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ESIPUHE

No Time to Die

This is a sign written on a passenger vehicle on the streets of Accra. I have two inter-
pretations, both apply to the Lawra Project. We are so busy we cannot afford any time
for death (stopping what we are doing) or there is so much yet to be done that this is
not the time to be terminated or be phased out, at least not yet!

During the month of January 2010, I visited Lawra. I had taken off some time from my
assignment in South Africa, where I was working in a Finnish-South African Govern-
ments’-funded development project. During an evening drink with friends, someone
mentioned there were people from Finland in town. Lawra is a very small town and
everybody notices everything such that everyone will see a feather drop from the sky.
You cannot sneak into town. Curiosity took the better side of me; I asked to be taken
to see the Finns in town.

The next morning I met two young Finnish ladies at the Government guest house. Nat-
urally, the first question will be: what brings you to Lawra? Their response put some life
into me, actually woke me up completely from the previous evenings’ long night out.
They were students from my Alma mater-Viikki, who were there on Lawra Project busi-
ness! They told me what activities they were engaged in and down the line in the con-
versation, I made known to them, I have also in the past involved myself with others
in similar developmental activities in Lawra. I was full of praise for their actions (really
- I am not a politician!) and for the first time, I found myself confronting an example
of sustainability brewed by determination. This was perhaps contributed by the Finnish
Sisu spirit, persistence, commitment, and the desire to extend and stretch out a hand
of cooperation to people very far off from Finland.

I completed my assignment and came back to Finland in February 2010 and contacted
the leadership of Lawra project immediately. I had a guilty conscience that I could have,
though on the sidelines, still contributed to the developmental efforts of the students of
Viikki in my own home town.

I arrived in Finland in July 1987 as a scholarship holder of MMYL (International Affairs).
The scholarship was for a period of 18 months and the purpose was for a student from
a developing country to acquire some skills in agriculture, go back home and help with
improving food production. My study proposal was in organic farming and alternative
agriculture - helping nature help us. Life in Finland in the beginning was not easy - I
had two main bottlenecks: the weather and the food. It was supposed to be summer
and people walked around in light clothes while I was freezing! Food in the restaurants
was served in small quantities and I always had stomach cramps. I later on found out
it was because of milk products in some of the foods and since I was not a shepherd
boy at home, I did not have the necessary facilities in my stomach to deal with dairy
products.

After a couple of days I spent some time at Partala in Juva at some kind of institute spe-
cialised in organic agricultural production. Shortly upon return from Partala, I had a dis-
cussion with some actives of the International Affairs unit of MMYL and the core of the
discussion was: could MMYL establish a similar training/demonstration centre in Lawra,
where farmers could be exposed to new farming methods to improve their production
levels. We eventually took the idea to Agronomiliitto and had a sympathetic ear from
the late Juha Liutula (then Secretary General) and assistance from Dr. Kaisa Karttunen




(FAO-Rome). Mr. Liutula asked for a proposal and although the first concept paper was
hand written and only 1 page long, it captured the idea of a training and demonstration
centre in Lawra. After submitting the proposal, we agreed to undertake a trip to Lawra
on a fact-finding mission in 1989. Katri Karkinen led the diverse team that consisted
of foresters, environmentalists, sociologists, agriculturists, and students of agricultural
technology as well as animal husbandry. Resources for the trip were gathered from
several private companies in Finland and from the student participants themselves.

The hosting organization in Ghana was the Lawra Youth Association. The team was
received in Accra by representatives of the Youth Association, with cultural dances and
welcome speeches. In Lawra the reception was enthusiastic as well. The Lawra Chief
(Naa) was Abayifaa Karbo II, who later was very instrumental in grounding the project
in his paramountcy, which included some 15 villages including Tanchara - my home
village. It was probably the first time the town received such a number of Europeans
at the same time. The whole town was full of euphoria and expectations as word had
gone round that the team had come to develop the place. The Youth of the town quickly
aggregated around the team and served as interpreters. The trip was full of interesting
events and perhaps I will leave that to the participants to tell their children or grand
children.

