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Preface
This book presents the outcome of an international workshop held in
Ouagadougou, December 2004.
The main aim of the event was to present and discuss some of the
immediate perspectives of bringing insight and recent knowledge gained
through research activities in closer contact with policy formulation
activities.
The workshop was arranged on the initiative of SEREIN-2000, a
multidisciplinary research programme financed by Danida’s Council for
Development Research from 2001-2004. Researchers from other Danida
supported research efforts in the Sahel region were invited to contribute to
the workshop with reflections and findings based on their work. These
include IIED, London and the PETREA-programme which is another
multidisciplinary research programme financed by Danida’s council for
development research. In addition, a range of key stakeholders from the
region and representatives from local projects and embassy staff
participated and contributed to the discussions.1
The individual papers for the workshop are presented in the following.
In principle, the papers are printed as received from the authors with minor
editorial and linguistic corrections only.
We would like to take this opportunity to thank all workshop speakers
for their contributions, the participants for sharing their insight with us,
Danida’s Council for Development Research for their financial support,
Institute of Geography, University of Copenhagen for assistance with
printing, and last but not least Jesper Linell for a huge contribution to the
practical organization of the workshop under difficult conditions.
Copenhagen, April 2004,
Anette Reenberg and Henrik Secher Marcussen

The list of participants is enclosed in the back of the book together with the workshop
programme.
1
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Bridging research and policy:
The experience of the SEREIN
research project
Henrik Secher Marcussen
Dept. of Geography & International Development Studies
Roskilde University

Introduction
When a proposal for a SEREIN II research project was drafted, to be
funded by the Danida Development Research Council, it was stated as a
major objective that the research proposed would seek to address policy
issues as well as being policy relevant in conclusions drawn. After a first
round of research addressing natural resource management issues in the
Western African Sahelian countries under SEREIN I, with an emphasis on
Burkina Faso, it was felt that it was possible to move from localised and
geographically rather specific studies to broader based analyses of policy
issues to be addressed at national levels. The ambition, therefore, was to the
extent possible to make results relevant to decision makers and aid
practitioners, particularly aid administrators within the Danida missions as
well as aid pratictioners working on Danida funded sectoral projects within
the agricultural or natural resource (environmental) sectors.
Addressing policy issues or the policy relevance of research results
stemming from studies within aspects related to natural resource
management issues, seem appropriate from several viewpoints. First of all,
the seriousness of the problems linked to natural resource management
issues for livelihood and sheer survival of poor households, are obvious
reasons why policy recommendations seem appropriate, even needed. A
well managed natural resource base is a sine qua non for maintaining
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productivity in agriculture and thus for sustaining the livelihoods of
thousands of poor households, particularly those living in an ecologically
sensitive and vulnerable environment as the one in the Sahel. Good policy
advice intended to counter the effects of ecological variability and
occasional droughts through the adaptation of appropriate measures is,
obviously, a well justified objective (for a discussion of how research may
affect policy at various levels, see Mortimore and Tiffen 2004).
Secondly, the paradigmatic change within which much research on
natural resource use is positioned, makes it relevant to address the practical,
policy impact of conclusions reached. Within the past decade or so, “old”
and more causally related “orthodoxies” often linking in a straightforward
fashion demographic growth to poverty and environmental degradation, has
been challenged from many corners. The results from the SEREIN research
project have also in a number of cases contributed to a more nuanced
understandings of rather complex interrelationships, thus challenging parts
of the mentioned orthodox understanding of root causes of environmental
degradation (see the contribution by Anette Reenberg in this volume).
Thirdly, the demand from aid administrators and practitioners for
advice from the research community for more appropriate means,
instruments or approaches when trying to remedy natural resource
management issues has been on the increase lately. Indeed, the aid
community (and the funding mechanism, the Danida Development
Research Council) has increasingly made their point that funding research
is carrying with it an obligation of showing relevance and utility. “Cashing
in on its investments” is a phrase increasingly used by the public aid
administration in this as in other fields. Justifying the value of investing in
research is thus a requirement formulated within current aid jargon without
the slightest reservation or doubt (that the research community needs to do
a particular effort in proving and convincing funding mechanisms that also
basic research is needed and useful, however, in the longer term, should be
kept in mind, although beyond the scope of the present discussion).
In the following, the often strained relations between development
research and policy and decision makers will first be addressed, presenting
aspects of a main problem to be overcome. Thereafter, a more traditional
approach to bridging research and policy will be discussed under the
heading of “truth speaking to power”. This linear approach of having
research addressing policy concerns has in recent policy research showed a
number of shortcomings, as will be addressed in a following section on
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“state of the art” policy research, drawing on research from ODI as well as
the United Nations University Institute for New Technologies, Maastricht.
The new insight stemming from this and other research will be used in
juxtaposing what has been done within the SEREIN research set-up before,
finally, concluding as to what could be done in order to further the impact
of funded development research as well as seeking to repair, perhaps, on a
more permanent basis the strained relations between decision makers,
practitioners and administrators – and development research.

Development research and policy: A troubled
relationship?
Often it is taken for granted that the relations between research and policy –
how research impacts on policy, and how policy draws on research – are
straightforward and relatively simple. This is, however, a perception
characterising the linear view of linking between research and policy and
one which is far too narrow. As mentioned in a paper from an International
Workshop on bridging research and policy (Stone et al. 2001: 3 – 4), there
are several factors affecting the relationship which, in cases, may go
entirely wrong. The problems affecting the research-policy dynamic may
include that simply there is an inadequate supply of relevant research or
that there is a lack of access to useful research, data and analysis. Also
there may be a problem of the validity of the research where perceptions
may differ between generators of new knowledge and users.
Other factors are closely related to problems at the receiving end,
where politicians and decision makers are ignorant about the existence of
policy relevant research, are unwilling to listen to advise given or do not
share in the messages sent or visions proposed by research, reflecting that
we are also in this domain dealing with power relations, ideology or
control.
Referring to (Hajer et al. 1998: 15) mention that a further complexity
is that even when the same scientific knowledge has been made available to
decision makers in different countries, “differences in their epistemic
commitments influenced what was recognized in each setting as evidence,
fact, and good science”. In other words, prevailing commitments,
knowledges, practices, and discourses impact on the selection of
knowledge systems or elements and cannot be perceived as in a simple
linear fashion.
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However, a good number of factors are linked to the researchers
themselves (and the research). Often have researchers a poor policy
comprehension and, anyway, seldom is the research specifically formulated
with the aim of addressing policy issues. This poses particular challenges to
researchers in effectively communicating to policy makers their research
results and translating those into easily understood recommendations.
Unfortunately, researchers are often not well trained to perform this
important task.
But an even more troubled factor is what is termed the societal
disconnection of both researchers and decision makers. This element has
several implications. Implementing recommendations proposed by research
may imply that focus is on approaches (for example participatory rural
analysis, or street level bureaucracies) or levels or scales (as, for instance,
when Mortimore and Tiffen emphasise the need to define on beforehand
policy strategies according to whether the national, regional, local – or
international level is aimed at), but in both cases are researchers as well as
decision makers far from where things matter, from where the intended
beneficiaries are located.
In certain cases, the disconnect between researchers and policy makers
takes on a more generally expressed form where mistrust is generated and,
unfortunately, maintained, due to uncertainty and suspicion about basic
motives and involvement on either side. This is a fundamental and
troublesome disconnect which seems to characterise the Scandinavian
research milieu in general, and the Danish in particular (see, for instance,
Gunnar M. Sørbø 2001, Olle Törnquist 2002 and Henrik Secher Marcussen
2002).
In the case of Denmark, the “uneasy relationship” between research
and development in 2000 led to the formation of the Commission on
Development-Related Research which in 2001 published its findings
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Danida, 2001). According to the report,
Danish development research “is not only to be at the cutting edge and
internationally outstanding – it is to be highly relevant and have a strong
impact on policy as well” (p. 8). And the report continues: “This ideal
claim is challenged by two different, somewhat fuzzy yet conspicuous
counter-pictures – one lodged in the community of researchers, the other in
the community of policy makers” (p. 9).
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And then the report identifies in clear words the “uneasy relationship”
between research and development (or policy), which is in dire need of
repair:
“Researchers

