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Abstract  
 
The Kenyan society is patriarchal, has an alarming rate of deforestation where rural farmers, 
especially women, are highly affected by climate change. There is little research on companies 
operating in dry areas with a mission to address poverty, ecology and women. The objective 
of this study was therefore to understand how an investment model can alleviate poverty in 
rural Kenya and what the consequences of doing so are for the local community. This was 
answered using a qualitative research approach presented in an ethnographic case study, 
conducting 29 interviews. The field research took place at three different locations at Better 
Globe, an agroforestry company operating in dry areas who mainly employ and work with 
women in rural Kenya. Our research, analysed through an ecofeminist lens, demonstrates that 
the local community benefits on several areas; access to water, employment, firewood and 
grass, microfinance, training and education. However, there is a big power distance within the 
company and a high dependency from the workers as Better Globe is the sole big employer in 
the region. We welcome further research between the merging of ecofeminism and business, 
operating within the structures of the patriarchal and capitalist society.  
 
Key Words: Ecofeminism, Social Entrepreneurship, Kenya, Case study, Ethnographic 
Study, ASAL land 
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1. Introduction 
         “The breadwinning title always goes to the husband. But deep inside we all know that it 

is the women who really work the most and keep the family upright. If you take the 
woman from the family for only a week, everything will crumble down. But you see, the 
husband likes to be seen as the breadwinner. “(#4) 

 
Kenya in Eastern Africa has suffered an alarming rate of deforestation, over 90 % of all trees 
has been cut down during the past 50 years (Komaza, 2019). Kenya's goal is to have at least 10 
% of land covered by forest, currently they are at 7% (Kenya Forest Service, 2018). Ngigi and 
Tateishis (2004) research concludes that within 50 years, if the country continues the current 
deforestation rate (15,000 ha. /yr.), all forests will disappear. Indigenous species are especially 
vulnerable as there is a high commercial interest, as well as favouring the production of a single 
or few species over a larger area (so called monocultures) (Mutuki, 2006). Causes of the 
deforestation includes; land grabbing1  and human settlement. One of the effects are soil 
erosion which have a negative impact on agriculture, creates drought, changes in rainfall and 
increased contact between humans and wildlife (Ngigi & Tateishi, 2004).  
 
‘No Poverty’ is the first of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, SDGs, (United 
Nations, 2019a) and replaced the first Millenium Development Goal which was to ‘eradicate 
extreme poverty and hunger’. The importance of battling poverty can therefore not be stressed 
enough and is often seen as the most important SDG, as alleviating poverty has a positive 
impact on several aspects, such as gender equality and education (United Nations, 2019b). 
Kenya is ranked as number eight globally on a list of countries with the largest number of 
population in extreme poverty2 with 14.7 million people (Business Daily, 2018). Even though 
the poverty in Kenya has been reduced in the last couple of years, 36% of the population are 
still below the poverty line and most of them live in rural parts of the country (The World Bank, 
2019b). There’s a clear link towards corruption and poverty (The African Centre for Economic 
Growth, 2000), and currently Kenya places 144 out of 180 countries on the transparency index 
worldwide (Transparency International, 2018).  
 
Women are more exposed to poverty than men due to their dual role in the economy, as they 
often work both inside and outside of the home. They also have fewer work opportunities, are 
less educated and receive a lower salary (Tambunan, 1998). In Kenya, men are still favoured 
over women in practises such as inheritance and acquisition of land. Women have greater 
difficulty to access the legal system due to illiteracy, legal costs and the usage of traditional 
justice systems. In addition, female empowerment3 in Kenya is hindered by marriage at a young 
age, sexual violence, polygamy and traditional practises such as female genital mutilation (UN 
Women, 2019). The woman is often tasked with obtaining wood (to fuel their household), 
which is time consuming and is becoming more difficult because of climate change (scarcity 
of available wood). Because of the aforementioned, indigenous women in the countryside in 
Kenya are especially vulnerable (Mutuki, 2006).  
 
 
 
 
                                                        
1 Large scale acquisitions of land often by private companies in developing countries (Global Agriculture, 2019) 
2 Consume less than $ 1.90 (Sh 190) per day 
3 “Process by which women gain power and control over their own lives and acquire the ability to make 
strategic choices.” (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2019) 
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1.1 Research Question and Aim of Study 
The United Nations states that farmers are the backbone of the Kenyan economy, especially in 
rural areas where agricultural livelihoods represent nearly 70 % of the inhabitants (FAO, 2019). 
80 % of the farmers are women, however only half of them actually own their farm. The land 
is traditionally owned by their husbands, which reduces them to small-scale farming as they 
are unable to for example lend money for equipment. Women taking over farms is an ongoing 
process due to urbanization, where many men leave to find jobs elsewhere (Wasike, 2013). 
Therefore, rural women are not only more vulnerable, they also have greater capabilities than 
men of growing and nurturing the communities. Historically, improvements in gender equality 
have played a significant role in the modernisation and developments of societies (Diebolt & 
Perrin, 2019). The World Bank (2019b) states that social and anti-poverty programs which are 
geographically targeted are important instruments to tackle poverty in Kenya and to reduce the 
regional differences. James Emman Aggrey stated nearly 100 years ago, “If you educate a man 
you simply educate an individual, but if you educate a woman, you educate a whole nation.” 
(Kim, 2018).  
 
The strong patriarchal Kenyan society, as well as its ecological challenges makes an interesting 
research area to explore. When a business model can tackle a twofold problem; poverty 
alleviation and deforestation it can have a substantial impact on specifically local women. 
Better Globe4, a Norwegian agroforestry company based in Kenya, aims at undertaking these 
challenges through a social entrepreneurial approach. Better Globe’s tree plantations are set in 
rural and dry areas where limited food can grow and the majority of the community lives below 
the poverty line with job scarcity (Solberg, 2013). There has been no research made on Better 
Globe (Solberg, 2018), furthermore there is little research in general on companies operating 
in dry areas in Eastern-Africa with a focus on ecology and women.  
 
By conducting an ethnographic case study on Better Globe’s operations, we aim at 
understanding the reality of the local community simultaneously as studying a social 
entrepreneurship using an ecofeminist lens. The research question we therefore aim to answer 
is;  

Using an investment model to alleviate poverty in rural Kenya, what are the 
consequences for the local (female) community?  

 
  

                                                        
4 Detailed description of Better Globe can be found in the Method Section. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 
         “Trees, forests, and deforestation. Water, drought, and desertification. Food production, 

poverty, and toxic wastes. Environmental destruction and women. And women? What 
do these environmental issues have to do with women?”  (Warren, 1997, p. 3). 

 
2.1 Introducing Ecofeminism 
Emerging during the 1970s, ecofeminism belivies male domination is the case of oppression 
of women and the destruction of earth (Vijajara, 2017). To understand the theory itself we need 
to grasp what ecology and feminism are. The ecology in ecofeminism refers to the action to 
create change for the environment, through for example mobilization or political 
reestablishment. The ecology movement emerged during the 60s and the 70s and was a 
response to the deforestation of the rainforests and other environmentally damaging activities 
from industrialization (Muthuki, 2006). Feminists, or feminism believes that we live in a 
patriarchal society where men dominate women through structural power. Currently, women 
are subordinate to the man, men with their status quo upholds the majority of power and capital, 
which creates undeniable advantages (Anderson, 2009). The oppression of women and nature 
are seen as ‘twin subordinates’, starting from over 5000 years ago with western patriarchy. 
Patriarchy stems from dualism, which separates the mind from the body, females from males, 
nature from humans. This division creates a power imbalance, making the ‘other’ discriminated 
against (Salman, 2007). The aim of ecofeminism is to disrupt these dualisms (Casselot, 2016). 
 
Francoise d’Eaubonne first coined ecofeminism in her book Feminism or Death in 1974. 
Thereafter, the phrase began to appear in literature relating to Ecology and Feminism. 
Ecofeminism represents a countermovement towards the ‘male’ exploration of nature 
(Vijayaraj, 2017), and by switching it around and exploring the worldview from the outlook of 
nature and women, ecofeminist thinkers want to wake us up from the economic system we are 
in; the illusion that capital creates (Shiva, 2014). The idea that capital create (and not destroys), 
has caused an ecological crisis of great proportion all around the world (Salman, 2007). 
However, one of the criticisms of ecofeminism as a theory is the homogenizing of women. It 
ignores the differences, such as class, race and region, and treats women as a category itself 
when dealing with these environmental issues (Muthuki, 2006).  
 
The philosophy of Ecofeminism is about care, to engage individuals and the public with the 
social and ecological challenges we face today (Philips, 2016). The idea that women’s ethics 
are closer to nature compared to a man’s, is the root of the theory. It also revaluates feminine 
attributes and acknowledges them necessary for survival in the patriarchy (Warren, 1997). In 
addition, a resource to motivate action, as this theory is built on women’s direct action which 
involve people outside the centres of power (Philips, 2016). One famous example of 
ecofeminist action is the Kenyan Green Belt Movement (GBM), founded by Wangari Maathai. 
With an aim to avert deforestation and to solve the fuel problem, Maathai and rural women in 
Kenya started to plant trees around their villagers in a form of a ‘green belt’ with at least a 
thousand trees surrounding each village (Salman, 2007). 
 
2.2 Capitalism & Ecofeminism 
The correlation of capitalism and the patriarchy has been discussed for a long period of time 
within the feminist movement. Vandana Shiva, a well reputed ecofeminist, argues that 
previously within feminist or women studies, a large part wanted to integrate feminism with 
economics, to give women more power. This integration (and shift of capital and power) would 
make women, workers and people less oppressed. Shiva is critical towards this idea, as the 
upholding of a capitalist society still means upholding structures that are devastating for nature, 
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and yet again a failure to recognize women's work (Shiva, 2014). This view is recognized by 
Muthuki (2006) and Giacomini et. al., (2018) who claim that both women and nature are being 
exploited by capitalists, and this is the fundamental idea of ecofeminism. It is a movement 
against this exploitation and for the confirmation of the commons. By the commons they mean 
reobtaining the control over resources and power for local communities, women and nature.  
 
Within the theory itself, capital and our current economic structure is essential to understand 
as the ecofeminist perspective proposes that capital and the creation of value has left women 
and nature vulnerable and exploited (Shiva, 2014). Originally, capital came from ‘caput’ which 
meant heads in Latin and referred to the number of heads you could count on your cattle, ‘this 
is what I have now’. Capital now means creation and represents an ideology of how we can get 
more, create more. The ecofeminist perspective wants to remove the illusion that capital creates 
(when it actually devalues nature’s resources) and the nature of human beings as passive, as 
the creativity itself lays in the nature around us (Shiva, 2014). She further explains the 
relationship;  
 

“There is this very false way in which we are made to think of a world growing in the 
hands of capital while really the world is shrinking [...] It’s shrinking in terms of nature 
economy and her capacity because every time ecological processes or an ecosystem is 
disrupted, nature is poorer. [...] Every time a community loses its resources through 
appropriation in theft of seeds, the theft of water or theft of land it’s a disvalue, based 
on rape of nature and the destruction of communities.” (Shiva, 2014) 

 
2.3 Radical versus Socialist Ecofeminism  
There are two main types of ecofeminism; radical and social ecofeminism (Salman, 2007; 
Warren 1997; Berman, 1993), where radical ecofeminism can be divided in two parts. Firstly, 
the radical ‘nature’ version believes that women naturally are connected with the non-human 
world in terms of spirit and biology, which has been widely criticized as it takes ground in the 
assumption that the association between nature and women is neutral. It does not investigate 
whether the relationship has been forced on them through structures (Muthuki, 2006). 
Secondly, the ‘standard’ radical ecofeminist thinks that the oppression of women comes from 
a woman's biological reproductive role and the gender system it inhabits. Radical feminism 
believes by dismantling the patriarchal society and by stopping men's control over nature and 
women the true liberation can be achieved.  
 
Socialist ecofeminism, similar to socialist feminism “links the oppression of women and the 
non-human world to the patriarchal and capitalist society” (Berman, 1993, p.15). They urge 
for a reconstruction of the society as both gender and nature are socially and culturally 
constructed. By making use of female attributes like caring, nurturing, friendship and 
interdependence the socialist ecofeminist believes we can break down traditional dualistic 
assumptions (Berman, 1993).  
 
