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ABSTRACT. The Simanjiro plains, east of Tarangire National Park in Northern Tanzania are a key dispersal area for wildlife, and
are of vital importance to Maasai pastoral livelihoods, which are rapidly diversifying. Diversification is coupled with fragmentation
of the rangelands as agriculture expands and multiple actors compete for land. These changes reflect transformations occurring across
pastoral rangelands, and pose the broader challenge of reconciling conservation and development objectives. We propose that qualitative
research using a three-dimensional human well-being framework, encompassing material, relational, and subjective aspects, can inform
locally legitimate and socially just conservation. Through semistructured group interviews across four villages, we explore well-being
conceptions of Maasai men and women in Simanjiro. In particular we focus on the value of understanding social complexity for
conservation research in the form of (i) the heterogeneity of conceptions of well-being across gender, age groups, and villages; (ii)
temporal dynamics in notions and experiences. Material assets, namely land (for grazing and agriculture) and livestock are important
to people but are intertwined with other aspects of well-being. Subjective well-being is centered on concerns about future security,
especially with regards to land. Autonomy and social unity (relational dimension) are key priorities. We reflect on the implications for
conservation at the study site, and more broadly on how well-being can better be incorporated into policy and practice that takes social
justice seriously. The diversity we find in well-being priorities and experiences shows the importance of taking a disaggregated approach
that conceptualizes benefits and burdens across a range of locally important well-being components ensuring the priorities of the most

marginalized groups are represented.
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INTRODUCTION

Much of the literature on pastoral peoples around the world
published over the last 20 years has concerned the diversification
of pastoral livelihoods and the fragmentation of the rangelands
on which livestock depend. This is especially true for East Africa
where droughts and disease have reduced livestock numbers in
some areas forcing poorer people to both adopt cultivation and
to migrate to urban areas in search of employment (Homewood
et al. 2009, McCabe et al. 2014). At the same time more wealthy
people have adopted cultivation to preserve the livestock that they
have and because “modern” Tanzanians grow maize and beans
for home consumption and trade (McCabe et al. 2010). Others
may use diversification as a risk management strategy in the face
of unpredictable ecological and economic changes (Little et al.
2001). Coupled with the diversification of pastoral livelihoods
has been the fragmentation of rangelands that restricts the
mobility of pastoralists and therefore their ability to access
resources in dynamic systems (Galvin 2009). In Kenya,
fragmentation has been driven by the implementation of group
ranches and their subsequent breakup with individual households
receiving title deeds (BurnSilver 2007). In Tanzania, the
establishment of village boundaries has imposed some
restrictions on the movement of livestock, and the allocation of
individual land holdings has fragmented the rangelands within
village boundaries. As the human population increases, villages
divide further constraining the mobility of livestock and
increasing pressure on local resources. The establishment of
National Parks and other protected areas has restricted access to
important resources for pastoral peoples. For northern Tanzania,
the creation of the Serengeti, Manyara, and Tarangire National
Parks and the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, have had major

impacts on how Maasai pastoralists use the land, and manage
natural resources (McCabe 2002, Igoe 2010, Goldman 2011,
Gardner 2016). In addition, private concessions, based on wildlife
conservation and large commercial farms have constrained
mobility options that have been critically important in times of
drought.

This complex and dynamic set of interactions involving policy
decisions at multiple scales, household livelihood decisions,
increasing human populations, and mounting evidence of climate
change impacts pose significant challenges to the Maasai
pastoralists and agro-pastoralists living in northern Tanzania.
They also pose the question of how to reconcile the goals of
conservation—to protect wildlife and prevent the rangelands
from further fragmentation—with protecting the rights and
meeting the needs of local communities. Over the last two decades,
several major initiatives have promoted expanding the way in
which development policy measures societal development away
from economic production toward people’s well-being (Stiglitz et
al. 2009, OECD 2017). This acknowledges that a narrow income-
focused framing of poverty is insufficient to deal with global
problems such as environmental change (McGregor and Sumner
2010). Likewise, conservation policy and that of many
organizations has moved beyond the standard livelihoods and
income-based approach to dealing with the social costs of
conservation and instead emphasizes human rights, equity, and
well-being (Springer and Campese 2011, Schreckenberg et al.
2016). There are both instrumental and ethical reasons for this
shift. There is evidence that attention to social justice can improve
local legitimacy and the effectiveness of conservation
interventions (Martin et al. 2014, Cetas and Yasué 2016), but
research also suggests that conservation interventions that focus
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on enforcement can meet ecological goals despite negative social
costs (Brockington 2004). The moral basis for advancing equity
and human well-being is clearer, and aligns with international
policy such as the commitment of the UN sustainable
development goals (SDGs) to address “poverty in all its forms”
and promote equity. However, strategies for creating positive
synergies between social and ecological goals remain challenging.
In Northern Tanzania, despite the rhetoric of community-based
conservation, local knowledge and needs are often sidelined
(Goldman 2003, Bluwstein et al. 2016).

