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C H A P T E R 3 

SOCIOLOGICAL FACTORS IN SOIL CONSERVATION 

Although farmer s o n hillside s i n th e Caribbea n ar e awar e o f th e nee d fo r 
soil conservation , th e leve l o f adoptio n an d implementatio n i s low . I t wa s 
generally accepte d tha t th e developmen t o f technologies , th e demonstratio n o f 
those technologie s an d th e provisio n o f technica l assistanc e wer e al l tha t wa s 
needed t o achiev e implementatio n an d sustainabilit y o f soi l conservation . Th e 
belief wa s tha t i f farmer s ca n se e th e reductio n i n soi l erosio n an d improve d 
crop yiel d throug h th e us e o f soi l conservatio n measure s the y wil l implemen t 
the methods . Th e lac k o f succes s o f soi l conservatio n project s ove r man y 
decades usin g thi s approac h ha s le d t o th e realizatio n tha t soi l conservatio n 
policy, the metho d o f implementation , an d huma n behaviou r ar e mor e importan t 
than technology . 

Soil conservatio n i s no t onl y a  technica l problem , i t i s also a  behavioura l 
or socia l problem . Socio-cultura l an d socio-economi c factor s an d decisio n 
making method s mus t b e considere d i n th e desig n an d implementatio n o f soi l 
conservation projects . I t i s a  mistak e t o believ e tha t becaus e benc h terrace s ar e 
widely adopte d b y farmer s i n th e Fa r Eas t an d th e Unite d State s o f America , 
they wil l b e readil y adopte d b y farmer s i n th e Caribbea n becaus e a  scientis t 
says they ar e good  an d shoul d b e implemented . 

The revie w an d assessmen t o f th e successe s an d failure s o f soi l 
conservation project s i n th e Caribbea n (Gumbs , 1992 ) hav e reveale d th e socia l 
problems whic h hav e constraine d th e successfu l an d sustaine d adoptio n o f soi l 
conservation. Thi s chapte r examine s th e importan t socio-cultura l an d socio -
economic factor s whic h mus t b e considere d an d ar e relevan t t o th e 
implementation o f soi l conservatio n projects , an d assesse s th e actua l 
experiences wit h th e implementatio n o f soi l conservation i n the Caribbean . 
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3.1 Socio-Cultura l Considerations 

The fou r cultura l criteria i n project implementatio n are : 

Identification o f critica l behavioura l factors . 

Familiarity an d closenes s o f projec t designer s an d technica l staf f 

with projec t events . 

Ability t o measur e an d evaluat e succes s i n quantifiabl e terms . 

Evaluation o f th e rol e an d performanc e o f th e projec t designer s 
and implementin g agency . 

Identification of Critical Behavioural Factors 

It i s importan t t o recogniz e tha t th e critica l behavioura l factor s mus t b e 
identified an d considere d i n th e projec t design . Wit h ever y successfu l project , 
social chang e whic h i s necessar y fo r successfu l projec t implementation , wil l 
occur. Th e acceptanc e o f thi s chang e i s necessar y i f th e chang e i s t o b e 
sustained an d recipient s ar e no t t o rever t t o thei r forme r ways . 

Relevant informatio n ha s t o b e gathere d whic h wil l infor m al l aspect s o f 
project desig n an d implementation . Ther e ar e tw o way s i n whic h thi s 
information ca n b e obtaine d (a ) b y a  revie w o f existin g literature ; (b ) dat a 
collection i n th e field . A  ver y popula r metho d employe d toda y i n collectin g 
information ver y quickl y an d cheapl y i s th e Sonde o whic h i s a  rapi d rura l 
reconnaissance o r appraisal . Th e informatio n gathere d b y thi s metho d i s late r 
verified an d strengthene d b y conductin g a  Baselin e Surve y whic h i s a  mor e 
formalized metho d o f dat a collection . 

The questionnaire , discussion s wit h th e rura l communit y an d 
subsequent appraisa l o f th e informatio n shoul d identify , inter  alio,  curren t 
systems, problem s an d constraints , reason s fo r certai n actions , result s o f 
previous attempt s t o effec t change , an d attitude s whic h hav e bee n conditione d 
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by th e physical , socia l an d cultura l environmen t o r b y tradition . Th e view s o f 
prospective projec t participant s mus t b e sough t an d considered , an d th e 
participants give n o n opportunit y t o contribut e t o projec t design . 

