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1. Introduction
The paper is based on my PhD research entitled “Participatory Plant Breeding in Syria: Women, Rights and Governance”. My research aims to assess the empowering potential of a women pro-active approach adopted by the participatory plant breeding (PPB) programme coordinated by the International Centre for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA). The principal entry point is a social impact assessment (SIA) complemented by a system analysis that will interlock issues of rights, governance, and action research with women farmers in the context of PPB. The SIA is organised in three phases - ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post - performed over three years. A comparative analysis of the findings from each year will show changes in women’s empowerment and governance structures related to their participation in the PPB. 

This paper presents the conceptual framework of my research, the methodology I formulated and the methods I selected. I have currently performed the first of the three stages of my research. Therefore, instead of presenting findings or conclusions, I discuss the challenges I faced when applying the methods I selected. 
The paper is organised as follows. The first part presents the evidence that small-scale agriculture is an important support in the economy of the poor in dry areas of Syria; and that women play an essential role in agriculture. This relates to two forms of discrimination: the needs of small-scale and marginal farmers have not been addressed by conventional plant breeding; the role of women farmers is not properly acknowledged. Women are not recognised as farmers, biodiversity managers and citizens with full rights at local and national level; they are granted recognition at international levels in many cases but this is not paralleled by better distribution of assets and opportunities. Participatory plant breeding (PPB) is presented as the technological opportunity that can support the livelihoods of marginal farmers by recognising women’s role as farmers and informal plant breeders; by supporting the ownership and control of productive assets such as seeds and plant varieties; and by supplying the opportunity to participate in policies that shape their life. PPB as an institutional mechanism can support the acknowledgment of women’s rights to control, manage and derive benefits from crop and genetic material under increasingly constraining Intellectual Property Rights regimes. 

The second part examines the concepts of social and gender justice. I discuss the issues related to empowerment and change with a focus on governance and citizenship, and contextualise them in the Syrian reality. I then present the methodology and methods I selected for my research related to these concepts. Finally, I discuss some of the challenges I have faced so far when using the methods in practice. 
2. Background

Participatory plant breeding and gender issues in Syria

Poverty is mainly a rural phenomenon particularly acute in arid and semi-arid areas (Ashley 2001). Despite decades of rural development efforts rural poverty persists and questions regarding the role of agriculture as an engine of rural development and the viability of small-scale farming call for attention particularly in light of the fast rate of global changes and their influence at the local level.

Evidence suggests that agricultural growth might reduce rural poverty (Irz et al cited in Ashley 2001: 402) and “increases in yield have the potential to lift a large number of individuals out of poverty” (Ashley 2001: 403). Conventional plant breeding (CPB) has produced high yielding plant varieties that have enhanced rural livelihoods mainly in high potential environments rarely reaching marginal and poor farmers. Participatory plant breeding (PPB) is seen by scientists as an innovative technology process and institutional mechanism that produces improved plant varieties in collaboration with the farmers. This collaboration guarantees the criteria adopted by researchers and preferred by farmers coincide to develop varieties that reflect the agro-ecological, geo-physical and socio-cultural context farmers live in, and also farmers’ agronomic management system, needs and priorities (Ceccarelli 2000). As a result, the adoption rates of PPB improved varieties are quite high as compared to CPB. PPB arguably has been successful in increasing yields (WB 2008), targeting farmers from marginal environments (Almekinders and Hardon 2006), and empowering them (Almekinders and Hardon 2006; Ceccarelli and Grando 2007). Recent cost benefit analysis of PPB in Jordan and Syria reveal highly positive returns (ICARDA 2007).

For these benefits to reach both women and men farmers a gender-sensitive approach is needed since, as empirical evidence demonstrates, technology is not gender-neutral per se (Farnworth and Jiggins 2003). In the case of participatory plant breeding the knowledge of scientists and farmers is combined to address farmers’ needs and to support their activities. Since men and women perform different and often complementary activities in agriculture that entail specific knowledge, needs and varietal traits priorities (Farnworth and Jiggins 2003; Howard 2003) a gender-sensitive approach is needed to identify the actual doers and users of improved plants. Their involvement in PPB can improve the efficiency of the crops and, also, the equity and empowerment effect of the programme (Paris et al 2008). A gender-sensitive approach will enhance a fair distribution of agricultural benefits by avoiding that “existing patterns of inequality reproduce themselves as new opportunities make themselves available” (Start in Ashley 2001: 409). Including women’s knowledge and preferences in the production of agricultural technology is particularly important in areas where agriculture is characterised by gender-specific tasks and by women’s considerable influence in farm activities (Paris et al 2008), such as Syria.