No matter the direction of ecofeminism, the foundation is the same in recognizing nature as a 
feminist issue (Warren, 1997). To help with understanding the theory, Warren has created 
figure 1 below. Ecofeminist philosophy is portrayed here as the intersection (*) between three 
spheres: 1. Feminism, 2. Science, development & technology and 3. Native/ indigenous/ local 
perspectives. Therefore, as figure 1 portrays, ecofeminism cannot exist without all of these 
perspectives taken into consideration as they are interconnected.  
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Feminism   Science, development & technology 

 
Native/ indigenous/ local perspectives 
 
Figure 1: Ecofeminist Philosophy (Warren, 1997, p. 282). 
 
2.4 Key Ecofeminist Thinkers  
Dr. Vandana Shiva is an Indian environmentalist, activist, scientist and a well reputed 
ecofeminist contributor. Together with Maria Mies, a German sociology professor she puts 
forward intolerance of diversity and blindness to creativity. They claim when measuring 
economic success in the terms of GDP women are marginalized and their work and efforts 
calculated to zero. Is there a way to measure or calculate nature’s economy? Collectively they 
propose we need to acknowledge the work done by mainly women and produce in a way where 
nature is not destroyed. Dr. Ariel Salleh, an Australian sociologist and former activist, proposes 
we need to restore the value of indigenous knowledge and care giving with a focus on social 
justice, neoliberal5 green economics and sustainability. Her book Ecofeminism as Politics: 
nurture, Marx and the postmodern (1997), was one of the first ecofeminist publications. Her 
most famous contribution to the theory is the embodied materialism. The embodied 
materialism takes resistance from globalisation and includes indigenous population, women, 
peasants and workers politics with ecology (Salleh, 2006).  
 
2.5 Northern vs Southern Ecofeminism 
Northern and western (Europe, Northern America) versus southern (Africa, Asia) ecofeminism 
includes intersectionality6 as their contributions to the theory are different depending on 
geographical location (Ruether, 1997). A criticism towards the ‘general’ ecofeminism which 
does not take the geographical distances into account, much like the differences of rural- and 
urban women as they have different needs, challenges and opportunities, much like western 
and southern ecofeminism (Muthuki, 2006). For western ecofeminists, there is mostly a 
discussion on a cultural/ symbolic level regarding the connection on domination of women and 
nature (Ruether, 1997). Ruether further argues it is of importance not to discuss the oppression 
of women as a homogenous group without involving the aspects of class and racial hierarchy. 
Who are the most affected victims of the economic globalization? As you might have guessed, 
it is nature and women, specifically southern women and nature (Pandey, 2013). Economic 
globalization carries climate change on its wings, where droughts and extreme weather affect 
the southern areas more severe than in the west. People living in these areas are the leftover 
product of a capitalist system. They are the ones sweeping up the aftermath of decades of 
exploitation and mistreatment of the nature (Shiva, 2014). Why is it that women are producing 

                                                        
5 Neoliberalism: An economic, political and social belief to deregulate the economy and promote free market 
exchange (laissez-faire) to achieve the best possible human progress (Ganti, 2014).  
6 Takes race, class and gender into consideration when discussing discrimination (Norris et. al., 2007). 
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most of the food in the world and still women and children are a majority of the starving 
population? (Gaard, 2015).  
 
When the ‘male domination and oppression’ is discussed within ecofeminist literature, it is 
mostly referred to (although not exclusively) the western, white, privileged men and their 
treatment of women, coloured people and the underprivileged. Therefore nature, is not only an 
exploited group on its own but also can be seen as a metaphor for all of the groups abused by 
those in power. Southern ecofeminists have therefore popularized the materialist ecofeminist 
perspective (Pandey, 2013).  
 

“[…] materialist ecofeminists focus on capitalist patriarchy, highlighting the 
devastating impact of capitalist structures on nature and, as it follows, the lives and 
livelihoods of poor women across the planet. The fundamental contribution of 
materialist ecofeminism is that it shows that feminist social justice cannot be achieved 
without addressing environmental issues in the South.” (Pandey, 2013, p. 347). 

 
Technology exported from the north to the south only deepens the shortages of water, trees and 
food provided for women. It is developed and carried out by both men and women, who lacks 
basic knowledge and understanding of women’s lives (Warren, 1997). Salman (2007) states 
that advancement within technology for forestry and agriculture in the third world is not solely 
harmful for the environment, but also facilitates for the elites to strengthen their control of the 
economy, at the expense of women. Women are also in spiritual interaction with nature in the 
south. Nature is not only essential for their survival, but it forms their identity (Pandey, 2013).  
 
Giacomini et. al., (2018) argues that ecofeminism is on the rise, and actions against the 
capitalist system, like the big #MeToo movement, are indications of this. With the theory in 
mind and understanding ecofeminism we adopt the following; we argue the radical nature type 
of ecofeminism is the most relevant to analyse our case study from, and we are particularly 
interested in the connection between capitalism and ecofeminism. Better Globe is a social 
entrepreneurial and profit-making company operating in the capitalistic system, within their 
operations they touch upon relevant subjects of ecofeminism such as; indigenous tree species 
(ecology), gender roles and operating in a strong patriarchal society with colonial structures.  
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3. The Phenomenon: Social Entrepreneurship  
Using the ecofeminist theory, we want to analyse Better Globe, a social entrepreneurship. 
Social entrepreneurship is an interesting phenomenon which questions conventional 
businesses. By understanding the phenomenon, we can understand our case selection at a 
deeper level. Conventional business practices with a sole focus on profit might see the end of 
day according to Tent (2015), and indeed the world is changing at a rapid pace. Doing socially 
‘good’ is viewed as a necessity by a majority of companies that employ Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) and sustainability managers help fund Non-Governmental organizations 
(NGO’s) and ‘climate compensates’ (like planting trees to compensate carbon emission). The 
trend of sustainability has been particularly stark the past decade (McLennan & Barks, 2017) 
– but is this enough? Why is there a need for the terminology social entrepreneurship in the 
first place? According to Corbett (2016) the need for the terminology came with the realization 
of the fact that not all entrepreneurs are good. Corbett mentions the so called dark-side of 
entrepreneurship, where even the most innovative solutions can harm its surroundings in 
various ways such as environmental degradation. This study hereinafter uses the following 
definition of social entrepreneurship; “Business techniques aiming to find solutions to social 
problems” (Tent, 2015, p.100). 
 
One of the main characteristics of a social entrepreneur is “personal interest is left behind for 
the interest of the community” (Tent, 2015, p.102), where the success is more commonly 
measured in the intrinsic value instead of financial ones. Self-perception is another important 
trait defined by Riviera-Santos et al., (2015). Social entrepreneurs exist because there has been 
a need to address and solve social issues through innovation, which previously were a task of 
NGOs or a key driver of political campaigns and ‘easy votes’ (Tent, 2015).  
 
Riviera-Santos (2015) is on a similar track, he thinks social enterprises exist as a response to a 
specific type of situation. Governments have limited resources (capital) due to the taxation 
system, and hence have to prioritize what social causes deserve focus, both domestically, but 
also what type of foreign aid they want to omit. The giving of foreign aid is standard amongst 
most countries, Sweden for example donated approximately 1% of the gross national income 
in 2017 to various societal projects and people in need (Government offices of Sweden, 2017). 
Tent (2015) gives credit to NGOs and their efforts, but simultaneously recognizes the fact that 
many NGOs are inefficient in their approach, their success rate is difficult to measure (what is 
a successful NGO?). Some explanations he puts forward are the lack of entrepreneurial spirit 
and continuous innovation with a combination of limited resources. 

What is the Difference Between Social- and Conventional Businesses?  
Austin et al., (2006) characterises the conventional businesses as commercial businesses since 
it simply has a commercial interest. Commercial business focus on one metric - profit and the 
relationship to its shareholders, where social enterprises: “use the resources you have at 
disposal for the sake of those for which you initially started the business, the people in need” 
(Tent, 2015, p.100). In short, there’s a focus of creating value rather than accumulating 
personal wealth. One criticism towards the phenomenon is the blurred line between 
entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurship in sectors like health care, education or energy 
which all try to solve societal issues. Additionally, diminishing the contributions made by 
commercial entrepreneurs such as creating jobs (Schramm, 2010). Social entrepreneurial 
thinkers argue that it is an ‘ideal solution’ and no good alternative exist (Dey & Steyaert, 2012).  
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4. Method 
4.1 Case Selection  
Rural Kenya was selected for our field study mainly for two reasons; the rapid deforestation 
and the deeply rooted patriarchal society. Traditionally in Kenya, a woman should be 
submissive, dependent and should not be ‘better’ than her husband (Muthuki, 2006). The 
Kenyan woman is expected to be subordinate as the man is “the head of the household”, a 
decision-maker with unquestionable authority (Toroitich, 2004).  
 
Some companies plant trees in areas where local farmers could have grown food, which creates 
domestic issues (Fian, 2019). Therefore, it was crucial for us to find an agroforestry company 
to conduct our field study in Kenya which was not competing with local food production. 
Mwangi (1998), explains how the agricultural sector is still very much driven and run by 
processes made up by colonial structures (Kenya used to be a British colony). The forestry act 
which passed in 1942, is a legal framework which according to Mwangi has made it possible 
to control central forest and governmental land through strict regulation. The entire legacy 
deprives from a colonial administration that does not recognize traditional systems, local 
knowledge nor traditional rights which has led to a heavy forest decline and exploitation 
(Mwangi, 1998). Muthuki (2006) argues that those particularly affected by the colonial rule 
are indigenous women who continue to experience marginalisation where economic 
dependency is fundamental. 
 
Nearly 80% of Kenya is covered in Arid and Semi-Arid Land, also called ASAL meaning the 
area is suffering from drought, high elevation and high evaporation (Asal Forum, 2019; Global 
Yield Gap, 2019). These conditions make it difficult to grow food which makes it challenging 
for local farmers to survive (Kenya Land Alliance, 2018).  
 

The company we chose for our field study is called 
Better Globe, a Norwegian and Kenyan based 
agroforestry company founded in 2005 (Solberg, 
2013). The location sites of Better Globe’s operations 
that we visited are situated in two of these ASAL 
areas, in Kitui and Mwingi district (see figure 2). 
Mwingi is nearly 200 km outside of Nairobi where the 
average rainfall per year is 300-500 mm (with the 
average evaporation being 1900-2400 mm annually). 
This area is consistently warm with an average mean 
temperature of 24-30 °C all year around (Solberg, 
2013; World Weather, 2019). We chose Better Globe 
as a research project as they mainly employ women at 
their plantation (s), only plant trees in ASAL land and 
recruits a majority of female farmers in their farmers 
programme. Furthermore, Better Globe have their 
operations in communities with a high poverty level 
(Better Globe, 2019a; Solberg, 2013).  
 

 
4.2 Research Design  
We chose to conduct a case study since it is an approach to combine several qualitative research 
methods. A qualitative research emphasizes words rather than quantification (Bryman & Bell, 
2015), which will be further discussed below.  

Figure 2: Arid and Semi-Arid Land in 
Kenya. (Asal Forum, 2019) 
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The benefits of a case study are the: “detailed and intensive analysis of a single case” (Bryman 
& Bell 2015, p. 59), furthermore a case study can be an examination of a person, geographical 
location or as in this case, a company (Jensen & Sandström, 2016). We selected an inductive 
approach for our study, as the theory will be the outcome of the research and not the other way 
around. Furthermore, the research also took inspiration from feminist ethnographic studies, 
ethno (cultures) and graphy (about people) (Bryman & Bell, 2011). With a feminist approach 
we aim at understanding women from their perspective without trivializing them. Usually 
ethnographic studies are conducted over a long time period; however, this field research was 
limited to a couple of weeks. We made use of practices like listening, observing, taking field 
notes, keeping a logbook and taking pictures, which are common tools in ethnographic studies 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011).   
 
