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Bennde Mutale Theatre Group: Community Theatre Outreach Project and Scenario 

Planning Assessment 
 

 

1.1 Background and Objectives 

The Centre for Applied Social Sciences (CASS) at the University of Zimbabwe has 
managed a programme of local level scenario planning within the Great Limpopo 

Transfrontier Conservation Area (GLTFCA). The South African component of this 

programme was started in July 2007 along the Madimbo corridor and with specific focus 
on the village of Bennde Mutale. In 2008, Resource Africa was awarded a grant by 

Animal Health for Environment and Development within the GLTFCA (AHEAD-GLTFCA) 

to support the local level scenario planning process through the use of theatre and other 
artistic means of communications. This assessment is primarily concerned with the 

theatre initiative and secondarily with the local level scenario planning process. It is 

designed to review the use of theatre in communicating local realities and lived 

experiences in the village of Bennde Mutale. Recommendations on integrating aspects 
of natural resource management and suggestions on strengthening the scenarios or 

driver forces for change in the current production are also offered.  

 
The exact purpose of this assessment is to conduct field based review of the theatre 

programme's performance and focus on a set of key issues as defined in the Terms of 

Reference (TOR): 
 

• A basic assessment of the issues covered in the current play(s) and 

recommendations on integrating other elements (eg on Madimbo corridor, wider 

NRM issues and 'interest goups' - youth tourism, women's citrus group etc) 
• Working with women's groups, the youth tourism project, the theatrical actors and 

local leadership, offer suggestions on strengthening the scenarios/drivers 

elements of the play.  
• Provide strategic inputs/advice regarding the play/theatre group performances 

and travels to Mozambique and Zimbabwe based on past experience  

• Conduct focus group discussions and facilitate the production of photo stories to 

support further identification of future scenarios 
• A report on this field work with recommendations that can help to guide the final 

months of the theatre process, suggestions for next phases of the project/theatre 

group and guidance to help in the evaluation of theatre-scenario planning to take 
place near project end.  

 

The assessment was undertaken in May 2009 and some activities continued into the 
month of June. However, as the author was involved in the planning of the project 

(through writing the proposal) and previously conducted research in Bennde Mutale, 

some insights in this report are drawn from long term research and debates with the 

theatre project manager and village based scenario planning facilitator and observations 
of the process as it unfolded over the last six months. Additionally, I also facilitated the 

initial entry of the scenario planning project so was familiar with the objectives of the 

initiative. 
 

The assessment report is divided into five major sections. Following on this background 

section, I briefly discuss the methodology used in this assessment, followed by an 
assessment of the theatrical production. The third section discusses the enhancement of 

scenario planning and driver elements for change while the fourth section discusses the 



photo stories exercise. The fifth section closes off by discussing a way forward for both 

the theatre initiative, the scenario planning process and management of the two.  
 

1.2 Assessment Methodology 

A variety of methods were used in this assessment to reflect the diversity of people 

involved in the implementation of the project. The methodology also took into 
consideration the fact that the residents of Bennde Mutale are the main players in the 

process and that the issues covered in the theatrical production is about their lived 

realities and that the scenario planning process about their visions of a desired future. 
The assessment drew from earlier research the author has conducted in the village of 

Bennde Mutale, and as a result, included aspects of impact assessment. This 

understanding provided some base line background of the community before the 
implementation of the project and also some benchmarks (these included participation in 

externally proposed and driven processes, articulation of people's needs and 

aspirations) to assess the overall impact of the theatre process on the local community. 

The assessment further drew from observations and experiences during the proposal 
writing engagement1 with the local community.  

 

In line with the TOR the assessment methodology consisted of interviews and focus 
group discussions with residents of Bennde Mutale. Interviews were conducted with local 

leaders, the youth involved in tourism projects, women participating in a loan scheme 

group (stokvel) and members of the theatre group. In conducting interviews and focus 
group discussions, the assessment included open ended questions, was flexible to allow 

for general reflections and follow up on emerging thematic issues. The two approaches 

of interviews and focus group discussions were designed to assess the subjective 

opinions of individuals to check for validity or to triangulate results from different people. 
Triangulation was also provided through reflecting on past engagements with residents 

of Bennde Mutale, in particular noting areas of social and political change, especially in 

relation to engaging externally proposed and driven interventions.  
 

Two theatrical performances were attended and a review of the thematic focus of the 

production undertaken, while attendance at rehearsals were designed to observe the 

process of iterative refinement of the theatrical production based on continued research 
by the actor-facilitators. As well as attendance at performances and rehearsals, the 

theatre group was part of a focus group discussion and its members interviewed 

individually. Interviews and focus group discussion were meant to assess the impact of 
the theatre initiative on the actor-facilitators in terms of understanding of their respective 

roles as well as the issues covered in the production.  

