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CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: 
Community engagement for inclusive rural transformation and gender equality
[bookmark: _Hlk179267136][image: ]The objective of this call for submissions is to collect good practices, experiences, and lessons learnt on the use of community engagement for inclusive rural transformation and gender equality. The initiative, organized by the Rural Transformation and Gender Equality Division (ESP), seeks to gather insights from a diverse range of contributors, both within FAO and from external stakeholders. Its goal is to share knowledge, foster learning, and guide the scaling up of community engagement and community-led collective action to leave no one behind. The call  builds on FAO's past efforts in this area, such as the Community Engagement Days series of webinars.[footnoteRef:2]    [2:  The call for submissions is directly aligned with the thematic components of collective action within FAO's Programme Priority Areas (PPAs), specifically Better Life 1 (Gender Equality and Rural Women’s Empowerment), Better Life 2 (Inclusive Rural Transformation) and Better Life 3 (Agriculture and Food Emergencies).   
] 

The call for submissions is open until 27 November 2024.

How to take part in this call for submissions:
To take part in this Call for submissions, please register to the FSN Forum, if you are not yet a member, or “sign in” to your account. Please review the topic note to understand the criteria we are considering for this call. If you wish to learn more about community engagement, you may refer to the background document.  Once you have completed this submission template, upload it in the box “Post your contribution” on the call webpage, or, alternatively, send it to  fsn-moderator@fao.org. 
Please keep the length of submissions limited to 1,500 words and feel also free to attach relevant supporting materials. 

Template for submissions

	[bookmark: _Hlk166153357]Contact person
	Name: Maud Oustry
Organization/Unit: FAO/PSUR
Country: Italy
Email address: maud.oustry@fao.org 


	Name/title of the good practice
	Promoting women’s participation and fostering gender-inclusive policy dialogue for responsible agricultural investments (RAI) in Sierra Leone

	Where is the good practice taking place? (Multiple selection allowed)
	☐ Europe and Central Asia
☐ Latin America and the Caribbean 
☐ North Africa and Near East
☒ Sub-Saharan Africa
☐ Asia and the Pacific
☐ North America
☐ Global

	Affiliation
	☐  Farmer and producer organizations
☐  Trade Union 
☐ Informal community-based, farmer-based or self-help group  
☐  Research and academia
☐  Government
☐  Local/traditional authorities
☐  Private Sector
☐  Civil Society Organization
☒  Intergovernmental Organization (e.g. UN system, World Bank)
☐ Resource Partner/Donor
☐  Other (please specify) 


	In which sector(s) and context (s) have you used this community engagement good practice? (Multiple selections allowed)

	☐  Education
☐  Health and Sanitation
☒  Food production in agrifood systems (please also tick the sub-categories)
☒  Crop cultivation
☐  Fisheries and aquaculture production
☒  Livestock
☐  Forestry
☒  Agroforestry
☒  Horticulture 
☐  Apiculture (beekeeping)
☒  Agroecology and sustainable farming practices
☒  Soil and water management
☐  Other: ____________
☒  Post-production in agrifood systems (please also tick the sub-categories)

☒ Processing and value addition 
☒ Marketing and retailing  
☒ Transporting 
☒ Food loss and waste
☒ Packaging 
☒ Storage
☒ Distribution
☐  Other _________
☒  Gender Equality
☐  Climate Action 
☐  Citizenship and Governance
☐  Social Protection
☐  Humanitarian and protracted crisis
☐  Conflict resolution, peace and resilience
☐  Digital innovation
☒  Other sector (please specify) Responsible investments in agriculture and food systems (RAI)


	Who are the financial partners supporting this good practice, if applicable?
	FAO

	1. In a few sentences, summarize your community engagement good practice. 
The training programme, implemented from 2022 to 2024 in Sierra Leone, enhanced rural women’s participation in decision-making processes related to responsible investments in agriculture and food systems (RAI) and raised their concerns, needs and proposals for more gender-responsive investments in their community, district and country. 
Tailored to address the learning needs and constraints of grassroots rural women, the programme equipped them with the knowledge and skills to analyse the specific challenges they face in developing their agricultural activities and to identify concrete solutions. Participatory dialogue events with key local stakeholders provided a platform for rural women to share recommendations and engage with potential change actors (e.g. district directors of agriculture, gender, and land ministries; local council chairpersons; paramount chiefs; NGOs; financial institutions) in their communities and districts.