Hallin and Helin (2018), argue interviews, compared to other research methods, have a unique 
glimpse into not only how people perceive, think, reason and feel but also how something 
evolves or function. The interviews were conducted in an unstructured manner, as it is a 
common way when studying different perceptions by members of an organization (Cunliffe, 
2011) and fits well with our inductive approach (Hallin & Helin, 2018). A nonprobabilistic, 
purposive sampling approach in combination with snowball sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2015) 
was used to find the interviewees, with help from the managers at Better Globe’s different 
locations. Some interviewees were purposively selected (for example Florence, one of few 
female agroforestry agents) and others were selected since prior interviewees had mentioned 
their name. Before we went to Kenya, we had a discussion regarding how many interviews we 
needed to conduct for our study. Literature on the subject argues it is difficult to decide how 
many interviews are sufficient (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Hallin & Helin, 2018; Guest et al., 
2006), however, the term ‘saturation’ is key. Saturation is described by Guest et al. (2006) as: 
“the point at which no new information or themes are observed in the data.” (p. 59). We ended 
up conducting 27 interviews and two group interviews, alongside with numerous informal 
discussions with the local population at the different sites. As we were dependent on the local 
managers to arrange our interviews (and to help translate some of them), this was somewhat 
out of our control. However, we extended the field study with one day in Kamuwongo to gain 
extra insights through more interviews, leaving we felt we had reached saturation. 
 
4.3 Data Collection  
Ideally interviews are conducted in a calm and undisturbed place (Hallin & Helin, 2018). 
During the field study we had to improvise as some locations were noisy, without shade and 
often outdoors. We also had to consider that the interview could intrude on the workers time, 
(Bryman & Bell, 2015), however the local managers ensured us it would not affect them 
negatively. The field study consisted of a 10 day visit at three different locations (Nairobi, 
Kiambere, Kamuwongo) during April. The ethnographic approach resulted in a collection of 
more than 150 pages of material in terms of interview- and field notes and logbooks. In 
addition, secondary data (mainly Solbergs book ‘Social Entrepreneurship, The Better Globe 
Way’ from 2013) was used to understand Better Globes operations.  
 
The planning for the field research started during December last year when we had an initial 
Skype meeting with the founder of the organisation, which continued with local Kenyan 
managers. As no similar research has been done at Better Globes plantation before, the 
company showed eagerness in inviting us to get to know them and their operations better. We 
had little knowledge nor control of what would actually happen upon arrival, our plan was to 
go there and see what type of data we could extract inductively. Appendix 2 describes a small 
summary of the events following each day of the trip. We spent our field study at three different 
locations to get a holistic understanding of all operations and to meet with as many different 
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people as possible. To conduct the interviews in Nairobi after the field trip, not before, was a 
conscious choice. By meeting with the management and the founder in Nairobi we learnt the 
ideas behind the business model and also had the chance to raise questions regarding our time 
in ‘the field’.  
 
While conducting the interviews Amanda was the main interviewer and Linnéa took notes as 
she is more familiar with the local language. We wanted to be as ‘open’ as possible (Hallin & 
Helin, 2018) and therefore used research themes in the beginning (seen in Appendix 4-6). We 
later switched to using a notepad, cluttering down key words and topics, as we felt this created 
less distance from us and the interviewee. The majority of the interviews were recorded using 
two iPhones, and the respondents were always asked for permission beforehand. During the 
process of planning the trip we had a discussion regarding the use of a translator and debated 
whether we should hire our own or use people facilitated by Better Globe themselves. We 
decided to go with the latter since it would have been too costly as we funded the entire trip 
ourselves. We ended up using a translator in about one third of all interviews.  
 
Kiambere 
By visiting the Kiambere plantation we gained an understanding of the process that is needed 
when planting a tree and the situation for the workers there. Here we tried to understand 
questions like possible conflicts when Better Globe attained the land, consequences for the 
local population and chores and responsibilities by men versus women. To get to and from the 
plantation we had two employees with motorbikes who picked us up each morning and dropped 
us off in the evening. It’s not possible to go there by car because of the rain season, as the roads 
and the terrain are very harsh. We left before sunrise each morning to arrive at the plantation 
at 6 am and left to go back to our accommodation at sunset around 6 pm. These motorbike 
rides each day (2*45 min) were invaluable as it provided time for reflection and mental 

preparation. We also used it to chat to our 
drivers, Santos and Bernard, which gave us 
insightful information about the organisation 
and their lives. At first, we interviewed workers 
outside of the small office (see photo 2). The 
area, shaded from the sun, had a big coffee 
table, multiple chairs and an electricity outlet 
for our computers. We later changed the 
interview location since the constant sound 
from the various working stations around the 
plantation made it difficult to hear what the 
interviewees said and for us to retain our focus. 
In every recording from this site there is a 
clucking noise which made some recordings 
quite difficult to understand in retrospect. 
Therefore, after a couple of interviews, we 
moved into the office located inside of a green 
container. Here it was less noisy and we had 
more privacy, however in the afternoon it 
became incredibly hot where we both felt like 
fainting multiple times whilst conducting the 
interviews. Due to this some interviews are less       

ststructured.  
 

Photo 1: Lovely commute every day to the 
Kiambere nursery plantation.   
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One of the main issues during the stay at Kiambere was the access of food because of the rural 
setting. There was no place to buy food close to the plantation in a restaurant, kiosk or market. 
To solve this, the plantation manager facilitated a permanent worker to go and pick up 
homemade Kenyan food like chapati and green grams (fried bread and green peas, which we 
paid for). We then had this for lunch each day with the three managers working at the 
plantation. During the lunch breaks we had a chance to sit down and talk casually to exchange 
stories and knowledge of each other’s culture, country and family situation.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo 3: Meeting a farmers group. 

Photo 2: We first conducted the interviews outside and then moved into the office container spotted in the left side 
of the picture. The bags surrounding Linnéa are nuts waiting to be cracked. Electricity is available through solar 
panels on the roof.  
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Kamuwongo, Seven Forks Office  
After spending a couple of days at the plantation we changed location to spend our days in the 
Seven Forks Office in Kamuwongo. Kamuwongo is the closest bigger village from Kiambere. 
The days at the Seven Forks office were very different from those in Kiambere. Here we were 
more out in the field and switched between having interviews with agroforestry agents and 
employees from Better Globe inside of the small office, to meeting with farmers and farmers 
groups in the area. With one farmer, Simon, we sat right next to his plantation on wooden 
chairs, (see photo 4), another time we sat on plastic chairs outside of a farmer’s compound with 
kids and chickens running around. In a lot of recordings from these interviews you hear a strong 
wind, animals or other outdoor noise.  
 
One of the most memorable interviews happened with a farmers group consisting of mainly 
women. Because of a motorbike accident and a flat tire, we were running a few hours late. 
Arriving in the sunset, the women welcomed us by singing, dancing and hugging us. A woman 
handed Amanda her new-born baby (see photo 5) which she held the entire session. The women 
sat around us, and Amanda had the baby in her arms asking questions while Linnéa wrote down 
notes on her phone. These adjustments and sudden changes were constant during the field trip. 
It was impossible to plan or to know what was going to happen. 
 

 
 

 
Analysing Our Data  
We initially wanted to transcribe all interviews, but after transcribing five interviews we 
decided not to as we realised it was too time consuming. Instead we discussed what areas we 
wanted to focus on and used the keyword function in Google Docs. By doing so we could listen 
and extract quotes and only transcribe the material of interest. Furthermore, we listened to each 
interview to make sure we didn’t miss important and interesting findings. During the data 
collection we had continuous discussions on what topics we felt were ‘burning’. We also had 
the theory in mind during the entire process and structured our findings accordingly. At times 
we felt it was difficult to exclude some areas of interest as we wanted to give justice to the 
people we met and interviewed. However, with the thesis in mind, we feel confident that the 
findings we decided to present are relevant, both to the theory and the topic of the thesis.  

Photo 4: [above] Conducting an interview 
outdoors together with Simon, a model farmer.  

Photo 5: [left] Amanda holding a baby while 
interviewing farmers group Ukasini Mukau Growers 
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4.4 Ethical Considerations and Quality of the Study  
The research for this study is in line with The All European Academies (ALLEA) guiding 
principles in ‘The European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity’ (2017). Since the 
management provided us with interviewees, it was important for us to make sure that they were 
interviewed by free will. To combat this, we spent 5 to 10 minutes of each interview making 
sure the interviewee understood it was voluntary. We explained what we were doing there and 
why we wanted to meet with them and additionally asked them if they had any questions for 
us. We conducted the interviews in this manner per recommendation in Hallin and Helin’s 
book ‘Intervjuer’ from 2018. Furthermore, the respondent had the opportunity to be anonymous 
and we gave out our contact details and encouraged the interviewees to contact us afterhand if 
he/she wanted to add or change something or decided they wanted to be anonymous. Because 
of geographical distances, re-interviews were not possible, but we have communicated with 
several employees whilst back in Sweden.  
 
We got the impression that many people wanted to talk to us to explain their situation or shed 
light on important issues. Additionally, we felt that the interviewees trusted us with their 
information and that we would proceed with it in a conscious way (for example to raise 
awareness at the head office in Nairobi). The manager at the Kiambere site showed care about 
his employees as he urged us the last day to not disclose their names regarding ‘sensitive’ 
matters such as salary concerns. Throughout the interviews and meeting with people we have 
always tried to express our greatest gratitude for them taking their time and consideration to 
meet with us.  
 
Being Western Researchers  
There is undoubtedly a power dynamic when we come with our computers and questions, using 
a translator to understand their living situations. Would this research have other outcomes if 
we wouldn’t have been white or women? That is difficult to say. Undeniably, the colour of our 
skin played a vital role and created a lot of buzz wherever we went. Some people living in this 
area see white people about once a year. People constantly screamed ‘muzungu’ (white person) 
and some wanted to touch our hands or skin. Often white people who come to the area are aid 
workers, therefore the locals had a certain thought about the aim of our visit. We felt that the 
employees at the Kiambere site became more comfortable with our presence the longer we 
stayed. After a while when they had had a chance to observe us and understand our objective 
with the visit they didn’t seem to think we were ‘intimidating’. Our short stay can be viewed 
as negative in the sense that a longitudinal approach would have allowed us to gain a deeper 
trust and collect more data over time. However, the benefit of our short visit was that we got 
less emotionally invested and maintained our outside perspective. Even though we tried to be 
open minded before going, due to the inductive approach we were still very shocked about 
what some of the interviewees mentioned. Many men interviewed displayed a feminist analysis 
both uneducated and educated.  
 
Some farmers groups or workers asked us to support their families by donating water tanks or 
help pay school fees for their children. To distance ourselves was very difficult and upholding 
a professional (less emotional) research. When you sit with a computer that costs more than 
what some of the workers earn in a year, how do you say no to donating money? For us it was 
important to not give any false hope and to be clear why we were visiting them and why we 
wanted to talk to them. The use of a translator could have altered the interviewees responses as 
information might have been left out during the translation (we heard for example that a 
translator didn’t translate ‘muzungo’). At the plantation one translator had a managerial 
position, but the respondent still talked about ‘negative’ things like salary deductions. 
Furthermore, using a male translator, when talking to women could have made female 
respondents reluctant to talk about certain things. On the other hand, as we were two women 
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interviewing, men interviewed might have kept some opinions to themselves (for example 
about their perception of women working in the plantation).  
 
Another aspect important to take into consideration is that we were facilitated by Better Globe, 
they arranged all of the interviews and meetings with the farmers. It is probably not a 
coincidence that we met with a ‘model farmer’ who had a high survival rate of his seedlings. 
We believe that this is impossible to escape from whilst conducting a case study, the company 
would of course want to show the best aspects of their operations. Without their help this field 
study would have been impossible to carry out. However, we felt that overall during the field 
study, Better Globe showed transparency. While interviewing we were always left alone in a 
private space (except when using a translator) and we had the impression that especially the 
workers were excited that we were there to ‘tell their story’. We continuously asked difficult 
questions throughout the visit, which didn’t make us feel unease, on the contrary it felt like it 
was encouraged. 
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5. Findings 
Our findings are divided into three parts. Firstly, there is a heavy focus on Better Globe and 
their operations to understand them and their daily model. Thereafter, we dig deeper into 
womens’ work where we have a big emphasis on gender roles and expectations in Kenya. The 
third and last part of our findings merge the two and presents vulnerabilities and challenges of 
the local population.  
 
