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Post Doctoral chronicles: Dr. Natasha M. Mwila RUFORUM Alumni in Zambia 

Post doctoral selection: the build up 

Like a turtle in a shell walking slowly and getting back in its shell 

when senses something different, so was I as I returned to Zambia 

after my PhD in plant breeding and biotechnology studies at 

Makerere University, in Kampala, Uganda. My PhD studies were 

funded by DAAD and Carnegie Corporation of New York 

through RUFORUM from 2015 to 2019. Life out there was 

different, after five years of intense course work and research 

activities and more less non-existant social life, I was back into 

the world, with a dream to mentor and contribute to agricultural 

systems. Unfortunately, in March, 2020, the first COVID case 

was detected in Zambia, and that spiraled into more cases and rapid changes in daily life activities, 

conditions, the economy, health for most and general stress to everyone. The future seemed unknown with 

unclear possibilities, inducing fear, anxiety, uncertainty and drawing back into a shell.  

I slowly got into a network called the Zambia Women in Agricultural Research and Development 

(ZAWARD), the Zambian version of AWARD fellowships. The network was just the right thing for me, I 

started meeting people in the agricultural circles, some of whom were familiar to me. I was selected as part 

of the technical team in that organization and that meant I would write proposals for grants, review technical 

documents and offer the needed advice on various technical aspects associated to ZAWARD activities. I 

slowly started coming out of my shell, becoming more interested in other people and more willing to talk 

and take part in social activities. I also became a part time lecturer at the University of Zambia. Additionally, 

started getting to exchange with other stakeholders in the sector, from seed companies, non-governmental 

organization’s and governmental institutions. I then also consulted for the now Synergy, in terms of maize 

and soybean improvement. Inbred line genetic purity assessment, characterization and documentation of 

distinctness, uniformity and stability among other activities were conducted. On the 3rd of August, 2020, I 

was among the 10 people that were selected for the Post doc fellowships under RUFORUM, funded by the 

Carnegie Corporation of New York. I was overwhelmed with joy and asked God to give me wisdom and 

guidance in this post doc fellowship. I did not realise that it would define a huge part of my life and career. 

Out of the shell now, I started walking slowly, hopeful that I would get somewhere. Vital lesson; the 

importance of networking at various levels to help someone learn and identify opportunities cannot be 

understated. Team work and partnerships are very important in setting the tone for a career. 

Learning the process 

I had to learn what a post doc fellowship would entail. My 

proposal was focused on two legumes, soybean and cowpea. 

Initially, it was only looking at the genetic basis of resistance 

to insect pests. After reviews, I was made to realize that I am 

supposed to be looking at a broader perspective. It had to be 

a project which people would be interested in, buy into and 

see the potential in it solving an issue or more. I drew up a 

stakeholder map to observe who would be interested in the 

research and have some influence at different points of the 
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research. I engaged with some of these stakeholders such as farmers in terms of the insects that were 

problematic to them. Also, the research institutes on the current research advancements on insect pest 

resistance and nutrition in cowpea and soybean, as well as other legumes. Consequently, coming up with 

an overall project name “End-user Centered Legume Improvement Program (ECLIP),” in which my post 

doc research fits into. Eventually, I started getting comfortable outside the shell. Lesson learned; Learn, 

think big and do not limit yourself.  

 

Searching for other opportunities  

At the start of the fellowship, selection of students was not easy, as there were not many students who were 

at research stage. Others were already working on various 

other research topics and many required tuition to be paid for 

them, which was outside the fellowships jurisdiction. I, 

fortunately got 1 PhD, 2 MSc and 4 BSc students and it was 

a starting point as part of the progress. As the students got to 

understand the research objectives and fitted into the 

fellowship, things eased off a little bit. However, COVID-19 

was still at peak and it was a point of adapting to new ways 

of handling things mostly having online meetings. We held 

some online meetings with various departments and 

stakeholders. These have been picked up as platforms for 

stakeholder engagement on various research issues. I also 

started looking for other opportunities outside the post doc fellowship. I got awarded as an FSNet-Africa 

fellow in May, 2021 based on the work that I was carrying out under the RUFORUM post doc. Around 