Familiarity and Closeness of Implementors with Project Events 

Project staf f mus t b e familia r wit h al l aspect s o f th e projec t an d mus t b e 
equipped t o implemen t th e project . Becaus e al l technica l an d socia l factor s an d 
their interaction s ma y no t b e know n a t th e projec t desig n stage , ther e ma y b e a 
need t o adjus t th e desig n o f th e projec t t o mee t th e objectives . Thi s mus t b e 
allowed afte r suitabl e consultations . 

Some o f th e mor e importan t factor s whic h ar e necessar y t o ensur e thi s 
relationship are : 

(i) knowledgeabl e an d sociall y awar e manager s an d agents ; 

(ii) agent s an d extensio n officer s mus t clearl y understan d th e 
project objective s an d th e rol e th e extensio n office r ha s t o 
play; 

(iii) earl y appointmen t an d continuity o f staff ; 

(iv) effectiv e lin e of communicatio n whic h mus t no t b e too long ; 

(v) authorit y o f manager s t o adjus t o r eve n redesig n i n ligh t o f 
experience; 

(vi) suitabl e extensio n officer/participant s rati o fo r effectiv e 
servicing an d monitoring ; 

(vii) abilit y t o provid e timel y input s i n accordanc e wit h 
agreement; 
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(viii) prope r monitorin g t o ensur e tha t projec t desig n i s bein g 

adequately implemented ; 

(ix) evaluatio n a t importan t stage s t o sho w tha t th e projec t ha s 
met policy , audit , an d economi c target s an d legislativ e 
criteria, an d t o appl y th e lesson s learn t t o othe r projects ; 

(x) projec t mus t b e locate d clos e t o participant s i.e . i n thei r 
locality; 

(xi) involvemen t o f loca l people in service delivery and i n bringing 
about change s i n attitudes . 

The organization s whic h ca n b e involve d ar e voluntar y 
associations, cooperatives , traditiona l associations , women' s 
groups, churche s an d othe r simila r organizations . I t i s 
important t o conside r membershi p composition , leadership , 
meeting procedures , an d th e influenc e o f suc h organization s 
when decidin g o n th e rol e tha t the y shoul d pla y i n projec t 
implementation. Th e leadershi p mus t b e carefull y chose n an d 
therefore i t i s necessar y t o conside r thei r socia l an d 
economic background , th e proces s b y whic h the y ar e 
selected, th e term s o f thei r office , th e ways i n which the y ar e 
rewarded, an d th e proces s b y which the y ca n b e replace d o r 
removed. Th e importan t interes t group s mus t b e represente d 
and attentio n mus t b e pai d t o continuit y o r turnove r i n 
membership an d th e obligation s o f members . Th e frequenc y 
of meetings , procedure s fo r callin g meetings , method s o f 
publicizing, regularit y o f attendance , th e independenc e 
under whic h meeting s ar e hel d an d th e influenc e an d 
authority o f thos e wh o atten d ar e relevan t considerations . 

The ai m o f a  successfu l soi l conservatio n projec t i s t o hav e th e 
behavioural change s whic h hav e bee n introduce d b y th e project , 
institutionalized. Whe n thi s occur s th e specifi c projec t support s ca n b e 
withdrawn o r reduce d t o a  minimum . Project s ar e frequentl y designe d fo r thre e 
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to fiv e years . Whil e thi s tim e perio d ma y b e adequat e fo r infrastructura l 
development project s (e.g . constructio n o f facilitie s o r structures , training) , 
longer period s (10-1 5 years ) ma y b e a  mor e realisti c perio d whe n behavioura l 
change i s a  factor . I t i s ofte n no t feasibl e t o sustai n o r fun d a  projec t fo r suc h 
long period s an d therefor e realisti c an d specifi c target s mus t b e se t fo r a 
project whic h fall s withi n th e 3- 5 yea r period . I t i s critica l tha t th e require d 
behavioural change s ar e clearl y understoo d an d institutionalize d b y bot h publi c 
sector an d communit y organization s i n orde r t o ensur e continuit y afte r th e 
project. Soi l conservatio n project s ar e frequentl y substantiall y subsidized , thu s 
reducing th e potentia l fo r long-ter m behaviou r change . Th e vie w tha t farmer s 
who practis e soi l conservatio n mus t b e assiste d b y grant s become s entrenched . 