Agriculture is the main economic engine of Syria and small-scale agriculture supports the livelihoods of roughly 50% of the population (Szonyi et al 2005: 9). The geo-physical conditions of agricultural areas in Syria, although generally dry, vary greatly in time and space, depending on proximity to the coast or the desert and on weather conditions. This variability of agro-ecological factors is reflected in a wide range of agronomic systems that are often afflicted by droughts and increasingly threatened by weather unpredictability and changing trends at global level
 (Szonyi et al 2005). Rural households find it more and more difficult to rely solely on agriculture and off-farm employment constitutes an important source of income. Men look for off-farm work in cities or abroad, leaving women in charge of the agricultural work. 

This feminisation of agricultural labour (Abdelali-Martini et al 2003), however, is not paralleled by a proper acknowledgement of women’s role as farmers at local or national level. Consequently, women farmers are overlooked as users, in agricultural development plans and policies. This lack of formal recognition is paralleled by the dominant gender-biased discourses on the meaning of citizenship, that seek to deny to women their rights to self-determination. As a consequence, women’s decision-making power is limited and so is their participation in shaping opportunities that affect their lives. Laws and custom often limit women’s ownership of property and restrict their access to natural resources. As a matter of fact, the centralised agricultural system that regulates farmers’ patterns of crop cultivation, distributes agricultural basics (such as seeds and fertilizers), and markets the harvests, addresses official owners only, and these are almost exclusively men. Women’s control over their agricultural work and revenues is limited and so is their food-sovereignty – i.e. their ability to command food flows in ways commensurate with their culturally-determined roles as food managers. This has negative impacts on the vulnerability of women’s livelihoods and that of their households. 

The experience of the PPB programme coordinated by the International Centre for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA) shows that in Syria a women pro-active approach is needed to achieve a gender-balanced participation of farmers. In fact, the gender-neutral initiatives organised by the programme in the last ten years resulted in the involvement of male farmers only. A women pro-active approach in the PPB programme in Syria is expected to increase equity by extending the benefits of PPB to men and women alike. The involvement of all farmers with their gender differentiated knowledge, preferences, needs and constraints in the improvement of varieties is expected to enhance the efficacy of these varieties and their adoption. The participation in the PPB activities of all farmers is likely to enhance their knowledge and agronomic practices. This can empower the farmers and further enhance the efficacy of the improved varieties (Lilja and Dixon 2008). In the long term, these effects are expected to support the sustainability of Syrian small-scale agriculture by strengthening livelihoods and reducing their increasing vulnerability. 

The adoption of women pro-active Participatory Plant Breeding in Syria, however, is not merely a matter of effectiveness or efficiency. It raises important policy issues concerning women’s rights as farmers and natural resource managers to control, manage and derive benefits from crops and genetic material. These rights are subject to increasing constraint under emerging global Intellectual Property Rights regimes (Tansey & Rajotte, 2008). The gender aspects of the ‘rights issue’ have been relatively under-researched, and hardly at all in the context of Syria, characterised by women’s subordination as farmers under the jurisdiction of the family and state agencies, and as citizens in a patriarchal state.


A gender-sensitive social impact assessment 

Social Impact Assessment (SIA) is a well-established approach to monitoring and evaluating the effects of a women pro-active PPB. Impact assessment (IA) emerged in the 1990s as a methodology to appraise and evaluate the effectiveness of projects in achieving poverty amelioration and inequality reduction goals. Participatory approaches, more recently applied to evaluation, make IA an integral part of project implementation for “ongoing learning, correction and adjustment of the processes themselves” (Lilja and Dixon 2008). Social impact assessment (SIA) (Becker and Vanclay 2003) was developed to focus on the social dimension within the wider framework of impact assessment (IA). SIA’s main aim is maximising the benefits of development interventions especially for the community (Becker & Vanclay 2003: 1). 

