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MASDAR CAPABILITY IN THE SUSTAINABLE  
LIVELIHOODS APPROACH 

 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) place people and their priorities firmly at the centre of 
the development process. This is in contrast to development activities which 
emphasise resources and facilities (water, land, clinics, infrastructure) or on 
structures that provide services (government departments, NGOs etc.). 
 
SL is a holistic approach that captures, and provide a means of understanding, the 
vital causes and dimensions of poverty without collapsing the focus onto just a few 
variables (eg economic issues, food security). 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

People - At the heart of the SL approach 
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The core principles of the approach as defined by DFID are: 

 

CORE PRINCIPLES 

Poverty-focused development activity should be: 

 People-centred: sustainable poverty elimination will be achieved only if 
external support focuses on what matters to people, understands the 
differences between groups of people and works with them in a way that is 
congruent with their current livelihood strategies, social environment and 
ability to adapt. 

 Responsive and participatory: poor people themselves must be key actors 
in identifying and addressing livelihood priorities. Outsiders need processes 
that enable them to listen and respond to the poor. 

 Multi-level: poverty elimination is an enormous challenge that will only be 
overcome by working at multiple levels, ensuring that micro-level activity 
informs the development of policy and an effective enabling environment, 
and that macro-level structures and processes support people to build upon 
their own strengths.   

 Conducted in partnership: with both the public and the private sector. 

 Sustainable: there are four key dimensions to sustainability - economic, 
institutional, social and environmental sustainability. All are important - a 
balance must be found between them. 

 Dynamic: external support must recognise the dynamic nature of livelihood 
strategies, respond flexibly to changes in people’s situation, and develop 
longer-term commitments. 

 SL approaches must be underpinned by a commitment to poverty 
eradication. Although they can, in theory, be applied to work with any 
stakeholder group, an implicit principle is that activities should be designed to 
maximise livelihood benefits for the poor. 

 
SL approaches draw on three decades of changing views of poverty, which is now 
recognised to go well beyond income, and to have multi-dimensional characteristics 
and causes. In particular, participatory approaches to development have highlighted 
great diversity in the goals to which people aspire, and in the livelihood strategies 
they adopt to achieve them. 
 
Central to the thinking behind sustainable livelihoods approaches is the need to 
build upon and further develop people’s existing strengths. Often it is more difficult 
for those who are poor to recognise the strengths upon which they could build. 
Livelihoods approaches propose that thinking in terms of strengths, or assets - their 
health, their labour, their knowledge and skills, their friends and family, and the 
natural resources around them, for example. Livelihoods approaches require a 
realistic understanding of these assets in order to identify what opportunities they 
may offer, or where constraints may lie. For the purpose of analysis, assets may be 
separated into five different types: natural, financial, physical, human and social. 
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Livelihood strategies include many different activities 

 
Many donors and NGOs are now working with SL approaches to development and 
DFID in particular have pioneered the approach for meeting their poverty 
elimination goals.  
 
 

2. EXPERIENCE 

RELEVANT PROJECTS COUNTRY 

Green Zones Women’s Development Programme 

District Development Support Programme 

Gulmi Arghakhanchi Rural Development Programme 

Participatory Rural Development 

Isiolo District Support Programme 

Socio Economic Survey of Cocoa Farming 

Southern Province Household Food Security 

Smallholder Macadamia Nut Project 

PROSCARP 

Management Support Group 

Mozambique 

Zambia 

Nepal 

Nigeria 

Kenya 

Ghana 

Zambia 

Malawi 

Malawi 

South Africa 
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Agricultural Research & Extension Project 

Regional Hunger & Vulnerability Programme 

Nepal 

Southern Africa 

 
Although the term “Sustainable Livelihoods Approach” is relatively new, many of the 
concepts have been an integral part of MASDAR projects for many years. In 
particular, the District Development Support Programme in Zambia (formerly known 
as IRDP Mpika) was at the forefront of encouraging a ‘people centered’ approach to 
development, MASDAR managed this innovative DFID funded project for 8 years 
and through facilitating participation ensured that local people were at the centre of 
objective setting. Although initially planned as a top-down, agricultural development 
project it quickly evolved into an institution building project, developing the capacity 
of the District Councils to provide a more effective service to the people. It then 
evolved further to ensure that local communities were directly involved in the 
planning and implementation of District development. 
 

Through such participation local communities 
determined their own priorities and felt real 
ownership of development initiatives. This is a key 
component to ensuring long-term sustainability. 

 
Our experience on DDSP confirms that 
institutionally livelihoods need to be supported at 
four levels: 

 
 Rural people must be active and involved in 

managing their own development. 
 District service providers must be effective 

and responsive. 
 Provinces / regions must support and 

supervise districts. 
 The Centre must provide strategy, coordination 

and guidance. 
 

In Nepal, on the Gulmi Arghakhanchi Development 
Project, MASDAR facilitated significant village-level 
planning which not only identified local priorities but 
ensured that donor funded initiatives were 
responsive to grass roots demands.  
 
Also in Nepal, on the Agricultural Research and 
Extension Project, MASDAR staff have helped 
develop a client oriented, location specific extension 
service. 

