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Fact Sheet 5
An example
from Boteti,
Botswana

Improving communication
between researchers and the
media

Researchers from the University of Botswana were invited to make presentations on various university
projects to the national media. As the Links coordinator in the Department of Environmental Science,
Dr. Julius Atlhopheng was one of the four selected to attend, and made a presentation about the
DESIRE Project. The meeting was initiated by the organisation PANOS (linking media with academia),
based in southern Africa, which is trying to extract practical recommendations from the wealth of
academic research. The essence of the discussion is summarised below.

Questions asked by the media, and the Answers
Journalists and TV reporters attending the PANOS meeting
asked the following questions, and received answers as
follows:

Q

Are there conflicts between the interests of the

University of Botswana and the interests of those
organisations that sponsor research? Could it happen
that research might be carried out just to meet the
interests of the sponsors, without meeting the research
needs of the country and its people?

A

R. Chanda, 2008

Researchers and local people attend
workshops and discuss options for
sustainable land use and livelihoods

The research is always intended to be in the best
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Overgrazing can result in desertification in Tunisia

day.
• Most firewood is collected from communal land
predominantly (not solely) lying in the easterly
direction.
• There is enough cattle dung in the Mopipi area
to support domestic biogas production on a
sustainable basis. The total dung output per
animal per night was estimated at 5.4 kg wet
weight.
• Biomass of both live and dead fuel wood
increases linearly with distance from the village.
Biomass of live trees (25 989 kg per ha average)
was far greater than that of dead wood (919 kg
per ha average), suggesting depletion of the latter
stock as people currently depend on dead, rather
than live, wood for energy. Colophospermum
mopane (the most preferred firewood species)
contributed the most biomass of live tree species
and, as expected, the least biomass of dead tree
species – underscoring its popularity as a firewood
resource.
I. Martinez

institute for the green living environment in the Netherlands.
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In preparation for the construction of a pilot
biogas plant, scientists have collected baseline
data through a household survey on household
energy
consumption,
woody
biomass
measurements, and cattle dung estimates (to
establish the adequacy of feedstock for
sustainable biogas production). They found:
• There is indeed a very high dependency on
firewood as a source of energy for cooking (100%
- Mopipi; 98.4% Mokoboxane), heating (77% Mopipi; 96% - Mokoboxane), warming bath water
(98.7% - Mopipi; 98.4% - Mokoboxane) and
various family events or ceremonies (78.5% Mopipi; 83% - Mokoboxane)
• There has been increasing scarcity of firewood
within more accessible areas (86% of Mopipi and
90% of Mokoboxane respondents). This is
facilitated by the increasing use of oxcart and
motor vehicles in firewood collection, especially in
the larger village – Mopipi (88.9% of respondents).
• On average, families use 10kg of firewood per
I. Martinez

organisations (NGOs). This project is implemented by ALTERRA - research
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Through participatory community workshops
(1), consultations and household surveys (2)
DESIRE
scientists
and
stakeholders
established that biogas production from
cattle dung (3) was a more sustainable and
relatively more affordable option as a source
of domestic fuel. Reducing brushwood
collection for fuel in the Mopane woodland
would help to sustain a vegetation cover and
mitigate land degradation in Boteti.

R. Sebego, 2009

Each page is from a DESIRE study site partner:
University of Aveiro, Portugal (Mação site);
Democritus University of Thrace, Greece (Nestos river
basin); University of Botswana (Boteti site); L'Institut
de recherche pour le développement (IRD), France
(Cointzio site, Mexico); Instituto de Investigaciones
Agropecurarias (INIA), Chile (Secano interior)

The most rewarding workshops are where there
is full support for seeking sustainable options
from a wide range of people. It is important to
try and include a range of ages and standards of
education, and as many women as men.