5.1 Better Globe - The Complexities of Doing Good 
 
Founding Better Globe  
Better Globe AS is a Norwegian company founded by Rino Solberg. Solberg states that he is 
a philanthropist with decades of experience working in Eastern Africa in his book ‘Social 
Entrepreneurship, The Better Globe Way’ (2013). When Solberg nearly reached retirement, he 
founded Better Globe in 2006 as he believed that the conventional business models are 
inadequate in alleviating poverty in remote areas. According to Solberg, this conventional 
model means that poor areas rely heavily on foreign aid or charity organisations to combat 
poverty. Solberg argues that this is a ‘quick fix’ that will not solve the poverty crisis in the 
long-term. He claims that there needs to be a win-win situation where those giving (or 
investing) receive a reasonable Return On Investment (ROI). 
 
Solberg strongly identifies himself as a social entrepreneur which becomes very clear in the 
aforementioned book. He claims it is both a choice and a lifestyle to do good which can be 
interpreted as him viewing himself and Better Globe as good doers.  
 
          “When you have done anything and been anywhere… then you’ll know that you want to 

do something for others. To give back to community and society [...] so we sat down 
and said: Well, let us take on something really spectacular, [eradicate poverty] for 
the rest of our life.” (#28) 

 
The core of Better Globe’s organisation is planting trees in Kenya and Uganda. There are two 
ways of looking at the investment model, as it is dependent on two main factors. Firstly, it is 
dependent on investors or customers as Solberg himself describes them. These customers 
purchase trees as a form of impact investing where they hope to do good and earn money at 
the same time. To demonstrate the business model7, we’ll explain it using a fictional character 
named Stephanie. Purchasing a tree at Better Globe costs 17 euros, which is the initial cost for 
Stephanie year 1. During year 1-4 Stephanie doesn’t receive any ROI for her tree as the tree is 
not strong enough to give fruit. Once the tree turns five years old Stephanie will receive a small 
annual ROI of 15% of the initial cost of 17 euros. This means that Stephanie will receive 2.55 
euros annually between year 5 and 19. At year 20 the tree is big enough to be harvested and 
used for quality timber. The investment period is now over, and Stephanie receives an expected 
sum of 170 euros. The model relies on time, and since Better Globe was founded 13 years ago, 
no customers have yet received the main ROI of 170 euros. Better Globe offers monthly 
subscriptions of various numbers of trees. On top of this, consumers can choose to subscribe 
to a donation package, which includes two trees and a donating sum for 53 euros per month. 
The donating sum is used to help build or restore schools, fund micro-financing or water 
projects like drilling wells or donating tanks (Better Globe, 2019b).  
 
According to Solberg, Better Globe has approximately 10.000 customers that buy trees on a 
regular basis.  
                                                        
7 See Appendix 1 for a more detailed description of the business model.  
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Planting the trees is the second factor of this equation. The trees are planted by a Kenyan entity 
named Better Globe Forestry. Better Globe Forestry receives data from Better Globe AS on 
the number of trees that should be planted. Deprins, the Managing Director at Better Globe 
who’s born in Belgium, explains that Better Globe Forestry is managed “like a normal 
agroforestry company” (#28). Meaning they are unaware of how many customers that Better 
Globe AS has, Deprins urges; “it doesn’t matter, we don’t need to know” (#28). Many people 
that we interviewed during our time in Kenya had little or no knowledge of the first factor of 
the business model, meaning that Better Globe Forestry is dependent on thousands of people 
to regularly purchase trees. For the rest of our findings we will use Better Globe in terms of 
both entities.  
 
Better Globe started their operations in Kenya and the head office is located in Nairobi. 
Furthermore, there’s a nursery plantation in Kiambere, a farmer’s programme in Kamuwongo, 
a test farm in Kibwezi and a second plantation in Nyongoro (all of these locations are in 
Kenya). Recently Better Globe also started a farmers programme in Dokolo, Uganda. 
According to Deprins, they are also looking into starting operations in Tanzania. Additionally, 
Better Globe has helped to build a couple of schools in Uganda, financially supports the Mboti 
Primary School in Kenya (donating water tanks and restoring buildings) and has invested and 
helped to start two microfinance banks in the Kitui area.  
  
The Mukau tree and planting in ASAL land  
Because of the harsh environment, the people living in ASAL areas are usually very poor. 
Regular droughts mean not a lot of crops and species can grow, and at the locations we visited 
a majority of the inhabitants are farmers. Riding a motorbike in the ASAL landscape around 
lake Kiambere is beautiful because of the small hills with several one-hundred-year-old baobab 
trees. The motorbike goes up and down, rides on small rocks and at times gets stuck in the 
sand. The dryness makes your clothes dirty, one time we passed through a dried-up river, where 
a car had gotten stuck. Along the way wherever one goes, small-scale farmers are located 
alongside the small dirt road. The further away from the lake, the drier the surroundings. 
Sometimes the dryness is bright red or orange, which in contrast to the green trees makes an 
absolute stunning painting. We were lucky during our visit, because it had rained a little, which 
meant that some trees and bushes were in blossom. An hour or two away in Kasteni, the 
seasonal rain had not yet arrived so whilst driving through the small roads all one could see 
were naked trees. To put Better Globes operations in ASAL land was a conscious choice, 
according to Solberg, as he thought due to the dryness and dependency on rain, they could 
make the biggest impact. By planting trees, he believes that Better Globe can help offset carbon 
emission, restore some of the past decades of environmental damage in East-Africa 
simultaneously as helping people out of poverty.   
 
When Solberg started investigating what tree species would be the best option for his vision, 
he employed Vandenabeele, a Belgian agriculture and forestry expert, who spent a couple of 
years researching what species would best fit the model. Vandenabeele who is specialised in 
dryland afforestation and sustainable development proposed the Mukau tree. Mukau or the 
original name Melia Volkensii is an indigenous species that grows wild at some areas in 
Eastern-Africa. It grows quite fast (within the framework of the business model) and provides 
quality timber which has been dubbed ‘mahogany of the dry lands’ and is comparable to Elgon 
Teak (KEFRI, 2016) Because of the quality timber, the Mukau tree has been cut down to a 
large extent all around Eastern-Africa (Vandenabeele 2019, personal communication, May 
13th).  
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The Mukau tree itself is beautiful and as it grows tall and stark, it has a green crown at the top, 
from distance the shape of a palm tree with a slightly bended and slim bole. Planting it takes 
expertise and is a somewhat long process which includes several steps. Firstly, a fruit is 
collected from mature trees. The fruit is not edible by humans but can be eaten by for example 
goats. Inside of the fruit, lays a nut which is carefully cracked as it contains a small seed. This 
seed is then nipped and planted gently into small soil bags inside of a greenhouse, the purpose 
of Better Globe’s Kiambere nursery.  
 
The wood is durable, termite and decay resistant and the timber harvested can be used for 
various interior designs. Better Globe has plans on opening up a sawmill close to Kiambere as 
well as several factories in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania to produce interior design and 
hardwood floor out of the Mukau tree. The commitment to the sawmill is important according 
to several employees in Kamuwongo, it showcases long-term commitment, since more labour 
will be needed.  Keeping all operations within Kenya is important says Solberg; 
 

“The money is not in raw material, you see it is ridiculous of Africans to sell raw 
material but they [the African people] have no choice. The guys [westerners] come in 
with their money and they take it, and they give them nothing but small peanuts. That 
is what we want to change.” (#28)  

 
Employees and organisational overview  
Better Globe has a hierarchical corporate structure and there is a big divide between those who 
are European, have university education, went to college, have a high school diploma, speak 
English and those who are illiterate. Central in the organisation and on top of the pyramid is 
the head office which is located in a two-story villa in Kileleshwa in northwest of Nairobi. The 
head office in Nairobi consists of 17 employees and they oversee all operations (through daily 
contact) with the various locations.  
 
Another division is between those who are casual and permanent workers, to become a 
permanent worker at Kiambere you need to be able to read and write in Swahili. Though several 
of the casual workers only speak Kamba, the local language. The permanent workers receive a 
higher salary paid monthly, have 21 leave days, maternity/paternity leave (women three 
months, men two weeks) and sick days. In contrast, the casual workers receive a daily pay 
which is paid on a weekly basis, without any benefits. It is important to point out that the 
majority of the employees who work at Better Globe are casual workers, for example in 
Kiambere, there are 52 permanent and around 500 casual workers.  
 
Currently, the daily salary for a casual worker at the Kiambere site is 400 ksh (approx. 3.5 
euros) 9.600 ksh monthly (approx. 84 euros). There is no differentiation between men and 
women, all casual workers are paid the same. To compare, one agroforestry agent disclosed 
the monthly earning of 39.000 ksh. The agroforestry agent has gone to some sort of higher 
education like college or university, where many casual workers did not finish elementary or 
secondary school.  
 
Kiambere Nursery Plantation  
The Kiambere site started in 2008 in an area called Katithini on a 100-hectare land. It was 
chosen because it is located next to the Kiambere dam and the Mukau tree used to grow wild 
there. The land is owned by Tana and Athis Rovers Development Authority (TARDA) and is 
now leased to Better Globe.  
 
Cruising to the plantation for the first time, Amanda’s motorbike driver screamed in the wind; 
“everything you see from now on is Better Globe. It runs several kilometres of Mukau trees”. 



 22 

She asked him what he thought about the plantation and he replied long term commitment. 
Mukau trees surround the small dirt road, upon arriving at the plantation one is welcomed by 
a container acting as an office, a shed and various working station.  
 
 

 
The nursery is managed by Santos Ingosi, a 32-year-old trained forester with a Bachelor of 
Science in Forestry. The majority of the casual workers (65%) are women, and Santos argues 
that they always try to employ more women because it benefits the community more.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
There are different stations in the nursery in order to plant a Mukau seedling (cracking, 
nipping, planting). See photos 8 & 9 below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Google Maps 
image of the Kiambere 
Nursery Plantation, 
adjusted by Jan 
Bolmesson.  
 
The area circled in blue 
showcases the Kiambere 
Nursery plantation. The 
green is lake Kiambere and 
the red/brown how the land 
would look like without 
BGs plantation. 
 

Photo 6 [left] displays the land in Kiambere before Better Globe started their operations. (Curtesy of 
Better Globe). Photo 7 [right] is a part of the land in April 2019. You drive to this small dirt road to 
get to the plantation, while surrounded by Mukau trees.  
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Photo 10: Santos identifying what type of snake 
that snuck into the premises.   

Photo 8: A nut retrieved inside of the 
nut which is now slit before planted. 
Workers use plastic gloves because 
the fruit is acid.  
 

Photo 9: Taking out a nut from the Mukau fruit. 
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Seven Forks, agroforestry office, Kamuwongo  
Kamuwongo is located one-hour motorbike ride away from Kiambere, it is a typical pass 
through village with one main street where houses and shops are located on both sides of the 
road. The office named Seven Forks has 20 employees (majority with a forestry degree), and 
sitting inside of the small open unit one see herds of sheep in the streets and often chickens 
walked into the premises. The closeness to nature is apparent and many farmers from around 
come to Kamuwongo to sell their crops or other products on the weekly market. Sitting in the 
office there are a lot of people coming and going as the majority of the staff (agroforestry 
agents) usually spend their days out in the field with farmers.  
 
The office exists to facilitate the currently 5043 farmers divided in 250 groups (per 
geographical area) which are contracted in the farmers programme, of which approx. 70% are 
women. The farmers programme was initiated in 2015 as Solberg saw an opportunity to involve 
the local community, not only the employees working at Kiambere. Furthermore, Better Globe 
experienced difficulties obtaining more land to extend the plantation. Each farmers group is 
facilitated by an agroforestry agent who organizes trainings twice a month. Farmers are signed 
up using community representatives which gives them legitimacy and a wide target group. The 
farmers receive seedlings of Mukau for free (from Kiambere), which they grow for circa 15-
20 years. After this time Better Globe buys the trees from the farmer (at 10 percent above 
market price) and they share the profit. To give an example: if a farmer has 160 trees after 20 
years that are worth 100 euros each the farmer will get: 160/2*100= 8000 euros.   
 