	2. What problem(s) or challenge(s) does your good practice aim to address through community engagement? 
The RAI training programme addressed the key challenges that rural women face in engaging in responsible agricultural investments and developing their agribusinesses. These challenges include:
· Low participation of rural women in decision-making processes at the household, organizational, and community levels.
· Limited access to productive resources such as land, finance, extension services, information, and markets.
· Barriers to effective communication, lack of confidence, and limited opportunities for rural women to raise their voices.

	3. Describe your good practice in more detail. Include the main guiding principles, the desired changes or outcomes you aim to achieve (Theory of Change), and the key phases of implementation. 
Theory of change:
Underlying causes: Deeply rooted gender discrimination across household, community, organizational, and policy levels. Discriminatory customary laws and rigid gender norms that limit women’s roles and opportunities.
Key problem: Rural women face significant barriers to accessing essential resources, finance, services, markets, employment, and leadership opportunities, which limits their ability to grow agribusinesses and hampers their contributions to food security, nutrition, and sustainable development.
Intermediate outcomes: Rural women gain confidence, knowledge, and skills to advocate for their needs, voice their recommendations, participate in decision-making, and challenge gender biases in their household, organization and community. Local stakeholders recognize women’s critical role in agrifood systems and decision-making and contribute to the implementation of rural women’s recommendations.
Outcomes: Rural women have increased access to leadership and decision-making positions in their communities. They have better access to productive resources enabling them to develop and grow their agricultural activities. They influence local policy dialogue and contribute to advancing gender-responsive investments, which ultimately promote equitable and sustainable development in the country. 

Guiding principles:
Gender equality and women empowerment: The programme contributes to the implementation of the CFS-RAI principles, particularly Principle 3: “Foster gender equality and women’s empowerment”. It aims to empower rural women by increasing their capacity to engage in decision-making and access critical resources.
Inclusivity and participation: The programme fosters inclusive dialogue and recognizes the importance of both men and women in transforming gender relations. It also promotes strong collaboration with key stakeholders including local trainers, community leaders, district officials, NGOs and private sector representatives.
Tailored training approach: The program adopts a context-sensitive, tailored training approach that combines diverse learning methods to address rural women’s specific needs and constraints. The content is carefully adapted to the realities faced by rural women, ensuring it is relevant and impactful.

Key phases of implementation:
Assessment phase: Learning needs assessment conducted with key stakeholders to identify rural women’s priority learning needs; development of a curriculum outline and design of an innovative and tailored training programme for rural women.
Capacity development phase:
· Creation of a pool of local trainers: Selection through application process and training of local trainers (women and men) through a 4-day training of trainers to equip them with the methodology, knowledge and skills to replicate the training to rural women in their district.
· Rural women training at district level: Solidaridad West Africa (international NGO) and local trainers to strengthen rural women’s capacities and knowledge through a three-day training event using a combination of learning approaches, audiovisual material, drama plays and tailored practical exercises. 
· Participatory dialogue event at district level: Raising awareness of local leaders of the importance of women’s role in agrifood systems and participation in decision-making processes; a forum for rural women to raise their voices and initiate a genuine dialogue with the key stakeholders from their community and district.
Monitoring phase: Surveys conducted one-year after to assess the impact of the programme on rural women and local stakeholders, follow-up on women’s recommendations and identify any changes in the communities, organizations or households.

The RAI training programme was implemented in three phases: 1st phase in 2022 which targeted 4 pilot districts to test and refine the training approach and materials; 2nd phase in 2023 which targeted 5 additional districts and 3rd phase in 2024 which targeted the 5 remaining districts.