tend to feel that they have made important
observations and interesting explanations, yet there is no eager
political audience for their work. Sometimes they suspect that not all
reports are equally well read in the ministry, and feel that that not
enough notice is taken of research results, too few traces of them are
found in policy documents and that at joint seminars the attention of
civil servants and politicians tend to drift.
Policymakers tend to feel that what researchers contribute is not
relevant, that reports often are verbose and that interesting inputs
for public policy-making are found elsewhere, such as in
international journals or meetings – particularly on emerging issues.
Those who inhabit the world of theory tend to ask questions different
from those who inhabit the world of policy. Policy makers seek
advice from consultants as well as researchers” (Ibid., p. 9).
In other words, the Commission in its report does not seek to hide what is
taken as a fact, namely that certainly there does exist an “uneasy
relationship”, and where the blame for this has to go to both parties in equal
amounts:
“In short: The order is tall – the frustrations are mutual. On the one
hand policy makers deem research to be crucial and researchers in
the development field policy choices to be critical. Yet mutual
perceptions are out of synch. To put it in the sharpest of terms:
Where the one group feels nobody listens, the other feels their
opposite numbers have little to say” (Ibid., p. 9).
While both camps are to be blamed for the “uneasiness” (as expressed in
the sentence: “And both groups think the situation can and should be
improved. It is like a marriage where both parties believe something is left
to be desired and both agree that something can be improved”, Ibid.), yet a
particular heavy burden is laid upon the shoulders of research. In the
recommendations of the report it is, i.a., stressed that a major move towards
improving the situation will be through, on the one hand, an organisational
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shake up of the aid bureaucracy, prioritising and strategising needs for
research better, on the other hand, recognising that the links between
research and policy are still weak, there is a legitimate request on the part
of the aid system to cash in on its “drawing rights”, meaning the
investments done in research over the years (p. 36):
“Despite recent improvements, (…) all point out that the links

between Danida and the Danish research community are still
generally weak, and that major efforts must be exerted to rectify the
situation, both because Danida has an ambitious development
agenda that needs to be supported by research, and because it is
necessary to achieve a better return on Danida´s considerable
investment in development research” (Ibid.).
This is then translated into researchers being requested to provide proof of
their relevance, as there is “a compelling need for advancing the utilitarian
value of research” (p. 207), or other sentences expressing the same
requirement on researchers to show that what they do matter in policy
contexts.
In a recent draft document presented to the Danida Board (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs 2004), similar thoughts are presented, where research is
placed squarely within a perspective of creating “knowledge for
development” and contributing to “knowledge-based aid”. The role of
research within Danida supported sector wide programmes is stressed, as is
the role of research in directly supporting aid and its achievements of stated
overall objectives (p. 4). Research has no end in itself, but only serves
broader, overarching goals of sustaining development aid efforts (Ibid.).
Development research is thus faced with a new approach to
knowledge formation, where research is expected to be part of the tool box
for improved aid performance. Research has to show utility and relevance,
and research has to fit into the knowledge producing chain. While this
seems quite legitimate claims, it could be said that this may be easier said
than done, particularly when dealing with the social sciences. Obviously,
other disciplines (in particular those close to a natural science fundament)
and other types of research (in particular those conducted by NGOs or
consultancy firms) may fit better and easier into this framework. With
regard to the social sciences, it seems that the challenges in proving its
value for aid may persist, as long as exploring societal complexities is in
focus, rather than conducting fast interrogations of problems identified by
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aid and intended to provide equally fast solutions to such problems. And as
long as such problems persist, where social science researchers maintain
that they need to dig deeper, and therefore also need to stay close to the
problems at hand during longer field periods, then it can also be expected
that the “uneasiness” between research and policy may not entirely vanish.
Another factor contributing to this is that often development research
is called in late in the project cycle, rather than forming part of project or
programme identification and design processes. The role of research as a
marginalised, even late coming rescue effort in the project cycle will tend
to underpin perceptions of research as not really delivering the goods, or
being only marginally useful. In this, conflicts and misperceptions risk
being sustained.
From a more substantive point of view, and adding to the problems, is
as already mentioned that not all types of research fit equally well into the
new agenda, as some types of research are more inclined and adapted to
solving immediate problems than others. But is has also to be realised that
conflicting views of main development problems differ. The aid
community tend to see development problems and their causes in more
simplistic terms, where relatively easily perceived causal relationships are
often preferred to the more troublesome, difficult and fluid
interrelationships, which with only great difficulty may be “boxed in”.
The development aid tend to structure the reality according rationalist
perceptions, not necessarily realising that the rationalities, with which we
with aid meet the so-called target beneficiaries may conflict with very
different – and generally unknown – local “rationalities”. The whole
project cycle is built around rationality, prediction and expectations as to
generally controlling the project or programme environment (as illustrated
by the Logical Framework Approach), where aid can move from A to Z
without major constraints, at least not hindrances which cannot be taken
into account by corrective measures. In this a major challenge for research
exists in convincing aid that things are not as simple as expected, and that
we need to move from the simple to the complex, from the generalised and
stereotyped versions of development to the contextually based specifics,
and from “blueprint approaches” across themes, sectors and countries to
adaptations to the local, complex, fluid and constantly negotiable context.
On the other hand, research – also social science-based research – will
have to adapt to the new signals and the new trends. First of all, research
will have to take the request for showing relevance and utility seriously,
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demonstrating that research is useful – even indispensable. Also, and
closely connected to the former remark, research will have to adapt also for
pure opportunistic reasons: Funding for basic research rather than
instrumentally based research is not in future expected to be flowing as
freely as in the past. But also, finally, because we as researchers believe in
that what we do, we do for a purpose beyond the immediate publishing
requirements and career track opportunities (which, by the way, within
development research are not that plentiful and attractive).