September, 2021, I was offered to work as a senior advisor to GIZ on legume research and value chain 

development (currently focusing on soybean and groundnut). All this happened at the peak of my 

RUFORUM post doc fellowship and COVID-19! I have collaboration discussions underway with 

University of California Riverside and Leon for more cowpea populations that need to be evaluated in 

Zambia. IITA Nigeria was also engaged for both cowpea and soybean lines, some of which have been 

evaluated in the post doc fellowship. The University of Leeds is also considering which aspects of the 

legumes we will collaborate on. In the Plant science department, in 2022, as COVID-19 cases reduced, we 

came up with the “walk-in” student presentations, where anyone within the department with interesting 

findings would share to anyone that was interested and available at that particular time, of which, these 

have become popular in the school now. Furthermore, I spoke about the work under my post doc and 

recognized RUFORUM at the university summer schools that I attended in Pretoria (March, 2022) and 

Leeds (June, 2022). I am scheduled to be at the University of Hohenheim towards end of the year for more 

training on research development in legumes. Lesson learned; When able and opportunity is availed to you, 

go for it! For me, at this point there was no space for me in the shell to expand. 

What next? 

There was progress with my RUFORUM post doc in terms of my work and the students. The satisfaction 

of seeing students grow within a few months of mentorship on concepts, data collection and guidance on 

their work, to them standing with minimal supervision in presentation of their proposals and eventual 

submission of research reports. Standing and seeing their smiles at the graduation podium as they received 

their degrees, was amazing. My MSc students are in finalization phase, with some articles already published 
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and working on their theses. Seeing two gentlemen who at the point of meeting had not much hope, but 

now were so happy with themselves in terms of the MSc progress, has been satisfying. We are still on the 

road with my PhD candidate and she is doing great work. I will continue working with her as she progresses 

through until she gets to the end. I will continue to strive to make progress with the work that I am doing, 

combined with the FSNet Africa fellowship, and look for more opportunities to help me connect the 

foundation laid to the broader outputs envisioned. I still have a lot of work planned in the coming years 

with many lines to be received this year and continue with evaluation. Working in an interdisciplinary 

approach, I will continue working with students and my mentors plus experts who have joined the team. I 

will continue to engage stakeholders at various levels to keep refining and getting direction in the areas of 

potential work expansion. It is my hope and desire that some of the students can conduct part of their 

research work in reputable institutions and laboratories and acquire various skills. I also look forward to a 

time when my students will present at RUFORUM events and others, so as to share the work that they have 

done, which contributes to the body of knowledge in development of nutritious and multi-insect resistant 

varieties in Zambia, appropriate for end users. Seed multiplication systems analyses has been done and 

strategic discussion and plans are under way with Zambia agricultural research institute (ZARI) and other 

NGO’s.  

As the learning continues, I have realized that I actually was a caterpillar that has transformed into a 

beautiful butterfly. Not to say that the process is complete, but that it is part of metamorphosis where there 

are highs and lows, tests and advances, each and every stage representing a change within me that induces 

growth, confidence, realization of certain things, trying again, eventually resulting in beauty of my work at 

different times of the whole process. The saying goes” you can be anything”, yes, one can be a turtle, 

butterfly, lion, eagle or anything else at the same or different times, but the most important thing is that 

change must occur. Lesson learned: through the research process just like many other processes, it is never 

standard, nor easy, in its complexity, one develops ways to getting solutions that help in making progress, 

no matter how small it maybe. There is no straight forward way as to how a PhD or post doc should be, 

mine came in a different form and no matter what, I enjoyed every bit of it and very grateful to RUFORUM 

for the experience and mentorship offered through this journey! I am still walking through the process. At 

this time, the RUFORUM post doc has nurtured in me transformation through the many activities and skills 

trainings offered. It is thus on us as RUFORUM alumni to work in our countries and beyond to build on 

what has been imparted in us, probably even take it to a higher level. The transformation continues, always 

believing that at the end of each process, the beauty of the work shines through and in the long run benefits 

the end users. I wish that on everyone, that is working to improve the agricultural sector in various ways 

and hope that their stories are told and can be heard. Welcome to my world! 

 
It is time to tell your story! 
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“Transformation is a journey where there is no final destination” 


