
emKambo* co-lab, co-generational learning & action for sustainability 
 
*Mkambo: means ‘markets’ in IsiNdebele, an indigenous language, with the same connotation in 
Shona, though in this case, a market is Musika.  
 
Zimbabwe today experiences many increasingly generalised trends; a large 
informal economy, high unemployment rate, and an urgent need to adapt to, 
whilst mitigating climate change. Given the number of people working in the 
sector and the availability of arable land, the key sector for a just and 
sustainable transformation in Zimbabwe is agriculture (including agro-
processing) and related sectors, such as transport and energy. 
 
The importance of agriculture is not limited to Zimbabwe. Globally, the 
majority of workers are involved – whether informally or in part of full-time 
work – in agriculture. Whilst a more holistic approach to sustainability means 
looking beyond the carbon question it is also the case that transforming 
agriculture to shift to carbon negative farming systems is a key leverage area 
for creating zero carbon economies. In the context of increasing precarity 
and inequality in the global economy, informalisation is a growing 
phenomenon across high to low-income countries and is a driving factor 
behind growing interest in informality, which in mainstream development 
thinking has long been stigmatised as a phenomena that would be absorbed 
by industrialisation. Tides are shifting towards the realisation that a better 
understanding of the complexity of so-called ‘informality’ is a potential route 
to addressing issues of inequality and social inclusion. Zimbabwe itself 
experiences exceptionally high rates of informal activity, with an estimated 
90% of food being exchanged in informal markets. 
 
Knowledge Transfer Africa (KTA) and its emKambo platform, has since 2006 
been systematically mapping the country’s informal markets, gathering 
insights on the agricultural markets in particular. This mapping highlights 
important areas of intervention for climate resilience, livelihoods and a more 
gender-transformative economy, alongside insights as regards other 
intersections of marginalisation. For example, KTA have identified policies to 
support informal women vendors, who influence development outcomes for 
marginalised groups across a whole range of indicators, including nutrition 
and health.	 KTA are currently revising Zimbabwe’s national horticulture 
strategy. They are integrating vital insights around the importance of 
informality. Including around achieving democracy through interdependence. 
For example, ‘by increasing access to a wide range of food types, informal 
markets increase choices and diversify sources of knowledge on different 
foods. Unlike formal monocultural food production systems, informal markets 
demonstrate how local food initiatives are interdependent nodes in evolving 



socio-economic patterns.  Farmers, traders, transporters, consumers and 
other actors who frequent informal food markets always explore ways of 
building bonds of connection within the entire informal food 
ecosystem.  They go on to build networks of solidarity where farmers and 
traders intuitively and instinctively collaborate rather than engage in cut-
throat competition. By collaborating more than they compete, farmers, 
traders, transporters and other value chain actors co-create shared 
abundance and a rich food ecosystem.’  
 
Education is an issue around which all these other areas cluster and is a key 
acupuncture point in creating systemic change. In Zimbabwe, poorer 
households spend the majority of their income on school-related expenses. 
Yet formal education systems - especially in poorer, rural areas - do not skill 
young people to contribute towards approaches that centre the well-being 
needs of people in their countries and the health of ecosystems. 
  
Young people are trained in many subjects - for example, agronomy - with 
archaic materials that do not reflect their dynamic environments. Even before 
they begin their studies, they are mal-adapted to agricultural realities, since 
farmers, responding and adapting to real-time information have already 
developed best practice around their crops, and given their use of SMS-
enabled communications systems facilitated through KTA’s emKambo 
platform, are receiving information from the markets to further better their 
own practice and to manage the supply to markets as well as negotiate 
prices. KTA has had a memorandum of understanding with the government 
for the country’s agricultural extension workers to become part of their 
network of ‘information instigators’ which means that extension workers are 
able to both update their knowledge as well as send information to KTA 
which they receive from the field, which allows KTA to develop better 
analysis on how the markets are evolving and feed this back to extension 
agents, essentially filling the gap in which formal education systems are 
failing.  
 
Aside from the mismatch of skills to context, there is the problem of 
mismatch of skills to available paid work. The formal economy in Zimbabwe 
offers limited employment opportunities. Whilst the informal economy does 
offer some opportunities, because of the prevailing ignorance around what is 
happening in these markets, graduates do not often consider these types of 
work suitable for them. Two key reasons often stated are (1) why do 
something we could do better at if we had not wasted several years at 
university (ie investment has already made within formal economy 
infrastructures) (2) informal work is stigmatised as having low status and 



providing generally very low incomes. This is currently also the case in reality 
due to longstanding stigmatisation and disinterest in informality and 
correspondingly, the impact of policies and formal institutions that fail to 
stimulate investment & other forms of support for informal actors. 
 
To fill this gap, KTA has been working on an entrepreneurship programme. 
Young people leaving school can move straight into learning from KTA about 
what is happening in the informal economy, as well as where are the gaps in 
which an entrepreneur could add useful value.  
 
We are seeking to build from this into a nationwide co-generational learning 
network, a model for education in Zimbabwe (and farther afield). Rather than 
adopt the simple ‘labour exclusion, skills gap’ lens, we take a systemic 
approach. This means identifying the causal relationships between poverty, 
environmental destruction, inequality and related socioecological trends and 
designing an initiative that acts on these issues simultaneously. 
 