We propose that qualitative research processes that enable
understandings about local conceptions of well-being can provide
insights into livelihood decisions and suggest routes toward more
locally legitimate and socially just management strategies. There
is an increasing convergence on the concept of well-being as
representing a positive physical, social, and mental state (Stiglitz
et al. 2009), encompassing material, relational, and cognitive
elements. The notion of well-being moves development thinking
away from financial indicators to a more multidimensional idea
of success accounting for the aspects of people’s lives that they
value. It highlights the complexity of people’s lives, incentives,
and aspirations, which are both shaped by and shape their natural
environment. Although conservation research is starting to
employ a multidimensional well-being approach to understanding
impacts, it does not often tackle aspects of social complexity.
Structural differences across different groups, e.g., age, gender,
wealth, can affect well-being aspirations and achievement
(McGregor et al. 2008, Daw et al. 2011, Dawson and Martin
2015). Social meanings, constructed through relationships in
particular cultural contexts, shape ideas of a good life and
experiences of well-being (Mathews and Izquierdo 2009,
Coulthardetal. 2011). In the context of dynamicsocial-ecological
systems, well-being ideas and outcomes are also not static but
constantly shifting (McGregor 2007). We use a qualitative and
historically and culturally situated approach to understand
conceptions of well-being in the Simanjiro Plains of Northern
Tanzania, identifying variations across men and women, different
age-groups, and between villages at different distances from
Tarangire National Park. We ask what the implications are for
reconciling the conservation and development challenges, and
more broadly, what our results suggest for integrating human well-
being into conservation policy and practice that attends to justice.

A three-dimensional human well-being framework

The well-being approach used in this study is based on the three-
dimensional framework developed by the Wellbeing in
Developing Countries (WeD) research group. Well-being is
defined as a state of being with others, which arises where human
needs are met, where one can act meaningfully to pursue one’s
goals and where one can enjoy a satisfactory quality of life
(McGregor 2007). It is conceptualized in three interacting
dimensions: (i) the objective material circumstances of a person;
(i1) subjective evaluation of one’s own life, and the meanings and
values ascribed to the processes one engages in and the outcomes
of those processes; (iii) a relational component focusing on how
people engage with others to meet their needs and achieve goals
(McGregor and Sumner 2010). This last dimension acknowledges
that individual well-being is pursued in relation to other people,
that social connectedness is a human need, and that definitions
of a good life are socially constructed (Deneulin and McGregor
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2010). The framework does not define what constitutes well-being
in any particular context, but provides structure for investigating
local conceptions and experiences.

The framework draws upon the capabilities approach developed
by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, which suggests that
human well-being lies not only in what people have or in the
fulfilment of desires, but in what people can do and be.
Development is envisioned a having the freedom or capability to
live the life that you have reason to value, with different people
valuing different things. The approach accepts that people will
achieve different outcomes even with similar commodities
because of having varying freedoms and subjective preferences
(Sen 1985, Nussbaum 2011). Focusing only on subjective well-
being experiences, as in some approaches, may fail to recognize
material impoverishment, by not accounting for adaptation to
harsh conditions.