There are a number of advantages in adopting a social impact assessment in the case of the PPB programme at ICARDA. An ex-ante SIA can identify in advance the potential challenges specific groups of farmers can face, it can suggest solutions or different approaches. This makes SIA a helpful tool to better address issues of social and gender inequality. By analysing impact from a social perspective SIA can help comprehend the different effects that PPB has on poverty as perceived by different people. By monitoring project progresses SIA can increase the chances that final goals of the project are met, and that project activities are adjusted according to unforeseen challenges and changing circumstances. An ex-post SIA can highlight the shortcomings or successes of the project to be used as lessons for future experiences and for project out-scaling. 

Moreover, the participatory methodology often employed in SIA, can make the research process more relevant and appropriate by involving the intended beneficiaries (see Lilja and Dixon 2008). A participatory SIA that involves the farmers also in the assessment stage of the PPB programme can enhance stakeholder empowerment by opening up a space for their opinion and knowledge and by involving them in decision-making. Farmers can assess and address their own needs and make use of the evaluation results directly (Lilja and Dixon 2008). This can also increase the ownership of the project by its beneficiaries thereby augmenting the chances of its success. 

There is an increasing literature on the impacts of PPB on farmers. This however, is lacking a gender dimension (Paris et al 2005). Integrating a gender analysis in a participatory SIA can highlight the benefits or challenges of a gender-sensitive participatory research, support the inclusion of gender concerns in shaping the project “to better achieve gender equality goals and reduce adverse impacts on men and women” (Moser 2007: 7). Most importantly, a gender-sensitive SIA can shed new light on the less measurable effects of PPB and focus on the qualitative dimensions of impact that are often almost ignored in adoption studies (Bantilan and Padmaja 2008). 

Empowerment is one of the least quantifiable benefits of PPB, yet farmers mention ‘increased self-esteem’, ‘feeling of wellness’, and ‘enhanced knowledge’ among the main advantages of participating in the PPB programme at ICARDA (Ceccarelli 2006, personal communication). Similar benefits were perceived by the women participating in a rice breeding programme in India; these included self-esteem, confidence, pride and respect (Paris et al 2005). In spite of its importance, however, empowerment is hardly ever analyzed in rigorous ways. This might be caused by the elusive nature of the concept, the difficulty of capturing it in a definition and consequently, the technical challenge of establishing proper indicators to monitor and measure it. Overlooking qualitative impacts can reduce the extent and validity of impact assessments, and limit the understanding of social change dynamics that affect research aims and processes. 

My research aims to provide hitherto unobtainable information on gender-differentiated knowledge, crop preferences and needs related to crops. It aims to monitor the changes in self-recognition of women as farmers following their involvement in the Participatory Plant Breeding programme at ICARDA. I will then monitor whether this self-recognition translates into actual changes in women’s access to resources and entitlements at ground level. This analysis of changes in governance structures at local level is paralleled by monitoring of changes in national and international legislation, in order to understand whether the institutional context supports empowerment efforts at local level. Finally, this research aims to understand the potential role of PPB in recognising the rights of women as farmers and producers of germplasm that emerge from their participation in variety improvement. Can this recognition of women as informal plant breeders, biodiversity managers and producers contribute to guaranteeing women access and benefit sharing to genetic material at local, national and international levels? 
3. Theoretical Framework

Social and gender justice

Poverty reduction and social justice are interlocked goals of rural and agricultural development. “Social justice is both a social goal and an ethics imperative” (Alvarez-Castillo and Feinholz 2006: 121). The basic principle of social justice is self-determination, or people’s capability of “living the lives that they have reason to value” (Sen 1999). Sachs and Santarius (2007) argue that the three pillars of self-determination are due recognition, distribution of resources and opportunities. Recognition can be understood as the acknowledgement of any role the individual freely chose to take in society. Distribution of resources is the material expression of recognition and of the right to self-determination since resources and necessary for survival. Finally, opportunities are necessary for individuals to make use of the resources and actualise their right to self-determination (Sachs and Santarius 2007).

Strategies for bringing about a greater degree of social justice typically have neglected gender justice despite the evident impossibility of achieving the former without the latter
 (Reeves and Baden 2000). Gender justice is based on the belief that women and men have different needs, priorities and desires. Thereby gender-differentiated means and opportunities are needed to achieve equivalent life outcomes. It follows that gender-blind projects will supply means of development favourable to some groups only, consequently aggravating injustice. According to Srinavasan and Mehta (2003) gender-blind agricultural technology often has aggravated existing inequalities rather than supplying opportunities to reduce the gender and poverty gap. 

