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Abstract

Purpose: Large-scale projects have created significant positive impacts in different countries
around the world. Such impact is less common in Africa and Cameroon's agricultural sector in
particular. This study was designed to investigate such impact due to the renewed interest in such
projects, whereas, there is a slow rate of development of the agricultural sector in Cameroon.

Methodology: We examined the experience of actors in the sector and analysed qualitative
responses to a survey examining the possible impact of some completed major large-scale projects
in Ngoketunjia of the North West Region and the Noun of the Western Region. A total of 45
experts were interviewed and 400 farmers provided answers to survey questions probing ‘silver
linings’ they may have experienced from large-scale projects. We analysed these qualitative
responses using a thematic analysis approach.

Findings: Respondents identified a silver lining under two themes social and economic. Socially,
skills and knowledge improvement were observed to have improved while access to social
facilities (electricity, health, water, schools), as well as integration and interactions amongst
villagers, were less visible. Therefore the claim that large-scale agricultural projects led to social
impact might be a faulty one as the silver lining in this dimension cannot be directly attributed to
such projects. Under the economic domain silver lining was observed in access to employable
opportunities, market, and finance access as well as value added to raw materials. However, no
silver lining was observed in income-generating activities and production volume increments.

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice, and Policy: Major impact disruptions were linked to
project design and delays that affected the budget, supply shortages, and efficiency. To create the
desired impact, we recommend that, large-scale projects should proactively focus on impact-driven
project components as well as reschedule activities to minimize delays, penalties, and cost
overruns.

Keywords: Megaprojects, Agriculture, Silver Lining, Project-Delay, Western Cameroon.
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1. Introduction

Megaprojects require a great deal of planning, coordination, and collaboration through established
project management processes, strong team effort, and involvement of multiple stakeholders.
These projects can greatly contribute to national growth, wealth creation, and poverty reduction.
However, their management is, often, challenging for government officials and project managers
because project objectives are not identified (Kwak et al., 2014), formal project management
processes are not in place (Patanakul, 2014),and costs and benefits are difficult to justify and
measure (Zwikael&Smyrk, 2012). Cameroon, having opened its economy in the 1980s by
becoming a member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) altering trade policies to comply
with multilateral rules, but not pursuing the reform process religiously and vigorously, is now
paying a price on the economic and especially agricultural development front (Ball, 2016). Prior
to complying with WTO rules, Cameroon possessed food sovereignty (Ball, 2016) and today the
agricultural sector is threatened with increasing population growth, land scarcity, climate change
degrading ecosystems, and underinvestment in agricultural research, infrastructure, and
technology irrespective of numerous mega-agricultural projects implemented since the 1980s
(Stein & Kalina, 2021)Mega-agricultural projects are characterised by long durations, large
budgets, multiple stakeholders, and plenty of uncertainties that make them difficult to plan,
implement, and manage effectively. Stakeholders of such projects are now under increasing
pressure to meet public needs within more restricted budgets (Chih & Zwikael, 2015) given limited
justification of previous projects’ impacts. Facing these limitations, the application and
performance of project management in agricultural projects in Cameroon has been historically
poor as seen in increasing inequality and poverty in rural areas where agriculture is practiced.
Many such projects are extended for over 12 months, failing to meet their objectives, wasting
taxpayers' money, or are abruptly terminated while planning or implementation (Gyapong, 2020).
Primary funding for such projects comes from constituent loans and grants from international
donors and to a lesser extent from taxpayers in Cameroon (MINFI, 2023). Including uncertainties
in the implementation under which the value proposition of projects may need to be revisited and
possibly changed, the management processes for opportunities therein are concerned with the
discovery, selection, and exploitation to discover potential silver linings in such projects (Manno,
2011). Mega-agricultural projects are therefore often scrutinized and criticized by the general
public, which exacerbates the image of the government and other implementing stakeholders
irrespective of possible impacts or silver lining (Guyalo et al., 2022). This research investigated
possible silver linings in the context of the expected impact of mega agricultural projects. In this
study, a megaproject is defined as a project that has a planned budget of over $100M. Some of
these projects can also be classified as "large scale or megaprojects”, defined by the United States
Federal Highway Administration, as "projects that cost more than $1 billion, or projects of a
significant cost that attracts a high level of public attention or political interests because of
substantial direct and indirect impacts on the community environment and budget” (Capka, 2004).
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While many studies have been conducted to investigate the impact of megaprojects, this study
differs from others in various ways. First, it addresses a fundamental question of “what impact of
agriculture and rural development can be attributed to large-scale agricultural projects? Because
project management approaches should be utilized contingently to the project impacts (Shenhar &
Dvir, 2007), a better understanding of fundamental characteristics of mega-agricultural projects
can benefit both researchers and practitioners to further refine project management approaches to
achieve the desired impact. Second, this study investigated the impact of completed large-scale
agricultural projects in the North West and West regions of Cameroon especially projects that are
sponsored by donors (the World Bank and International Fund of Agricultural Development; IFAD)
in collaboration with government and beneficiaries. The investigation addressed the often
overlooked perceptions of local people in megaprojects implemented in the agricultural sector.
The key findings of this study can help policymakers, donors, and project managers implement a
more tailored management approach to mega-agricultural projects. This research also contributes
to the theory by highlighting the challenges and opportunities related to applying and
implementing project management principles in mega-agricultural projects, as well as raising
research propositions.