Structured rationality in knowledge formation
What is the recent trend in knowledge formation research compared to
earlier approaches? What are the lessons learned, and what are the
implications for research seen as part of the knowledge producing chain?
A traditional view of the role of science in society has been for
researchers to distance themselves from the realm of politics, leaving
research results to be picked up by whoever would like to. Science and
scientific findings, seen as facts, were there to be picked by potential users
and inserted into the decision making process more or less automatically in
a straightforward and simple fashion, as indicated by the phrase “speaking
truth to power” (Jasanoff and Wynne, 1998:8).
Three consequences of this seemed obvious. First, science and
research was able to preserve a position as an unquestioned authority and
as a source of credible policy advice. Secondly, knowledge formation was
gaining “public prominence largely by accident through chance
occurrences or strategic decisions by exceptional individuals” (Ibid., p. 10).
Within this perspective, research results influenced decision making and
policy processes in subtle ways and were as such left largely unexplained.
And thirdly, researchers were within this perspective likely to be sidelined
in the policy making process.
In a more structured fashion (yet still very traditional), research
affecting policy processes has often been viewed within a policy cycle
approach. According to this view, the policy cycle is divided into stages,
the one stage following logically after another: From problem definition
and agenda-setting via formal decision-making to policy implementation
and, finally, evaluation and feedback mechanisms (Stone et al. 2001: 8).
Stone et al. point at a number of variations over this theme. They all
share in a belief in the policy cycle depicting “a linear model of policy
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moving from one stage to the next” (p. 10). One such approach is “the
rational model”, according to which the policy-making process is
structured in phases where “The central principle is the collection and
analysis of all data. This is intended to provide policy-makers with
certainty. Extensive communication and consultation is required, and
because policy-making is construed of as ´problem-solving´, so is ´expert´
participation. The role of the researcher (or policy analyst) is to research
and present all policy options” (p. 5).
Another model is the one based on the principle (or the result) of
“muddling through”. Existing rationalities are not what was expected and
rational decision-making seldom takes place. Instead, “a series of steps in
which policies are gradually modified (´incrementalism´)” is suggested,
resulting in pragmatism and “muddling through”.
Other variations include viewing knowledge formation as cumulative,
where knowledge over time becomes incorporated into practice. The
accumulated research findings “gradually alters decision-makers
perceptions of both causes of problems and the likely effects of policy
interventions”, and advancement in knowledge will eventually be reflected
in incremental changes in policy (Ibid., p. 6).
A common feature is that:
“knowledge is viewed as apolitical, and it is assumed that
authoritative knowledge will eventually prevail. Consequently, this
perspective outlines the processes by which knowledge is simplified
and transmitted, but does not analyse the dynamics of what kind of
knowledge finds its way into policy and who influences which
knowledge utilised” (Ibid., p. 6).
Quite naturally, increasingly such perceptions building on a linear model
have come under heavy fire. Knowledge formation is not a neutral and
apolitical process, and research is not in anyway “pure”, separated from the
dirty processes of policy making, power, conflict and the fight for
influence, territory – and financial means. Rather, research and research
results and their uses have to be seen on the background of contingent
features, historically, socially and culturally:
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“Scientific findings about the environment are not simply reflections
of nature, produced within a self-contained matrix of scientific
discovery. Knowledge and the technologies it sustains are produced
through complex forms of communal work by scientists and technical
experts who engage with nature in interaction with their multiple
audiences of sponsors, specialist peers, other scientists, consumers,
interpreters, and users. Shared beliefs, discourses, practices, and
goals are all part of the context in which knowledge is formulated
and technologies are developed.” (Jasanoff and Wynne, 1998: 1617).
The linear conception is impossible, because knowledge formation and
policy are not linked in a straightforward fashion, where “truth is speaking
to power” in a simple, neutral and apolitical way. Research – and science –
is not a separate entity apart from society. And science cannot answer all
questions posed. Indeed, science and scientific results are questioned,
debated and constantly disputed, even if “epistemic communities” would
(desperately) seek to maintain positions – and paradigmatic hegemony.
“The complex, technical, uncertain or theoretical nature of many
policy problems (…) means that policy makers need scientific advice
and judgement to inform or guide decision-making. However, this
does not mean that “scientists establish the facts about
environmental realities, and policy-makers come up with policy
options in the light of the facts” (Stone et al. 2001:25, quoting
Keeley and Scoones 1999: 7).
On this background, as Stone et al. rightly mention, there is a profound
need for new thinking and a new approach to “bridging research and
policy”:
“However, it is equally important to understand the various
interpretations of how research feeds into policy, the different
programmes that attempt to ´bridge research and policy´, and the
wide range of resources already available to build linkages across
these two domains. A critical assessment of these endeavours is also
needed. To some extent they can be portrayed as part of an
impossible quest for ´truth´ (as in the rationalist framework), a
desire for certainty where uncertainty, chaos or crisis prevails, and
an impulse for order and control in a ´knowable´ world” (p. 27).
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The linear conception of “truth speaking to power”, or similar variants, are
obviously not part of the outlining of future paths to take. One paradox
remains, however. If rationality and linear conceptions of the links between
research and policy are outdated, what happens if aid is still carried forward
by such perceptions? How are we to remedy an apparent misfit between
aid, continuously characterised by rationality thinking and logical
framework approaches, and a revision of research influencing policy,
implying that linearity is given up? Can a meaningful dialogue be
established between, on the one hand, research, which recognises
complexity, contextuality, negotiability, fluidity and, at least, other forms
of rationality than those prevailing in our own societies and, on the other
hand, an aid system, which has serious difficulties in escaping (far too)
simple rationalities and causality thinking?
However serious such questions may be, also for our present purpose
in seeking to draw lessons from the SEREIN project, yet it is beyond the
scope of this writing. Instead, we will in the following try to assess results
from recent research attempting to present “state-of-the-art” knowledge on
how to bridge research and policy.