To join the farmers programme a farmer needs to plant at least 160 seedlings, have 2 acres of 
land at disposal and pass a soil assessment by an agroforestry agent. The seedlings are not to 
be planted in ‘tree plantations’ but should be planted together with crops so as not to compete 
with food production. The survival rate varies; on average it’s around 40%, although, Simon, 
a model farmer we visited reached 90%. The survival rate depends on the access to water and 
the farmers own commitment. The regular trainings educate the farmer in soil and water 
management (to increase the yield of for example maize or green grams) and pruning8. Peter, 
a farmer, explained that the regular trainings had been beneficial beyond the Mukau trees. 
Solberg, reflects on the training of the farmers; 
 

“These guys who has been farmers for many generations, maybe they are planting 
maize. Why are they planting maize? They don’t know anything else, because their 
father and grandfather used to be planting maize [...] in the dry season they get 
nothing. So here we come in and say; cut the maize! Start with green grams or sweet 
potatoes so you can make money!” (#28) 

 
Relationship Between the Agroforestry Agents and the Farmers  
When we met with Ukasini Mukau Growers, a farmers group, the responsible agroforestry 
agent brought sodas for the farmers. He explained that the gesture of giving a token is 
important, since it is essential for them (the agroforestry agents) to have a good relationship 
with the farmers as they are dependent on each other.  
 
The agroforestry agents seemed to be very liked and appreciated, and we got the impression 
that there was mutual respect between the two parties. During our visit the farmer Simon had 
planted seedlings too close to each other. Ambrose, the site forester at Seven Forks, instructed 
him how to improve his planting by using the correct distance. We observed the two of them 

                                                        
8 Pruning: Cutting off branches of a growing tree to allow it to grow big and stark faster, at the same time as it 
consumes less water.  
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talk and later asked Simon about their relationship. He told us that Ambrose was right, he did 
indeed plant the trees too close, and appreciates the help and training he gets from Better Globe.  
 
The majority of farmers struggle in their daily life and to keep the seedlings alive, because of 
the lack of water. At one farmers group meeting a question was raised; ” If I have to walk two 
hours one way to get water, and my cattle needs water, and my family needs water, and my 
seedlings need water, who do I prioritize?“. Fencing was another struggle brought up by 
several farmers, everywhere we drove, goats were walking freely (sometimes accompanied 
by a shepherd). For the farmers, this means that often sheep walk across farms and at times 
eat the seedlings. Better Globe encourage farmers to build adequate fencing, however many 
of the farmers lacks skills, time or raw materials to do so.  
 
 

 
When Better Globe Obtained the Land in Kiambere  
Generally, Africa has an abundance of land, (Grant & Das, 2015), and is therefore a target for 
multinational enterprises (MNEs) to grab land to secure their agricultural needs in their home 
country. These companies claim they create jobs and bring value for the local population, when 
in fact it’s often the opposite (Crook et al., 2018). Because of this arising issue, we thought it 
was important to understand how Better Globe obtained the land in Kiambere. The land is 
governmentally owned and was rented out in 2006 to Better Globe as the government thought 
it was a good way to protect the soil from going into the dam, according to Deprins. 
 

Photo 11: Investing Peters (blue) farm together 
Ambrose (chequered) and John (white) with 
Linnéa.  

Photo 12: Visiting a farmers group in Kitui.  
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Quite early during our visit we heard about ‘the conflict’. Before Better Globe started its 
operations in Kiambere, the land was settled, though illegally, by people who farmed the land 
and kept cattle. They were paid by the government to leave the area, but several casual workers 
who lived in the area before it was leased, claimed it was too little. Some settlers left, some 
came back, or when they left others came (it is quite difficult to keep track of illegal settlers…). 
In short, this meant that people were still there when Better Globe started its operations. 
Deprins explains;  

  
“[…] so, we went there, talked to the people, then we found out that the people should 
not be there, but the thing is nothing happened, they were just there, so we started 
planting. Then, they did not believe, we had to put the bulldozer in front of their 
door.” (#28) 

  
Deprins stated that they involved the local community by talking to the elder chiefs by telling 
them about their plans for the area. Thereafter, the chiefs were convinced about the importance 
of this project due to its employment opportunities and benefits to the community, and so they 
told people to move and let Better Globe enter. It is therefore understandable that some people 
in the community did not appreciate when Better Globe came to the area. However, the settlers 
were the first ones to be offered work at the plantation, and soon enough, the community 
changed their mind:  
 

“But later on, I came to an understanding, because we are given a gain, employment. 
Now I am employed every day, [...] So now we are okay with it again. The land is 
governmentally owned so we [the settlers] could not do anything.” (#14) 

 
Within two years of attaining the land the majority of the community had accepted Better Globe 
as they realised the benefits. Because of the job creation by Better Globe a small village approx. 
3 km outside of the plantation has emerged, originally 3 houses existed, now over 500 
inhabitants live there. 
 
5. 2 Women Work 
 
In the Kenyan society, the woman of the household is tasked with cooking, cleaning, fetching 
firewood and water. 
 
Access to Water, Firewood and Being Able to Feed Cattle 
The Kiambere dam is essential for the nursery to keep the seedlings alive, the employees use 
pumps and black hoses to transport the water from the dam. Already during the first meeting 
with Santos he briefly mentioned the use of crocodile cages;  
 

“We have things we call crocodile cages [...] for safety measures. The crocodile cages 
are open for the community around, they also use the crocodile cages to fetch water. 
That is part of the benefit the community gets. “(#1)  

 
We had the fortune of interviewing Kasembi, a casual worker. She is a neat lady, 45 years old 
who has been working with Better Globe for nearly four years. In the beginning of the interview 
she talked about her children, how old they are and suddenly corrected herself. “One boy was 
taken by the crocodiles” (#11). She had ten children, and then only nine. It turns out that 
Kasembi’s 14-year-old son had been eaten by a crocodile a couple of years ago. After checking 
with a community representative, Santos informed us that the annual deaths by crocodiles had 
been reduced from four to one thanks to Better Globes crocodile cages. Amanda’s driver 
Bernard told her that just a couple of weeks before we went to the location site a lady had been 
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eaten by a crocodile. The lady lived far away from Better Globes crocodile cages and had to 
go without protection to collect water. Bernard didn’t think much of it. He explained that it is 
tragic, but it does happen. He shouted in the wind as we we’re going down the mountain; you 
need to be careful, fetching water can be very dangerous.  
 

We had the fortune of interviewing 
Kasembi, a casual worker. She is a neat 
lady, 45 years old who has been 
working with Better Globe for nearly 
four years. In the beginning of the 
interview she talked about her children, 
how old they are and suddenly 
corrected herself. “One boy was taken 
by the crocodiles” (#11). She had ten 
children, and then only nine. It turns out 
that Kasembi’s 14-year-old son had 
been eaten by a crocodile a couple of 
years ago. After checking with a 
community representative, Santos 
informed us that the annual deaths by 
crocodiles had been reduced from four 
to one thanks to Better Globes crocodile 
cages. Amanda’s driver Bernard told 
her that just a couple of weeks before 

we went to the location site a lady had been eaten by a crocodile. The lady lived far away from 
Better Globes crocodile cages and had to go without protection to collect water. Bernard didn’t 
think much of it. He explained that it is tragic, but it does happen. He shouted in the wind as 
we we’re going down the mountain; you need to be careful, fetching water can be very 
dangerous.  
 
According to the World Bank (2019a), in 2016 39.3% of the population in rural Kenya had 
access to electricity. The closest village from the Kiambere plantation with electricity is about 
45 minutes (depending on the roads and season) with a motorbike. Needless to say, a vast 
majority in the countryside is dependent on firewood to heat water and to cook, chores mainly 
done by women. In ASAL areas the access to good timber for firewood is scarce due to the 
lack of trees, as a majority of the trees are ‘soft’ inside in contrast to the Mukau tree. 
 
Before the plantation started, the ground was bare, (see photo 6) of the red soil. This means 
that many locals had to walk a long distance to get firewood. To benefit the local community 
Better Globe made a deal to allow the community to pick branches that has been pruned to 

Figure 3: Crocodile cages at Better Globes Plantation at 
Kiambere site, photograph taken by Santos the third of May 
2019  
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bring home for firewood. When we left the 
plantation in the evening, we witnessed several 
workers who collected pruned branches on their 
way home from work. Some carried them in their 
arms, others on their head. 
 
It’s common for the farmers to have cattle (to 
collect water or for farming), needless to say the 
ability to keep them fed is a make or break 
situation for many families. When we asked 
about the impact of Better Globes operations 
around the Kiambere plantation, not a single 
interviewee left out the benefit of grass. Let us 
explain; in between the ‘big trees’ that were 
planted sometime between 2008 and 2015, grass 
grows naturally. The locals can go into the 
plantation (free of charge) and cut down the grass 
with a machete to feed their cattle. Kasembi, a 
casual worker who benefits from the grass 
explained:  
 
“The animals died or starved during that time, 
before Better Globe started here. Now people 
come because they use the grass to feed their 
cattle.” (#11) 
 
 

            Followed is a part of the transcript from an interview (#13) with another casual worker 
Kithumbi; 
 

Interviewer: Would you say that the access to grass is important?  
Kithumbi Musili: They [the cattle] would starve.  
Interviewer: What would happen if the grass wouldn't be here anymore? 
Kithumbi Musili: They would die.  

 
One day at the Seven Forks office, we had a long conversation with John, Gideon and Daniel, 
three of the employees there. We talked about differences in our cultures, traditions and we 
showed them pictures of Visby. When Amanda quickly scrolled through a photo of a couple 
of cows, John stopped her. He started laughing. ‘Your cows look so healthy! Not as miserable 
as ours’. One of them pointed out that they didn’t look like they were starving. Well fed. The 
others agreed.  
 
Collective Borrowing through Microfinance  
When we visited two of the microbanks Better Globe has helped to fund or renovate, they were 
both full of women, not a single male customer was present. The women were all dressed in 
typical Kenyan colourful drapes, and looked curiously at us when we arrived, some greeted us 
with a smile and a hello.  
 
Currently the microfinance bank in Kamuwongo has 1600 members. Farmers cannot take a 
loan themselves, they have to go through their farmers group and take the loan together. 
Additionally, you have to own shares in the bank which means that the bank is owned by its 
members. The loan takers who are illiterate can sign with their thumbprint, and community 

Photo 13: Better Globe employees pruning 
trees.  
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representatives are used to help translate and to reach potential customers. The interest rate is 
fixed at 1.25% and the loans are paid on a monthly basis. 
 
During a group meeting with farmers in Kasteni facilitated by Florence, we asked the members 
(which were mainly women) what they borrowed money for. They laughed and shouted: 
School fees! 70% of the loan takers are women, and they mostly borrow for school fees and 
essential things for their homes, whereas men mainly lend for their businesses, according to 
Paul the manager at the bank in Kamuwongo. Florence suggested the access to microfinance 
has created a more entrepreneurial spirit. 
 
The locals mainly have positive opinions regarding the microbank in Kamuwongo, the only 
one who mentioned something negative about it was the farmer Peter. According to him it 
would've been cheaper if he took the loan in a conventional bank, as their interest rate is paid 
annually. 
 

 
 
 
The Traditional Kenyan Society 
 

“We probably got a traditional setup between men and women […] The girls do the 
home chores if they go to school it is always the boys who goes first. That is how it has 
been traditionally; some parts of Kenya still have that mindset.” (#4) 

 
Especially in the rural parts of the country, old beliefs and Christian traditions linger for a 
longer period of time compared to the bigger cities. Adrian, the logistics manager, mentioned 
some examples of these old traditions around the dinner table. Apparently, the “sweetest part” 
of the chicken is reserved for the man and the woman cannot eat until the man and the children 

 Photo 14: Micro-finance bank in Kamuwongo, initiated by Better Globe.  



 30 

have started. The traditional roles also manifest in other ways, he further explained; “Try going 
to a compound and ask for the lady of that compound and want to interview her without the 
consent of the man, you might be killed.” (#27). In the Kenyan society it is not common for 
unmarried couples to live together and homosexuality is still not legal (Bearak, 2019). We were 
quite shocked when Linnéa out of curiosity asked Gideon, an employee at the Seven Forks 
office, what would happen if she would tell people in the small town of Kamuwongo that she 
was lesbian. He looked at her with a serious face and said: ‘You would be lynched’.  
 