METHODS

Study site

Research took place in four villages within Simanjiro District in
northern Tanzania: Loiborsoit, Emboreet, Sukuro, and Terrat.
Simanjiro District is located within the Tarangire-Manyara region
of Tanzania, considered to be one of the most biodiverse
grassland ecosystems on the planet (Olson and Dinerstein 1998).
Lying east of Tarangire National Park (TNP), the Simanjiro
Plains are fertile grasslands that provide critical grazing and
calving areas for wildebeest and zebra during the wet season
(Gereta et al. 2004). Rainfall in Simanjiro averages between 575
to 650 mm per year, and is highly variable both temporally and
spatially with drought being a common climatic feature (Prins
and Loth 1988). The Simanjiro plains have often been areas where
people and livestock have dispersed from, as well as a refuge area
for people and livestock suffering from drought in other areas, as
occurred in the 2008/2009 drought. The communities of
Simanjiro are predominantly Kisongo Maasai people, as well as
small numbers from a variety of other ethnic groups (Ndagala
1992).

Maasai have traditionally coped with variability in resource
availability through daily and seasonal mobility within and across
territorial sections (olosho), facilitated by social institutions that
allow access to natural resources to outsiders in times of stress
(Homewood 2008). Maasai society is structured around two
major social institutions: the age-set system and the clans. Each
man after circumcision is incorporated into an age-set in which
he passes with his cohort through stages associated with certain
responsibilities: warrior, junior elder, senior elder, and retired
elder (Spencer 1993). Senior elders hold significant authority over
decisions regarding resource use, livestock, and land among other
issues. Maasai also hold membership of patrilineal clans that
traditionally structure the management of water resources and
mutual aid during times of stress.

More than a decade after the independence of Tanzania in 1961,
the government imposed the socialist policy of “villagisation”
(called Operation Imparnati in Maasailand) that required people
to settle in permanent villages with designated areas for
settlements, cultivation, and livestock keeping. Although this
policy never really took hold in Maasailand, it was the basis for
the formation of villages (Ndagala 1982, O’Malley 2000). Natural
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Fig. 1. Map of study villages in northern Tanzania.
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resources and mobility are now managed by a combination of
traditional pastoral institutions and village by-laws, although
where villages are within wildlife management areas (WMAs) [
the central government plays a significant role (Wright 2017).
Most Maasai homesteads are now semipermanent, but livestock
continue to be mobile within village lands and across village
boundaries in times of stress. The household unit (olmarei), which
is often polygamous and includes a man, wives, children, and
other dependents, is responsible for management of livestock and
cultivation, with more than one household often sharing a
homestead enclosure (engang).

Through a range of processes including colonial policies,
international development programs, large-scale agriculture,
immigration, and conservation areas, Maasai are faced with
increasing pressures on their land (Igoe and Brockington 1999,
Fratkin 2001, Igoe and Croucher 2007). The fact that human
populations have grown and livestock populations remain stable
has added pressure to pastoralist livelihoods (McCabe 2003). In
response, Maasai have diversified their livelihoods into
agriculture (Homewood et al. 2009, McCabe et al. 2010) and wage
labor including migration to urban areas and to the Tanzanite
gem mines (Smith 2012, McCabe et al. 2014). Women’s labor that
traditionally centers on milking livestock, taking care of small
livestock, and household tasks has diversified to include income
generating activities including petty trading at local markets, and
involvement in agriculture (Homewood et al. 2009, Smith 2014).
The expansion of cultivation has been a particular concern for
conservationists because the Simanjiro plains are the wet season
dispersal area for many of the animals living in Tarangire
National Park. For both wildebeest and zebra, the plains are a
critical calving area and cutting off access to them could seriously
impact conservation efforts both within and outside of the Park
(Msoffe et al. 2011). It is clear that wildlife numbers have been in

decline and land fragmentation and conversion to cultivation are
likely significant contributing factors (Mtui et al. 2017).

