ment traditional understandings of risk and enable farmers to make more informed
decisions (Ambani and Percy 2014; Singh et al. 2017; Ziervogel and Opere 2010).

Such integration is difficult and requires robust engagement between communi-
ties, experts and government (Kniveton et al. 2014; Singh et al. 2017; Thomalla
et al. 2015). In Namibia the system of “indigenous land units” (ILU) has been used
for decades to help farmers classify local environmental conditions and thus deter-
mine how specific areas should be used (Verlinden and Dayot 2005). This system
has become less viable not only because of climate change but also because increas-
ing densities of both human and livestock populations have added greater pressure
to the environment. Despite its deficiencies, “for better or for worse, the land unit
system is what farmers use to make farming decisions” (Newsham and Thomas
2011). Those wishing to successfully promote CSA approaches will need to take
into account traditional methods such as ILU. A key component of this is working
through traditional or religious leaders, who can advise on what changes may be
practical and acceptable in the local context.
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16.3.3 Changing the Framing of CSA

Corner et al. (2014) highlight how, in countries such as Uganda, climate change is
increasingly being communicated in ways that resonate with religious or indigenous
values and beliefs. In Namibia such an approach could be particularly important
when working with indigenous San communities, whose cultural identities continue
to be linked strongly to the semi-nomadic, hunter-gatherer lifestyles of their ances-
tors. Targeted attempts by government to promote farming among the San have had
limited success (Dieckmann et al. 2014). As a result, the San are today the most
marginalized population group in Namibia, and many have become increasingly
dependent on government aid and piecework. If adaptation projects are not designed
and implemented in ways that consider their cultural traditions and beliefs, then the
San are likely to become increasingly vulnerable to climate change (Dieckmann
et al. 2013).

Framing information in ways that honor traditional beliefs can improve the
uptake of CSA approaches. In Namibia, for example, livestock plays an important
role in wedding ceremonies, funerals, communal feasts and other social and cul-
tural events (Ziervogel 2016). Increased livestock mortality because of drought lim-
its people’s capacity to engage in such crucial activities. As a result, advice to sell
livestock before a predicted drought could be framed not only as a sound financial
and ecological decision but also as a way to preserve a farmer’s ability to participate
in traditional culture. New practices must be promoted in ways that appeal to the
cultural vulnerability of communities, because “people can take extraordinary mea-
sures to protect that which they view as sacred” (Sachdeva 2016). In addition, moti-
vating agricultural adaptation by promoting the economic benefits of CSA might
prove useful among poor farming communities. Evidence from Kenya has shown
that farmers who use traditional forecasting methods in conjunction with SCF see
greater returns than those who use only traditional methods (Ambani and Percy
2014). Working with these value systems could enable farmers to take up practices
that are more forward-looking, even if they are not sold to farmers as such.

16.4 Implications for Development

The values and belief systems of local communities have played a significant role in
the uptake of CSA in southern Africa. In Namibia, it is clear that religion and tradi-
tion have prevented some farmers from taking steps to become more climate resil-
ient. We argue, however, that it is important to work with religious and traditional
value systems. Because these systems play such a pivotal role in agricultural
decision-making, they provide a key opportunity through which to promote the dis-
semination and uptake of climate change information in general and CSA in
particular.
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Mobilizing these approaches, however, will be difficult. Future research should
consider empirically testing the application of the three avenues—positioning tradi-
tional leaders as agricultural champions, integrating traditional and scientific knowl-
edge, and reframing CSA—suggested here. For example, it may be important for
researchers to consider why, to date, there has been limited evidence of efforts to
promote collaboration between agricultural extension services and religious or tra-
ditional leaders. Or, in cases where religious groups do promote CSA, studies could
perhaps determine the degree to which this is done in conjunction with sound tech-
nical advice and appropriate technologies that are readily available to the congrega-
tion. In addition, future research agendas might benefit from testing novel extension
approaches in neighbouring districts, revising the type of training provided to exten-
sion workers or, in cases where extension services are inaccessible, consider how
individual “lead” farmers within a community may be trained in adaptation tech-
niques and encouraged to disseminate these innovations to the broader community.

In carrying out such studies, it is essential to emphasize that there is no single
solution, and future research should therefore promote flexibility and an awareness
of local cultural, environmental and socio-economic contexts. Different types of
advice, or alternative framing devices, may need to be adopted when communicat-
ing information to diverse cultural groups, or to older versus younger farmers. For
instance, encouraging rational experimentation and innovation is likely to be more
appropriate among young farmers who are more open to new ideas, whereas older
farmers would perhaps respond better to advice that considers the importance of
maintaining livestock as a source of wealth and prestige. In this way, religion and
tradition can play a role in easing the transition to new information and practices.
Paying proper respect to closely held traditional beliefs can help improve the likeli-
hood of CSA measures being adopted, and therefore contribute to reducing the
impacts of climate change and variability on the agricultural sector in southern
Africa.
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