In the Kitui area it is still common to have many children, often five or six, similar to workers 
at Kiambere. It became evident that the higher level of education of the parents, the fewer 
children they had. Urbanization is another trend visible, where men leave their families to go 
look for work in a bigger city, leaving all of the responsibilities of the farm to the woman. This 
phenomenon is happening at a grand rate in Africa (The Economist, 2010). Even though the 
man might have moved away, he is still the head of the family. One demonstration of this is 
even though he might not live at the farm anymore, he is still in charge of for example fencing 
for goats. When the husband finally visits the farm, it might be too late to create fencing as 
crops might already have been destroyed. Many interviewees also stressed that rural men often 
drink and gamble (due to poverty), which puts even more constraints on their wives;         
 

“When it comes to microfinance, today if the man in the house receive something what 
the house will receive is slightly less, but when it comes to paying back the money, the 
lady will make sure it is paid back. That’s why ladies are better farmers than men. [...] 
if you visit any farm around you will find the ladies working in the farm and their men 
are out in the centre hanging around, doing nothing.” (#20) 

 
Due to this development, Better Globe recognises the importance of hiring women;  
 

“They [the female employees] are breadwinners and for some their husbands are far 
away, maybe in the city looking for employment. So, they are the ones taking care of 
the children, so they have to get some income.” (#1) 

 
But what do the husbands think of their wives working? “For those that is not here [the 
women], probably, most likely, their husbands don’t feel comfortable for them to be here. For 
those that are here already, probably it is a sign that their husbands have allowed them to 
come and work here” (#4). These stark gender roles were also visible outside of the 
plantation.  It is still not suitable for women to do everything that a man does, brick-making is 
one example. Ambrose explained that if a woman would start a brick-making business she 
would be perceived as “man-like”, although, women have done it, but they employ men to do 
the physical labour. At the same time there are chores not suitable for men called ‘women’s 
work’ which include cooking (he would be thought of as greedy).  Indeed, during our visit we 
did not see a single man cook. However, the traditional society is changing. “In Nairobi, 
women are more open, they talk, they are free to make their own choices” (#4). So, what is the 
role of the man in this ‘new’ Kenyan society?  
 
“Sometimes she [his girlfriend] is smarter than me” (#27).  
Even in the rural man-dominated society in Kenya we could see indications of change. Florence 
is an interesting example as she earns more money than her husband. According to her it has 
not affected their relationship that she has become the breadwinner of the family. She pointed 
out that her husband's salary made it possible for her to go to college. Her husband who lives 
two hours away (working as a driver) visits during weekends, where Florence is tasked with 
taking care of their children and their farm whilst working full-time as an agroforestry agent. 
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All the male interviewees supported the idea of women working (and being independent) since 
‘when you are poor, there is no room for pride’.  

      
When we came back to Nairobi from our field study, we saw more indications of ‘the new 
Kenyan man’ as we call it. He is often educated, but most importantly aware of gender roles 
and its effect on the society and especially women. For Adrian it is natural to share 
responsibilities for the household and child, as well as encouraging his girlfriend to be 
independent. However, there appears to be a clash between the old traditional Kenya and the 
new more progressive ideas; “If you are picking your kid up from school and you have your 
boys there, [...] some things you do when you are alone, so it doesn't make me look like a 
weak man” (#27). This sense of pride can be seen in many Kenyan men, even the ‘modern’ 
ones.  
 
Being a Woman in Rural Kenya 

 
“In a farmers family, it is always the woman who does the work and the man who takes 
the credit” (#4). 

 
As previously mentioned, the farmers group mainly consists of women, so we questioned 
ourselves, is there a difference in training male and female farmers? John explained to us;  
 

“Yes. They [the women] are the ones who are the grassroot. Most of those you find 
locally are women. So, they will identify with what you tell them, because it will impact 
them directly. Whenever I am training a lady, I know that I am a part in changing the 
community. Because I might train this man but tomorrow, he might get a job and leave 
this place [...] so in training women the impact is maximised.” (#19)  

 

 Photo 15 [left] & 16 [right]:  Female Kenyan farmers we met during our field research.  
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This idea that women are more hardworking was recurring among the male interviewees, 
however the women did not mention it. The countless of women we met focused on the 
hardship of their situation instead of questioning the structures they are in. In regards to the 
farmers group Ambrose explained the reason for females being in majority in the farmers group 
is due to two reasons; firstly, men don’t like joining groups; “They think it is something small. 
They want to be independent, they don’t want to be at that level. Also, being in a group 
symbolizes poverty level. […] Men like to feel superior. “We are not that poor!” (#24). 
Secondly, he claims women like to help each other out.  
 
The Situation for a Female Worker in Rural Kenya 
Female and male employees at Better Globe are favoured to do different tasks based on their 
gender. Men are employed to do more ‘dangerous’ and physical work where women are 
preferred in planting seedlings. Whilst pruning trees, male employees climb a ladder (see photo 
13), female workers use an extended saw and thus can safely stand on the ground. Rosalyn, the 
forest technician, expressed her view of why female workers do more tender work; “Maybe 
god given, you know? Women are more tender. That’s why even for us in the nursery we need 
them more, because seedlings are just like a small baby. [...] You have to nurture and take care 
of the seedlings. That is why I think women are doing it. “(#3)  

The tenderness is also displayed in commuting to the Seven Forks office twice a month where 
female agroforestry agents get means to ride the public transport whilst male agents ought to 
ride their motorbikes. The majority of the agroforestry agents are men, which we thought was 
a bit strange considering the high percentage of female farmers. Ambrose argued; “This job is 
tough, it is not for [...] yeah women can do it but [...], it is not easy for women” (#24), because 
it is very physical (riding the motorbike in harsh terrain) and occasionally some agents fall. He 
elaborated further; 

“And I can get used to this. [...] Now, those female agents, there are situations that are 
like this, they cannot go to work. But me I can.  Generally, not all women are weak. In 
fact, the ones who has been selected to do this job they look stronger, they are close to 
being men […] In fact my best agents are men. The nature of the group they deal with 
most of them are full of women. And they love them so much.” (#24) 

Florence agreed many women don’t like the work because of its physical requirements and 
sometimes dangerous outcomes, she recognized driving the motorbike is the toughest part of 
her job. Florence also mentioned that being a female in her position can be challenging when 
meeting male farmers alone; “You can meet with a farmer who is a man and he can start to 
tell you things that is not within a working frame. So I brace myself. […] So, I just tell him I 
can’t do whatever he tells me. If you don’t want to plant Mukau, I’ll leave” (#23). Florence 
seemed reluctant to talk about issues as she perceived it as normal, although she did tell us that 
she has experienced male farmers saying: “I love you” or similar to her. Agroforestry agents 
in the field can be treated differently depending on their gender was not firstly recognized by 
their manager. Discussing the topic he did admit that it might occur; “Some issues arise, but 
just on a light note. But we handle them. It depends with the agent, how they carry themselves, 
when they are doing their work there” (#24). By ‘carry themselves’ he explained a farmer 
might come and ask for a favour which should be rejected by the female agroforestry agent. 
“She should stand her ground” (#24) and deal with the issue herself unless it escalates to 
something big, which he has never experienced. But if something ‘big’ would happen, would 
female agroforestry agents feel comfortable talking to him? He surely believes so.  
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5.3 Vulnerabilities and Poverty as a Political Game 
 
Structural and Internal Power Distance 
Undeniably there is a huge power distance between the management in Nairobi and the casual 
workers in Kiambere or the farmers in the farmers programme. When using the bulldozers to 
attain the land in Kiambere, Better Globe made a stark and powerful entrance. Better Globe 
has always aimed at only employing Kenyans, and currently have two Europeans located at the 
Nairobi head-office. According to Solberg, this was important because he wanted to empower 
the Kenyan people and create job opportunities. The fact that the owner is white matters, as 
some farmers before joining the programme feared “the white man would take their land” 
(#17).  
 

“When we came here, most farmers told us they had fear that the company would take 
their land. But we had to explain to them […] There is no way that the company can 
take your land when you have a legal document that shows the land belongs to you. So 
we worked around that issue of attitude change. Even today we have a few who think 
the same.” (#24) 

 
This power distance could also be viewed as something positive, according to one farmer.  He 
explained being in the programme gives him protection against other farmers letting their goats 
enter the plantation illegally which destroys the seedlings and crops. “There is a perception by 
Africans that anything that is brought by a white man or a white person, it’s perfect. [...] Now 
there will be no goats here, because they believe that the Mukau belongs to the white man.” 
(#17). Furthermore, having a western founder has brought knowledge, technology and less 
corruption according to several employees. The emotions towards white people in the area are 
mixed. Many white folks who come to the area do not interact with the locals, they come in 
their cars Bernard explained. Therefore, since we traveled everywhere on the back of a 
motorbike, it created a lot of interest and attention.  
 
The distance between the management in Nairobi and the workers at the plantation was visible 
in terms of suggestions for improvements from the workers. Many interviewees at the 
plantation expressed that they did not know to whom nor how they should put forward their 
opinions. One interviewee suggested to have their own working overalls (numbered) as some 
employees have skin diseases which can transfer to others. Better Globe has a green suggestion 
box at all locations, but at Kiambere no one knew where the key was, and it wasn’t used. When 
we mentioned several suggestions (from the workers) to Deprins and Solberg they were 
positive and wondered why no one had told them about it earlier. Deprins further disclosed; 
“no one writes suggestions anyways” (#28), in regard to the green suggestion box. Many 
workers also requested us to bring this to the people in Nairobi or let the people in Nairobi 
know. We got the impression that just by sitting down and having honest conversations, 
workers had a lot to say. 
 
“If they [Better Globe] will move away, I will die.” 
It is understandable why not many companies choose to invest in the ASAL land. 
Communication and roads are often very poor, water is scarce as is electricity. So what happens 
when there is a company with such a strong presence like Better Globe? Better Globe is the 
sole (big) employer in the Kiambere area, therefore, this undeniably gives them a lot of power 
and has created dependency. This dependency can be portrayed in different ways, some of 
them we encountered in terms of low salaries, salary deductions and a sense of ‘loss of control’. 
 
As previously mentioned, the salary for a casual worker at the Kiambere site is 400 ksh, 
compared to 600 ksh in Nairobi (Africa Pay, 2018). To be fair, Nairobi has a higher living cost 
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than in Kiambere. Paying a fair wage intrigued us, especially since Better Globe has ‘to 
eradicate poverty’ as a part of their mission. When workers were asked if they could pick one 
thing to improve their lives, an increase of salary was on top of their list; “I can not afford all 
of my children going to university because of my salary [...] the school fees for the national 
school is very high, so I will be unable to afford all of them” (#6). Despite the ‘low’ salary, 
they have still hundreds of workers lining up every day willing to work for them. When we 
talked with the managing director, he explained it from his point of view;  
 

“We would be very badly seen if we paid more. Poverty will not be solved by one 
company, paying more [...] You can give a lot to few, but it can be discussed, we hire 
less people and we pay them more. Now, does that make sense in an area where there 
are so many people that have nothing? [...] it is better to pay less to more people. [...] 
the other thing is, we try as much as possible, to work with people [manual labour], 
many of the things you have seen, can be done by machines. Which actually is cheaper, 
faster, better.” (#28) 

 
One day when we were alone at the plantation an employee approached us and gently asked us 
if we knew about the ‘salary deductions. He explained many people’s salaries are being 
deducted, but they don’t know why, and he seemed genuinely concerned. By drawing numbers 
in the sand with a stick, he demonstrated the amount that had been deducted and asked out 
loud; ‘How will I be able to provide for my family when my salary is already low and now, I 
have deductions?’. In the coming interviews it became clear many others had experienced 
deductions as well and some interviewees were even asked to bring up the issue with us per 
request form their co-workers. Better Globe used to have a manual clock-in system which 
changed to a finger-print machine about a year ago, and the workers said the deductions started 
to occur after that. Many workers seemed worried and had little knowledge of why their salary 

Photo 17 [left]: Waiting for workers to come and clock out using their fingerprint.  
Photo 18 [right]: Workers waiting to clock-out.  
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had been cut, they blamed ‘the machine’, we got the impression they didn’t understand how 
the machine worked.  
 
Deprins didn’t seem worried at all when asked about the issue; “That’s a joke, because you 
see, the workers are paid on a weekly basis, and at the end of the week based on the lists from 
the back office they get paid” (#28). Talking about the deductions, he had the financial manager 
print copies (which we viewed) from last week’s clock-in and clock-outs. The copies 
demonstrated employees are deducted if they are late or fail to clock out. Apparently, a few 
reports regarding the issue had been filed by employees (the past months), for each report they 
check in their backend system, and if there's been a default, the employee receives the deducted 
money. However, we got the impression that many casual workers were too reluctant to make 
a complaint in the first place, or they had little or no knowledge of why their salaries were cut. 
“We have tried communicating to the forester and others to take on this” (#6), one employee 
mentioned.  
 