Tarangire National Park was created in 1970 and this created
hardships for the Maasai living in our study area. Access to the
Tarangire River and the Silalo Swamp were no longer possible,
and it has been argued that the pasture and water resources within
what is now the park were extremely important, especially as a
drought reserve, to Maasai households living in Simanjiro (Igoe
and Brockington 1999, Sachedina 2008). However, it has also been
argued that the grazing and water in what is now the park were
primarily used for small stock and only occasionally used by cattle
(Miller et al. 2014). Nevertheless, Tarangire National Park
continues to impact people in Simanjiro in various ways, exposing
them to the risk of crop damage by migrating wildlife (Baird et
al. 2009), but has also increased development activities and
improved infrastructure (Baird 2014). Despite efforts to establish
conservation areas on the Simanjiro plains, most recentlya WMA,
these have been strongly resisted by the villages in our study
(Benjaminsen et al. 2013). One exception has been the
establishment of the Simanjiro Conservation Easement in which
NGOs and tourism companies have contributed approximately
US$4500 per year to each village participating in the easement in
exchange for not establishing settlements or cultivation on the
designated land (Nelson et al. 2010). The easement was first
established in the village of Terrat in 2006 but since then the village
of Sukuro has also joined (Fig. 1). There are a number of tourist
camps and hunting blocks within the village boundaries of our
four study villages and these have generated some revenue for local
people. However, elite capture has to a large extent prevented most
local people from benefiting from this source of income
(Sachedina 2008).
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Table 1. Study village characteristics.
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Village Distance from park TLUs'/household Hectares Hectares cultivated/  Relevant interventions and information
to center (km)f 2014 allocated to household 2014
household
2014°
Emboreet 15 (adjacent) 27.5 (mean) 20.2 3 First village to establish cultivation through leasing
21.0 (median) 20.2 2.8 land to WaArusha agriculturalists.
Game Controlled Area' extends across village land.
Loiborsoit 25 (adjacent) 58.8 12 4.8 Highest levels of development interventions and
32.8 8 32 external engagement.
High levels of land leasing for agriculture.
Recently lost dry season grazing land to a private
conservancy.
Set aside tracts of land for communal grazing.
Sukuro 40 (not adjacent) 115.8 11.5 33 Conservation easement (established 2009)
58.7 12 32 Set aside grazing land for future allocation to
individuals.
Terrat 45 (not adjacent) 47.8 10.9 34 Conservation easement (established 2006)
34.3 6.5 32 Olmoti ranch development project established

2009 (caused dispute with Sukuro village).

"Estimate taken from Baird et al. 2009.

iTropical Livestock Units: standardized measure of livestock holdings accounting for differences across species.

§Unpublished data supplied by J. Terrence McCabe and Paul W. Leslie.

|Game Controlled Areas are designated areas for controlled hunting. Other human activities (grazing and agriculture) are permitted but can conflict

with hunting areas.

The Village Land Act of 1999 established the village
administration authority to manage village land and resources,
including the allocation of individual plots to village members
that continues today. Although no title deeds have been issued,
individual allocations of between 4 to 20 ha are common.
Although individuals are not allowed to sell these allocations, it
is not uncommon to see large plots of land “leased” to outside
interests for commercial agriculture. The regional government
declared a moratorium on new farms on the plains in 2006,
fuelling fears among local people that they would lose land (Davis
2011). Alongside processes of land allocation, village
administrations have developed land use plans often supported
by NGOs, to specify areas for cultivation, herding, and sometimes
conservation.

Other important changes that have influenced the lives and well-
being in our study villages are the spread of cell phones and the
introduction of small motorcycles. These have vastly improved
communication and access to markets and health centers.

Data collection methods

We carried out the study in four villages lying in the Simanjiro
District (Figure 1). Two are adjacent to the park border and two
are near but not adjacent; villages have different levels of wealth,
project interventions, land use policies, and land cover and
histories (Table 1). Each village has plains used by wildlife
migrating from Tarangire National Park. These villages have been
the focus of long-term research by McCabe and colleagues over
the last 12 years (Baird et al. 2009, Leslie and McCabe 2013,
McCabe et al. 2014), and were chosen because of their location
in the key dispersal area for wildlife, and the fact that they are
undergoing rapid changes via conservation, development, and
wider socioeconomic shifts likely to affect well-being.