Change and empowerment

According to Moser “achieving gender equality requires inspiring and mobilising social change” (Moser 2007: 5). Social change is a conscious transformational process aimed to “counterbalance the impact of social and political injustices on the vulnerable, marginalised and the poor, including access to resources, good and services […] this requires structural change of society, its institutions and norms” (Guijt 2008: 7). But how does social change happen? When analysing the social change that brought humanity to Enlightenment, “humanity's passage to its adult status” (Foucault 1978), Foucault maintains that “each individual is responsible in a certain way for that overall process” (Foucault 1978). This process starts, according to the author, by taking power in our inner-selves and freeing our mind from the limits
 imposed on us by society. In other words, inner change is the prerequisite of social change. Bartlett calls ‘agency’ an ontological transformation in individuals that produces “lasting changes in perceptions and relationships” (Bartlett 2005: 3); agency, he adds, is the key to empowerment. Also Sen places agency at the core of empowerment that he defines as “replacing the domination of circumstance and chance by the domination of individuals over chance and circumstances” (Sen 1990). 

If justice is considered as a matter of achieving self-chosen development paths, or exercising one’s agency then individual world-views and empowerment move to the forefront of analysis. Epistemic explorations of personal worldviews are rarely used in poverty studies despite the multi-dimensional nature of poverty includes “inadequate income and consumption as well as broader impoverishment of wellbeing – such as lack of personal security and poor health” (Moser 2007: 24). Rahnema (1992) stresses the subjective dimension of poverty and defines it as “the subject’s own perceptions of his or her condition”. In the same line Zueger speaks of poverty as “individual, subjective perspective of feeling poor or non-poor, which is most real but generally is not included in important assessments of living conditions because this (subjective) reality is not easy to analyze quantitatively”. Yet, Zueger argues, the ‘subjective reality’ of people is their ‘functional reality’ since what people perceive is what makes up their life (Zueger 2005: 1). According to Annas (2003) injustice is frustration of well-being and realization of desires can be the key to justice. Formulation of informed desires
 or the ability to make choices about the future is a form of empowerment. It entails self-recognition of the individuals who actively choose what development path they whish to undertake. 

The importance of access to capital assets such as financial, human, social, natural and physical is emphasised by a number of authors as basic for empowerment (Bartlett 2004; Mancini et al 2007). Chambers defines empowerment as individuals’ increased control over their lives and secure livelihoods with ownership and control of productive assets (Chambers 1993). Empowerment, then, could be seen as a means to achieve self-determination that is the realization of one’s desires through the capital base when opportunities are available. Participation in decision-making and policy implementation is the opportunity for individuals to influence governance structures that affect their lives so that these reflect their self-chosen development path (Sachs and Santarius 2007). 

Fozzard highlights the importance of politics in resource allocation and shifts the focus on rural development from just participation to also governance issues (See Ashley 2001). Governance according to Sever is the “articulation of the relationship between the state and the citizens […] and it shapes political decisions over distribution of resources and the allocation of public power” (Sever 2005: 1). An analysis of empowerment, then, needs to look at inner changes and be paralleled by an investigation of governance systems to establish whether the institutional context allows for the actualization of people’s desires. As Lilja and Dixons point out “given the socio-cultural constraints women face, simplistic participatory approaches alone are unlikely to empower them” (Lilja and Dixons 2008: 9).

Citizenship is a core concept for researching issues of social justice and governance equity since “it addresses an overall concept encapsulating the relationship between the individual, the state and society” (Yuval-Davis 1997: 4). Citizenship is the first form of social recognition and defines the rights and duties of individuals in the social fabric. In Lister’s words “citizenship as rights enable people to act as agents” (Lister 1997 quoted in Kabeer 2006). However, discriminatory rights to recognition, resource distribution and opportunities are embedded in definitions of citizenship on the basis of many determinant of inequity, including gender. Kabeer (2006) highlights how the notion of citizenship is nearly universal while the ideas of citizenship are not. Comparing different definitions of citizenship, the grounds for its denial or partial granting, can be useful to appreciate the basic understanding of the individual by the states. By looking at citizenship-based differences in recognition, distribution of resources and supply of opportunities, citizenship can reveal unjust governance structures. 