“We Have the Cure to Poverty” 
In Solberg’s book on Social Entrepreneurship he gives off the impression that he, together with 
Better Globe has found the cure to poverty. But where lies the responsibility of curing poverty? 
When there is no or little government involvement (like providing water or electricity) and you 
have this big powerful company visioning to eradicate poverty, this gives the local population 
a lot of hope and faith. The recurring topic of western people trying to come ‘fix’ issues in 
developing economies is nothing new. This sense of responsibility and who should fix some 
of these basic needs are not blurry at all thinks Deprins; “We have the donation programme 
[...] we said, it is not an NGO [...] we are a private company.” (#28). Several interviewees 
disagreed with him though. As aforementioned, the two main things farmers in the farmers 
programme requested was water and help with fencing. Better Globe donates some water tanks 
through the donation package.  “They can ask for a lot of things and they do, they will ask for 
fencing, they will ask for a lot of things. But they are not essential things” (#28). Deprins gives 
off the impression that they are doing what is in their power to uphold their vision, taking into 
consideration that they are a private, profit making company. This neoliberal capitalist view on 
solving poverty puts a lot of responsibility on the farmers and employees. Does Better Globe 
at times give false hope where the community expects and thinks they will get more help than 
what is provided? Yes, talking to the community they do at times. Even though all interviewees 
showed gratitude towards the company, they also shared all of their struggles, hopes and 
dreams. Solberg acknowledges Better Globe still have issues to be solved, and there are room 
for improvements; 
 

“I think, from knowing JP [Deprins], and the people here, I think we are doing as much 
as we can. That is not to say we cannot do better, but we are limited at with people and 
money. [...] My goal is that we will be the most successful forestry company in Africa. 
[...] I think we will definitely give them, our people, more benefits than anyone else. 
That is our goal. And don’t forget, we are not there!” (#28) 
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6. Analysis & Discussion 
As previously mentioned, the ecofeminist theory questions our current economic system, the 
patriarchal society and the submissive role of nature and women towards men. This means, by 
taking action and appreciating the indigenous knowledge of women, the ecofeminist theory 
urges us to work alongside nature instead of exploiting it. To analyse our findings, we therefore 
chose four key concepts from the theoretical framework, which we feel are deeply connected 
with Better Globes organisation. These concepts will be interpreted in terms of our 
ethnographic case study where we view Better Globe from especially a radical nature 
ecofeminist perspective.   
 
Salman (2007) argues “men try to dominate nature through a hierarchical relationship, 
while women are in union with nature”. Better Globe chose to plant an indigenous tree 
species consciously, which we believe would be praised by ecofeminists. The workers use 
traditional methods for planting seedlings where the use of big machines is very rare, as they 
prefer using (female) manual labour.   
 
When obtaining the land in Kiambere they made use of bulldozers which is a demonstration of 
the hierarchical structures of not only the man (move away women, here we come!), but also 
the economic structure (now we can plant trees and make a profit) and lastly the intersectional 
view of the white man above all. Better Globe alters the environment to suit their needs, 
simultaneously as it brings ecological benefits to the land. The involvement of farmers in the 
farmers programme exemplifies this hierarchical structure; here we come, let us show you how 
it’s done. The farmers, who are often very poor and as we perceive it in ‘need of any help they 
can get’, or, is this an idea brought forward by us because of our western perspective? The 
thought that we need to help and improve.  
 
Undeniably, the training has increased the yield and crops for many farmers and Better Globe 
strategically lowered the distance between a farmer and the big company by employing 
agroforestry agents who ‘speak the same language and get treated like a son’. The latter part 
of Salmans quote, where women are in union with nature, one can see the patriarchal structure 
of the expectations and workloads expected to be done by women versus men. Women for 
example, were preferred to work with the small seedlings, as they are tender, and treat them 
like babies, its gods given. This is in line with the radical nature theory where women being 
close to nature is of a biological origin.  
 
This tenderness is central within ecofeminism says Philips (2016): “The philosophy of 
ecofeminism is about care, to engage individuals and the public with the social and 
ecological challenges we face today”. Engaging with the local community is difficult for 
many western companies in developing countries. Better Globe chose to work with the 
community, as they recognized the importance of being accepted and helped by key people. In 
the farmers programme Better Globe employs community representatives who help gather 
barazas (meetings underneath a tree). Targeting farmers this way gives Better Globe legitimacy 
and is a way to break down barriers which the power distance creates. This way of breaking 
down barriers could also be seen when local chiefs were involved when they obtained the land 
in Kiambere. Women are central when it comes to nurture and care, the joint responsibility of 
females joining farmers group was because they like to help each other out.  

Better Globe only employs two Europeans within the Kenyan organisation, the founder 
explained that they need and want to employ local talent. Furthermore, the involvement of 
people living around Kiambere in terms of free access to grass for their cattle and the collection 
of firewood displays a consciousness of the ecological challenges for the local community. The 
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decision to involve the community in this way was a way of showing them ‘we’re not bad, we 
want you to do good and trust us’.  

The community gave the impression that they felt involved, from the interaction between 
agroforestry agents and farmers, to casual workers at the plantation. It was not until we actually 
asked respondents about their opinions and thoughts, that a viable internal distance was 
displayed. For example, regarding salary deductions, it may be that these people are simply 
unaware of the reason for their salaries to be cut, because no one has properly explained the 
new system to them (e.g. if they are not on time or forget to clock out the salary will be 
deducted). When we presented suggestions of improvements from the workers to the 
management, they did not seem to understand why the employees had not brought it forward 
earlier. Better Globe do provide suggestion boxes (which are not used), we asked ourselves; 
how do they expect workers who cannot read or write (nor provide paper and pens) to put 
forward their opinions? For us, it came across as if Better Globe at times does not realise the 
power they have and within the distance they run their operations.  

Many interviewees seemed afraid of proposing complaints, as this could have a negative effect 
on their employment, since many people are heavily dependent on the company; “if I don’t 
have work at Better Globe, I might die”. This dependency was also visible in terms of workers’ 
wages, which the majority thought was too low. Despite this, hundreds of workers lines up 
willing to work each day which raised another question; Is it possible to eradicate poverty if 
you pay a minimum wage, or will these people remain poor? In Better Globes defence, they 
say that they’d rather employ more people and pay them minimum wage than employing less 
and paying them more, which they believe helps the community to a greater extent. This could 
be the reason for the few permanent workers compared to casuals at the Kiambere plantation.  

Better Globe aims at investing long-term (they for example bought land for a sawmill). Solberg 
wants to change the recurring habit of western companies extracting raw materials and only 
leaving “small peanuts” for the local community, as many companies operating in postcolonial 
Eastern-Africa only focus on short-term profits. Warren (1997) urges; “often technology 
exported from the north to the south only deepens the shortages of water, trees and food 
provided for women.” Which can be understood as even though technology in this case, would 
be transferred from Europe to Kenya it wouldn't nurture or empower the nature nor it’s people 
(women), in line with the materialist ecofeminist perspective. Several interviewees were 
positive towards the involvement of Norway, as they thought they possessed knowledge and 
technology which would benefit them simultaneously as contributing to less corruption. The 
benefit, in terms of nature can be seen in photos 6 & 7, which demonstrates before and after 
planting Mukau in the dry land. Contrary to the quote above, Better Globes operation has 
increased the number of trees and helped farmers receive a higher yield of their crops. 
However, they only help the farmers to some extent. The newly planted seedlings need to have 
substantial watering to survive, and the access to water was difficult before planting the 
seedlings to start with to say the least. The company does not help provide water to the 
seedlings, they only have a competition amongst the farmers groups in Kamuwongo. The three 
groups with the highest percentage of seedlings who survive “wins” a water tank. In addition, 
the somewhat low survival rate of the seedlings makes the farmers try again with additional 
seedlings to replace the old ones, and therefore they have to constantly water their plantations. 
Surely, if the trees become fully grown in 15-20 years, the farmers will benefit from a lot of 
money. But in the meantime? When a farmer has low access to water and now have to not only 
give it to his or her family, cattle and crops, but also trees, how do farmers stay motivated?  

The last concept is: “advancement within technology for forestry and agriculture in the 
third world, is not solely harmful for the environment, but also facilitates for the elites to 
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strengthen their control of the economy, at the expense of women“ (Salman, 2007). The 
white (western) men are in majority when it comes to the elite of the global economy. The 
founder of Better Globe is a white, western man (surprise!). At first glance at Better Globe it 
is easy to assume that Salman's statement is about them. They employ female workers who 
wear out their bodies through tough manual labour and receive a low wage (which has 
increased gradually the past years), while the western men collect the profit. The women 
(however solely the farmers in the farmers programme, not the employees) get access to 
microfinance to be able to obtain a higher income, or to educate their children. While the 
workers at the plantation said they could now pay more school fees than before their 
employment. The managing director made us aware that it would be easier and cheaper for 
them to replace their workers with machines, however they want to benefit the local community 
through employment, and therefore they don’t.  

Better Globe, Ecofeminism & Capitalism……………………………………………………. 
Shiva (2014), alongside with many ecofeminist thinkers, is negative towards shifting the capital 
power from men to women to make the world more equal, as the upholding of the capitalist 
society always will create injustices, where the environment will never have priority. But is it 
possible to have a business model that is built and serves our capitalistic society and still is 
welcomed by ecofeminists? Feminism acknowledges capitalism as the source for many of the 
injustices in our society. At the same time the ecology of the theory reminds us of the 
importance of indigenous knowledge and the perseverance of nature. How can businesses exist 
in a capitalistic world if they want to conduct their operations in an ecofeminist way? Is it even 
possible?  

It’s obvious that Better Globe upholds the capitalist structures even though it is a social 
entrepreneur, and by doing so, they could never traditionally be adapted in the ecofeminist 
perspective. It goes against the core principle of ecofeminism, if someone would claim 
otherwise (e.g that Better Globe runs an ecofeminist business model) it could be seen as 
‘ecofeminist-washing’. As previously discussed, they try to go against and ‘solve’ several 
societal issues by for example community involvement, empowering women and planting 
indigenous tree species. They continuously promote women as breadwinners because women 
always put their families first. In the Better Globe sponsored microfinance bank the majority 
of lenders are women, who lend to empower their family by paying school fees, while men 
tend to loan to start small businesses. Surely, if ecofeminists could choose, they would rather 
have social entrepreneurs like Better Globe than businesses like Coca Cola?   

Better Globe, as a social entrepreneur, still operate within the current economic system as much 
as we live in a patriarchal society. It is impossible to do everything right, and one needs to 
acknowledge the efforts made to challenge the economic structures and the conventional way 
of doing business. Simultaneously, as questioning the responsibility, dependency and power 
distance that exists within the organisation and the local community which is apparent today. 
The crossover of capitalism and ecofeminism hasn’t been widely discussed and many 
ecofeminists like Vandana Shiva argues the two can never coexist. As capitalism upholds 
power norms of men owning the majority of capital and capital is power, whilst women do not, 
which in turn affects the nature negatively. The ideology here is, if capitalism is cherished, then 
man will always dominate nature because of money. But should we then not try to work within 
the boundaries set up by the capitalist system, or encourage social entrepreneurial companies 
who challenge existing norms of what a profitable business looks like?  
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7. Conclusion 
This ethnographic case study has tried to answer the following question through the lens of 
ecofeminism;  

Using an investment model to alleviate poverty in rural Kenya, what are the 
consequences for the local (female) community?  

 
We conducted an inductive, qualitative field research where the discussions with people 
involved with or employed by the social entrepreneurial business Better Globe were central to 
understand this subject further. The majority of the people living in ASAL land where Better 
Globe run their operations are small-scale female farmers, many of which live below the 
poverty line.  

The consequences in the short-term include benefits for the approximately 550 workers at 
Kiambere (and the community living close by) as well as the 5034 farmers in the farmers 
programme. For the local community working for or living around the Kiambere plantation 
benefits amongst others are free grass for their cattle, firewood through pruned trees and safe 
access to water by crocodile cages. The area has a scarcity of jobs where many men leave their 
families to go work in bigger cities. Therefore, the majority of the workers at the plantation are 
women, where their employment has become important to sustain their livelihood. The farmers 
in the farmers programme increases their yield of their crops through monthly trainings, get 
access to microfinance and have a more entrepreneurial mindset and gets support in their 
arranged farmers groups. Furthermore, by planting hundreds of thousands of trees, Better 
Globes tries to reverse the alarming deforestation in Kenya.  