2. Literature Review
2.1. The need for mega agricultural projects in Cameroon

Agriculture exists as one of the chief sectors in Cameroon's economy and plays a central role in
achieving development but its growth rate lag behind non-African developing countries, even
though there is great potential. Of its $100.64 billion in gross domestic product (GDP), the
agricultural sector accounts for about 22% (MINFI, 2023). Sixty-two percent of the Cameroonian
population is employed by agriculture (Gbetnkom, & Khan, 2020). Exports of agricultural goods
totalled $635 million, while imports totalled $1.1 billion, yielding a trade deficit of $ 431 million
CFA in 2017 (MINFI, 2023). Out of its 475,000 square kilometers of physical area, 15% is arable
land, available in four ecological zones with fertile soils, and Cameroon has the probability of food
sovereignty (Ball, 2016). Prior to the 1980s, Cameroon possessed food sovereignty which was
better than that of Turkey and Singapore; however, in the 1980s, most West African countries
joined the WTO and had to alter trade policies to comply with multilateral rules, for the interests
of the economic powers of the Global North (Ball, 2016; Gbetnkom & Khan, 2020). With the
liberalization of markets came the end of protectionist policies and the self-sufficiency of
Cameroon. Following the global economic crisis of 1985 and 1986, the government of Cameroon
recognized the importance of small farming as a guarantor of food security and emphasized its
development (Stein &Kalina, 2021). Despite this recognition and investment in large-scale
agricultural projects, Cameroon has not regained food sovereignty and remains import-dependent
(Gbetnkom & Khan, 2020, MINFI, 2023). Threats to local small-scale agriculture today that
enhance dependency on imports include population growth, land scarcity, climate change,
degrading ecosystems, and underinvestment in agricultural research, infrastructure, and
technology (Stein & Kalina, 2021; Gbetnkom & Khan, 2020). With over 30 ongoing large-scale
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projects that cost over $1.65 billion (one trillion FCFA) per year (CAPEF, 2023; MINADER
2022), this demonstrates the Cameroon government's commitment to developing its agricultural
sector through the initiation and implementation of megaprojects to deal with current threats.
Whilst many mega-agricultural projects are geared towards “improving' the agriculture sector, they
are usually initiated and financed by the state as well as international development partners, with
top-down technocratic planning practices (Kennedy, 2015). The logic on which many
megaprojects are built is collective benefits for the rural and urban dwellers; for example food
security for all, electricity for everybody, road access, etc. Flyvbjerg (2014) argued that
policymakers are attracted to megaprojects for four reasons; (1) technology transfers, pushing the
boundaries for what technology can do (2) economic sublime where business people and trade
unions benefit from profits and jobs created by megaprojects (3) political interest in which
politicians rip benefits for themselves, and (4) aesthetic sublime where designers and people gain
pleasure from good design of infrastructures. The renewed interest in megaprojects is globalisation
which is associated with social growth, economic dynamics, sustainability, and competitiveness
(Balkyte & Tvaronaviciene, 2010).

