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The work camp in Tanzania was an intense and transformative experience that allowed us to live
closely with the daily life of the Mvimwa community, in the Rukwa region. It is a rural context
where resources are limited and food insecurity is a constant challenge for many families. Spending
time with the school children, sharing with them study and daily moments, made us understand
more concretely how essential support, such as assistance programs or care initiative, can
profoundly impact their development and improve their living conditions.

Our fieldwork took place in September 2024 and focused mainly on collecting data in the schools
adjacent to the Mvimwa abbey. We carried out anthropometric measurements of the children to
assess the state of child malnutrition and, in parallel, administered questionnaires to families and the
school community to explore the population’s eating habits. This approach allowed us to combine
the objective analysis of growth parameters with a broader understanding of the nutritional and
social context in which the children live.

By analyzing the data collected in the field and comparing it with that of 2017, the first year of our
University’s international cooperation activities in Mvimwa, an encouraging result emerged: cases
of chronic malnutrition among children aged 6 to 14 decreased significantly, by about 50%, with a
statistically significant difference (Figure 1). We also found that younger children showed clear
improvements compared to their peers in 2017, while older children continued to carry, albeit less
prominently, the signs of deficiencies experienced in their early years.

One major change concerned school meals. In 2017, the students, all of whom lived at the school
facilities, had breakfast at 10:00, lunch at 14:00, and dinner at 18:00, leaving a very long fasting
period between dinner and breakfast, even though lessons began at 8:00. In 2024, children had an
early breakfast at 6:00, followed by a second breakfast at 10:00, with the other meals kept at the
same times. This improved distribution of meals ensured better energy availability throughout the
day. Weekly menus also changed. While still monotonous overall and mainly based on
carbohydrates (rice, maize) and legumes, animal protein sources, which in 2017 consisted almost
exclusively of meat consumed four times a week at lunch and dinner on Saturdays and Sundays,
were diversified in 2024 through the introduction of eggs (once a week), fish (twice a week), and
red meat (once a week), included on alternating weekdays (Figure 2). Many factors contributed to
these changes, including the economic support of local and international associations, but we were
pleased to see that the various interventions by our colleagues who participated in previous work
camps also helped create greater awareness of school nutrition and its role in children’s cognitive
development. Still, some critical issues persist, both in the menus (fruit and vegetables remain very
limited, also due to the objective difficulties in accessing drinking water for proper washing) and in
terms of facilities. For example, visiting the school kitchens (Figure 3) made it clear how much
remains to be done.

Another aspect that struck us was observing how, from the first to the last grade of primary school,
the number of enrolled girls decreased much more sharply than that of boys (Figure 4). This
phenomenon, which we did not notice during the work camp but which emerged clearly from data
analysis, highlights how deep the gender gap still is in these villages. As often happens in rural
areas of developing countries, families tend to withdraw daughters from school as soon as they can
contribute to caring for younger siblings or working in the fields. We believe it is crucial to share



this finding during the next work camp with the school staff so that they can raise awareness in the
community and promote concrete actions to reduce this disparity.

Beyond the academic aspects, what struck us most from this experience was the human connection:
the children’s smiles, the strength and resilience of the families, and their ability to face daily
hardships with dignity and hope. We learned how essential it is to view data not only as numbers
but as real life stories, which can change thanks to targeted policies and concrete actions, even
small ones. The work camp in Tanzania helped us grow not only as students and researchers but
also as individuals, leaving us with the awareness that nutrition and education are the true pillars for
building a better future.
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Fig. 2 Comparison of weekly menus
* 2024

* 2017

Day

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Very prolonged overnight fast.

Breakfast 10:00
Boiled sweet potatoes
Tea (Chapati if sick)
Boiled sweet potatoes
Tea (Chapati if sick)
Boiled sweet potatoes
Tea (Chapati if sick)
Boiled sweet potatoes
Tea (Chapati if sick)
Boiled sweet potatoes
Tea (Chapati if sick)

Boiled sweet potatoes
Tea (Chapati if sick)
Cassava/Potatoes

Boiled sweet potatoes
Tea (Chapati if sick)

Lunch 14:00

Makande (Maize and
beans)

Ugali and beans

Makande (Maize and
beans)

Ugali and beans

Rice and beans

Meat-based dish (Veal and

beans)

Dinner 18:00

Makande (Maize and
beans)

Ugali and beans

Makande (Maize and
beans)

Ugali and beans

Rice and beans

Meat-based dish (Veal
and beans)

Mixed dish (Rice, meat, and Mixed dish (Rice,

beans)

meat, and beans)

Four meals including animal products on two consecutive days.

Fig. 3) Photos of the kitchen 2017-2024

Day
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Breakfast

Breakfast 10:00
Bread or uji (maize or Tea cereal mix and beans
millet porridge)

Bread or uji (maize or Tea cereal mix and beans
millet porridge)

Bread or uji (maize or Tea makande (maize and
millet porridge) beans)

Bread or uji (maize or Black tea, Bread, Banana
millet porridge)

Bread or uji (maize or Tea makande

millet porridge)

Bread or uji (maize or Tea cereal mix and beans,
millet porridge) Cassava/Potatoes

Black tea, Bread, Guava or
Banana

Lunch 14:00

Dinner 1
Ugali and Beans Ugali and Beans

Ugali, Fishand Ugali and Beans
Beans

Rice and Beans Ugali and Beans

Ugali, Beans,
Eggs

Ugali and Beans

Ugali and Beans Ugali, Fish and
Beans

Ugali and Beans Ugali and Beans

Ugali, Beans,  Rice, Beans,
Beef Banana

Provide breakfast when children wake up (reducing overnight fasting) and a
second breakfast mid-morning.
Five meals that include animal products, spaced more evenly throughout the

week.

Maijko Primary School Kitchen 2017

Maijko Primary School Kitchen 2024
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Warning: "The data show that girls are withdrawn from school earlier than boys, a trend confirmed at the national

level. Itis necessary to help the population and stakeholders understand the benefits of higher levels of
education for girls as well, especially in the context of the economic and cultural development of the population.”
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Fig. 4 The 2024 sample
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