This means, for example, that this initiative is not simply concerned with 
young people gaining skills & capacities needed to find an employment 
niche within the domestic economy, even though this itself could be 
considered useful; as outlined above – decisions around education and 
employment programmes are often based on limited understanding of 
domestic economy profiles and the needs of diverse (including marginalised) 
socioeconomic actors. Given the interdependency of social and 
environmental trends, we focus on approaches that promote social inclusion 
and environmental restoration simultaneously. For example, currently 
marginalised groups, such as elders, farmers, disabled and other stigmatised 
groups are members (and mentors) in the learning network. Undoing barriers 
to investment in – for example – renewable energy will be identified (we have 
already identified several) and integrated into the research and action 
elements of the initiative.  
 
There are many ways of designing an adaptive initiative. Here, we use a 
systemic action-research approach. This means we are:-  
 
(1) Identifying starting prototypes, connected across scales (i) by region, 
leading to transformation of relationships between key stakeholder groups, 
including informal actors, farmers, the local university, local policy-makers, 
enterprises and other key actors, improving knowledge flow between them 
and increasing the understanding of each other’s position and perspective of 
the systems they are part of; (ii) connected into networks across the country, 
to create enabling conditions for broader transformation of national 



education systems by including a range of actors at this level as is 
appropriate to the context (changing according to insights from the action-
research process); (iii) communicating ongoing learning through multi-media 
formats for different world audiences and institutional/group/community 
languages, illustrating a model for life-long learning that enables useful 
knowledge to flow across sector, people & organisational silos. Our design 
framework e.g choice of initial actors and how to work with them is based on 
KTA and their partners assessment of the key points for systemic change on 
sustainability. 
 
By starting off with a portfolio of connected inquiry strands across different 
scales, the feedback we receive will better equip us to assess what is the 
nature of the ‘impact at scale’ than through a traditional Step 1 pilot, Step 2 
scale approach and, since the starting prototypes are neither (i) a set of 
siloed interventions at one scale or (ii) single-issue interventions we will be – 
from the start – putting in place the enabling conditions for systemic change. 
 
(2) Gathering feedback across several design cycles through social labs – 
organised around the informal marketplaces, which are the hub of socio-
economic activity across the country, diverse socio-economic actors are 
being supported to design meaningful interventions together. We will use 
process tracing to guide each co-lab phase. Process tracing involves (i) re-
evaluating what our initiative is trying to change (outcomes), how it’s working 
to effect these changes (streams of activities) and what assumptions we’re 
making about how the interventions will contribute to these changes (ii) 
working with relevant & diverse stakeholders to identify up to three 
outcomes considered to be the most significant for the evaluation to focus 
on (central to the intervention’s theory of change, and useful for learning) (iii) 
assess what was done to achieve the selected outcomes and the extent to 
which selected outcomes have materialised, as well as unintended outcomes 
(iv) identify plausible causal explanations for outcomes (v) gather required 
data to assess the extent to which these explanations are supported (vi) write 
a narrative analytical report based on these findings - a learning history of 
this process - which enables us to adapt our approach based on the learning.  
 
This means that relevant stakeholders and how they engage in this learning 
network as it evolves will change according to how the analysis evolves. In 
the first cycle we are (i) identifying action-research projects that learners can 
usefully do as part of their studies if they are in formal education or (ii) as part 
of their own learning programme supported by Knowledge Transfer Africa if 
they are not (iii) if desired by participants, support them to develop the skill-
set to set up their own enterprises (iv) through these projects generate added 



data to support the development of more context-relevant development 
interventions from a policy and investment perspective (v) to improve social 
and economic resilience among participating actors and generate action 
towards environmental restoration. For example, another group in Zimbabwe 
has investors ready to invest in their plans for a solar power plant. However, 
because there are no mechanisms for transferring investment in and out of 
the country securely, this has stalled. Ideas such as these can be floated in 
the initial round of action-research projects that students are electing to work 
on. In the area of renewable energy there is rapid, context-appropriate 
innovation happening informally across Africa, with several dedicated 
research networks such as OpenAIR and research groups at Tshwane 
University documenting this.  Pilots of micro-grid systems more appropriate 
to off-grid groups are growing in neighbouring South Africa. Technological 
shifts are happening that may enable us to consider ‘hacking’ current 
systems, including around investment. All these areas may come under 
consideration in this research and action cycle. Another group works on 
growing creative industries that create opportunities for disabled groups in 
Manicaland Province. Activities that centre human creativity is a vital future-
proofing economic strategy as current production and innovation processes 
are systemically locked into patterns that trend towards automation of jobs. 
Activities that are important or attractive to people because it is humans that 
do them rather than machines – nothwithstanding increasing artificial 
intelligence – are currently, more protected.  
 
From a systemic perspective, a key acupuncture point is to shift the power 
dynamics in a system, part of which can be done by removing blind spots 
through increasing understanding around the knowledge (tacit and non-tacit) 
and experiences of different actors of the socio-ecological systems they 
participate in. By more systematically linking the knowledge spheres of 
traditionally marginalised informal actors, such as farmers, healers, disabled 
groups, artisans and vendors to those of relevant formal researchers at 
universities, to investment and policy actors, and supporting students across 
disciplines such as biology, biochemistry, economics, sociology and 
anthropology to embed a more action-research based approach into their 
study programmes, we are nudging the current education system towards a 
fit-for-purpose learning ecosystem. 
	