2.2. Impact of mega-agricultural projects: searching for the silver lining

Most governments in developing nations including Cameroon are using mega-agricultural projects
to scale up rural areas' development and competitiveness, requiring integration of agricultural
projects with other infrastructural development components such as road networks, and in return,
attract investments (Witte & Spit, 2019). These megaprojects touch on multiple stakeholders,
possibly leading to all kinds of changes in adjacent areas (Erkul et al., 2016). However, the attempt
to scale- up rural area development and make it competitive sometimes fails to consider the needs
of the affected citizens during the megaproject development (Brussel et al., 2019). The
development of large-scale agricultural projects, whether new or upgrading existing ones, is
presumed to have a range of impacts on the population, rural life, economic status, and
environment (Manno, 2011; Kennedy, 2015; Witte &Spit, 2019). The impacts may be both
positive and negative depending on stakeholder’s expectations and experiences with the project
(Sutherland et al., 2015). Studies have shown that due to the availability of land at low cost and
nearness to jobs in cities, rural areas have become the destination for mega agricultural
development projects (Sutherland et al., 2015; Witte and Spit, 2019). Such projects have been
found to improve poverty status, food security, and mobility enhancing accessibility to jobs, as
well as an increasing market for agricultural goods and services (Engstrom & Hajdu, 2019;
Hamann & Sneyd, 2021; He et al., 2021; Abesha et al., 2022). It has also been presumed that mega-
agricultural projects reduction in import and low capital flight, and improve the living conditions
of those living near such projects through possibilities for social development, economic
opportunities, and enhancement of the welfare of communities (Harwood, 2020). They were also
seen to have the power to promote interactions among commodities value chains, especially those
who are engaged in the lower section of the value chains (Doan & Oduro, 2012). Additionally,
large-scale agricultural projects also tend to lead to active land-use changes in many developing
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nations, specifically, the linking up of the rural to urban environments with more interaction
between them, and with more relationship that permits cohesion and coherence (lka et al., 2012;
Engstrom & Hajdu, 2019). These positive impacts may change autonomously amongst
beneficiaries relying upon explicit hierarchical and environmental settings. However, mega-
agricultural projects are also endowed with negative socio-economic changes in certain
communities or for specific social groups, increasing income disparity as they offer limited
benefits to the poor or further enhance inequality between rural settlers themselves and the urban
settlers (Abylova & Salykova, 2019; Miiller-Mahn et al., 2021). This suggests that mega-
agricultural projects tend to benefit the rich, who own land and are further able to access additional
land due to an increase in land values, at the expense of the poor (Porter 2011; Mller-Mahn et al.,
2021). Therefore, both spatial and social differentiations exist among stakeholders regarding
megaprojects implementations. This is likely to aggravate segregation, gentrification, and
polarisation enhancing existing inequalities (Mosley &Watson, 2016). Some megaprojects are
seen as a recipe for the displacement of the poor due to gentrification processes. Empirical
evidence shows gentrification in the Global South as direct and indirect displacement of low-
income groups by the rich or large companies as a result of an increase in property rentals and land
grabbing (Krijnen, 2018; Miller-Mahn et al., 2021).

We investigated the impacts of mega-agricultural projects over time, considering different types
of impacts. The time dimension plays a prominent role in shaping the impacts of megaprojects,
especially in ensuring sustainability (Steg & Gifford 2005). In particular, completed megaprojects
that focused on food security, economic growth, and poverty reduction usually reveal their impact
over a long period (Witte &Spit, 2019; Engstrom & Hajdu 2019). Such impact is less visible in
case of Cameroon with its high dependency on common food items like rice, maize, and flour
(Gbetnkom & Khan, 2020, MINFI, 2023). This causes perceptions to change over time, through
the dynamics attached to the following three project stages:

Planning stage: The planning stage is where the project solution is further developed in as much
detail as possible to meet the project's objective. The project’s tasks and resource requirements are
identified; schedule and cost estimates are prepared along with the strategy for communicating
with stakeholders in regards to project impact (Wysocki, 2011). Uncertainties in predicting the
actual impacts of projects attributed to conflicting interests among stakeholders make the planning
stage uncertain. The planning stage is often a top-down technocratic process and needs to address
the challenge of multilevel appraisal in the decision-making process, at national, regional, and
local levels (Kennedy, 2015, 2022). Planning requires a high level of information which is often
limited, leading to biased judgment as political interests dominate the process (Samset, 2013;
Miller-Mahn et al., 2021).

Implementation stage: During the third stage, the implementation phase, the project plan is put
into motion, and performs the work of the project and activities carried out are continuously
monitored and appropriate adjustments are made and recorded as variances from the original plan
(Wysocki, 2011). During the implementation stage, some temporal positive and negative effects
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can become visible from the task carried out (Merrow, 2011).Information about such effects is
used to maintain control over the direction of the project by measuring the performance of the
project activities and comparing the results with the original project plan (Wysocki, 2011). As
such stakeholders are informed in case of corrective actions in the areas of cost, schedule, and
quality of deliverables. Researchers have observed that, development planning focuses mainly on
project implementation and that much less attention is paid to issues of operation, maintenance,
and sustainability (Hannan & Sutherland, 2015; He et al., 2021; Ashkanani, &Franzoi, 2022).

Sustainability stage: Both governments and international development agencies are increasingly
aware of the importance of this stage which determines the capacity of a project to continue to
deliver its intended benefits over a long period (Bamberger & Cheema, 1990). At this stage, the
direct effects become visible and after a certain period, the net benefits tend to become positive or
negative (Engstrom & Hajdu, 2019). Projects’ silver lining may be observed when sustainability
on individual projects includes their impacts on broader developmental objectives. Slevin, & Pinto,
(1987) discovered that megaprojects are selected, prepared, appraised, supervised, and evaluated
in cooperation with stakeholders focusing on the long-term impact. An important aspect of the
sustainability stage is a study of lessons learned; to examine what went well and what didn't.
Through this type of study, the wisdom of experience is transferred back to the project
organization, which will help future projects (Merrow, 2011).