	4. Who are the key actors and stakeholders involved in the design and implementation of the good practice, and what are their respective roles? Consider local partners, government, local authorities, community radios, civil society, research, the private sector, etc.
FAO and Solidaridad West Africa: Developed the training methodology, delivered training of trainers and replications in all districts
District trainers: Assisted the Solidaridad West Africa training team in the identification of rural women, local stakeholders and delivery of the programme in their respective districts. 
Key organizations supporting women in agriculture, including government, CSO, NGOs, academia and private sector: Participated in the multi-stakeholder learning needs assessment 
Key ministries (Agriculture, Gender, Lands etc.), CSOs, women’s organizations, and private sector: Contributed to the development of the training materials by participating in video interviews to explain key concepts.
Minister of Gender and Deputy Minister of Agriculture: Supported the programme and joined in the training of trainers at national level.
Local authorities (district directors from relevant ministries and institutions, chairman of district councils, paramount chiefs, traditional and religious leaders), CSOs and private sector: Participated in the dialogue event with rural women in their respective districts.
Grassroots rural women (from many communities): Participated in the training and dialogue events in their respective district; and shared their learning within their women’s groups or organizations back in their community.

	5. How does your intervention ensure inclusivity and equal and meaningful participation within the community?
Describe how your intervention includes and engages different groups within the community. Consider aspects like gender, age, ethnicity, disability status, livelihoods, and other specific conditions (e.g., people living in prolonged crisis, migrants, refugees). Explain how your intervention engages diverse segments of the rural community. Highlight the specific actions or strategies you use to reach these groups. If applicable, mention if your intervention uses specific approaches such as gender-responsive, gender-transformative, intersectionality, or other methods to ensure inclusivity and gender equality.
Planning events considering women’s time poverty: The time and place of the training events were selected to accommodate as much as possible rural women. Women could bring their young children if necessary, and they received transport refund to reduce the potential barriers to their participation.
Inclusive of all literacy levels: The training materials, including colourful illustrations, short videos and animated videos, and a specific visual vocabulary, were developed to allow the participation of all women disregarding their level of literacy. 
Inclusive of various ethnic groups: The training materials are available in six different local languages. The training team includes local trainers allowing women speaking in the languages they feel more comfortable in.
Participatory and experiential learning approaches: The facilitation techniques and tailored exercises in small groups encourage active and meaningful participation of all women. For instance, the use of drama plays give women confidence to raise their voices and discuss difficult topics such as gender-based violence.
Engagement of local stakeholders: Prior to the training and dialogue events, the training team and local trainers engage through one-to-one meetings with representatives of the local authorities (district directors, chairman of district councils, paramount chiefs, traditional and religious leaders), CSOs and private sector; in order to provide context and explain their crucial role as potential actors of change. This prior engagement ensures their meaningful participation during the dialogue event with rural women.

	6. By using community engagement, what results and impacts have your good practice achieved?
Please provide specific examples and evidence demonstrating the effectiveness of your intervention, focusing on both qualitative and quantitative outcomes related to livelihoods and well-being improvements.
Significant coverage:
· Three national Training of Trainers events created a pool of 71 skilled district trainers equipped with the RAI training methodology
· Training and dialogue events organized in 14 districts, benefitting 438 rural women and 210 local stakeholders from approx. 257 communities.
High level buy-in: The program gained strong support, with the participation of the Minister of Gender and the Deputy Minister of Agriculture at national events, highlighting the program's relevance and alignment with national strategy “Feed Salone”.
Gain of new knowledge and skills: Women increased their knowledge on responsible agricultural investments, the new land rights laws and gender policies, the potential actors of change. They also practiced their new skills, enabling them to analyze their challenges, identify solutions and effectively communicate their recommendations. 
Identification of priority challenges and concrete solutions: Women were able to assess their challenges and propose their own practical solutions. Clear recommendations were shared with local stakeholders in each district, fostering collaboration for change.
Follow-up surveys were conducted one year after the pilot phase to measure potential changes for the rural women in the communities. Here are some of the results:
· Improved household dynamics: 73% of interviewed women reported increased involvement in agricultural planning and decision-making within their households. They noted more harmonious and peaceful relationships at home.
· More cohesion in women’s groups: Women shared the knowledge they gained with other members of their organizations. They reported improved ability to collectively discuss challenges and develop their own solutions, resulting in stronger cohesion and collaboration within their groups.
· Increased community participation: 78% of interviewed women confirmed that they now participate more actively in community meetings and decision-making processes, contributing to local development and governance.
· Improved access to land: 50% of the interviewed women mentioned that after the training, they have been able to claim their rights and gained access to land to develop their agricultural activities.
· Leadership roles in the community: In at least two districts, women gained leadership positions such as chieftaincy. In some communities, this marked the first time a woman had ever held such a position.