 
Further analysis of impact of the theatre initiative was provided through a combination of 

photo stories and reflections on locally selected and photographed images. Photo stories 

were conducted through selecting groups of people in the village to whom inexpensive 

disposable cameras were distributed. The groups included women's money lending 
group (Stokvel), the youth tourism project members, women's citrus project members, 

local village leadership including the headman and the civic structures, and individuals in 

various capacities. The individuals or groups themselves photographed local features 
that they hold dear or they find important in their lives. Fifteen disposable cameras were 

                                                
1 The theatre proposal writing phase included a two day consultation process with residents of 

Bennde Mutale and local leadership in co-creating the theatre intervention and in defining the actual focus 

of the theatre.  



purchased for this exercise and distributed to individuals and groups. Technical aspects 

on how to use the disposable cameras were provided by a local professional camera 
man. After taking and developing photographs, the groups were then asked to write a 

story about the importance of the feature they had photographed or narrate what they 

valued about the feature, the current uses of the feature and then highlight what they 

viewed as threats and/or the opportunities they saw in relation to the feature into the 
future. As well as an engagement with the assessment of the impact of the theatre 

initiative, photo stories were meant to take the scenario planning process through a 

further identification of the driving forces for change and laying the ground for a 
discussion on locally defined plausible futures. As well as working with those individuals 

and groups that had been identified for distribution of cameras, an exhibition at the local 

school was held where all members of the village were invited to share in their 
reflections on the photos and stories that had been developed.  

 

To gain an understanding of the evolving thematic issues in relation to land, natural 

resources and the general social and political context in the area, one village meeting 
was attended during the assessment period. This was useful in documenting the issues 

that local residents were grappling with.  

 
While the assessment was an internal exercise (for Resource Africa, the NGO 

implementing the theatre initiative) with a team that has worked together and involved in 

the design of the theatre initiative, some constraints were experienced during the 
assessment period in May 2009. The assessment had planned to conduct focus group 

discussions with a wide spectrum of local people, according to local groups such as the 

women's money lending scheme, the youths involved in the tourism project, women 

involve in sex work, men who regularly hang out at the local tavern and the theatre 
actor-facilitators. It was not possible to have these focus group discussions with 

everyone as this was in the middle of the harvesting season and most people were 

working in the fields to harvest their crops. Additionally, most of the youths involved in 
the youth tourism project also hold individual contracted jobs and were not all available 

at the same time. Some of the youths were also involved in a training exercise to be 

security guards.  

 
An important aspect of assessing the use of theatre was its relation to the local level 

scenario planning project. Assessing the role of theatre in facilitating local level scenario 

planning was constrained by the fact that the relationship between the two has not really 
taken off, the two initiatives have proceeded to be implemented as if they are different. 

The local scenario planning team, which was (is) supposed to feed research ideas into 

the development of the theatrical production, has to date not fulfilled this role. The 
theatre team (as well for purposes of this assessment) does not have any 

documentation produced from the scenario planning team to feed into the process of 

theatre production and facilitation, despite an explicit plan in the proposal suggesting 

ways of enhancing collaboration between the teams. In all this, it appears the practical 
meaning of the local level scenario planning process has been lost and the central tenet 

of its approach (facilitative rather than directive) abandoned.  

 
Due to these unforeseen constraints, the assessment process and field approach was 

changed to suit the local conditions and opportunities. Instead of constituting focus 

group discussions, individual interviews were conducted with members of the village and 
the members of the respective groups who were available during the one week of field 

work. Detailed reflections of the current theatrical production were held with the actor-



facilitators as well as opinions on the production obtained from individual interviews. The 

photo stories also generated remarkable interest in the village, with people volunteering 
to have a disposable camera and contribute stories. The exhibition at the end of the 

assessment provided a useful opportunity to get local feedback and reflections on the 

production as well as gain an insight into further driving forces for change and plausible 

futures. This flexibility in conducting the assessment made it possible to come to some 
conclusions on the impact of the theatre on local processes and potential role in local 

level scenario planning.  

 
As the scenario planning project is one component of a three-country initiative, the 

project proposal included a plan to travel to other villages in Mozambique and Zimbabwe 

to share challenges faced in Bennde Mutale and facilitate discussions among the 
villages within the GLTFCA. The choice of these villages was on the basis of their 

participation in the scenario planning project. The assessment process was supposed to 

provide strategic advice on this inter-country exchange. Due to the delays in finalizing 

the photo stories, it was minimally possible to provide this advice in a more systematic 
way, leaving the project managers to carry out most of the strategy work as well as the 

logistical arrangements. It is therefore not possible to address this issue in any detail in 

this report.  
 

1.3 The assessment approach  

The assessment was conducted in the context of a commitment to the local level actor-
facilitators in terms of how they can continue functioning as a group beyond the 

stipulated programme time which ends in June 2009. More broadly, however, the 

assessment was guided by a question on what the greatest potential that can be 

achieved through both the scenario and theatre process, for a common vision for the 
residents of Bennde Mutale but also in the context of changing livelihood, social, 

environmental and political systems. As such, it focused on short term changes in 

attitudes and behaviours among the actor-facilitators and changes in their capabilities. 
As well as identifying the short term changes that might be useful for future long term 

and sustainable success (of the group, of the community in dealing with external social 

and political processes), the assessment exercise was meant to identify key areas of 

success, strengths and weaknesses of the project to enable forward planning for a 
possible next phase. Necessarily, any future planning for local level scenario planning 

and use of theatre as a tool need to facilitate locally defined visions of desired futures 

that is both dynamic and flexible. By introducing photo stories and assessing the impact 
of the theatre piece, this assessment has initiated a process of entering a dialogue on 

local people's visions of a desired future, which will be critical to moving the process to 

the next stage of working with Bennde Mutale residents to articulate what they 
see/view/desire as plausible futures and scenarios2.  