Measurement and Evaluation of Success 

For th e succes s o f a  projec t t o b e assesse d i t i s necessar y t o hav e 
measurable criteria . Inpu t an d outpu t parameter s whic h measur e behavioura l 
change mus t b e quantified . Succes s mus t no t b e measure d i n term s o f th e 
number o f farmer s wh o hav e adopte d th e propose d practic e bu t th e impac t o f 
the cos t o f adoptin g th e technique s o n th e farmers ' incom e an d th e 
improvement o f hi s standar d o f livin g o r qualit y o f life . Th e numbe r o f peopl e 
who hav e bee n targete d an d wh o hav e benefite d hav e t o b e assessed . Socio -
economic assessmen t i s considered i n Sectio n 3.2 . However , i t mus t b e note d 
here tha t fo r a  farmer , mone y i s th e botto m line , an d fo r soi l conservatio n 
practices t o b e sustaine d the y mus t resul t i n economi c benefits . 

Evaluation of Project Designers and Implementing Agencies 

The rol e an d performanc e o f projec t designers , implementor s an d 
participants ar e al l importan t t o th e succes s o f a  project . A  poorl y designe d 
project o r failur e o f participant s t o cooperat e wil l caus e a  projec t t o fai l 
regardless o f ho w goo d th e othe r component s are . Th e projec t designers , th e 
funding agency , i n additio n t o th e implementin g agenc y an d participant s mus t 
be evaluated . Thes e evaluation s wil l allo w th e identificatio n o f th e basi s fo r 
success an d failure . I t wil l avoi d simila r error s bein g repeate d i n othe r simila r 
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projects an d preven t alienatio n o f th e communit y fro m participatio n i n othe r 
projects. Conversely , successfu l projects , methods , o r system s ca n redoun d t o 
the benefi t o f othe r projects . 

If a  projec t i s not t o collaps e afte r projec t fundin g an d othe r support s ar e 
terminated, th e organization' s o r recipient' s implementatio n capacit y mus t b e 
improved o r mus t b e adequate . Thi s mus t b e assesse d befor e th e projec t i s 
embarked on . I t ma y b e bette r t o exten d th e projec t fo r a  whil e longe r i f thi s 
would increas e th e chance s o f surviva l than terminat e a t th e officia l terminatio n 
date. 

3.2 SocioEconomi c Consideration s 

Analysis o f economi c efficienc y o r cost/benefi t analysi s mus t b e carrie d 
out. Sometime s i t i s necessar y t o asses s th e economi c efficienc y o f projec t 
alternatives. Lac k o f traine d manpowe r an d tim e ofte n preven t th e explorin g o f 
alternatives. 

It i s no t alway s eas y t o obtai n price s t o asses s cost/benefit . Som e 
benefits ma y no t b e easil y an d accuratel y quantifiable . I n addition , man y 
distortions i n th e pricin g syste m whic h ar e commo n i n developin g countrie s 
occur e.g . protectiv e tariff s an d quantitativ e restriction s o f import s an d exports ; 
unrealistic exchang e rate s whic h undervalu e o r overvalu e nationa l currency ; 
government control s ove r interes t rates . Thes e distortin g factor s ca n mak e 
appraisal o f th e socia l o r economi c benefit s o f a  projec t base d o n actua l price s 
both incomplet e an d inaccurate . I f market force s operate d freel y i n th e presenc e 
of domesti c an d internationa l competition , actua l price s o f al l factor s o f 
production woul d giv e a n accurat e assessment . 

Projects suc h a s soi l conservation  whic h ar e sociall y profitabl e bu t whic h 
incur a  los s o n th e basi s o f marke t price s ma y hav e t o subsidize d a s a  matte r o f 
public policy . Th e kind s o f subsidie s an d method s o f implementatio n ca n hav e 
adverse socia l impact s whic h mus t b e avoided . 



29 

Farmers i n developin g countrie s seldo m kee p goo d record s o f thei r 
activities which ar e essentia l fo r an y accurat e economi c analysis . Mor e attentio n 
must b e pai d t o prope r record-keepin g bot h b y farmer s an d implementin g 
agencies i f the tru e economi c impac t o f soi l conservation i s to b e obtained . 