Lessons learned from recent research: From a linear
approach to a systems of innovation framework
The Research and Policy in Development Programme of ODI, also known
as the RAPID Programme (see http://www.odi.org.uk/RAPID/, accessed in
2004) has tried to summarise lessons so far from research on how to feed
research results into the development process. In many ways this conforms
with results of research carried out at the United Nations University
Institute for New Technologies in Maastricht (see, for example, L. Velho
2004).
Very much adhering to the above mentioned views, the RAPID
programme takes its point of departure in distancing itself from the
traditional perception of the link between research and policy as being a
linear process. Instead, there is a need of shifting away from such
perceptions, by stressing a “more dynamic and complex view that
emphasises a two-way process between research and policy, shaped by
multiple relations and reservoirs of knowledge”.
Based on a literature review, synthesising the experience, and including
lessons learned from several case studies in Asia, Africa and Eastern
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Europe, while continuing to pursue further studies, it is the aim of the
RAPID programme to assess:
x how policy-makers can best use research for evidence-based
policy-making;
x how researchers can best use their findings in order to influence
policy; and
x how to improve the interaction between researchers and policymakers
In suggesting what may be termed “best practices”, the RAPID programme
confirms that trying to strengthen links between research and policy is a
complex task, as we are “dealing with complex processes influenced by
politics, actors and knowledge. Politics and institutions are influenced by
paradigms and discourses, and “the information age”. Actors and networks
interact in complex ways. Knowledge circulates through different media,
often changes and has varying value” (RAPID: A conceptual framework,
2004).
On this background, the RAPID programme suggests three
approaches to the study of linking research and policy better.
First, politics and institutions matter, as “the political, institutional,
cultural and structural dimensions within which policy-makers work exert a
strong influence on how research can contribute to policy”. This includes
factors attached to the institutional framework, where institutional
pressures can limit or constrain decision-making capabilities. A particular
problem to investigate is how policy is adopted, developed or distorted
during implementation and practice. On the other hand, opportunities exist
as when policy windows “can be triggered, but more often they occur by
chance or due to an external crisis.” Credibility, relevance and
communication are other factors of importance. Credibility does not only
refer to the quality of research carried out, but also to its operational use for
decision-makers. But other factors linked to credibility are the esteem and
reputation of those having conducted the research, or their belonging to
particular schools of thought. Communicating research messages is
particularly difficult, where interactive modes of communication have to be
tested and implemented, in order to overcome the failings of the linear
mode.
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Networks, civil society and trust are elements that contribute to shaping
how much influence researchers may have on policy. As also stressed in
Mortimore & Tiffen´s experience, it is important not only to address
“upward” or “upstream” policy networks or users, but also to address and,
perhaps, develop specific modalities for affecting “downstream” policies,
much closer to those also being direct beneficiaries of the research results.
While all this indicate that a varied and multifaceted strategy of
communicating results from research is necessary, also keeping in mind
that a two-way and more interactive communication strategy should be
conducted, it is clear that this is not only a complex, difficult but also a
time-consuming and cumbersome project in itself, not easily included
neither financially nor human resource wise when research projects are
designed – and financial means applied for. This is indeed obvious when
considering that great uncertainties still exist as to “Why (…) some of the
ideas that circulate in the research/policy networks (are) picked up and
acted upon, while others are ignored and disappear”.

What we have done in the context of the SEREIN
research Project
As it is hopefully made clear from the above, links between research and
policy are complex issues. Far from dealing with straightforward and linear
relations, we are faced with complex and difficult issues and strained
communication interrelations, at the personal as well as institutional levels.
It is, thus, also quite clear that within the SEREIN research project we have
not been able to adhere to many of the issues raised above nor address the
many problems correctly, that we may have been confronted with. This has
been caused by a number of factors, both influenced by not having had a
clear communication strategy developed right from the start, or having
identified parts of the research particularly well suited to affecting policies
and policy decisions. And it has been caused by not having had the
necessary financial, time or human resource means at our disposal.
Yet we have in the process attempted to do several things. While not
having been able to live up to the ideal requirements, still we have done
certain things relatively correctly, as it appears when comparing our efforts
with some of the “best practices” suggested in the RAPID and other
programmes.
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In more detail, what we have done includes the following which to an
extent, at least, corresponds to what is suggested in both the ODI and the
UNU study as elements of “best practices”:
x We have tried consistently to adopt the “communicative
approach”;
By this we mean attempting to on a more permanent basis to engage
Danida decision-makers and responsible administrators in a dialogue
process. This dialogue has been held through meetings in Copenhagen, but
we have also held workshops and seminars in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso
twice, where in addition to Danida responsible attached to embassies in the
region, other stakeholders and project responsible staff attached to Danida
funded projects and programmes have been invited. During these meetings,
seminars and workshops, results from research have been presented and
translation of these into policy advices attempted.
The approach has, however, had limited success, primarily for two
reasons. First of all, it has been difficult to maintain relations and
processual directedness of the efforts, as we have seldom been sitting
around the tables facing the very same persons as previously. The
personnel turnover within and has simply been a major constraint and has
implied a tendency (and a feeling) of starting all over each time.
Another problem has been that transmitting and communicating
research results by emphasising the complexity of (development) problems
at hand, is not establishing a particularly welcome mode of collaboration.
Obviously, aid practitioners are working within quite different time
perspectives than researchers, as the aid community generally is in great
need of problem solving advice of yesterdays problems, but is rather
hesitant to messages communicated stressing non-causal relations of
environmental degradation, the need to address complexities and
contextuality, or that things take time, indicating that being close to the
local population and problems deserve much more time and patience.
But generally, transmitting a message that things are much more
complex than anticipated seems to be close to the worst possible message
one could try to send over, as it basically counter the need for hasty action,
– and disbursement.
x