 

 

2 Local engagement with the theatrical production  
 

Two areas were assessed in relation to the theatrical production. These are: the impacts 

of the theatre initiative on the actor-facilitators as well as on social relations within the 

                                                
2 It is important to note that scenario planning is not only arrived at through visions of a desired 

future (see Nemarundwe, de Jong & Cronkleton 2003). Other possibilities include mapping trajectories 

based on current trends. I have chosen here to focus on visions of a desired future as defining trends would 

involve another stage in the process, which is likely to complicate the process.  



village of Bennde Mutale, and secondly the thematic issues covered in the production. 

While the former was not explicitly outlined in the TORs, it is important to discuss the 
short term impact of the theatre initiative on actor-facilitators as ultimately they are the 

basis upon which future process facilitation, long term sustainability and success is built.    

 

2.1 Changing roles of actor-facilitators in the community 
Two major issues are important to mention in the assessment of actor-facilitators. The 

first concerns the gender composition and socio-economic mix of the team, and what 

this implies for roles among local people and articulation of views and perspectives in 
particular by women. The second issue is in relation to skills development, in particular 

conducting research to feed into theatrical productions. Linked to conducting research is 

the issue of articulation skills and general confidence building.  
 

A total of six actor-facilitators were chosen by the theatre director, with four women and 

two men (see Phiri & Anstey 2009). This is explained, firstly, by the number of those who 

responded to the call to come for auditions. As pointed out by the theatre director, an 
overwhelming number (fifty five) of women turned up for the auditions compared to only 

six men. While this explains the ratio of men:women among the actor-facilitators, it does 

not explain the attitudes of the men in responding to the call for auditions. One man 
indicated that they thought 'it was a joke.' The second aspect of gender distribution is 

that it has provided a new image of who gets to work in these kind of initiatives, where in 

the past employment opportunities usually fell to men. Additionally, observations from 
the past are that women are not always at the forefront of leading social processes in the 

village, often resorting to informal channels of communications to articulate their ideas. 

Having the majority of actor-facilitators as women is a clear break with this observation, 

also because theatre involves not only an articulation of ideas but assuming a central 
position, the centre stage and holding the space through performance and narration. The 

attitudes of the actor-facilitator women bears testimony to this change, as one of them 

explained that she sees herself 'as an example to the young girls of what one can do.' 
 

The actor-facilitators all come from different socio-economic contexts, some are from 

relatively wealthy families with lots of livestock, some are locally regarded as poor, yet 

they appear to have found a commonality in articulating the challenges and prospects 
they see for their community. Their diversity of backgrounds holds promise in co-

visioning or articulating 'desired' futures and capturing the nuances of the local 

community from different socio-economic perspectives. The current theatre production, 
which is a reflection of local people's historical experiences (as opposed to visioning a 

future or articulating desires) is testimony to the possibility of this creating and facilitating 

processes that reflect their different socio-economic backgrounds.  
 

In producing the current theatrical piece, the local actor-facilitators were actively involved 

in conducting research and helped in shaping the messages of the play. They relied on 

their personal experiences to reflect on the messages that were emerging, as well as on 
interaction with their families and friends. One of them reflected that the process of 

making the theatre piece amplified issues that they always thought as trivial and that the 

response of local people is also an indication that these 'issues are important not only to 
me as an actor but to everyone living here in the village.'  

 

It is also clear from interactions with the actor-facilitators that they have gained 
confidence to perform for the public and articulate environmental and socio-political 

issues clearly. In our discussions, the actor-facilitators clarified what they thought of their 



roles. They saw their roles as communicating concerns of the local community, as 

making people laugh and learn but also as working. It was clear in their responses that 
they have clearly made the connection between their roles as actor-facilitators and the 

broader socio-political dynamics among the local residents as well as with other levels. 

They spoke of facilitating dialogue with the neighbouring Makuya Park, especially after 

'conflicts over use of natural resources.' They also observed that the issues they are 
articulating in the play are what they observe on a daily basis, in particular in relation to 

young people's behaviours and the risk of HIV/AIDS. There was a clearly a linking of 

everyday observed issues and their performance roles. Considering the constraints 
faced with the hiring a local advisor, the 30 minute theatrical production as well as the 

skills developed by the actor/facilitators is a major achievement (see Phiri & Anstey 

2009).  
 

 

2.2 Theatrical issues and messages 

Two rehearsal performances were watched during the field work in Bennde Mutale. The 
first performance was without the theatrical director, designed to allow the actor-

facilitators to articulate themselves on the thematic issues covered and not worry about 

the technical aspects of performance. The performance was followed by a focus group 
discussion of the issues covered.  

 

The issues covered are varied, and at times seem too many for a 30 minute play. This, 
however, reflects the socio-political and ecological complexities of the village of Bennde 

Mutale. They also reflect the current concerns of the population of Bennde Mutale and 

that of their neighbours in other villages along the Madimbo corridor.  