The research is primarily based upon 26 semistructured group
interviews carried out across the four villages of Emboreet,
Loborsoit, Sukuro, and Terrat between January and August 2014.
Men’s and women’s groups were conducted separately; a total of
76 men and 72 women were interviewed in 14 and 12 interviews,
respectively. Interviews were carried out with the assistance of
local Maasai field assistants fluent in Maa (the Maasai language),
Swabhili, and English. McCabe and two male field assistants
carried out the interviews with men; and Woodhouse and a female
assistant conducted those with women. Participants were not
randomly selected because of logistical difficulties of bringing
together a diverse group from different households in a sparsely
populated landscape, and instead local knowledge and contacts
allowed us to prearrange interviews. We sought to include a range
of age-sets, and households from different subvillages and
representing different wealth statuses. Age-sets included in the
men’s interviews were the following: Esuri (estimated age based
on circumcision at age 15: 59-78 years old); Makaa (48-60 years);
Landes (37-50 years); and Korianga (21-35 years). Young men of
the most recent Nyangulo age-set (15-20 years) were generally not
present; this age-set had only recently opened at the time of
research. Different generations of women were also included
within each group interview. Female key informants described
age groups that are commonly used among Maasai, and women
self-categorized in the interviews. The age groups included were
the following: Endoyie (unmarried girl); Siangiki (approx. 20-32
years, a few children); Endasati (approx. 33-49 years; maybe a
grandmother); Koko (beyond reproductive years)?.

A qualitative approach enabled flexibility in the research process
with data being collected iteratively allowing themes that emerged
to be explored further in subsequent interviews. It also allowed
people to express nuance in their own language on their ideas of
well-being, highlighting processes and relationships between
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different aspects (Woodhouse et al. 2015). Group interviews have
the advantage of drawing out both points of debate and
commonalities, and have been employed successfully in this
cultural context (e.g., Miller et al. 2014, Baird and Gray 2014).
Discussions with two key informants (men from Simanjiro who
McCabe has known for several years) helped us to translate the
concept of well-being and introduce the research in an
understandable way in Maa. Well-being was described as having
a “good life” (engishui sidai) that was moderated during the
introduction to “normal life” (engishui e kawaida) because initial
interviews became too focused on aspirations. We asked the
following key questions regarding individual well-being, with
probing for detail on themes that emerged, and encouragement
of discussion and answers from all participants:

1. What is important (for you to have and do) in this
community to feel that you have a good life?

2. Why is this important? (What does it provide or promote?)

3. How has this aspect of your life changed in the last 10 years
(marked by the eunoto ceremony of 2005 when the Korianga
age-set were promoted to senior warriorhood)?

4. Why has it changed?
5. Are the changes the same for everyone here? In this village?
6. What threatens this aspect of your life in the future?

We also carried out one key informant interview in each village
(with men who hold and have held leadership positions in the
village) on village histories, conservation and development
interventions, and institutions. In addition, the analysis draws
upon ethnographic fieldwork and participant observation over
the last 12 years in the study villages by McCabe.

Data analysis of transcripts and notes from the interviews was
guided by the three dimensions of well-being but was inductive
in that the specific components of well-being and the reasons
given for their importance (as shown in Table 2), relationships,
and processes emerged from the data through coding carried out
by Woodhouse. We tested emerging ideas iteratively through the
analysis, inspecting for recurring instances and differences to
ensure comprehensive treatment of the data set (Silverman 2006).
We chose not to do a formal ranking exercise as in other studies
of well-being (Abungeet al. 2013, Buzinde et al. 2014) and instead
focused on interrelationships, and inspected for patterns of
emphasis and occurrence of different themes across different
villages, age groups, and between men and women.

RESULTS

Components of well-being for men

Men discussed a variety of elements to having a good life during
interviews. There were consistent patterns in what was focused
upon with priorities for younger men (Korianga age-set) differing
from the older men (see Table 2). Livestock (primarily cows, but
also goats and sheep) was consistently the first priority given in
interviews by all generations.

For all Maasai, livestock is important. If you have no
livestock, no children, or no land, you have nothing.
(Landis, senior elder, Terrat village)
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Livestock are central to livelihoods but also cultural identity,
status, and dignity.