We have tried to “percolate” new ideas and themes;
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The term “percolation” is in the ODI study used to describe the situation in
which research findings and concepts circulate and are gradually filtered
through various policy networks. Our attempts at “percolation” have been
both in the form of the more constant dialogue sought established through
meetings, workshops and seminars, by the dissemination of research results
at seminars and workshops where talks or presentations have been made,
through publications of various sorts, including more popular modes of
publication, and through the numerous Sahel workshops held (see below).
During this networks have been attempted established, but with apparently
limited impact (it has, however, to be stressed that proving success of the
mentioned strategies and efforts is notoriously difficult).
x We have tried and made a particular effort in attacking prevailing
“policy narratives”;
One main result of the SEREIN research has been that in a number of
areas, established truth and conventional wisdom regarding poverty,
demographic pressure and environmental degradation have shown to have
obvious limitations. Things (and relations) are, indeed, very complex, and
in several instances have research results showed quite unexpected
outcomes.
Established narratives and discourses about the simplistic and easily
understood (often causal) relations have thus been attacked. How such
messages transmitted during the events and outlays mentioned above are
filtered through to the policy arena, is difficult to ascertain.
x We have strategically explored “windows of opportunity” for
affecting the policy process;
An example of this is when Denmark was preparing its stand on
environmental issues prior to the Johannesburg 2002 meeting, at a time
where Denmark also held the presidency of the European Union and was
thus speaking on EUs behalf. Prior to this important event, the SEREIN
research group contacted the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
received a grant for assisting in preparing the Danish position in relation to
the UN International Convention to Combat Desertification, to be
discussed in Johannesburg.
A meeting was held in Denmark, with major stakeholders represented,
and a publication summarising the outcome of the meeting, including a
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number of recommendations, was edited and published by SEREIN
research staff.
x We have tried to interact with “street level bureaucrats”, meaning
project personnel attached to the Danida funded agricultural and
natural resource management sector programmes and other local
decision-makers;
This has been attempted at meetings, seminars as well as during regular
visits to Danida funded projects, with ensuing lengthy discussions and
formal collaboration agreements signed.
x

We have held numerous “Sahel Workshops”;

Over the past 15 years, the SEREIN research project and its staff have with
Danida funding been involved in preparing, arranging and holding
numerous Sahel Workshops, becoming a regularly based repeated function
each year. The idea behind the workshop has been to gather researchers,
representatives of NGOs, representatives of consultancy firms, private
sector interests together with Danida responsible administrators and
decision-makers to discuss newer research results and knowledge
advancement in the area, to forge partnerships among the stakeholders
invited and to foster longer lasting networks and collaboration modalities.
Needless to say, stakeholders from the affected countries in West Africa
have also been participating.
x And we have published widely, both in the form of more
“scientific”, refereed journals as well as in more “popular”
publication outlays;
Trying to strike a balance between publication for an “peer” audience (in
refereed journals), at the same time we have published an Occasional Paper
Series, where research results in shorter and more condensed form have
been published. Around 18 such Occasional Papers have been published
and distributed free of charge to interested parties. Danida has always been
on the distribution list.
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Conclusion
In trying to conclude, assessing how we have fared with regard to
influencing policy circles and have our research results incorporated into
decision-making processes, it seems fair to say that there has been only
limited impact of our efforts.
Problems still exist on both sides of this rather complex interaction
and communication mode – or relation. For our part, we must admit that we
have not been sufficiently good in trying to influence matters. We have
much to learn. And in particular, we have to address these issues much
more up front, rather than as something to be carried out in addition to our
research work. - But we have tried – perhaps partly in vain.
What we would need to do, should another research project of a
similar nature appear, would include more seriously to study how policymakers can best make use of our research; to study how researchers can
best use their findings in the complex and varied requirements, between the
needs to further an academic career track – and serving policy makers; to
improve interaction between researchers and policy-makers (even if much
has been done in the past); identify how evidence is used, and could be
better used, in policy identification, design and implementation; seek to
learn from knowledge management practices and theories; build
institutional capacities for improved decision making capabilities; etc.
And last, but not least: Continue the efforts. Identify common ground
between policy and research – and explore it! Build trust and legitimacy.
And maintain the dialogue process on a more continuous basis.
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The SEREIN-2000 program:
Research objectives and policy
relevance
Anette Reenberg
Institute of Geography, University of Copenhagen

Introduction
This paper aims at presenting some reflections concerning the policy
relevance of the research conducted within the framework of the SEREIN
program. When looking at this research it has been found useful to make a
clear distinction between the different main types of research as they are
frequently conceptualized by the continuum ranging from basic to strategic
– to applied research. Seen form a policy-relevance perspective, basic
research may be instrumental for proposing new theoretical perspectives,
and may help revising established myths and refining otherwise simplified
perceptions. Strategic research will mainly serve to supplementing existing
knowledge, sometimes with the with the aim of generalizing or creating
transdisciplinary synergy, whereas applied research activities may be of
relevance for policy implementation by providing baseline information.
First, the paper will briefly present the background and objective of
the SEREIN program. Second, it will use some of the research components
for the land use studies conducted within the SEREIN program to illustrate
the ways in which research results have a potential to play a role for policy
development and implementation.
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The SEREIN program
The SEREIN-2000 program is a research program which is financed by
RUF (Danida’s Council for Development Research). It is a follow up on a
previous, larger interdisciplinary effort conducted within the framework of
the SMP (a Danish environmental research program) in the years 19941998. The current activities are relatively limited in scope, in terms of man
power, consisting basically of two PhD programs, one post-doc year and
small fractions of senior university staff.
The current research activities have maintained the multidisciplinary
ambition and they are mostly targeted to the basic-strategic part of the
‘research continuum’, whereas research targeted for direct application was
not part of the formulated objectives for the work. In general terms, the
research deals with Global Change and Local Responses to Natural
Resource Management. The research takes point of departure in the fact
that the rural population of the Sudano-Sahelian region is exposed to a
number of changes in both ‘environmental’, socio-economic and cultural
conditions. It stresses the importance of recognizing that whereas the focus
of investigations has often been on the effects of regional drought and land
degradation, environmental change does encompass other components as
well, operating on spatial or temporal scales substantially longer than those
mostly studied.
This perspective underpins the overall objectives for the research
within the program which are captured in the following main points:
x To investigate and propose best-bet-practices of NRM-systems, as
seen from an economic, ecological, institutional, social and cultural
development perspective;
x To clarify how scientists and policy makers identify and characterize
human impact on the environment vis-a-vis the perceptions that
underpin the development discourse;
x To assess how climate-induced changes and human action affect land
use, vegetation cover and resource access rights, seen in the light of
prevailing population dynamics;
x To analyze how economic valuations of resource use may improve
NRM implementation and impact of decisions, seen in a national,
macro-economic framework.
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More specifically, the objectives were translated to a set of independent,
yet interrelated, research components, conduced by researchers from
different disciplines (geography, biology, economy, political science). The
issues addressed are, in a headline format2:
x Land use and natural resource management - revising theoretical and
empirical insight into change patterns
x New directions in the conservation and management of tropical dry
forest in the Sudano-Sahelian region (environmental history)
x The rejuvenation-potential of trees and scrubs at national and
regional scale - environmental and cultural factors of importance
x Local level responses to political reforms and policies
x Knowledge systems, decision making and political processes in
natural resource management planning
x Development projects and the local institutional context. The case of
the energy sector in BF
x Economic valuation of environment and natural resources