	7. Among these results, has the good practice led to improvements in terms of gender equality, women’s empowerment, and/or social inclusion?
Describe the behavioral changes in terms of gender that the good practice promotes, emphasizing agency, leadership, and participation in local governance. Include efforts to challenge discriminatory norms and unequal power dynamics. Highlight also how the intervention has supported the well-being (including psychological resilience) of marginalized groups and enhanced their inclusion and participation in decision-making processes.    
As noted  above, follow-up surveys were conducted to assess potential behavioral changes across different levels. The results demonstrated significant improvements in power dynamics within households, as well as increased agency and leadership roles for rural women within their communities. 
Being more aware about their rights and critical role in the agrifood sector, rural women gained confidence and strengthened their capacities to analyse their challenges, and formulate their own solutions. Not only did it strengthen them individually but also bolstered their women’s groups, fostering solidarity and collective action.
For many women, it was the first time they were given a platform to raise their voices and engage in dialogue with local authorities. This newfound sense of agency allowed them to challenge traditional gender norms and unequal power dynamics, as well as to participate more actively in decision-making processes.
Moreover, some women were able to claim their rights and gained access to land, which help them to develop their agricultural activities. These changes have contributed not only to their economic well-being but also to their inclusion in the community and local governance.

	8. What key challenges did you encounter while implementing the community engagement activities, and how did you address them?
Include any resistance from communities, pushback, or issues related to unequal power dynamics, if applicable. 
Participation of local stakeholders: Low participation of local stakeholders in the first dialogue event (pilot phase). This was resolved by proactively engaging stakeholders at an early stage through phone calls and one-on-one meetings to explain the training context and the importance of their involvement as key actors of change. The team also coordinated with them to select suitable event dates, ensuring alignment with their schedules and avoiding conflicts. 
Technological barriers in rural areas: Limited or no internet connectivity in rural communities posed a challenge for accessing online materials. To overcome this, all training materials were designed to be easily accessible offline. Additionally, power cuts in some districts affected the ability to project videos. Alternatives solutions such as the use of a mobile solar power system could be considered for future events to ensure a reliable power source.

	9. What are the key lessons learned from your community engagement good practice? 
Alignment with national priorities: The programme built on synergies with ongoing initiatives by the government and other partners, which contributed to better results and impact.
Engaging the right stakeholders: Successful community engagement requires the active involvement of key stakeholders - actors of change who can help address the challenges rural women face in engaging in responsible agricultural investments. Ensuring that the right people are involved ensures the sustainability of the program's outcomes.
Being flexible: Flexibility is crucial when engaging rural communities. Taking into account the constraints faced by rural women and aligning the program with the schedules and priorities of local stakeholders helped maximize participation and ensured the program's success.
The importance of follow-up activities: Capacity development should not be seen as a one-off event. Follow-up activities are essential for assessing the impact of the program over time, identifying any obstacles, and ensuring that recommendations are implemented in the long term. 

	10. Has this practice been replicated in the same context or in different contexts?
What are the required conditions to replicate and adapt the practice in another context/geographical area?
The RAI training programme was replicated in 14 districts in Sierra Leone. The methodology was first tested and then refined based on the results of the pilot phase in four districts.
Equipped with the methodology, some district trainers continued to replicate further the training programme within their organization and communities. The trained rural women also reported to have shared the learning and approach within their women’s groups.
The RAI training programme can be easily replicated in other countries. A detailed trainers’ manual including the step-by-step methodology and all training materials are available (pdf and online versions). The technical content and examples would need to be adapted to the country context.  
Ideally, a preliminary multi-stakeholder learning needs assessment would be required to confirm the priority learning needs and adapt the content as necessary. 