2.3. Sustaining mega-agricultural projects impacts

Megaprojects are and will continue in the foreseeable future, to be the main tool of agricultural
development. Despite an increased emphasis on program and sector lending, multilateral and
bilateral assistance agencies provide most of their aid through projects. During the last three
decades, the Cameroon government has planned and implemented numerous agricultural and rural
development projects. With varying degrees, most of these projects were aimed at transforming
rural areas, by raising agricultural and rural productivity, reducing disparities in access to services,
and strengthening cooperation in rural areas for production and distribution (Kimengsi et al.,
2016). The irresistible majority of people in Cameroon live in rural areas making rural
development an important objective of development planning (MINFI, 2023). Multilateral
organizations such as the World Bank, African Development Bank, and bilateral donor agencies
such as the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), International Fund of
Agricultural Development (IFAD), The AgenceFrancaise de Développement (AFD), Deutsche
Gesellschaftfur Internationale Zusammenarbeit (G1Z), Japan International Cooperation Agency
(JICA) etc that have been working in Cameroon since the early 1960s assisting in this sector
(Bamberger & Cheema,1990; Folefack et al., 2020). The World Bank alone has invested over US$
1.2 billion from 1980 till the day in 29 megaprojects out of which, 3 are still ongoing, most of
these projects included three components: (i) support for the production, processing, and marketing
(focused on the funding of sub-projects from producers' organisations, funding of essential public
infrastructure sub-projects and supporting access to rural finance); (ii) support to essential public
services and technology transfer (focused on support to essential public services and improvement
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of agricultural technology transfer) (iii) project Coordination and Management (World Bank,
2023). IFAD has also been active since 1980 in the sector with an investment of US$ 492.14
million on 12 projects and two are ongoing (IFAD, 2023). The components of most projects
included; (i) support to production as well as essential rural infrastructure and rural finance (ii)
support to marketing and organisational development and (iii) project coordination and knowledge
management with four expenditure categories (i) civil works; (ii)) equipment and small materials;
(i) service providers, studies, technical assistance, and training; and (iv) salaries, allowances, and
operating costs (IFAD, 2018; Folefack et al., 2020). The components were cross-cutting involving
more stakeholders in implementations. Folefack etal. (2020) found that a hierarchical organisation
model is used in implementing large-scale agricultural projects. The model comprises of project
steering committee, a project coordination team at the national level, and Regional Coordination
Units made up of appointed members (IFAD. 2010). When other components are linked to other
ministries, then the Project Steering Committee would have a multi-ministerial composition and
will be co-chaired by the Secretaries-General of MINADER. The vice-chair is often an expert from
any other ministry directly involved in one of the main components (IFAD. 2010). The steering
committee had ensured optimal megaproject impacts especially in the information technology
sector as reported by Merrow (2011). The steering committees are widely used in multilateral and
bilateral mega-agricultural projects in Cameroon offering the opportunity to optimise the benefits
and minimise the negative externalities (Folefack et al., 2020).

3. Methodology

The research uses a mixed-methods and a comparative case study approach to collect qualitative
data for analysis. This study was conducted in the Ngoketunjia and Noun divisions of the North
West and Western regions of Cameroon respectively. The Divisions were selected based on their
importance in agricultural productivity and access to megaprojects implemented in Cameroon. To
operationalise the variables identified, we converted aspects of dimensions of impacts that
influence respondents’ perceptions that were mentioned in literature into a list of attributes, which
we used in our questionnaire (Table 1). We started with a qualitative interview of 45 experts
involved (in)directly with the management of large-scale projects recruited through the snowball
technique. The interview gave a fruitful insight into implemented large-scale projects in the
research areas and their impacts, with a particular focus on the silver lining under social, economic,
and environmental dimensions. The interviews were used to update a structures questionnaire that
was administered later to 400 respondents (200 per Division) who participated in four selected
megaprojects the Cameroonian government and donors had implemented to promote agricultural
development; The Agriculture Investment and Market Development Project (PIDMA)
Agricultural Competitiveness Project (PACA), Commodity Value Chain Development Support
Project — Phase | (PADFA 1) and Roots and Tubers Market-Driven Development
Programme (PNDRT). The first two were sponsored by the World Bank and the last two by the
IFAD.
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Table 1: Indicators to measure the impact of a mega agricultural project
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Dimensions Indicator Description Some supporting
literature
Social Change of Access to electricity, water, schools, Korytarova et al., 2022;
level transport, health facilities, etc. Khanani et al., 202:
Improve skills and knowledge Jayne et al., 2019:
Food security Gellert &Lynch, 2003;
People integration and interactions Tambi, 2019
Feeling pride in local product
Displacement
Economic Change in Access to employable opportunities, Korytarova et al., 2022;
economic Income-generating activities, Khanani et al., 2021;
conditions

Environment Change
level

of

Access the market systems
Raising income

New farms creations

Access to finance

Value added to raw materials
Tax revenue

Export of local products
Change in land access

New farms creations

Increase production volume
Lowering the cost of production

Access to climate-smart technologies

Improve land use

Reduction is desertification
Sustainable production system
Protection of biodiversity
Freshwater use

Level of pollution

He et al., 2021; Miller-
Miller-Mahnet al., 2021;
Folefack et al., 2020;
Gyapong, 2020; Tambi,
2019

Li et al. 2002 ;

Ika et al., 2012;

Audrey, 2016;

Engstrom & Hajdu, 2019
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The main criterion for selecting respondents was that they must have benefited from a megaproject
of a multilateral organization and or bilateral donor agency. Respondents were asked to rate how
much they agreed with the statements presented to them. Responses cover the three phases of the
dimension of impact and were measured on a five-point scale. To explore the context of the project,
we also conducted desk research on policy documents, and information on the official websites of
multilateral organizations and or bilateral donor agencies. To ensure the quality and reliability of
interviews, the selection of interviewees considered the diversity of their backgrounds and
professional expertise in large-scale agricultural projects. Key principles of ethical considerations
identified by Easterby-Smith et al. (2018) were applied to protect the interest of the research
participants and the integrity of the research results (accuracy and no bias).