 
2.2.1 Health issues 

Health issues, in particular HIV/AIDS and cholera are prominent in the production and 

are also often referred to in casual discussions. A term I found in common use this time 
around is siyawaraira a Shona word for leaving instructions in anticipation of one's 

absence. Its use in Bennde Mutale, clearly a reference to the current lack of a cure for 

HIV/AIDS, is also an indictment for local consciousness of preparing for the future. The 

coverage of the issue in the production is therefore a reflection of this new wave of 
awareness as witnessed in the local terminology. Besides the socio-linguistics of Shona 

terms finding meaning among a predominantly Venda population (it should be pointed 

out, however, that Shona and Venda are linguistically related and often have common 
terms), there were also aspects of viewing this as a problem largely emanating from 

Zimbabwe.  

 
The second component of the HIV/AIDS is also covered in the play in these trans-

boundary connotations. While it is now acknowledged in literature that migrants are at a 

higher risk of contracting and spreading sexually transmitted infections, the production 

should also challenge local Bennde Mutale residents from a perspective of what their 
own responsibilities are. This is also important as other factors might be at play in 

spreading HIV/AIDS along the Madimbo corridor, such as the presence of 

unaccompanied soldiers and police and contract workers who primarily support sex work 
paid either in cash and other means such as food rations. Never the less, the portrayal 

of the issues of HIV/AIDS in the production are critical in highlighting local 

consciousness, the next stage is to explore local visions of a desired future in relation to 
the disease.  

 



2.2.2 Climate change issues 

The second prominent issue of the production is climate change. Contrasting local 
village contribution to climate change with city lifestyles is particularly effective. Similar to 

the issue of HIV/AIDS, the highlighting of climate change issues has resulted in 

increased discussions within the village, with people often talking in terms of their 

observations of a changing climate. Thus, climate change issues are also in terms of 
historical experiences, they denote the driving forces for change among the local 

residents to cope with the observed and experienced changes.  

 
Interviews conducted in May and reflections from previous interactions with local 

residents inform assessment of the theatre production in terms of climate change issues. 

Florence Tshivhambu liked the production, she said, and recognised the climate change 
aspects locally. She reflected that the local situation had changed, either there were 

violent rains (in reflection to the 2000 floods and the strong winds of 2005) or completely 

dry summers. Her response to these changes thus far have included increasing the 

amount of land she farms, yet that also has not helped in times of extreme weather. Her 
reaction is clearly one of adaptation to the changing conditions. Currently the play 

emphasises aspects of mitigation, exploring the importance of not cutting down trees. A 

balance between adaptation and mitigation needs to be explored through further 
facilitated dialogue. It appears for someone like Florence the entry point into this 

dialogue is agricultural production, and in particular how agricultural practices (some of 

which in response to environmental change such as climate change) are themselves 
driving forces for environmental change. A continuous feedback loop is created and 

perpetuates itself.  

 

Some of the cattle farmers expressed similar sentiments of that their focus was on 
adaptation measures for their livestock. A 'rich' cattle owner I interviewed in 2006 once 

remarked that cattle are a symbol of wealth but when it comes to drought, the only 

livestock that he can realistically expect to survive are goats. He kept goats for 'day-to-
day' provision of meat but also for recovering some of the cattle (through selling goats)  

after droughts. The issues of agricultural productivity and its links to climate change can 

further be explored through weaving some of the stories into the play.  

 
The two stories show some planning for uncertain times, but they also indicate that 

livelihoods are at the core of local planning and actions. Entry into discussing plausible 

futures can be explored through local visions of adaptation to climate and their role in 
mitigation, additionally, local visions of their own agricultural based livelihoods in two 

different climate scenarios, an increasingly wet or dry climate can be explored in relation 

to local land management practices.  
 

2.2.3 Protected areas/local people relations 

A third issue explored in the theatrical production is the one of relationships between 

local people and protected areas management. It was not possible to analyse the extent 
of dialogue facilitation between local communities and protected areas management as 

in May no performances had been conducted with the PA management in place. The 

design of the project as spelt out in the proposal was to start a process of dialogue 
between the two parties with different objectives for land uses in the area. While the 

theatre initiative has not specifically led to dialogue between local residents and the 

protected areas managers, it is important to note that dialogue has been facilitated with 
the Makuleke who for ten years had been accused of having incorporated land for 

Bennde Mutale residents into their land claim of 1998 (see Phiri & Anstey 2009). 



 

The dialogue is in part due to openness to possible tourism related land uses as the 
Makuleke run a tourism venture on the land that was returned to them after a land claim 

and in part due to the avenues for direct communication offered through the theatre 

director.   

 
2.2.4 Trans-boundary local relations 

Trans-boundary local relations are explored in the production and this is a reflection of 

local sentiments especially considering the mobility of Zimbabweans and security of 
livelihoods. A major trans-boundary issue is that of livestock theft, which is adequately 

covered in the play even though the reverse livestock theft issue is not explored. Cattle 

are stolen from South Africa to Zimbabwe and goats are stolen from Zimbabwe to South 
Africa. Local efforts to deal with cattle thefts include the recent set up of a committee in 

South Africa and the express need to set up similar committees in Mozambique and 

Zimbabwe. I view this organic and local attempt to deal with livestock theft across 

boundaries in the same light as the functioning of the GLTP Joint Management Board 
(from which local people are excluded) and can provide a useful contrast between the 

functions of the JMB and local realities of dealing with issues such as livestock theft. 