	11.  How sustainable are the results achieved by this good practice? 
Describe the key elements that need to be in place to make the initiative sustainable, including enabling environment (legal and policy frameworks and institutions), local ownership, accountability, etc. 
Comprehensive needs assessment: The programme is built upon the findings of a multi-stakeholder process, engaging key actors from government, NGOs, CSOs, academia, and the private sector. This collaborative approach led to the development of a clear roadmap, outlining priority actions to empower women in agriculture and ensuring that the programme's objectives align with national and local needs.  
Alignment with existing initiatives: The programme contributes to the Government of Sierra Leone’s efforts to advance the gender agenda, by supporting the popularization of the ground-breaking gender policies such as the new Customary Land Rights Act and the Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Policy. It also aligns with the national Feed Salone strategy, particularly its strategic pillar 6, which focuses on empowering women and youth in agriculture. 
Local ownership: The programme fosters local ownership by empowering rural women to identify their specific challenges, share experiences, and formulate their solutions. This participatory approach ensures that the solutions are contextually relevant and locally driven, which significantly enhances their sustainability over time.
Capacity development through local trainers: A key component of sustainability is the training of local district trainers who are familiar with the community, speak the local languages, and remain within their districts. These trainers can act as a continuous resource for the community, ensuring that the programme’s knowledge and skills are passed on.

	12. Based on the conversations FAO held during the Community Engagement days, a definition of community engagement for empowerment was proposed: 

“Community engagement for empowerment and community-led collective action can be defined as an inclusive and participatory process that enables community members to become active agents of change in decisions affecting their lives, health, and environment. This process develops their capacity to achieve sustainable outcomes for improved rural livelihoods. Embracing a rights-based approach, it prioritizes the agency and participation of all community members, regardless of gender identity, sexual orientation, age, ethnicity, caste, socioeconomic status, political affiliation, migration status, or ability/disability. Indeed, inclusive approaches recognize the complexities of overlapping marginalization and discrimination that can exclude different community members from decision-making processes and implement strategies to foster their participation, agency and empowerment.”  

We invite you to contribute to this definition. What would you add or change? Please share your thoughts, suggestions, and any additional elements you believe are crucial for a comprehensive understanding of community engagement approaches aimed at community-led collective action for inclusive rural transformation, people’s empowerment and gender equality. 

It is a very clear and comprehensive definition. Here are some additional thoughts:
While the definition touches on overlapping marginalization and discrimination, it could more explicitly reference the concept of intersectionality. It could also emphasize the notion of collective action and how it enables communities to unite around common goals and create collective strategies for lasting change. A reference to the importance of accountability and transparency mechanisms to ensure that community members can actively monitor and influence the implementation of decisions, could also be inserted. 

	13. Based on your experience, what gaps or areas for improvement still need to be addressed in the field of community engagement?  
Adequate and timely funding is crucial to ensure long-term and meaningful change. An increased and sustained financial support would enable follow-up activities, empowering change agents within communities to implement the recommendations, monitor progress, and evaluate the positive changes in their communities.


	14. What do you think is FAO's role in the field of community engagement? How can FAO support and enhance interventions like yours, if applicable? Consider aspects such as policy advocacy, capacity development, funding, technical assistance, knowledge production and sharing, and fostering partnerships.

FAO’s expertise is key to developing innovative learning approaches and capacity development programmes tailored to the needs of targeted audiences, including rural communities. With its worldwide network and partnerships, FAO can contribute to the replication of good practices in other countries or regions.


	[bookmark: _Hlk166153579]Link(s) to specific references about your good practice (e.g. reports, communication products, videos, articles)


	Please include attachment(s) or add here link(s) to documents/videos/podcasts/other with specific references.

Trainers’ Manual (pdf and interactive versions): https://doi.org/10.4060/cc9463en

The RAI training programme in Sierra Leone (short video): https://youtu.be/IR0TDhrAI-U 

Testimonies from district trainers (story): 
https://www.fao.org/newsroom/story/Raising-rural-women-s-voices-in-Sierra-Leone/en 

First phase of the training programme (news):
https://www.fao.org/in-action/responsible-agricultural-investments/news/detail/en/c/1618098/

Second phase of the training programme (news): https://www.fao.org/in-action/responsible-agricultural-investments/news/detail/en/c/1642307/

Third phase of the training programme (news): https://www.fao.org/in-action/responsible-agricultural-investments/news/detail/en/c/1682018/ 

A road map towards more gender-responsive investment (news): 
https://www.fao.org/in-action/responsible-agricultural-investments/news/detail/en/c/1366111/ 
https://www.fao.org/in-action/responsible-agricultural-investments/news/detail/en/c/1394997/ 
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