We performed exploratory factor analysis to generate appropriate impact variables reflecting
respondents’ general perceptions about the impacts of mega agricultural projects. A list of possible
impacts was developed from the theoretical framework; we created a list of possible attributes
(Table 3). Three factors were created from the analysis, namely social impact, economic impact,
and specific environmental effect.

4. Results and Discussion

Participants respectively had 12 and 32 years of experience minimum and maximum in large-scale
agricultural project management, and 18 years on average. For gender, males were 70% and
females 30% and all of them were active members (90%) and management teams (10%) of
institutions that participated in large-scale agricultural projects. Of the persons interviewed, 2 were
senior consultants in large-scale agricultural projects, 2 were academic experts, 2 were presidents
of large-scale farmer cooperatives, and 2 were Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development
experts. The background of the participants interviewed was well suited to provide crucial
information on the impact of large-scale agricultural projects. The results of the investigation on
the possible silver lining of mega agricultural projects were captured irrespective of the wide
negative externalities reported during expert interviews which included, the loss of local food
consumption, lack of employment opportunities, failed compensation schemes, and some level of
displacements reported by experts interviewed. This raises the question of whether people affected
by the socio-political crisis in the Ngoketunjia Division have other perceptions of mega-projects
as compared to those in the Noun Division even though they both have similar socioeconomic
landscapes and development characteristics.

4.1. Perception of large-scale agricultural projects

| feel positive about the megaproject implemented during the last fifteen years
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Figure 1: level of agreement and positive feeling about the megaproject

Surprisingly, the results of how positive respondents felt about mega agricultural projects were
almost the same in both Divisions. A vast majority of respondents reported feeling negative about
such projects as about 65% and 68% generally disagree with the Noun and Ngoketunjia Divisions
respectively; only approximately 25% and 22% of respondents reported feeling positive in the
same order (Figure 1). There are two plausible reasons for this, related to the development process
and the level of the agricultural sector. Firstly, the increasing import level of basic food items like
rice, maize, and fish against billions spend on these sub-sector mega projects. The local production
process had not been improved as compared to the late 1970s and limited employment has been
created in the sector as an encouragement factor to the large rural unemployed population.

Table 2: Cross-tabulation between personal benefits and frequency of participation in mega
projects

Frequency of participation in the last 15 years

Seldom Often
(one) Occasionally (Twice) (Trice) Total
Agree 10 5 9 6
Neural 4 5 4 4
Personal benefits Disagree 63 56 53 53
Strongly disagree 23 34 34 37
Total 100 100 100 100
18 44 32 100
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At the same time, regarding the positive effects at a personal level of respondents who have either
seldom, occasionally, or often participated in mega agricultural projects in the past 15 years, the
vast majority of the respondents (at least 83%) generally disagree with personal benefits (Table 2).
A key reason is that such projects are often delayed leading to cost overruns as a result of the
accumulation of interest on loans which donors and the government are less willing to
accommodate such cost compromising the project's impact at the personal level.

4.2. Impact of a large-scale project and silver lining

The reliability of impact variables was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha to measure internal
consistency. The tested impact variable value is 0.776, which is significantly greater than 0.5.
Factor analysis was applied to reduce these 9 impact variables to an underlying smaller number
that is social, economic, and environmental. Principal component analysis was conducted using
orthogonal rotation (varimax). The value of Bartlett's test of sphericity is 15899.5 (p=0.000), which
implies that the correlation matrix is not an identity matrix. The correlation matrix demonstrates
that all variables have a significant correlation at the 0.05 level.

Table 3: Impact dimension of megaproject

Description of factors and variables N = Commonalitie Factors  Respondents with
400 S loading  silver lining

Social impact (66.972%)

Access to social facilities (electricity, health, 4%
water, schools) .387 213

Improve skills and knowledge 473 .389 10%
Integration and interactions 072 212 1%

Economic impact (64.224%)

Access to employable opportunities, 472 311 3%
Income generating activities 453 521 4%
Increase production volume .289 135 1%
Access the market 367 399 2%
Access to finance 264 226 1%
Value added to raw materials AT75 411 5%

Two impact dimensions were generated from the analysis, namely social and economic impacts
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4.2.1. Social Impact