The Syrian context

In the case of women farmers in Syria, the institutional context that affects the realization of their desires, or of their self-determination, is a complex system that interlocks global, regional, national, local, community and household governance levels. Despite being recognised as full citizens in the national constitution Syrian women cannot pass their citizenship or religion to their children, and depend on men’s permission to travel, get married, accept jobs, terminate a pregnancy and in a number of other cases (UNDP 2005). Women and men are treated differently in the legal system and men are favoured particularly in cases related to honour crime and labour laws. Personal status (inheritance, marriage, divorce and so on) is regulated by religious law, Islam for the majority of the population, according to which women have limited access to property and marriage rights. Customary law further limits women’s independence and access to property, education and labour markets (Farah 1999).

In addition to this gender-based discrimination as citizens women suffer from discrimination as farmers. Normative perceptions of ‘how things ought to be’ prevail over the actual roles women are playing that are consequently overlooked or denied. Women’s activities outside the domestic sphere are considered inappropriate thereby female farmers – who contribute 70% of all agricultural activities (Soubh 2006: ii) – are usually considered ‘helpers for the men’ rather than farmers in their own right. The productive value of their domestic activities is rarely taken into account. Generally, women are considered workers only when they are employed outside their village (Soubh 2006). Men, on the other hand, are assumed to be the sole breadwinners and rightfully entitled to property, wages and natural resources. 

The invisibility of women farmers has been a cause of their exclusion from the Syrian centralised agricultural system. Starting with the land and agrarian reforms in the 1950s, this system assigned to male head of households property, entitlements to government subsidized seeds and fertilizers, and access to marketing facilities. As a consequence, women became dependent on the entitlements of their male relatives to cultivate the fields, and access social security benefits with a consequent decline of their independence. This is further accentuated by the moral etiquette at village level that discourages women from dealing with strangers also in matters of seed purchase and sale of harvest. Since the use of machines was and still is considered improper for women, the agricultural mechanization of the 1980s supported male activities only. This caused a shift of women’s work to time-consuming and manual jobs in spite of the fact that the mechanisation was meant to improve the work and productivity of the household as a whole. This gender division of labour still characterises the agricultural work in Syria. 

Women’s vital role as natural resource managers is recognised at global level by The Convention for Biological Diversity (CBD), one of the most important platforms for international cooperation related to living resources (Sachs and Santarius 2007). The CBD urges the need for “full participation of women at all levels of policy making and implementation for biological diversity and conservation” (Convention on Biological Diversity 1992). However, this recognition is unlikely to translate into actual distribution of benefits, resources and opportunities since no mechanism is outlined to bring this about and no binding agreement is set (Alvarez-Castillo and Feinholz 2006). By recognising the principle of national sovereignty over regulation and use of genetic resources the CBD assigns to the state the task of equally distributing access and benefit sharing among those affected. So do the other major international agreements such as the Global Plan of Action for the Conservation and Sustainable Utilisation of Plant Genetic Resources or the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. 

As a result, in the majority of countries the distribution of the benefits arising from the sustainable use of genetic resources is informed by gender-biased structures; thus the distribution is gender unequal and does not reflect the actual contribution of men and women to the management of resources (GTZ 2002). In the case of Syria, that ratified both the CBD and the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, a draft law on exchange of plant genetic resources was formulated. The law makes no explicit mention of women in natural resource management and does not address the need for gender-sensitive approaches. It is very likely that access and benefits deriving from genetic resource management will reflect the pre-existing gender-biased distribution of resources and opportunities that ultimately institutionalise women’s invisibility. 

4. Methodology

Monitoring progress towards poverty reduction and social and gender justice requires an analysis of change. Change is a fundamental focus of development work that starts by setting goals and identifying what changes are needed to achieve them. It then sets indicators to measure progress towards those goals (Moser 2007). The difficulty of assessing change that tends towards gender justice rests in the technical aspect of measuring transformations in dynamic power relations, and in the elusive and political nature of the issues of gender, empowerment and justice. Are there universally acceptable development paths? Are desires adequate parameters of self-determination? How can change as a process be captured? How can the complexity of the system where change takes place be taken into account? How does change in practical circumstances relate to more strategic transformations of gender relations (Moser 1989)? 