Back in Finland, a report was put together and so was a list of developmental activi-
ties the students could support in Lawra. Top on the list were support for dry season
gardeners and to tree planting. These were seen as some kind of ‘quick-win’ activities
that could improve household incomes and help restore the environment, which has de-
graded due to massive deforestation caused by over-dependence of the people on fuel
wood as a source of energy. The river Volta flows through the Lawra district as it carries
water down to the Akosombo dam in the Eastern Region. Inhabitants of Lawra had over
the years cultivated vegetables along the river bank during the then long dry season
(from November to late May). There was a potential to increase vegetable production
and thus incomes and nutritional standards with some little improvements in vegetable
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husbandry. The support envisaged was in the form of simple equipment such as hoes,
machetes (cutlasses), watering cans, knapsack sprays, small pumping machines and
pipes, improved vegetable seeds, and wire fencing.

Lawra project - and the project group - was thus formed. Resources for the project
were assembled from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (75 per cent) and the remaining
25 per cent principally from MMYL and some private enterprises such as Jaakko Poyry,
Valmet, and a host of others.

Meanwhile in Lawra, several groups sprung up as a result of the visit. There was a
tree planting brigade, dry season gardeners, art and crafts women'’s group and even a
Finland-Ghana Friendship Association. If the action of the students had stopped there
and then, it would have still been credited with stimulating the formation of groups and
also, waking up the people of Lawra to the realisation that ‘something’ can be done
about their plight. Going by UN poverty indicators the people of Lawra are amongst the
poorest people in Ghana.

In Finland in addition to the project group, an advisory group was established headed by
Professor Liisa Syrjald-Qvist. Other members were drawn from Valmet tractors, Jaakko
P&yry, and the University. The professors who gave support from the background were
Professors Eva Tapio and Anna-Liisa Varis, Prof. Eero Varis, Prof. Martin Lodenius, Prof.
Eija Pehu, Docent Juha Helenius (now a Professor) and Dr. Peter Joy.

The first trip was to be followed by several others by students. The initiatives of MMYL
had spread through the International Association of Agricultural Students (IAAS) and
students from as far away as Germany and Sweden participated in some of the trips.
A new dimension was added to the subsequent trips: an academic flavour was added.
It was realised that actually students could, upon discussing with the Professors collect
materials and write portions of the ‘gradu’s or even write academic articles as part of
their studies and collect academic credits. Lawra project has stayed on course despite
inevitable changes in leadership and members of the group.

The idea of the Training centre had not taken a back seat, but the opportunity had not
arrived yet and perhaps is still in the horizon and will be realised one day. The students
Kitta Hirvensalo and Hanna Kauko, whom I met in Lawra in January 2010, are perhaps
making a steady course in that direction.

Lawra project was later to pioneer two big rural development projects in Lawra: the
multi-year Tanchara project (funded by Suomi-Ghana Seura’s Helsinki department) and
the subsequent Tietaah Lawra Project (funded by the Suomi-Ghana Seura’s Kiuruvesi
department and the Commune of Kiuruvesi). Those two projects plus the Lawra project
have completely changed the developmental landscape of Lawra and Tanchara and ac-
tually put them on the World map. Before then the two places were rarely mentioned
or a mere ‘drive through’.

Several hundreds of Euros has since been spent on meaningful activities that when
measured will raise eyebrows among development practitioners. This is what I would
like to, for the lack of a better phrase call *pin prick” effect. The pointed end of the pin
is small but it elicits a dramatic effect when applied. The amount of funds in relative
terms is small, but the effort and commitment was enormous. The fact that such tre-
mendous results were produced can be attributed to this fact: the students struck a
good balance between importing new ideas with listening to the people, making use of
their knowledge and placing their needs in the core of the interventions. A system was
put in place that allowed innovation to take root, best and good practices infused in
livelihood strategies and more importantly only allowing things people perceived to be

in their best interest to take root. '

This is one Finnish attribute I have grown to admire — not imposing themselves or their
ideas, but they come in with a spirit of mutual learning, respecting people’s views, ac-























































































































