3.3 Influenc e of Sociological Factors on Soil 
Conservation Projects in the Caribbean 

The economi c impac t o f th e soi l conservatio n project s implemente d i n 
several countrie s o f th e Caribbea n hav e no t been  evaluate d an d th e informatio n 
to permi t thi s evaluatio n ha s no t been  collected . Th e project s ca n therefor e onl y 
be evaluate d o n th e basi s o f th e numbe r o f farmer s wh o hav e adopte d an d 
implemented th e technica l recommendations . Th e implementatio n o f th e 
methods promote d b y th e project s ha s no t bee n widesprea d an d usuall y doe s 
not reflec t th e effor t an d expenditure . Mos t o f th e conservatio n project s di d no t 
achieve th e objective s o f adoptio n an d sustainabilit y b y farmers . Severa l factor s 
are responsibl e fo r thi s an d man y o f the m ar e commo n t o project s whic h hav e 
been implemente d i n the Caribbea n islands . The mai n factor s are : 

(i) Squattin g and land tenure 
Farmers wh o d o no t hav e titl e t o thei r lan d o r ar e squattin g d o no t 

readily adop t soi l conservatio n i f i t cost s the m time , mone y an d labour . 
Preventing soi l los s i s not a  priorit y sinc e the y d o no t ow n th e land . 

(ii) Smal l form size 
Many conservatio n practice s ar e considere d unacceptabl e becaus e the y 

reduce th e alread y smal l lan d area fo r croppin g e.g . drains , terraces , som e type s 
of contou r barriers , trees . 

(iii) Engineerin g structures 
Conservation base d o n engineerin g structur e ar e ofte n to o costl y an d 

technically difficul t fo r resourc e poo r smal l farmers wh o comprise th e majorit y o f 
farmers o n hillsides . 
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(iv) Educationa l level and trainability 
The farmer s o n hillside s ofte n lac k forma l educatio n an d therefor e th e 

training programme s mus t tak e thi s into  consideration . Th e farmer s canno t b e 
expected t o quickl y absor b technicall y complicate d measures , unles s the y ar e 
correctly presented . 

(v) Top-dow n rather than botton-up approach 
The syste m o f instructin g farmer s t o adop t method s whic h ar e assesse d 

by th e technician s t o b e goo d fo r them , ha s no t le d t o successfu l adoption . 
This approac h doe s no t alway s conside r th e needs , limitation s an d socia l 
context o f th e farmer . Th e bottom-u p approac h whic h involve s th e participant s 
and relevan t member s o f th e communit y a t th e plannin g an d implementatio n 
stage overcome s man y o f the difficulties . 

(vi) On-far m demonstration rather than demonstration 
on Government stations 
Demonstrations o n Governmen t station s i n particula r hav e no t prove d t o 

be a  successfu l metho d o f transferrin g soi l conservatio n technology . Farmer s 
generally fee l tha t the y d o no t hav e the resource s o f th e Governmen t station s t o 
implement th e measures . 

(vii) Labou r availability and cost 
The variou s far m activitie s compete wit h soi l conservation fo r labour . Soi l 

conservation doe s no t tak e precedenc e whe n labou r i s scarc e and/o r 
expensive. 

(viii) Economic benefits 
Farmers ar e mor e motivate d t o adop t soi l conservatio n fo r economi c 

reasons tha n altruisti c reason s lik e savin g th e soi l fo r posterity . Som e soi l 
conservation method s e.g . benc h terraces , ofte n resul t i n yiel d decline s i n th e 
early year s especiall y whe n th e subsoi l i s exposed durin g construction . 
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(ix) Subsidie s and dependency 
Financial suppor t provide d fo r soi l conservatio n lead s t o th e farmer s 

ceasing t o practic e soi l conservatio n whe n th e subsid y i s terminated . The y 
come t o accep t soi l conservatio n a s a  measur e whic h mus t b e finance d i n tota l 
or i n par t b y th e Government . Som e assistanc e seem s t o b e necessar y bu t th e 
type o f subsid y an d metho d o f administratio n ar e critica l i f i t i s no t t o b e 
abused o r t o b e ineffective . 

(x) Poo r project management 
Early appointmen t o f staff , full y traine d staf f wit h ful l awarenes s o f 

objectives, staf f continuity , timel y inputs , availabl e market s fo r th e crop s 
recommended hav e influence d th e successfu l implementatio n o f th e projects . 

(xi) Rol e of extension officers and agents 
They mus t kno w an d understan d thei r role s an d us e th e mos t effectiv e 

methods fo r disseminatin g informatio n an d transferrin g technology . Th e 
perception tha t th e messenger s ar e no t competent , reliabl e o r sincer e impact s 
negatively o n th e participant s an d reduce s th e chance s o f successfu l 
implementation. Thes e factor s hav e playe d importan t role s i n limitin g th e 
success o f th e implementatio n o f soi l conservatio n an d mus t b e considere d i n 
future project s o r programmes . 
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