Given the complex interconnections between individuals, the community, the state and global dynamics in determining gender-based definitions of citizenship, of individual rights and duties I will adopt as the overarching methodology in my research a social impact assessment (Stagl 2007) combined with a systems concept evaluation (Williams and Imam 2006). By refusing to simplistically break down complexity to analyze its component parts in isolation, system concept evaluations value the dynamic relationship between the components and appreciate the importance of multiple understandings and of challenging boundary judgments of any situation (Williams and Imam 2006). This approach will help develop appreciation of the interlocking dynamic relationships between the local and wider societal levels (Williams and Imam 2006).

I will perform this system concept social impact assessment in three stages: ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post SIAs. A focus on in-itinere SIA is particularly significant in my attempt at understanding the dynamics of change because it focuses on change as a process and not an outcome.

Methods

My research focuses on three Syrian villages: Ajaz, Souran and Lahetha. The latter village, situated in a rain-fed area with low (200-250 mm) rainfall is a medium-term PPB participant. Souran is a long-term participant village situated in a rain-fed area with medium (300-350mm) rain fall. Ajaz is a village that is not participating in PPB; it is situated in a rain-fed and irrigated area, with medium (300-350mm) rainfall. Selecting villages with different degrees of involvement in the PPB programme will increase the comprehensiveness of my research and my appreciation of changes as influenced by the PPB or wider socio-political dynamics.

My selection of methods use context-relevant gender-sensitive indicators developed in collaboration with women farmers during my diagnostic study (Galie’ 2007). These methods will be repeated cyclically in the ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post social impact assessments. The initial step of my research will be an ex-ante SIA to assess the situation of farmers before their involvement in the PPB programme. I will use a number of participatory rural appraisal (PRA) methods such as daily and seasonal calendars of women’s agricultural activities, and photo-interviewing (Hurworth 2003) to monitor women’s involvement in agricultural work, their role in seed management, their knowledge and preferences for seeds and crops, and their control of revenues. 

The sustainable livelihoods (SL) framework will help me monitor the perception of change in people’s livelihood over time (Mancini et al 2007: 110) by analyzing how individuals think of their access to a number of assets basic for the sustainability of their livelihood. The effectiveness of the SL framework in my research will be enhanced by adding a number of variables that are thought to affect the ways that assets function in the satisfaction of a livelihood. Preliminary field research indicates that the following variables might be included: the socio-cultural, political and risk context of the situation, belief systems and identity perceptions, status and other variables that determine access to and control of livelihood assets. 

I will then explore ‘less measurable’ aspects of women’s agricultural activities. I will represent women’s perceptions of relationships and power dynamics at play in the environment surrounding them through the use of a matrix. This shows the external influences - by people or institutions - that in women’s perception shape their daily activities. The matrix will highlight women’s role in making decisions about their own work; and it will analyze women’s desire for change. By using rich pictures (Attenborough 2006) I will initiate a collective experiential effort to understand with the farmers their worldviews. Rich pictures can help represent graphically women’s realistic expectations about the future as opposed to desired developments, and also the problems and constraints they face. On this basis I can discuss with the women feasible ways they see to satisfy their desires or solve impeding issues. 

I will also use Multi-criteria mapping to enhance the involvement of women farmers in the PPB programme. Multi-criteria mapping (Stagl 2007) can expose the points of view of individuals on policy options and the reasons motivating them. This technique can benefit my research by providing an initial understanding of farmers’ needs, preferences and expectations related to their participation in the PPB programme and help define the modalities of their participation.

Finally, I will monitor governmental gazettes, newspaper reports, law reports, and I will interview key informants to analyse changes in governance systems at national and international level regarding the rights of women as citizens, farmers and biodiversity managers. I will monitor international treaties, their acceptance and ratification by the Syrian government, and their actual implementation in the legal system. The findings will be an objective measure of governance change (UNDP 2004) against which to compare women’s perception of change in the governance system affecting them.

Analyzing findings

The exploratory fieldwork has been completed and analyzed (Galie’ 2007). The first stage of the ex-ante fieldwork is almost completed. The discussions held in the focus groups have been transcribed, coded, dis-aggregated and ranked. The findings have been cross-checked with a fieldwork assistant and the women farmers themselves. This process has helped highlight gaps and issues that needed further exploration in the following fieldwork sessions. This action-research approach (Dick 1999) will be followed is the next stage of my research by participatory evaluation. I will discuss with the women farmers possible ways to bridge the gap between their expected and desired futures.