In this dimension, three attributes emerged, with 66.972% variance (which explains the expected
social impact) including social facilities (electricity, health, water, schools) (agreed by 4% of
respondents see Table 3), improved skills and knowledge (agreed by 10% of respondents), and
enhance people integration and interactions (agreed by 1% of respondents) in the research areas.
In our search for the silver lining, over the last 15 years an improvement was reported in access to
social facilities by respondents (farmers surveyed and experts interviewed) but could they not
relate the improvement to large-scale agricultural projects. Firstly, the negative perceptions held
by experts interviewed who contested the implementation of social impact activities of large-scale
projects even though most have such components in their design such as rural infrastructure and
other social amenities creation (IFAD 2010; Witte and Spit, 2019; World Bank 2023). According
to experts interviewed, the implementation of such components sometimes overshadowed
mainstream agricultural development components leaving beneficiaries unable to connect the
impact with the said projects.

Such limited connection is in line with scholars' argument that social impact in large-scale projects
is particularly complex as a result of their direct and indirect impacts that must be measured in an
inclusive way (Bekele & Bekele, 2017; Abylova&Salykova, 2019). But others argued that
beneficiaries are often not in a position to reliably judge such impact; for instance, if the impact is
not visible to beneficiaries in the case of the prevention of negative outcomes (Jayne et al., 2019).
Secondly, expert interviews opined that anticipated social amenities outcomes for human
populations and communities stemmed from the transformation of production systems as promised
by such projects; which directly affects the income of beneficiaries. To them, change in income
directly affects change in access to social facilities. To farmers, the production system of maize
and rice has slightly improved in terms of technology applications such as the use of chemicals
(herbicides, insecticides, etc) and tractor services whose cost is still relatively high for farmers.
This high cost lowers the income of farmers, thus hindering access to social facilities as Stein
&Kalina (2021) put it in the studies of African mega projects at a situated scale. In their study, the
challenges of such projects are too costly and often shifted to farmers thereby reducing their
income and access to social facilities. Lastly, experts also noted that the development of land
purchase/sale markets is creating a new class of landless workers and a change in the social system.
To them, this change is in some ways deracinating the traditional social fabric and creating new
power structures as farmers sell their land informally to others, and become dependent on the local
nonfarm economy for their livelihoods in rural areas. This expert's position reinforced Gyapong,
(2020) contention that, access to social facilities is a function of rural income which is not
guaranteed by large-scale agricultural projects. Some experts said.

‘Access to social facilities are least in rural communities in addition to difficulties they face
managing the social complexity of project acceptance and a lack of appropriate working
conditions, threatening rural peoples’ health and safety’.
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The views of experts on inclusive skills and knowledge opportunities were more positive. Farmers
who have participated in large-scale agricultural projects confirmed to have witnessed an
improvement in their skill and knowledge level over the last 15 years. To them, they understood
modern methods of agriculture and had begun to practice them, especially in maize and rice
subsectors.

When Tambi (2019) compared the results of the three types of training, he observed that the
magnitude of on-the-farm agricultural training is higher than others meaning that farm training is
better in increasing agricultural production as compared to professional and workshop agricultural
training. This implies that farming training seems to have created more impact on skills and
knowledge than professional and workshop capacity-building forms. At least a few respondents
indicated that skills and knowledge that have learned from mega projects allowed them to be
creative and add value to the production.

| think large-scale projects have helped in the development of female’s skills in the processing of
especially agricultural products.

The integration and interactions among farmers and others in the community as a result of large-
scale agricultural projects are connected to a lesser extent. Many respondents reported that
kindness and helping behaviours became more common over the years in their communities,
highlighting an old fashion of caring that was indispensable amongst many with no attribution to
large-scale projects. Though sharing amongst community members has intensified, for example,
members offering phones to make calls for those without phones, taking care of neighbour children
while they are away, and offering cooked food to others in the community have been common in
the last 15 years. Such sharing has no link to mega projects reported by some experts even though
Doan and Oduro (2012) found large-scale agricultural projects to promote interactions among
commodities value chains, especially those who are engaged in the lower section of the value
chains. As one expert also puts it,

‘People have become more attentive to each other in the community’ and everyone is more caring
of one another especially the less fortunate

4.2.2. Economic impact

The economic impact of large-scale project six variables emerged here, with a 64.224% variance
which explains the expected economic impact (see Table 3). Access to employment opportunities
(direct, indirect, and induced impact) is one of the most important criteria that donors and
governments measure at the end of any megaproject (Dimitriou et al. 2015). Interviews with
experts revealed that large-scale agricultural development projects usually create the best-pay jobs
for the project management team and an insignificant number of jobs for local people; this is in
line with the suggestion of Miller-Mahn et al. (2021) that mega-agricultural projects benefit the
rich, at the expense of the poor. This is often irrespective of project promises to prioritise rural
farmers especially those whose land had been expropriated. It is interesting to note how this
perception switched from negative to positive between farmers and the project management team.
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The negative perception of farmers is legitimate as only 3% of respondents agreed with
employment creation through large-scale projects. This perception is supported by Gyapong,
(2020) in his investigation of how and why large-scale agricultural land investments do not create
long-term employment benefits in Ghana. Some respondents saw employment as their silver
lining, and several acknowledged the government's appointments of staff of such projects to help
during a difficult time for political elites and their relatives since recruitment may not be based on
competence’. A statement repeated by experts interviewed is that;