 
The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach has been at 
the forefront of a new project developed by MASDAR 
for the Federal Ministry of Agriculture in Nigeria. The 
Participatory Rural Development (PRD) Programme 
includes in its key elements: 

 

Local bridge construction : Zambia

Village Level Planning : Nepal
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 Empowering agricultural producers through encouraging and enabling 
participation in community decision making. 

 Empowering extension and support services to respond to the demands of 
their clients. 

 Developing accurate, relevant and timely information for all stakeholders. 
The key to the Participatory Rural 
Development programme is the 
empowerment of all the stakeholders 
so that they all have the freedom, 
knowledge and ability to participate 
actively in the process of rural 
development. 

 
A similar approach was used in 
developing the Isiolo District Support 
Programme in Kenya, which aimed to 
strengthen the capacity of district level 
institutions to respond to the real 
needs and wishes of the pastoral 
community. 

 
In Ghana, a team of 3 MASDAR consultants (socio-economist, economist and 
farming systems specialists) undertook an extensive survey to define the socio-
economic factors, which influence the productivity of cocoa farmers. This was the 
first time that a holistic approach had been taken to determine why cocoa farmers 
take the decisions they do and highlighted the dominant importance of socio-
economic factors in decision making.   

 
 

Village Level Planning : Nigeria 
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Village Level Planning, Bonkane village : Ghana 
 

The Southern Province Household Food Security Programme in Zambia was 
managed by MASDAR who provided a team of 8 consultants for 3 years. The 
programme was based on a decentralised approach to development and 
participatory methods of planning and implementation, which ensured the 
involvement of local people in decision making. It also gave policy makers a better 
understanding of local communities and how they function. 

 
Even projects which are very focussed or sectoral can be guided by Sustainable 
Livelihoods principles. Such is the case with the Smallholder Macadamia Nut 
Project in Malawi for which MASDAR provides the Technical Assistance. This 
includes a Gender Specialist and a Group Formulation Specialist who are working 
with poor farm families in identifying and addressing their livelihood priorities.   
 
In South Africa, MASDAR is managing a DFID project in the poorest of the 
Provinces (Northern Province). The Department of Agriculture and Environment 
previously provided services to large scale commercial farmers and the needs of 
the very poor were largely ignored. To rectify this situation required a major 
restructuring of the Department and the Management Support Group Project was 
designed to focus upon institutional reform with a view to having a direct impact on 
sustainable livelihoods. This restructuring has now taken place and a major change 
management programme has been implemented. It will now be necessary to 
ensure that a better understanding of farmers’ livelihood strategies will both 
influence government policy and ensure that the Department is better equipped and 
committed to support them. 

 
The participatory nature of the SL 
approach has also influenced our 
approach to project monitoring and 
evaluation. On the PROSCARP 
project in Malawi, our M&E officer 
has developed a community-based 
monitoring system which aims to 
utilise project stakeholders as the 
primary source for providing M&E 
and MIS data. 

 

 
 
3. STAFFING 

MASDAR maintains a database of over 3000 consultants experienced in a very 
wide range of disciplines.  Examples of those with proven experience in Sustainable 
Rural Livelihoods include: 
 
Ursula Blackshaw : Ursula Blackshaw has over 15 years experience in the fields 
of institutional and management development.  she has developed an excellent 
understanding of the implications of the Livelihood Approach and has undertaken 
scoping studies on its use in Kenya, Tanzania, Swaziland, India and Uganda.  Most 
recently she led a series of Output to Purpose Reviews of DfID funded rural 

A transect walk : Malawi 
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Livelihoods projects in Bangladesh and then led the design process of a new £35 m 
Livelihoods Programme arrived at the extreme poor. 
 
Timothy Russell : Tim is an agronomist who has worked for over twenty years in 
Africa and Asia.  This work has mainly been with smallholder subsistence farmers in 
seasonally arid rainfed farming systems.  He has extensive experience with 
community development programmes and the use of participatory rural appraisal 
and planning techniques.  He has an excellent understanding of small scale farming 
systems and worked for MASDAR in this capacity in Zambia.  He has proven 
experience working with the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach with a strong 
emphasis on income generation activities for women. 
 
Carolyn Knight : Carolyn has worked extensively for MASDAR in West Africa 
where she has proved to be exceptionally effective.  She specialises in community 
development and is an expert facilitator of the participatory approach.  Not only 
does she work extensively at grass-roots level herself, she is also very experience 
in training other facilitators and in introducing the concepts of sustainable 
livelihoods and participatory planning to government officials. 
 
David Barton : David has over 20 years experience throughout Africa and Asia.  
He has an excellent understanding of the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach and 
has incorporated this into many of the projects he has helped design.  Most recently 
he was a key planer in the design and appraisal of a major new Livelihoods 
Programme for DFID in Bangladesh. 
 

4. SUMMARY 

The SL approach puts people first. This is an approach that MASDAR 
wholeheartedly endorses and which we will endeavour to use in all our consultancy 
assignments. 
 
 

 
People : The Key to Development 