Despite the gains for the local community, we experienced a clear power distance between the 
different levels in the company (hierarchical structure). Workers for example seemed unaware 
and reluctant to suggest improvements, or file complaints regarding salary deductions, in 
addition showed fear of losing their job. Being the sole big employer in the region, the 
community is highly dependent on Better Globe for survival. This dependency manifests in the 
ability to pay minimum wage, and having a working culture where employees are not fully 
informed. Furthermore, the fact that the owner is white has undeniably created fear and 
insecurities of ‘the white man taking their land’, based on post-colonial structures. To combat 
the distance, they are mainly employing Kenyans (as they are ‘treated like a son’) and make 
use of community representatives to build trust and legitimacy.  

Aiming to alleviate poverty does not come without challenges, at times what the community 
needs (access to water due to weak governance) and what the company is able to give them 
(employment and training) does not match. Better Globe run their operations in a society built 
on capitalism which upholds patriarchal norms. Solving societal issues through a neoliberal 
business model can never be accepted by ecofeminists, even though Better Globe ‘ticks’ many 
of the ecofeminism boxes like indigenous preservation and community involvement. We have 
learnt throughout this study that it is very complex to try to alleviate poverty, Better Globe 
should be recognized for their efforts (breaking barriers of conventional businesses) and 
simultaneously criticised for their shortcomings. 

There has been little research on a so called ‘ecofeminist business model’, let alone in Kenya 
or with such a unique investment model that Better Globe entails. We hope to contribute to 
new perspectives and start a discussion regarding the possibilities of “ecofeminist businesses”, 
(companies today which operate within the capitalistic and patriarchal structures but tries to 
‘do good’). Is everything black or white, good or bad, pro or against?  
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Appendix 1 Investment Model of Better Globe 
 
Year 1: You buy a tree for 17 euros. 
Year 1-
4: 

The tree is planted, cared for by Better Globe, and grows to later provide a return 
in the form of harvest. 

Year 5-
19: 

The tree yields fruit, nuts, rubber, oil, or other products (depending on the 
species) during a 15 year period. 

Year 
20: 

The tree is felled, and the timber is either sold or processed into various products, 
such as hardwood floors, fine joinery, or the equivalent. 
  

__________________________________________ 
 
Year 1: Purchase of the tree for 17 euros - € 17.00 
Year 1-
4: 

The tree grows and later yields a harvest, e.g., fruit, nuts, or rubber. € 0.00 

Year 5-
19: 

15% of the purchase price of 17 euros for 15 years (i.e., 15 years x € 
17 x 15%) 

+ € 38.25 

Year 20: The tree is felled. You get an expected return of 10 times the 
purchase price of 17 euros. 

+ € 
170.00 

Total expected return over 20 years: € 191.25 

 
Table 1, Better Globe’s Investment Model, (Better Globe, 2019) 
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Appendix 2 Summary of Field Study 
 
Day Daily Summary of Activities Location  

Day 
1 

Initial meeting and planning logistical issues, head office, Nairobi  Nairobi 

Day 
2 

3.5 hrs drive to Seven Forks office to Kamuwongo followed by a 
1.25 hr motorbike drive to Kiambere plantation. At the plantation 
we had a tour and then held our #1 interview.We had issues with 
the accommodation as the original plan didn’t work out.  

Kiambere 
Nursery 
Plantation 

Day 
3 

45 min motorbike ride to the plantation then a follow up tour of the 
plantation, interview #2, #3, joint lunch, interview #4, viewing how 
maintenance like pruning is done by the compartment department. 
Interview #5. 35 min motorbike ride to a local market, 15 min 
motorbike ride to the accommodation.  

Kiambere 
Nursery 
Plantation 

Day 
4 

45 min motorbike ride to the plantation. Back to back interviews; 
interview #6, #7, #8, joint lunch, interview #9, #10. 45 min 
motorbike ride to a restaurant for goodbye dinner at a KenGen 
restaurant and thereafter back to the accommodation.  

Kiambere 
Nursery 
Plantation 

Day 
5  

Interview #11, #12, #13, joint lunch, interview #14, #15. 1.25 hr 
motorbike ride to Kamuwongo, 30 min car ride to Mwingi town. 
Check in at hotel.   

Kiambere 
Nursery 
Plantation 

Day 
6 

Rest day! Sleeping, joining a Sunday church service and relaxing 
by the pool.  

Mwingi Town 

Day 
7 

30 min motorbike ride to Seven Forks office, interview #16, 1.25 
hr  motorbike ride to visit a farmer, interview #17, 1.25 hr 
motorbike ride to have lunch, 30 min motorbike ride to join a 
farmers group meeting for 1 hr. 30 min motorbike ride back to 
Kamuwongo, followed by another 30 min to Mwingi town.  

Seven Forks 
Office, 
Kamuwongo  

Day 
8 

30 min motorbike ride to the Seven Forks office, visit to the micro 
financing bank in Kamuwongo, lunch, interview #18, 15 min 
motorbike drive to a farmer, interview #19, motorbike ride back to 
the Seven Forks office. 20 min taxi drive back to Mwingi.  

Seven Forks 
Office, 
Kamuwongo  

Day 
9 

Taxi drive to Kasteni to meet up with a female agroforestry agent 
(#23) and join her in the field. We joined one farmers group 
meeting (#21), visited Mboti primary school (#22) which is 
facilitated by Better Globe. At the primary school we met with 
teachers, the principal and tenfold parents and school 
representatives. Thereafter interview #23 at the microbank in 
Kasteni. 

Seven Forks 
Office, 
Kamuwongo  

Day 
10 

Last day at Seven Forks we spent inside of the office where we held 
interview #24, #25 and #26. In the afternoon we took a taxi for 
about 4 hrs to Nairobi.  

Seven Forks 
Office, 
Kamuwongo  



 46 

Day 
11  

Back at the head office to meet with and interview the management, 
interview #27 & #28.  

Nairobi  

Table 2, Summary of the Field Study 
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Appendix 3 Overview of Recorded Interviews 
 
No. Date  

[2019] 
Name Position Location Length Gender 

1 3/4 3.46 
pm 

Santos Ingosi Location Site Manager, 
Kiambere Plantation 

Kiambere Plantation 43m 36s 
M 

2 
4/4 9.40 
am Stephanie Adero Forest Technician 

Kiambere Plantation 41m 36s 
F 

3 
4/4 10.53 
am Roselyn Wamuyu Forest Technician 

Kiambere Plantation 34m 45s 
F 

4 4/4 1.55 
pm 

Joseph Haraka Monitoring and 
Evaluation Manager 

Nairobi HQ [held at 
plantation] 

38m 39s 
M 

5 
4/4 3.42 
pm Bernard Mucune Head of Compartment 

Kiambere Plantation 11m 20s M 

6 
5/4 9.15 
am David Anonymous 

Kiambere Plantation 38 m 6s M 

7 
5/4 10.54 
am Charles Mwendikwa Head of Compartment 

Kiambere Plantation 
41m 15s M 

8 
5/4 11.57 
am Maria Anonymous 

Kiambere Plantation 
47m 55s F 

9 
5/4 2.19 
pm Fiona  Anonymous 

Kiambere Plantation 
26m 19s F 

10 
5/4 2.56 
pm Benson Wanbau Fruit Collection 

Kiambere Plantation 
24m 03s M 

11 
6/4 8.42 
am Kasembi Kilonzo Casual Worker 

Kiambere Plantation 1h 07m 
38s F 

12 
6/4 10.13 
am Joseph Muthukumi Casual Worker 

Kiambere Plantation 
44m 38s M 

13 
6/4 11.05 
am Kithumbi Musili Casual Worker 

Kiambere Plantation 
38m 53s F 

14 
6/4 1.46 
am Margaret Mbuli Casual Worker 

Kiambere Plantation 
57m 26s F 

15 6/4 3.09 
pm 

Santos Ingosi Location Site Manager, 
Kiambere Plantation 

Kiambere Plantation 33m 32s 
M 

16 
8/4 9.48 
am Salim Samora Agroforestry Agent 

Seven Forks, 
Kamuwongo 53m 59s M 

17 
8/4 12.52 
pm Simon Mutuau Muli Farmer #1 Kamuwongo area 36 m 56s M 

18 
9/4 10.52 
am 

Paul Mwanza 
Musyoka 

Head of Micro Financing 
Bank Kamuwongo 58m 12s M 

19 
9/4 2.23 
pm John Njenga Location Trainer Kamuwongo 52m 46s M 

20 
9/4 4.03 
pm Peter Munyoki Farmer #2 Kamuwongo area 

1h 05m 
01s M 

21 
10/4 10.32 
am Farmers group Farmers Group Kamuwongo area 

1h 10m 
13s M & F 

22 
10/4 12.35 
pm Mboti School Group Interview  Mboti area 26m 35s M 
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23 
10/4 3.29 
pm Florence Muthui Agroforestry Agent Kitui 51m 44s F 

24 
11/4 8.51 
am Ambrose Musango Head of Seven Forks 

Seven Forks, 
Kamuwongo 

1h 19m 
50s M 

25 11/4 
11.11am 

Gideon Kibusia Contractor Manager Seven 
Forks 

Seven Forks, 
Kamuwongo 

48m 11s 
M 

26 
11/4 2.08 
am Daniel Karanga Logistics Officer 

Nairobi HQ 
48m 58s M 

27 12/4 2.0 
pm 

Adrian Alex Amboka Operations Manager Nairobi HQ 1h 32m 
16s 

M 

28 
12/4 3.46 
pm 

Rino Solberg & Jean-
Paul Deprins 

Founder & Managing 
Director 

Nairobi HQ 
1h 56m 
44s 

M 

Table 3, Information Regarding the Recorded Interviews 
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Appendix 4 Interview Themes Farmers/ Employees 
 

1. Demographical: Age, marital status, children (if so, how many & how many in 
school), housing situation, highest level of education of the interviewee 
 

2. Employment: For how long, working hours and how many times normally a week, the 
job title, the reason for employment, salary, tasks, (employment of the partner, salary 
of the partner). How did you receive the employment at Better Globe? Do you know 
many of the employees at the company/ before you started there? 
 

3.  Income: Who is the breadwinner of the family? the situation before and after the 
employment, the effect on the family (children’s schooling: uniform, books etc.) Are 
they getting a reasonable salary? On an hourly basis or monthly? Possible Microloan 
(farmers) Is the Interview sending money home to his/ her family? 
 

4. Living situation: Who cooks/cleans at home before and after the employment, the 
children helping out with cooking etc? Possible house & land ownership before and 
after the employment, future plans for living situation. 
 

5. Perceived change: The biggest change after the employment/ farmers programme, 
what why & how? 
 

6. Overall:  What do you want – need? What can Better Globe do better? Are you 
missing anything in your everyday life? What does the region need to become better? 
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Appendix 5 Interview Themes Managers 
 

1. Background: The interviewee’s – role & background, how many years at Better 
Globe, education, family.  
 

2. Job title: His/hers managerial position – daily tasks, how did you end up here? Why? 
3. Perception of Better Globe: Do you believe that Better Globe is a social entrepreneur? 

How? Why/ why not? What is Better Globes role/ responsibility? For the future? Own 
perception of Better Globe – individual, locally. 
 

4. Community before/ after Better Globe: What do you think that Better Globe can do 
better? For the region and your employees? Possible disagreement among employees? 
How is the process for employing workers to the plantation, who gets employed and 
how? What have you seen being the biggest change on the community, the locals? 
 

5. Better Globes practises: Decision about ASAL, when Better Globe obtained the land.  
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Appendix 6 Interview Themes Mboti School 
Personnel 
 

1. Demographical: Name, family, background, education 
 

2. The School: How long have you worked at the school, how and why did you start? 
How did the school start?  
 

3. Collaboration: Between Better Globe and the school: The importance of the 
collaboration, how it has affected the children. What can be done better by Better 
Globe? How did it start? 
 

4. Before and after: The collaboration, what is the biggest change? 
 
 
 
 
 