Policy relevance of research results
Research creates new insight and knowledge. As briefly alerted to in the
introduction such insight can be of a highly different nature. On the one
hand research results can be very concrete documentations of contemporary
conditions. Research of an applied nature can bring forward empirical
documentation and base line studies as part of the process of gaining
insight into e.g. the resource management strategies and their implications.
This type of (concrete) output will normally be easy to communicate to
development practitioners and administrators, not least because it is
compatible with base line studies that are considered a normal part of the
preparation for a project intervention.
On the other hand, research is – and should be – challenging what is
called ‘received wisdom’ or ‘myths’. It is seeking new ways to understand
the processes and driving forces which condition e.g. natural resource
management strategies and environmental changes. This latter type of
research and research results are much less easy to convey to practitioners
for obvious reasons. They may challenge basic conditions for directions
2

More information: www.geogr.ku.dk – research - SEREIN
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and prioritization in ongoing work; they may be questioning perceptions
without providing immediately applicable alternatives; they may invite to
revisions of lines of thought which are anchored at a level in the hierarchy
of formal structures beyond the reach of those who are responsible for the
project implementation; or they are simply perceived as to complex to
address in an ongoing project with specific output targets.
The SEREIN research activities comprise research of these different
natures. It will lead to far to discuss all of them in this context in order to
illustrate their potential utility in a development policy context. Hence, two
examples taken from the SEREIN research theme which deals with land
use and land cover will be presented in the following in order to illustrate
points made above. Other examples will be given in the different
contributions to these proceedings.
First, the example will be briefly introduced by presenting their
problem area and the empirical setting. Thereafter, some of the key
questions which are addressed in the research process are highlighted and a
few results are presented; yet, only with the aim of giving an indication of
the type of outcome which is obtained. The examples are drawn from
various contributions to the SEREIN-2000 research effort and the reader is
referred to the research documents for more details as well as for references
to works which underpin the findings (Reenberg et al. 2003, Reenberg et al.
submitted). Finally, the example is winded up by comments on the
perspective of the research in terms of direct or indirect applicability for
development interventions.

Example 1 - Case study from Boulgou Province
Problem area: pastoral-agricultural land use dilemmas
The empirical setting
A study of land use dynamics in an agropastoral system was conducted in
the Boulgou province in the southeastern part of Burkina Faso. Rainfall is a
major determinant for the agricultural potential in the region. The average
precipitation from 1980-1996 is 763 mm, and for the period 1922-1996 it is
900 mm. The most important ethnic groups are Bisa (58 %), Mossi (30 %)
and Fulani (8%). The Bisa and Mossi are sedentary farmers whose
households are loosely clustered in villages that may occupy a large zone
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with fields separating the individual households. The Fulani are sedentary
pastoralists who normally live in separate villages.
Agriculture and pastoral production are the two main economic
activities in the region. Crop cultivation is considered the most important
activity. Mossi and Bisa farmers are the major cultivators. Intensively
cultivated fields are found close to the village. The outlying (bush) fields
are most often cultivated without regular application of manure. The Fulani
normally maintain only one well-manured and relatively high-yielding field
surrounding their hamlet or village. The average area cultivated is around
3.1 ha while the Fulani cultivate around half this area. Subsistence
production dominates. Major subsistence crops are sorghum, millet and
maize. The only significant cash-crop is groundnut.
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During the last two-three decades the province has received a large number
of pastoralists migrating from the northern, more densely-populated regions
to settle in a more favourable environment made permanently available due
to the eradication of onchocerciasis. Other reasons for this trend may be
found in the general drift towards agro-pastoralism, where farmers
increasingly acquire animals to be used for draught, savings, or as an
economic activity. Rapid agricultural expansion reduces the natural
pastures, and competition over access to resources and conflicts over crops
damaged by stray animals may lead to an undermining of the traditional
entrustment system that builds on good relations and mutual trust between
farmers and pastoralists.
Two villages, Sanogo and Lergo, were studied in details (Figure 1).
Two series of aerial photographs from 1978 and 1994 at scales of 1:50.000
and 1:20.000 respectively were employed to create the land use maps. The
aerial photographs were visually interpreted and divided into two land use
classes: cultivated land and non-cultivated land. Surveys that support the
analysis were conducted in the period 1995-2002. 50 Bisa households in
Sanogo and 47 Bisa households in Lergo as well as all Fulani households
with significant herds (i.e. in total 21 households in the two villages) were
interviewed.

Figure 2. Fulani displacement patterns.
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Whereas the Bisa farmers are characterized by a gradual expansion of their
fields in their village territory, the grazing patterns of the pastoral Fulani
differ between the two villages in a way which reflects a relationship
between the pressure on the land and the mobility of the herder. In Sanogo,
where the pressure on the land is highest, the Fulani are forced to go further
away. The spatio-temporal details can be read from Figure 2. The Fulani
villages have been characterised by significant changes during the last 2025 years. From the area around Garango to the north, the Fulani have
moved towards Sanogo Fulani, and from here towards Lergo Fulani.
Families from Sanogo Fulani have also moved further south towards
Golinda, and from Golinda towards Zangoula close to the borders of Lake
Bagré. Others settled in the area close to Zipa for around 8 years. Then they
moved from Zipa to Zangoula in the late 1980's as opportunities for grazing
became insufficient because of cultivation.
Thus, land use changes in the region have had a large impact on the
lives of the Fulani as they are continuously forced to move further and
further away from their original settlements. Agricultural expansion in this
area is, therefore, not just a question of transforming into fields land that
was earlier used for other purposes such as hunting etc. in the same land
use system: It directly leads to the forced migration of a socio-cultural
group carrying out a specific, independent economic activity.
On the land use maps (Figure 3) the remarkable expansion of
cultivation can be read. In 1978 the cultivation was concentrated around the
residential areas in Lergo and Sanogo and in the bush close to this area, a
pattern which is also found in parallel studies conducted in other villages in
the region. This picture has changed radically by 1994 where almost all
bushland has been used for fields. The majority of change has been in the
form of expansion into the Lergo bush areas, as the Sanogo territory was
quite intensively cultivated already in 1978.
Not all changes are unidirectional. Figure 4 shows the land use change
trajectories as they have been monitored by superimposing the two land use
maps in a GIS. With minor reservations for the accuracy of the statistics,
due to uncertainties imposed by rectification of the aerial photographs, the
figures show that 13.2 % of the territory is going back to more extensive
use after a period of cultivation.
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Figure 3. Land use maps from 1978 and 1994.