[1If youdidn’t have livestock ] other people would consider
you Dorobo®!; and ask what kind of Maasai is that?
Your role in the village would change and no one would
listen to you about livestock issues. (Korianga, junior
elder, Sukuro village)

The number of livestock required varied according to respondents
within groups and tended to be higher in Terrat. On probing, what
was deemed important was that the herd would enable you to do
what you wished. The capabilities livestock provided differs
between age groups. The older men focused on providing enough
milk for the family, and being able to sell livestock for money,
food, and clothing. Korianga emphasized, in addition, the ability
to send children to school, to cultivate crops, and to build a house.
It was primarily men in the Korianga age-set that mentioned a
strategy of keeping fewer livestock but investing in higher quality
breeds of greater value and resiliency to drought.

Other material assets such as a modern concrete block house
rather than a traditional one!* and a means of transport were
important for Korianga men. Men across age groups recognized
the increasing importance of being closer to services such as
health clinics, water sources, access to veterinary drugs, and
material goods, as well as markets for selling and buying livestock.
Although livestock remain mobile, because of increasing
populations and environmental change, a more sedentary life
centered on villages and subvillages is increasingly desirable and
necessary.

Traditionally in Maasai society, a big family with many children
is needed for labor and is an important indicator of wealth, and
this idea remained strong among many older men, but generated
some debate. The process of having children is a means of
reproducing the social structure and hierarchy: “you can’t be an
elder if you don’t have children.” Wives were only mentioned in
relation to having children. Although some older men in
Simanjiro have as many as 10 wives, younger men (Landis and
Korianga age-sets) told how it is now considered normal to have
two wives, each expected to have four to five children.

Things have changed. If you have lots of children, you
need resources. Before, people needed man power. You
Jjust needed simple knowledge, where to move to for
grazing ... but now we need more than that. (Korianga,
junior elder, Sukuro village)

The topic of land and its centrality to life focused discussions
around the value of herding versus agriculture for livelihoods and
broader well-being. Linked to this was the relative value of
communal land used for grazing and private plots primarily for
growing crops (maize and beans). Men across all the age-sets
recognized the importance of owning a piece of land, signifying
the shift away from a nomadic lifestyle. This land is needed for a
permanent house, agriculture, and a reserve for calves and sick
animals (olekeri). For men, agriculture enables the possibility of
increased food for the family rather than being reliant on trade,
and provides a sense of security during years when there is drought
or disease resulting in livestock losses. Crucially, it secures land
in the face of increasing threats from a growing population and
land-grabbing:
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Table 2. Summary of aspects of well-being disaggregated by age-group and gender. Blank cells indicate no differences to general

description.

Dimension

Component of well-
being

Reasons provided

Variations across different groups

Younger men (Korianga)

Older men

Women

Material
Livestock

House

Private land

Communal land
Access to services

Agricultural production

Children

Education for children

Transport (motorbike)

Source of income

Relational
Social unity

Cultural traditions

Having a voice in
decisions
Autonomy

Subjective
A sense of security

Wealth; security; enabling choice

and freedom; cultural identity

Shelter, comfort, to raise a family

For housing, cultivation, and
olekeri; to provide security

Seasonal movement of livestock

and during droughts.
Water, health, education,
veterinary, and material goods

Production of own food; sense of

security; secures land
Labor, social structure

Land security, productivity of

livestock and agriculture; regain

advantage against outsiders

Makes communication and trade

easier

To provide freedom for women;
rarely mentioned directly by men

Subjective well-being, helping
those in need including
restocking

Identity, social stability, unity

A sense of agency and security

Linked to security

All focus on land security

In addition, to provide
money for education,
cultivation, house building.
Fewer livestock, focusing on
high-quality breeds.

Aspire to a modern concrete
house

To have authority to make
own decisions about land
use

Tend to want fewer

To compete in the modern
world; important for girls as
well as boys

Emphasized by this group

Value some traditions
including clan and age
structures

Specifically for milk for the Emphasise milk for

family; to sell for food and
clothes

No mention of aspirations

Some concerns regarding
land conflict

Veterinary, market for
livestock

Concerns about
unpredictability and
unfamiliarity

See less value in girls
education as will join
husband’s family; trade-
offs with tradition

Trade-offs with tradition

Most concerned about
continuity and loss

Mostly related to protection of land

Provided through private land

Through education for
children

Partially through cultural
continuity

children and health.

For warmth, less need for
firewood and to rebuild

Empbhasis on health and
water, education

Money for food and
hospita