F. Van Deventer, July 2009

By stakeholders we mean everyone who has an
interest: from farmers to national policy makers,
from schoolchildren to the UNCCD. The DESIRE
Project has included a series of stakeholder
workshops in all study sites. This has allowed full
discussion of ideas to combat land degradation
and desertification, many of which are now

being trialed on experimental plots. Local
stakeholders are involved in monitoring the trials
where possible, and all stakeholders will be
invited to consider the evaluation of success,
and contribute to future recommendations.

I. Martinez

How should scientists approach all the
stakeholders that can contribute to ensuring that
the research has practical uses? How can the
interest of the stakeholders be maintained?
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I. Martinez

Knowledge
exchange is the
key to sustainable
action

R. Chanda 2008

How is the research publicised? How can the media
obtain easy access to academic research results?

Scientists and
stakeholders learn to
listen to one another

Land degradation has been identified as a challenge in the Boteti area of Botswana. One reason
is that pastoral families needing fuel for cooking and warmth collect firewood and deplete the
resources around settlements, hence needing to cover greater distances to collect fuelwood. So,
one sustainable option is to promote biogas for domestic fuel.

I. Martinez
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interests of the country as a whole, without political or
economic bias. Proposals for research projects such as
DESIRE are written by a consortium of representatives
from international universities and other institutions. The
research proposals enter a competition and must meet
stringent criteria and show substantial benefits to study
site countries in order to win funding from the EU.
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A

Examples of the diverse ways in which DESIRE

The Botswana study site features in widelycirculated dissemination products such as
DESIRE Newsletter 3, July 2010. See this at
http://preview.tinyurl.com/63jfa3g

research results and ideas are publicised were provided at
the PANOS meeting in poster format. The posters referred
to the participatory workshops held by researchers with
local stakeholders and policy makers from Departments such as that of Forestry and Rangeland
resources, and Energy Affairs. The main dissemination platform for DESIRE research is the Harmonised
Information System on the DESIRE web site, see http://www.desire-his.eu . This provides information
in non-scientific language, including translations into DESIRE study site languages, for a wide range of
users. All the material relating to study sites such as Boteti, in Botswana, is presented according to the
logical sequence of research methodology.

Video is a very useful medium for dissemination, and so
videos are used within workshops and also integrated
into the Harmonised Information System. A video
providing an overall summary of DESIRE and one
showing interviews with local people have both been
translated into the local language.
Researchers from the University of Botswana are always
happy to explain their work and suggest practical
recommendations for a sustainable environment, and
hope that the PANOS meeting will result in a radio or TV
interview.

Q Since the local people do not speak English, (the
standard language of many researchers) how is
knowledge made available to them?

A

All six posters presented at the PANOS meeting

with the media, the Boteti video, and various other
dissemination products have already been translated to
local languages and distributed to the Batswana people.

Q

A poster about DESIRE research in Boteti,
Botswana, as presented at the PANOS
meeting with the media

RunoffHow
and sediment
well is the DESIRE Project research on combating land degradation
collector on a plot
context?
Forcorn
example, did the study begin before the Boteti Rivers started flowing
with emerging

again?

IRD ©

A

related to the local

DESIRE has a standard procedure for determining and documenting the context, mapping the main

bio-physical and socio-economic features of each study site, and using indicators of land degradation. So
yes, details of the environment before and after the Boteti River flowed have been collected and
assessed. After talking with local people, DESIRE is making trials of technologies such as the promotion of
bio-energy. This is to reduce the dependence on collecting wood for fuel, as
improved vegetation cover
Runoff and sediment collector in a
can make the soil less vulnerable
to erosion.
plot with emerging
corn. IRD ©

Conclusion
Both researchers and the media realise that they can
do more to reach out to one another, to share and
disseminate knowledge. Researchers in Botswana
have made an excellent start on providing and
distributing user-friendly information, and now hope
for improved media coverage.
A video, made by University of Botswana and Kabelo S.
Kgwarapi, recording the views of stakeholders in Boteti. View it
on: http://preview.tinyurl.com/6k8hsoj
Authors/photographers: Dr Julius Atlhopheng, Prof Dr Raban Chanda
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