Equally, it is important to highlight the difficulties and dangers that people face 
attempting to recover their livestock when its stolen, but this might be too much to try 

and deal with a 45 minute theatrical production and can rather be the focus of post-

performance facilitated discussions.  
 

Still on trans-boundary issues, the play can incorporate more nuanced approaches to 

highlight the complexity of the issues of trans-boundary movement of people and their 

effects on natural resources as well as the history of human movement in the area. One 
aspect of human movement along the Madimbo corridor is highlighted in the trans-

boundary marriages, both in the past and presently. I would suggest that as well as 

exploring issues of disease travel (HIV/AIDS from Zimbabweans in the words of local 
Bennde Mutale residents), the play can also explore the positive aspects of this 

movement, in particular the history of trans-boundary marriages. Other positive aspects 

of human movement include trans-boundary livelihood strategies – for instance during 

the use of the Zimbabwe dollar, people could travel to Zimbabwe to buy cheaper maize 
meal – some local people also cross the river to drink beer (social reasons).  

 

Some of the trans-boundary cooperation at a local level are clearly constrained by state 
level approaches to dealing with human movement. For instance, the area has a history 

of cattle loaning (a practice widespread in southern Africa) across boundaries. While it 

relies on trust that one can loan their cattle for safe keeping and to access rich grazing 
fields, it also requires constant monitoring. Given the nation-state constraints on human 

movement, this monitoring is not possible. The story of Noria Manganyi in Bennde 

Mutale who loaned her cattle to a family in Zimbabwe illustrates this constraint and the 

threats it poses to people's livelihoods. Noria Manganyi loaned her cattle to a 
Zimbabwean family but last year she received a message that her cattle, in excess of 

200, had been stolen. When she sent her grandchildren to investigate, they were thrown 

in jail. Upon their release they could not continue with this exercise. Would things have 
been different if local people were allowed to move freely between the two countries. It 

appears local efforts at controlling transborder cattle thefts is premised on cooperative 

relationships between local residents in Zimbabwe and South Africa and that these 
should also build on existing institutions (rules of the game) already in place such as 

cattle loaning understandings.  



 

 
3. Strengthening scenario planning and drivers for change in the play 

 

My sense of the process so far is that both the scenario planning process and the 

theatre initiative have done a lot to identify the drivers for change, but have not moved to 
identifying what local residents see as plausible futures in relation to natural resources in 

the locale and in interaction with broader policy, environmental change and social 

processes. The issues discussed in section 2 above are all issues based on local 
experiences of their lived reality and they inform the drivers for change.   

 

3.1 Drivers for change 
The drivers for change in Bennde Mutale can roughly be classified as social, economic, 

environment and governance. The following table further elaborates on this and gives 

specific examples of each category as a driver for change. What is perhaps clear from 

this table is that the drivers for change can not be viewed in isolation, they are all 
interconnected, what happens with one of them has the potential to impact on how the 

other drivers are engaged with.  

 
 

 

Drivers for 
change 

Local manifestation 

Economic, 
globalisation 

and poverty 

Increased tourism (potential, imagined or real) investments, infrastructural 
developments, migration to the city (migrant labour and associated employment 

trends from mining to soft jobs such as waiting) 

Environment Climate change, environmental degradation (practices that enhance the feedback 
loop between climate change and environmental degradation with resultant effects on 

agricultural productivity) 

Education Access to basic education, increased funding of education (even from families 
considered to be poor) 

Governance 

and political 

Conflicts over authority, decision making, legal regimes in relation to land and natural 

resources, state-local relations, struggles to access and use natural resources, youth 
transition to adulthood 

Social (to 

include 
human 

heath?) 

Mobility across boundaries, changing demographic structure (mostly as a result of 

HIV/AIDS and migration to cities), socio-economic transformation (land use changes 
from agricultural based focus to embracing local symbols of globalisation (tourism), 

cooperative arrangements for improving livelihoods 

 

3.1.1 Intergenerational interactions as a governance driving force for change 
Having spent time in Bennde Mutale, I have come to the conclusion that the youth, as a 

demographic group, occupy a specific place in the governance and political realm of 

driving change. In South Africa, this is particularly so when one considers how the 

youths of the 1940s (Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu etc) shifted the discourse and 
engagement with the struggle for liberation and how years later the youths on 16 June 

1976 shifted the engagement with apartheid South Africa through a more confrontational 

approach. There are of course less celebrated or recognised youth battles that shifted 
society and the pace and direction of social and political change. I have picked this issue 



to highlight the role of theatre in building consensus and reaching out to disparate voices 

that are otherwise an impediment for individuals and communities realising the greatest 
potential for positive change. A little story from Bennde Mutale indicates the local 

generational dynamics involving the youths of Bennde Mutale and how the battles 

among the youths themselves and positioning for future leadership roles is stirring for 

change.    
 