‘Employment opportunities of large scale projects are often seen more at the level of jobs created
for management team than those created by the project's activities. Such opportunities for the
management team goes sometimes beyond the plan period, as projects are always delayed'

The expert interviewed revealed that, those who work in the field are often bare feet and hands
making them susceptible to infections and reptile attacks, while many harvesters are vulnerable to
chronic chest and back pains. More to that, machine operators often carry out their work without
licenses, and in most cases, machinery is without insurance. The reality according to experts
interviewed is that, although many of these farm workers double as own-farmers or direct
beneficiaries of large-scale projects, they invest less in optimal working materials required on
farms in addition to less optimal occupational health and safety legislation and implementation
instruments in that effect, thereby increasing risk at all levels.

'We are lucky to have a government in place that looks for partners to invest in large-scale projects
that can help reduce importance so that we can produce more to benefit from market opportunities
and generate more income. But we cannot yet benefit given the small scale in which we are still
producing for our subsistence'.

Witte and Spit, (2019) opined that agricultural workers are characterized by a high rate of turnover,
high labour mobility across tasks, seasonal layoffs, short-term casual contracts with no guaranteed
progression, and casual workers. These workers have over the last 15 years diversified their
livelihoods with other occupations as they are conscious of their insecurity and the lack of
appropriate regulatory interventions according to experts interviewed. More than 80% of the
farmers who were supposed to be job creators were observed to be engaged in what they considered
equally important activities such as petty commodity trading, farming, and transport services. It
was reported that many do these additional jobs are not inherently favourable to them but because
of their need for extra income which cannot be generated from their main farming activities. At
least 3% of respondents agreed that large-scale projects create jobs as shown in Table 3. The
former contentions differ from scholars' discourse that mega projects improve the creation of better
job opportunities at all levels (He et al., 2021; Abesha et al., 2022)

There are options for the community to generate income during the implementation of large-scale
agricultural projects. Firstly, the presence of stakeholders in the project areas presents an
opportunity for locals to sell their products in some cases; this has proved to be a success. Second
local products are better known in the market and this increases sales and income, following
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experts’ interviews and supported by reports of donors (World Bank, 2023; IFAD, 2018).
Surprisingly, despite the positive income-generation activities mentioned by experts interviewed,
a minority of respondents (only about 4% as shown in Table 3) reported feeling positive about
income-generation activities from such projects. This could be attributed to a limited number of
stakeholders present in rural areas during the implementation of such projects that can buy a
substantial volume of local products.

Though the production volume of rice and maize has increased over the last 15 years, in relative
terms, experts reported that the increment is a result of an increase in surface area and not per unit
area. This is supported by 1% of respondents who agreed and the increasing level of importation
of maize and rice (see Table 3). MINFI, (2023) argued that over 300,000 tons of rice were imported
in 2022 and 1600 tons of maize in the same year. This is a visible result of the low production level
of the commodities supported in previous years. This result on import is contrary to the
presumption of Harwood, (2020) that mega-agricultural projects lead to a reduction in import and
low capital flight, improved living conditions of those living near such projects through
possibilities for social development, economic opportunities, and enhancement of the welfare of
communities.

Most of the emerging evidence suggested a complexity of issues regarding market access. While
experts revealed less favourable market negotiations between small-scale farmers and large
agribusinesses who import at subsidised prices and preferred import over more expensive local
production, local farmers are forced to sell at extremely low prices, especially at the point of
harvest. The evidence is contrary to donors' reports (World Bank, 2023; IFAD, 2018) that claimed
there is improved market access for maize and rice as a result of large-scale projects. Numerous
respondents said they realised that the price of produce sold through partners of a large-scale
project is lower than the market price even though the product quality standard expected is high.

According to experts interviewed, marketing infrastructure like warehouses constructed and driers
installed to improve market access are used to a lesser extent as only about one-third of their
capacity is being used and some have been abandoned. The situation of market access
infrastructures sometimes translated into revised production habits, increased frugality, and
reduced interest in large-scale projects. A statement repeated by many respondents 'Only small
projects that target the essentials is needed, not wasting money on projects that are prone to delay
and high cost in the end’.