When the ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post SIAs will be completed the use of software programmes such as Atlas.ti and Anthropac will support me in analyzing the consistency of the meaning of concepts across the data and their linkages and in coding both the textual and visual material. They will also help me compare the findings from the three stages of the assessment. I will then discuss these findings with the women to evaluate the effects of participating in the PPB programme on their access to resources, on their daily agricultural activities and on their perception of the self. The ultimate question addressed through these discussions is whether participating in the PPB reduced women’s vulnerability and enhanced their capacity to self-determination; if these changes were supported by institutional transformation; and finally, if, as a result, the sustainability of their livelihoods and of small-scale agriculture in Syria has been enhanced.

5. Preliminary conclusions: Notes and Queries on applying the selected methodology and methods

Participatory expectations and realities

Gender-sensitive participation is assumed to bring more equitable development, by creating spaces for the less vocal and powerful. However participatory approaches that do not pay attention to social relationships of power leave the least powerful without a voice (Cornwall 2003). In working with Syrian farmers any attempts at paying special attention to the most marginalised faces the pressure –more or less covert- from governmental bodies to work through institutionalised networks (that is unions or party groups) and in ways that do not challenge the well-established power structures (ICARDA 2007). These networks are subjected to a centralised control that limits the scope of potentially ‘empowering’ activities. Moreover, it is unlikely that the least powerful, political dissidents, ethnic minorities belong to any of these officially sanctioned networks. The research however, can open effective channels through these networks, to reach and approach farmers who do not themselves belong to the networks, and the networks can provide an institutional umbrella for research cooperation also with non-members.

Establishing cooperation with groups of farmers or women’s unions through their official representative is a relatively easy task. Syrian hospitality makes the organisation of fieldwork easy and also pleasant. The interest of a woman researcher for women farmers is considered ‘natural’ and women-to-women meetings are socially acceptable. Yet, the interest of an agricultural organization such as ICARDA in women farmers is questioned by male farmers who believe women know little about agriculture and I should rather talk to them to learn about useful information. Meetings I have held with both female and male farmers ended up being monopolised by the most representative male farmers, and to a smaller degree of their wives, with no space left for other women – particularly young ones- to express their opinion. The denial of women’s role and knowledge in agriculture coupled by conservative attitudes hinders, at times, a proper inclusion of women farmers in all activities of the PPB. The participation of women farmers in meetings and workshops is resisted by family members, particularly in the case of young farmers. Yet, the gender-inclusive meetings organised in the last two years have been shown to greatly enhance the self-recognition of women as farmers, their self-confidence and knowledge. 

In line with the participatory approach of my research I performed a diagnostic study in 2006/2007 (Galie’ 2007) to find out what the priority issues were for women farmers, what their concerns and interest in PPB. I also discussed and tested with them some methods I could use for the research. When performing the main field work I adopted a participatory evaluation aimed to involve the women in helping me select what change to focus on, what indices were most appropriate in relation to the change measured and, again what methods. However, I had to find a compromise between discussing the theoretical framework of my research and the indices and methods I wanted to select and the actual capability of the women to relate to and take on the issues of my research. As a result, I took into the theoretical frame the issues that seemed most relevant to them, then used the enriched frame to develop indices and methods. These were then presented to the women asking for feed-back, suggestions for change and elimination of irrelevancies. This process fell somewhat short of my wish for a fully cooperative process but it did mark a significant expansion of standard practice at ICARDA. 

Finally, the methodologically justified decision to work also with a non-participating village to assess changes due to factors external to PPB influence, implied that these farmers were excluded from PPB activities, from opportunities to travel outside the village, from participation in conferences and workshops, and the exclusion from the PPB trials of some of the seeds that responded best to women’s agronomic management in the control village. The moral implications of this exclusion, motivated as it was by the need to increase the reliability and robustness of my research, are questionable, particularly in light of my focus on social justice and empowerment issues.