 The youths of Bennde Mutale are restless, they are stirring trouble both among the local 

residents and how the local residents should and can engage with external process such 
as donor funded projects. Things were not always like this. The first time I got to Bennde 

Mutale the youths were the first ones to recognise the importance of research. They 

quickly moved to approve the research exercise at a public meeting (perhaps the signs 
were always there but done more subtly). They were curious, they wanted to know how 

the research will evolve and how it will help them. They had, early on, made the 

connections between improving their livelihood situations and research.  

 
As the research progressed, I arrived to find them building a local tourism initiative – 

specifically designed along the same lines as a nearby commercial tourist place (using 

sisal poles for building) – and they had managed to fundraise for the initiative. It was at 
one meeting with them that they declared they don't want to work for anyone, they 

wanted to make money and manage their own tourism facilities on their land. It seemed 

there was a radical transformation in the youths.  
 

Economic opportunities were not the only early indications of a growing restless youth. 

They also started challenging the local leadership, asking at public meetings what the 

headman was doing to improve the lives of local residents. They denied the chief and 
the headman to sit on the 'board' for the tourism project. There was unity of purpose that 

culminated in the ousting of the traditional council chaired by the headman (except for 

the headman whom they cannot dismiss) and the civic structure saw new elected 
members – all youths and agitating for change.  

 

In May 2009, things had changed, something had taken the steam out of the youths. 

Interestingly, it was competition and jostling for external resources that provided the final 
blow to the increasingly ambitious youth grouping. The second reason was that as much 

as the youths united against the older generation of leaders, those from the headman's 

family fell back in line to support the headman and leave everyone else who is not 
royalty out in the cold. Those who reverted back to the headman found a new system to 

protect their interests, a traditional governance structure which they now control and 

direct despite the presence of the headman. Much of the current dynamics are 
competition among the youths and their battles to control access to information, access 

to resources that come with projects and building a political patronage system through 

controlling access to jobs. Yet, even divided, they still agitate for certain changes, the 

latest being that external researchers are getting turned away even if they have 
permission from the headman.  

 

The role the youths of Bennde Mutale are playing is viewed both in positive terms locally 
but also as a destructive approach to resolving issues. What is clear, however, is that the 

youths are demanding a different way of doing things, and in certain circumstances they 

are also forcing new ways. Yet as yet there has been no real discussion with them about 
what visions of the future they have.  

 



 

This story would be pointless without reverting back to the question guiding the 
assessment approach, that is what the greatest potential that theatre and scenario 

planning can facilitate by engaging with the residents of Bennde Mutale.  To what extent 

can the theatre and scenario planning processes contribute to the long term sustainable 

change? 
 

3.2 Moving forward with scenario planning 

 
It is tempting to project historical and on-going experiences of local residents into the 

future (and possible responses in retrospect) and be comfortable with that as identifying 

future scenarios. My experience in Bennde Mutale thus far is one of engaging with these 
drivers for change in giving solutions. This would be an all too comfortable exercise, 

however, it does not prepare local residents for different possibilities in relation to the 

drivers for change. The next level of facilitation should necessarily move to facilitating 

scenario planning processes, the identification of plausible futures based on local 
residents' visions and desires for the future. It also involves mapping possible 

undesirables.  

 
Based on observations of local debates and coverage within the production, the issue of 

HIV/AIDS can provide a facilitatory focus for exploring future questions. The effects of 

HIV/AIDS on the local demographic structure are well articulated locally, with the elderly 
Endani once remarking that 'this disease is finishing off the young, even before they 

have had a chance to raise their own children'. If knowing what they know of HIV/AIDS 

today, how are local people going to chat their future in relation to the disease and their 

social relationships. The increased levels of awareness and the reference to HIV/AIDS in 
future terms suggest an opportunity to start facilitating future questions and scenario 

stories in relation to the disease, and in particular by facilitating the visions local people 

have of the future in relation to the disease, what their desires (as well as the 
undesirables they can be confronted with) are and what social changes are demanded 

to achieve their visions of success and avoid the undesirable possibilities. Theatre can 

play a further facilitatory role in moving the process forward.  

 
The natural resources management changes in the past have highlighted the issue of 

governance as an important driving force for change. Issues of governance are partially 

covered in the production through a discussion of the length of time it has taken to 
resolve problems associated with the Madimbo corridor land claim. The issue of 

governance, however, needs strengthening in the production to facilitate further debate. 

They can be strengthened through the exploration of leadership conflicts (which is partly 
responsible for the delay in resolving the land issue) over land uses along the Madimbo 

corridor. Chief Mutele and some of the headman along the Madimbo corridor are in 

favour of conservation driven tourism while the Communal Property Association, tasked 

with the land claim, is in support of using the corridor for grazing and crop agriculture. 
They both support the use of the area for mining purposes, basing their suggestions on 

experiences of job creation from mining activities at Tshikondeni Mine and the closed 

graphite mine at Gumbu. A further exploration of the leadership conflicts over land uses 
along the corridor is potentially useful in bringing these issues out more explicitly. Actual 

reference to the different land use options will be useful in highlighting the leadership 

challenges in relation to the Madimbo corridor. The conflicts are also not just between 
local leadership but between local people and government at various levels. This is 

reflected in the play with a scene on land reform having been completed for Madimbo 



corridor yet local people continue to be excluded from entering, even threatened with 

arrest and killing over hunting of wildlife. This is one option of bringing in the issues of 
the Madimbo corridor more explicitly. The local visions in relation to governance issues 

can also be explored by facilitating dialogue on what local residents picture the future 

like in relation to both their personal desires as well the undesirables they can find 

themselves into.  
 