Key questions
Some major issues or themes of interest for the planning of future natural
resource management strategies can be simplified in a set of questions:
x How has land cover been changed by human use?
x How do human and biophysical dynamics affect the sustainability of
specific types of land uses?
x How do land uses impact the vulnerability of land users in the face of
change?
The expansion of fields is significant. The limit seems to have been reached
in Sanogo, where agricultural expansion is no longer possible, while
uncultivated land can still be found towards the south in the Lergo territory.
It is increasingly difficult for farmers, especially in Sanogo but also in
Lergo, to expand their agricultural land, either because of the sheer distance
or because of the saturation of arable land. Land shortage also influences
the lives of the pastoral communities. Thus, the mobility of the Fulani has
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increased with the pressure on land as the herder is forced to move further
away to avoid crop damage during the rainy season.
Declining rainfall in the Sudan-Sahel is often believed to trigger field
expansion as farmers need to compensate for declining yields. The high
rate of field expansion and the simultaneous drop in rainfall level in the
1970’s and 1980’s could support this hypothesis. Scarce rainfall is certainly
a serious constraint which is often mentioned by the farmers. However, it
may not be a prominent driver of field expansion. During the interviews,
the farmers stressed that, under current rainfall conditions, the low yields
on a new field will not suffice to balance the food deficit and extra work
needed to cultivate an extra field. If this perception generally underpins the
agricultural strategies, a more likely response to declining rainfall will be to
seek alternative sources to replace income from farming, e.g. migration.
The introduction of animal traction is also a parameter intimately
associated with the land use change process in theoretical discussions.
Animal traction facilitates expansion of fields at a higher pace and renders
more distant land available for cultivation. Furthermore, it is an important
labour-saving technology associated with subsequent increased levels of
intensification. However, animal traction is not necessarily a prerequisite
for field expansion. The farmers of Sanogo and Lergo have only utilised
animal traction for less than ten years; yet, extensive increase of the
cultivated area has been going on for more than twenty years. Furthermore,
the pressure on land seems to play a less significant role than frequently
believed for the actual adoption of the technology. The results show that it
was not effectively adopted before it was facilitated by a local project
which took place more than ten years after the first introduction to the area.
The general changes suggest that the Bisa increasingly have taken up
animal husbandry both for traction and investment. This may, on the one
hand, be an advantage for the Fulani herder who traditionally takes care of
the animals through the entrustment system. But on the other hand, it
increases competition over pastures and crop residues. Agricultural
expansion makes it increasingly difficult for the Fulani herder to avoid
stray animals damaging the crops of the Bisa farmers. Such incidents are
fairly common, and often end up with the Fulani paying large fines in cash,
and may lead to conflicts between the two parties.
Entrustment is deteriorating due to these changing relationships
between the two groups. The relationship which is built on trust has been
established over many years, but it is vulnerable to conflicts and
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animosities, and it is now becoming increasingly unpopular among both
groups. With the reduced opportunities for entrustment following the recent
development, the Bisa farmers will have to allocate labour to herding, for
which the peak requirement coincides with the highest labour need for crop
cultivation during the rainy season. Therefore, the feasibility for Bisa
farmers of keeping animals has decreased, as without the entrustment
arrangement, it is associated with prohibitive opportunity costs. Thus, the
field expansion causes a dilemma. On one hand, an economically feasible
access to draught animals is an important precondition for intensification,
and animal husbandry furthermore supports intensification by making
nutrients available to maintain the soil fertility of the fields. On the other
hand, the expansion of fields may threaten the traditional crop-livestock
interaction which has been judged to be the only economically feasible way
to provide animals for traction. This dilemma can be seen as an ‘expansion
paradox’ in the sense that while seeking to ensure a larger production
through field expansion, the change may threaten links between livestock
rearing and agricultural production which are vital for development.

Figure 4. Land use change 1978-1994 (Cul=cultivated land; UnCul=not cultivated
land).
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Policy relevance
The study provides research of a basic as well as of an applied nature (cf.
the terminology in the introductory part of this paper): Basic research in
terms of challenging the normally accepted theoretical perception of
’expansion’ being a forerunner for ’intensification’ in a land use system
based on crop-livestock interactions. Such insight may call for revision of
strategies for the ways in which sustainable natural resource management
strategies are implemented. The applied research results make available
basic land use maps, which describe the local land use history as well as the
current land use in a level of detail which is otherwise not available. Such
information could be a practical tool in targeting and planning project
implementation.

Example 2 - Case study from Diambour Fôret Classé,
Senegal
Problem area: land use dynamics in forest reserves
The empirical setting
This case (Figure 5) represents the more humid zone in Senegal with a
yearly average precipitation in the range of 700-800 mm. Population
density is low, less than 10 inhabitants/sqkm. The region of Tambakunda is
located in the south-eastern part of Senegal. The primary sector is
important in economic terms; it is estimated that 78% of the regional
economy comes from agriculture (40%), livestock (32%) and forest
products (6%) all together.

Fig 5.
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These activities have, however, been under pressure for the last 30 years.
The list of possible causes is well known from the vast literature on the
state of the environment in the Sudano-Sahelian zone. The variability in
climate, the increasing pressure on natural resources and inadequate human
management of resources are amongst the factors that are frequently
mentioned. Additionally, this region has been specifically limited in terms
land use change options. Not less than 516.719 ha are set aside for forest
reserves and almost 900.000 ha constitute the national park, which limits
the possibilities for extension of agricultural land. At the same time the
demand for land is increasing due to an increase of the population present
in the region as well as the emergence of a marked economy and the
intervention of the agricultural extension to promote cash crops such as
cotton (SODEFITEX) and groundnuts (l’ONCAD).
After the expulsion of the population from the national park in 1973
there has been a general increase in the pressure on, and demand for, land
in the non restricted zones, among these also the fringe of the Forêt Classé
du Diambour (FCD). The pressure has expanded beyond the fringe to the
forest reserve itself, which in spite of existing regulations has experienced a
considerable influx of people that live and cultivate in the protected zone.
The land use and land cover changes have been studied by use of
maps which have been constructed from available aerial photography and
satellite images. Three series of aerial photography from 1954, 1982 and
2001 respectively have been employed. The land cover has been
distinguished into cultivated land, fallow, three types of savannah
woodlands and gallery forest. The land cover maps have been validated in
the field. A survey covering 75 farmers has been conducted to obtain
information on land use history and land use strategies. The land cover
development trajectories for Diambour can be read for the maps in Figure
6, 7 and 8.
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Figure 6

Figure 7
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Figure 8

Key questions
Some issues or themes of interest for the planning of future natural
resource management strategies can be simplified in a set of questions:
x How has land cover been changed?
x How can the change process be understood as mould by human and
institutional agents acting at different temporal and spatial scales?
The case study discloses some important traits in land use and land cover
development in forest reserves in the Sudano-Sahelian zone. They
document that the protected areas generally are under severe pressure, and
draw attention to the fact that the formal protection of forest made with the
aim of preserving woody reserves for fuel wood, protecting soil resources
and preserving biodiversity does not work in practise.