However, farmers commented on how they had improved market relationships, which for some
was as simple as having more time and opportunity to connect with clients in the last 15 years
(e.g., spending less time to market products). Some also reported closer relationships with clients
that are far off in bigger cities for example a statement reported by many was that

'my relationship with a partner in Douala and Yaoundé has improved and we have more frequent
interactions'. This has made farmers interact with far and near customers, usually, this would only
happen via middle man as one expert argued during the interview.
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Operating in a fast-changing and competitive market and physical distancing rules in force,
innovation in communication became a major facilitator of market access and connections for
example via online services such as WhatsApp, Facebook, etc as experts reported. One farmer
explained ‘I got to speak with customers out of the village daily describing my product
characteristics and sent pictures and videos via social media. Another described joining ‘a global
online marketing group’ to maintain market access and social interactions. Recent reports insisted
that several farmers had developed relationships with potential customers in and out of their
communities (Folefack et al., 2020; World Bank, 2023; IFAD, 2018). Some farmers said

‘[ have a phone but no internet connection, | do not use social media’; the cost of internet is too
high and before you know the credit you had on your phone has disappeared' etc.

For such farmers, market access's silver lining remains unclear.

The large-scale agricultural projects prompted farmers to reflect on their current production
activities and re-create aspects of their farms which led to accessing finance and other resources
according to experts interviewed. Respondents reported that such a project makes one think about
the future of his or her farm’ and ‘time to reflect and decide what extra activities can indeed lead
to accessing finance and other resources from the project. Experts pointed out that farmers have
access to their highest level of finance when they participate in large-scale projects. Such access
to finance had been reported by Wysocki, (2011). They also recognised such project delays and
this is in line with the argument of scholars that, project delays for over 20 months (Ball, 2016;
Gyapong, 2020; Abesha, et al., 2022). While farmers agreed to have access to finance, they also
contested that, large-scale agricultural projects are always delayed and do not follow an
agricultural calendar. This previous and subsequent statement was reported by many respondents.

‘I borrowed money and invested in the project and have no extra money to continue my farm
activities because of the delay which led to an increased cost of the borrowed money.

Access to financial resources is key to agricultural development but when projects are delayed, in
cases where loans are involved, the consequences are very bad as reported by experts during the
interview and Miiller-Mahn et al. (2021) in this investigation of how megaprojects lead to mega
failures in Kenya. Some of the experts interviewed pointed out that, farmers who have borrowed
money in the past are indebted to financial institutions due to their limited ability to repay loans
which are often offered at a high rate of about 12% per year. They noted that project delays increase
costs for farmers and reduce their loan credibility and only 1% of respondents agree that
participating in large-scale projects improves access to finance. Some even said, financial
institutions do not want to offer them credit again after they failed to repay loans on time.

We have a warehouse that was constructed from the project fund, it is not being used given limited
extra management cash available and debt as a results loan and its interest'.

Experts contested that, the management of agricultural raw materials is often done on-site in less-
than-desirable control environments with less-than-optimal management systems until the advent
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of large-scale projects. Many farmers’ groups have developed their capacities to manage the
products of members by adding more value in drying and storage in warehouses in the case of
maize, as well as processing and storage of rice. Value is added in quality attributes such as
humidity content, grain size, and shapes as well as colour which often attracts better prices for
farmers are qualities they learn thanks to large-scale projects even though this is confirmed by only
about 5% of respondents. The expert's views on value addition to raw agricultural materials are in
line with IFAD (2018) PADFA report that indicated value addition to rice and onions. In general,
farmers considered the position of experts to be less realistic, warehouses and processing units
constructed within the framework of maize and rice projects are less optimally used. Some cited
drying units and warehouses for maize that have been abandoned and rice mills that have also been
abandoned for three reasons (1) limited knowledge by management of their farming group leaders
(2) debt from loans accumulating due to project delays, and (3) insufficient amount of raw
materials. The observations of farmers were earlier reported by Ika, (2012) as a critical success
factor for World Bank projects and recently by Madller-Mahn et al. (2021) in this investigation of
Megaprojects—mega failures in Kenya. According to farmers, value addition carried out in rice
and maize is mostly done by agribusinesses that are not located in their areas and they might not
have benefited from large-scale agricultural projects as earlier suggested by Jayne et al. (2019)
that medium-scale farms are better placed to drive agricultural transformation in sub-Saharan
Africa.

5. Conclusion

Mega agricultural projects have created significant positive impacts in different countries around
the world but for the case of Africa and Cameroon in particular. Due to the renewed interest in
such projects, this study investigated their impacts, given the current slow rate of development of
the agricultural sector in the country. Two cases each from World Bank and IFAD sponsored and
completed megaprojects were used.Respondents identified a silver lining under two themes (social
and economic). Socially, the silver lining was observed mainly in skills and knowledge
improvement, while access to social services (electricity, health, water, schools), as well as
integration and interactions amongst villagers, showed less visible impact. Silver linings in this
dimension cannot be directly attributed to such projects, therefore the claim that large-scale
agricultural projects led to social impact might be a faulty one. Under the economic domain silver
lining was observed in access to employable opportunities, market, and finance as well as value
added to raw materials except for important impact indications like, increase in income, production
level,and decrease in cost of production where no impact was observed. Impact disruptions were
linked to project design and delays that affected budgets, supply shortages, and efficiency. To
create the desired impact, we recommend that, large-scale agricultural projects should proactively
focus on impact-driven project components as well as reschedule activities to minimize delays,
penalties, and cost overruns.
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