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Jenn Smith Nelson has been busy the past year writing and photographing about a 

topic close to her heart - discovering Saskatchewan through travel. It was, however, 

a trip to Uganda where she would learn that her storytelling could take another form 

and help make a difference. 

How did you get started with storytelling?

I have been in the marketing and communications field for about 12 years. But, 

I can pinpoint when the love for storytelling through writing began. I was work-

ing at Regina Regional Opportunities Commission (RROC) promoting the city 

to travel media types like writers, photographers and bloggers, urging them 

to come discover what we had to offer. It was through this piece of my for-

mer job that I figured out two things: First, I have a crazy amount of love and 

pride for my city and province Secondly, I realized through pitching stories 

that I was on the wrong side of the table. These were stories I wanted to tell.  

My journey into storytelling began with a personal blog. It centered on simple stories 

about the city and the exciting things happening here. Then I started to capture 

those stories in photographs, which seemed to be a natural fit. Since then I have 

been busy pitching and writing stories about our wonderful province for publica-

tions like Pink and Canada’s number one women’s magazine, Chatelaine. 

Do you freelance full time? 

Travel writing and photography are passions that I currently pursue in my free time. 

I also have a day job with a wonderful organization - one that supports a work life 

balance and the ability to pursue outside passions. 

The small successes I have experienced lately have fueled my passion to continue 

down this road, and my need to venture out further has grown immensely. Though 

I will always continue to share stories about my home, I am eager to explore the 

world. Luckily, I was recently afforded a grand opportunity to visit Africa, with a mis-

sion that married my job and my passion.

Tell us about your mission to Africa.

Through my job at SaskCentral, I was chosen as one of eight communicators hand-

picked from co-operatives across the country to take part in a volunteer mission. 

Our mission was to witness firsthand how IFAPI, an agricultural and finance project, 

is improving the livelihoods of smallholder farmers in Uganda, and then share the 

stories upon our return home to Canada.

So this was quite a bit different than the travel writing you have been doing?

Yes, completely. The point wasn’t to sell Uganda as a destination, although it is 

lovely. I did, however, get to put my travel-writing lens on when it allowed for it. We 

wrapped up our visit with a two day stay at the amazing Murchison Falls National 

Park. We took in a land safari and Nile river cruise. I have shared a lot of stories on 

my blog and social media platforms about those experiences. 

So what was the rest of the mission about? What was it like? 

It was eye opening, inspiring, humbling, life changing … I could go on and on. 
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Our daily routine involved driving through rural Northern Ugan-

da and visiting marketing co-operatives and savings and credit 

unions (SACCOS). While in the van, our eyes were always 

glued to the windows. You would see men, women and chil-

dren of all ages walking alongside the highway making their 

way to or from their villages. 

We spent about a week on the road and stayed in the towns 

Masindi, Lira, Nebbi and Arua. From there, we commuted 

short and long distances on very bumpy and sometimes bro-

ken roads to visit nine communities in total where we con-

ducted 100s of interviews. Through the interviews we found 

Ugandans were more than willing to share the stories of how 

their involvement in a co-operative changed their life. 

How have their lives changing as a result of their co-

operative memberships?

The stories we heard through each village were very much 

the same, with a few exceptions. Access to information and 

knowledge, such as how to save their money, along with the 

ability access low-rate loans from credit unions have allowed 

Ugandans to start up and enhance small scale farming op-

erations. In turn, this has provided a significant change of life-

style. They are now able to provide their families with some of 

life’s basic essentials: food, schooling and medical facilities.  

It is also helping women achieve equality. Women don`t hold the 

same status level as men in Uganda. They are often 

less educated and have limited access to financial 

resources and possessions (such as land).  Through 

membership in SACCOS, this is changing. Women 

have the ability open accounts and take out loans. 

These loans help them to start their own small-scale 

farming practices such as bee keeping or growing 

crops like mushrooms or maize. As a result, they are 

able to achieve financial independence. 

They are really liberating themselves. The commu-

nities are finding new ways to keep it sustainable. 

It’s tremendously powerful. 

Was there any part of the mission that was dif-

ficult for you?

Yes. Seeing the full extent of the dire living condi-

tions where Ugandans (especially children) lack ac-

cess to things we may take for granted here like 

water, sanitary services and so on was difficult. 