Much of scenario planning literature prioritises the ranking of the drivers for change. I 

would suggest the ranking exercise at Bennde Mutale indicates the issues that people 
are most passionate about and is useful as an entry point for discussing plausible 

futures. My experience in May during the field work is that different demographic groups 

are passionate about different drivers for change, there is an inherent ranking of the 
drivers for change according to demographic groups. For instance, I found that the most 

women are passionate about issues of HIV/AIDS, aging and caring for the weak and 

elderly, the youth more concerned with economic drivers for change (how to access 

donor funded projects, how to have access to information so they can benefit from 
tourism investments and infrastructural developments in the area) and generally 

engaged in political processes. It can of course be a problem to identify areas or drivers 

for change that a specific demographic group is most passionate about as it can trivialise 
complex social and change processes, yet an exploration of the linkages among the 

drivers of change can be achieved through focused work on specific issues that people 

are passionate about. Further analysis of the issues that specific demographic groups 
are passionate about are provided through analysis of the photo stories process 

conducted in May 2009.   

 

 
4. Working with photo stories 

Apart from interviews and group discussions, local Bennde Mutale residents were also 

engaged through the development of photo stories. The aims of the photo stories were 
to further identify driving forces for change and prepare for discussions on plausible 

futures. Developing photo stories generated local interest and there were more requests 

for cameras than had initially been anticipated. Besides running out of cameras, it also 

became clear that the process needed to be managed more closely as it is easy to end 
up having a huge number of photos and little time to get into detail about the meaning of 

the particular photos taken.  

 
4.1 Process 

The selection of who to work with on the photo stories was based on already existing 

groups and a spread of people within the different socio-economic groups previously 
developed in 2005. As interest in working with cameras and developing stories grew, it 

became necessary to group certain individuals together (as colleagues working on 

electricity lines, women participating in the home based care group and the youths 

heading cattle).  
 

Three main questions guided the process and what kind of photos to be taken. The first 

question was for participants to photograph a feature that they held dear or that was 
important in their lives. The second aspect was for them to think what it is that was 

important about the feature and write this down (a story about the importance of the 

feature they had photographed). The third aspect was on how such a feature was 
currently used and what future they saw in the feature, what the threats and 

opportunities are.  



 

After developing the photos, they were given back to the camera persons to start 
reflecting on or writing down their stories. The photos were then displayed at the 

Madavhila Primary school (see below) and all the camera persons invited to share their 

stories on some of the photos or on all of them.  

  
 

 

Collection of photographs displayed at the school during the story development exercise 

 
4.2 Emerging issues 

A number of issues can be identified from the photo stories. They include livelihood, 

conflicts over natural resources and cooperation issues. While some of these issues 

have been identified as important before, they are specifically written by local residents 
themselves and not products of interviews.  

 

A striking feature of the stories is that they are almost exclusively about livelihoods. 
Previous research along the Madimbo corridor has not identified livelihoods as possible 

driving force for change, but from the photos taken it appears that livelihoods are a major 

driving force for change. The main livelihoods images are of livestock and crop 
agriculture and the stories are intricately linked to concerns about environmental issues 

such as low rainfall and poor grazing, which also feed into environmental change such 

as climate change.  

 



 

 
An interesting issue to emerge from these photos is also of family and cooperation (see 

below). Cooperation images were mostly from the women in terms of working together to 

make bricks for shelter or participating in money lending schemes and citrus project for 

livelihood sustenance. While the homebased care group did not speak in terms of 
cooperation and was often referred to in terms of a livelihood, their operations indicated 

an awareness of the major driving forces for change, especially in relation to issues of 

health. It also appeared to be a centre around which women are taking initiative and 
changing the nature of looking after the elderly and the terminally ill. The enthusiasm of 

the home based care group is also an indication of one issue in Bennde Mutale that is 

unfolding regarding participation in local processes.  
 

 

 



 

 
Lydia Munyai 

We work in groups to make bricks. The man made bricks are used to build houses 

because there are shortages of houses in our families. Once we have completed making 

bricks for one person we move on to do the same to the next person until all members of 
the groups are covered. 

 

The enthusiasm to be part of the photo stories group highlight a change in engagement 
with external processes. While apathy was common in the past, these days it appears 

external intervention is met with active participation. It is not clear what is driving this 

new change, but indications are that it is the desire to have access to information and 
also to be positioned for possible employment. Additionally, the current six actors 

employed through the theatre project are seen as an example that a call to participation 

can result in employment. It is also clear from statements by some of the people who 

came to participate in the photo stories that, besides the aspect of taking photographs, 
they also expected to be considered for possible employment. One point of reference 

from two of the men involved in the photo stories was that they 'already have passports 

to travel to other countries' in reference to the fact that the six actor-facilitators were part 
of a team travelling to Mozambique and Zimbabwe for an inter-country exchange. The 

new wave of participation can therefore be indirectly linked to livelihood considerations.  