Action researching

The action-researching proved useful in the participatory context of my research since it helped me modify my conceptual framework and methods to reflect women’s feed-back and to acknowledge that some methods were not appropriate. Action researching also made it easier to progressively adjust my research to tackle gaps and new issues that I realised needed further exploration while doing field work. This has affected my approach to the research that through continual critical reflection with the women farmers has more and more become a conscious learning process. 
Although not initially part of my methodology, story-telling has become an important source of information as a process of naturalistic enquiry: as in all parts of the world, discussions with farmers often take the shape of stories or sayings. Stories are used to justify choices in agricultural management, to explain the importance of some crops over others, to supply details and reasons for some social behaviours in their community, and to live again the emotions experienced together in some important social events. They are typically rich in metaphor: metaphor analysis, also applied to the metaphors used in the ‘stories’ told by officials and scientists about their work, can provide strong insight (McClintock et al. 2003). 

A three-stage social impact assessment of change

Adopting a three stage approach consisting of an ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post social impact assessment of change in women’s empowerment contains problematic distinctions about the temporal borders between each stage which are, in fact, blurred. The ex-ante SIA is supposed to assess the situation before the intervention. However, my simple expression of interest in women’s work in agriculture had an impact on women’s perceptions of their role as farmers and of their agricultural knowledge. Discussing together the power dynamics and desires, arguably started a process of self-reflection. The ex-post SIA that I am planning to perform after two years of involvement of women farmers in the PPB, might not reflect yet the changes in self-perception, access to resources and governance that were influenced by women’s participation in the programme. This understanding emphasised the need to look at social change as a complex process we can only contribute to shape.

“Standard monitoring and evaluation (M&E) approaches based on fixed, time-bound achievements and segmented realities fail to do justice to such interconnected efforts over a long period of time” (Guijt 2008: 8). A social impact assessment of the empowerment effects of PPB complemented by a system dynamics approach that looks at the complex processes influencing social change can hardly claim the PPB to be the sole responsible for changes in women’s worldviews and rights. However, arguing for ‘contribution’ rather than ‘attribution’ could reduce the programme’s accountability and may face the resistance of donors who more and more demand evidence of the research impact. 

‘Lessons learned’ and ‘best practices’ are part of the evaluation process for knowledge generation (Guijt 2008). However, rural Syria is characterised by different ethnicities, religions, geo-physical conditions and agronomic practices that add to other factors of differentiation among women, such as age, social class, social status and household composition. All these elements make the analysis locally specific and any generalization on best practices difficult to formulate. 

Working with desires

When exploring with the women farmers their desire for change in their daily activities I was faced with the problem of expectations. Despite my attempts at explaining the research aim of our discussion and clarifying my inability to make any of the changes take place, the women seemed hopeful that I, and ICARDA –often considered a funding institute – would intend to make the changes happen. The same process took place when drawing desires for the future. The women seemed somehow to be thinking of desires that could please me and desires that I could realistically help satisfy. 

Working with rich pictures also implied a deeper concern. How to conciliate the respect for self-chosen development paths and desirable transformation in gender relations? To what extent should desires that reinforce the status quo be challenged or even discouraged?
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�In an interview with the newspaper Al-Hayat, Dardari, Syrian Deputy Prime Minister noted that the "third challenge to the Syrian government consists of agriculture, especially as the balance of food security in the world has changed and a quarter of global wheat production goes to produce bio-fuels, which caused wheat prices and food prices in general to double in one year." He said that a ton of wheat, which used to cost $200, now costs $450 but there has no been no rise in the prices of barley, animal feed and milk. He explained the effect that this has on food security and Syria's policy on agriculture, saying: "There are challenges resulting from the higher oil prices. This is the first time that food prices are so closely linked to the oil price. However, what interests us in our agricultural policy is to provide food security, that is, Syria's needs of basic foods without relying on other countries. This will continue." Al-Hayat website, 8 March 08.


� It is interesting that the main reasons for women’s poverty and vulnerability reported by Bantilan and Padmaja (2007) reflect closely the lack of the ‘social justice pillars’. The reasons include women’s limited control over assets, the gender-discrimination in labour markets and women’s lack of a voice in power struggles for resource allocation (Bantilan and Pdmaja 2007: 62).


� Social limits, or ‘generalities’ in Foucault’s words, are recurrent and formalized ways of problematizing issues that are historically determined and subjectified (Foucault 1978). 


� Annas (2003) highlights how desires are the product of the environment people live in and can reflect gender-biases. ‘Informed desires’, that is desires based on a full understanding of potential achievements, can help reduce the environmental influence in desire formulation. 
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