Most communities we visited had long-established 

co-operatives. Therefore, we were able to interview a lot of 

Ugandans who were experiencing a decent level of success. 

One community, in particular, demonstrated that the battle to 

climb out of poverty is still uphill. Akoloda, a village that had 

recently been devastated as the epi-centre of a recent civil war, 

is in rebuilding mode. During civil wars in Uganda many co-

operatives and credit unions were forced to disband. Now they 

face the challenge of having to start over.

Widows and orphans made up the majority of the community’s 

population. These wonderful women, along with the rest of the 

community, welcomed us and sent us off in song. The spirit of 

this community was truly amazing. The team fought hard to 

hold back tears during our time there.

I met two women, Mary and Prisca, who will forever shift how 

I think about ‘first world problems’. These women were in their 

early 30s and 40s. They had 11 children between them. They 

also had in common the burden of carrying the weight for each 

of their families. 

I barely held it together as I listened to how these women 

struggled but remained optimistic despite their situations. I in-

terviewed Mary first. She spoke with poise, pride and gracious-

ness. Becoming a farmer and joining the rural producer orga-

nization (RPO) has allowed her to put food on the table, take 
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care of her children and care for her husband, who is slowly 

succumbing to AIDS. 

Prisca, a new member who is maintaining her income through 

small-scale farming and the purchase of a goat, seemed to 

still be experiencing a lot of hardship. Her face was tight and 

her expression never changing as she described life before she 

joined the co-operative. They didn’t have plates to eat on. Her 

children often went without clothes and food. Her struggles 

didn’t end there. Her husband is a village wanderer, having lost 

all mental capacity when he was taken and beaten by rebel 

insurgents during the war. 

As a mother and a wife, I couldn’t, and still cannot, even begin 

to imagine the hardship and strength it takes for women like 

Mary and Prisca not only to survive but to successfully care for 

their families. I promised them I would share their stories.

Akoloda will always hold a special spot in my heart but it isn’t 

because of the struggles or hardships I witnessed; it`s  because 

of the positivity, hope and the strength the whole community 

exuded. They will one day succeed. I am certain. 

What else did you learn during your time in Africa?

So much. While in Uganda, I learned that a quarter of the popu-

lation lives on under $1 per day and 80 percent of the popula-

tion are involved in farming. 

Most importantly, though, I learned that things are changing 

for the better. 

Through the IFAPI project model, the UCA (Uganda Co-opera-

tive Alliance, which is supported by the CCA) is helping Ugan-

dans by providing access to training and resources through 

co-operatives and credit unions. 
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Ugandans seem to have an unquenchable thirst for knowledge. 

Members receive a variety of training through the UCA, includ-

ing gender equality training. One of the most moving things 

I heard during an interview came from a successful Bomido 

farmer named Deo. He said, “After 30 years of marriage, I have 

now learned to respect her; we now have peace; we now work 

together.” It was due to the gender equality training he received 

that Deo realized he needed to change his relationship with his 

wife.  

Something surprising that I learned: Ugandans know how to be 

happy. In fact, they are so good at it. I realized about halfway 

through the journey that we have a lot to learn from their ap-

proach to life.  

One image that will never leave my mind is the children’s smiling 

faces.  As a mom, I couldn’t resist taking the time to hang out 

with the village children. They absolutely lit up when one of us 

would take their picture or video and show it to them. Their giant 

grins provided me with a giant dose of happiness. I miss them. 

I learned that storytelling isn’t always about the tourism appeal. 

The people and the culture are often the most interesting part 

of a destination. In this instance, selling the destination was 

never the objective in the first place. Now, when I think back on 

the experience, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I would do this 

trip for this purpose all over again in a heartbeat.

I am thankful to PINK Magazine for allowing me to share this 

story. The work that the CCA and its many volunteers are doing 

is so important. We certainly have won the lottery being born in 

Canada, but there is a world beyond us. Ugandans have a long 

way to go before they climb out of poverty and build stability in 

their own country. They are on their way through the uprise and 

rebuilding of the co-operatives. 

Our work here is far easier. 

Think globally. Love your community. Treat people with kind-

ness. Most importantly, be grateful for the amazing opportuni-

ties we are afforded.

You can read more about Jenn’s mission to Uganda on her 

blog: www.travellinlady.com/mission-to-uganda
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