 

An interesting observation from the photo stories is the focus on fuel wood. While 
previously local residents spoke of fuel wood, they mostly did so from a money 

generation perspective as a lot of people were cutting firewood to sell. The photo stories 

seem to signal a shift from the commercial perspective to more talk on fuel wood as a 



source of energy for cooking and heating. Governance issues were also explored from 

the perspective that it was now more difficult to obtain firewood as permits were not 
being issued and also from a resource availability perspective as people noted firewood 

was not abundantly available any more.  

 

 Photo: Sam Maluleke 

One of my duty is to gather fuel-wood from the bush. I use fuel-wood for cooking but I 
also sell fuel-wood to get income. There is no longer fuel-wood in the nearby vicinity. 

Fuel-wood is now collected from far away. Fuel wood is now collected from Makuya and 

Makuleke area which is a distance from Bennde Mutale. We are now suffering because 
we do not have trucks or cars to go and collect fuel wood. Text: Lydia Munyai 

 

However, there are features or processes that could not be photographed therefore can 

potentially be overlooked in developing photo stories. As a result, photo stories were 
combined with other methods such as interviews and attendance at a village meeting. 

For instance, the issue of leadership (or lack thereof) and governance are critical (based 

on individual interviews) but they are also not so easy to capture in photographs. A 
change from apathy to active participation in political issues is as elusive to capture in 

photographs, yet is also critical for understanding governance drivers for change.  

 
My assessment of the active participation of people is that it is not only for access to 

information, but a response to positioning themselves for possible livelihood benefits. 

While this scramble for information is a positive development, it is also along this that 

local contests and conflicts are emerging. It is mostly the young, more educated people 



who are scrambling for information and at times sidelining their competitors. These 

issues could not be photographed hence a need to allocate more time for discussion on 
the issues or features photographed.  

 

5. Way forward 

In discussing a way forward, it is important to first analyse the local grasp of the scenario 
planning terminology and process. There is no vernacular terminology to explain what 

scenario planning is and what the drivers for change are. This presented difficulties 

during the proposal writing phase when the project was first discussed in Bennde 
Mutale. As a result, despite the implementation of the scenario planning project since 

2007, there appears to be confusion as to what exactly is meant to be achieved. Mention 

of scenario planning is often met with expectations of managerial type of planning, and it 
explains why initially the scenario planning initiative was only welcome by two groups in 

the village; the citrus growing women and the youth tourism project. In relation to both 

these groups, it is clear that their motivation hence the practical meaning of the scenario 

planning process was to tap external resources for the development of their respective 
projects. A link between scenario planning and long term sustainability has not been 

explored or explicitly made. This observation informs the way forward proposed here.  

 
5.1 Proceeding with Scenarios 

It is perhaps opportune to move away from the terminology of 'planning' altogether and 

start working with what local residents in Bennde Mutale's future desires, dreams and 
aspirations are. This does not in any way mean that there is no local level scenario 

planning for uncertain future, much of the discussions in Bennde Mutale indicate that 

there is often an elaborate consideration of the future possibilities, risks and possible 

responses. A few examples include the investments in education even for poor families, 
the balance between drought resistant livestock such as goats and symbols of wealth 

animals such as cattle and even the involvement of women in money lending schemes 

(stokvels) are an indication of scenario planning, of people working towards a vision of a 
desired future. 

 

The way forward for the scenario planning initiative is to work with the individuals that 

have already expressed such huge interest in the photo stories initiative. The starting 
point should be to facilitate local visions of a desired future, and not dwell so much on 

current constraints and historical experiences.   

 
The process of working with those who have already contributed to the photo stories can 

be explored both on an individual basis and also on a group basis. Individuals and 

groups who have contributed stories can be engaged in one on one discussions to 
explore visions of their desired futures.  

 

5.2 The continued role of theatre and photo stories 

An important contribution of the theatre initiative is articulation of ideas. Theatre can still 
be useful in communicating visions of a desired future for wider discussion with the rest 

of the community. As a way forward to generate some visions of a desired future, 

facilitation should be continued with the groups and individuals who have already 
participated in the photo stories to encourage them to come up with visions of desired 

futures. The theatre process can then be used to package these visions into dance, 

performance and song which are then performed for the wider community to get their 
views and perspectives and continue the delineation of the future possibilities.  

 



5.3 Managing social processes in Bennde Mutale 

The marriage between the scenario planning process and the theatre initiative, while 
planned to be complimentary has seen both being implemented as separate initiatives. 

Going forward a more delicate management process needs to be put in place to avoid 

parallel processes being run. This is particularly so as there appears to be another NGO 

moving into the area to facilitate a community based natural resources management 
project. This new initiative has been met with some resistance from some of the youths 

and the manager's response is that 'if no one wants to be part of the process, leave them 

out' without actually engaging in what these youths' fears are. If anything, this kind of 
resistance should be viewed as an opportunity to discuss what future these youths want 

instead to seek to sideline them.  
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