34

Bridging research and policy

The evolution of the land use is closely connected to the settlement in terms
of establishment of new villages. The agricultural activities related to the
new settlements have had a considerable impact in the natural vegetation.
Not only in terms of replacing natural vegetation with fields, but also as a
result of the increased grazing pressure caused by the livestock kept by the
immigrants. Especially the vegetation in the vicinity of the water courses
(gallery forest) is under pressure as availability of water has been a very
strong determinant for the location of settlements.
Institutions with porous boundaries and different spatial levels of
intervention, such as Eau et Fôrret, Communité Rural, or households each
play significant roles in shaping the resource management strategies. Thus
it is observed that, while land use decisions are often imbedded in complex,
layered systems related to local politics and different institutions,
individual decisions largely shape land use trajectories – often in response
to national or global economic opportunities or policies.
In order to understand, conceptualize, generalize and model land use
change processes, the research results points to the importance of:
x Recognising diversity and ambiguity related to human factors –
while at the same time combining them with biophysical conditions
and processes
x Understanding the historical footprints
x Recognising the powerful influence of places in shaping
environmental issues
x Recognising the interwoven themes of scale, history, ecology and
access
x Constructing a common understanding of issues related to scale:
Often are functional units of ecosystems not compatible with human
designed management areas or researcher plots (mismatches between
ecological and human scales)

Policy relevance of research
The case study provides research of a basic as well as of an applied nature
(cf. the terminology in the introductory part of this paper): The basic
research outcome is materialized in contributions towards the development
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of a suitable analytical framework to capture the complexity of forces
driving the land use change process. The applied research activities result
in new documentation of land use dynamics.

Concluding remarks
The examples presented are meant only to provide indications of the way in
which basic as well as applied research (i.e. the entire ‘research
continuum’) activities can be valuable ‘partners’ in the formulation and
implementation of resource management strategies. For a more detailed
account of the examples used, the reader is referred to the original
documents which are listed in the reference list. However, the brief
summaries hopefully suffice to convey the main messages. Not only will
the research results often appear as relevant empirical baseline data which
would otherwise not be available. More importantly, research activities
may challenge traditional perspective and pave the way for novel
understandings of e.g. human-environment interactions which may, in turn,
lead to more sustainable policy interventions.
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Le foncier et les arbres dans le sudouest du Burkina Faso
Présentation de l'approche contractuelle de PETREA
Quentin Gausset
Institut d'anthropologie - Université de Copenhague

Les arbres et les conflits fonciers
Les conflits fonciers sont courants en Afrique de l'Ouest (Benjaminsen and
Lund 2002; 2004; Bruce and Mighot-Adholla 1994; Cotula et al. 2004;
Gray 2002; Lund 2004; Mathieu 2004; Pare 2001). Bien que le contexte
local diffère, les grandes lignes de ces conflits sont relativement similaires
dans toute la sous-région. D'une part, on constate une pression accrue sur
les terres, due à une série de facteurs tels que la croissance démographique
ou le développement de cultures de rentes (Pare et Thieba 1998 : 5).
Aujourd’hui, cette pression sur les terres est exacerbée du fait du nombre
croissant de "nouveaux acteurs économiques" et par le retour de nombreux
réfugiés de Côte d'Ivoire. En général, les nouveaux acteurs économiques
sont des fonctionnaires riches et puissants, qui investissent dans de grandes
exploitations, agricoles et sylvicoles, de type commercial. Leur éducation
et leurs moyens leur permettent d'utiliser la législation à leur profit et
d'acquérir d'énormes superficies de terre, le plus souvent au détriment des
villageois et du droit coutumier. Les réfugiés de Côte d'Ivoire, quant à eux,
ont récemment fui la guerre civile qui a ravagé ce pays. Ils sont rentrés en
masse au Burkina Faso, en abandonnant tout derrière eux. Leur retour au
village engendre souvent des conflits similaires à ceux dont ils ont fait les
frais en Côte d'Ivoire. Victimes de l'argument selon lequel la terre
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appartient aux autochtones, ils se transforment eux-mêmes en bourreaux
lorsqu'ils retournent dans leur village d'origine en utilisant à leur tour ce
même raisonnement contre les migrants qui s’y trouvent.
D'autre part, il existe souvent un décalage entre le droit d'usage et le
droit de propriété coutumier. Les utilisateurs des terres ne sont pas toujours
propriétaires (au sens coutumier) ; ils ne font souvent qu'emprunter les
terres qu'ils cultivent. Cela peut entraîner des conflits dans lesquels les
emprunteurs essayent d'acquérir plus de droits sur les terres qu'ils utilisent
en faisant généralement des investissements agricoles à long terme, leur
conférant en principe le droit de jouir de ces investissements, tandis que les
propriétaires coutumiers tentent de sécuriser leur propriété en limitant les
droits des utilisateurs (et donc leurs investissements agricoles). Dans la
région sud-ouest du Burkina Faso, les conflits fonciers se focalisent sur
l'usage des arbres. Les emprunteurs souhaitent planter des arbres
(manguiers, anacardiers) afin, non seulement de bénéficier d'une culture de
rente importante, mais également d'acquérir la propriété coutumière des
terres qu'ils empruntent. De leur côté, les propriétaires coutumiers refusent
en général aux emprunteurs le droit de planter des arbres pour éviter que la
propriété des arbres (revenant à l'emprunteur planteur) n'entre en conflit
avec la propriété des terres (revenant à l'hôte).
Enfin, on constate, dans plusieurs pays d'Afrique de l'Ouest, un
décalage entre le droit foncier coutumier, confèrant habituellement la
propriété des terres aux premiers occupants utilisateurs et la législation
nationale, attribuant la plupart du temps la propriété des terres à l'Etat mais
qui en donne l'usufruit aux utilisateurs actuels - et non pas originels (voir
par exemple Lavigne Delville 2000). Les droits des premiers occupants
entrent donc en conflit avec les droits de ceux qui "mettent la terre en
valeur". Dans la région sud-ouest du Burkina Faso, les conflits fonciers se
résolvent souvent d’eux-mêmes entre plaignants, parfois grâce à
l'intervention des chefs de terre. Mais il arrive que certains acteurs,
mécontents des solutions proposées, fassent appel à l'arbitrage des préfets.
Bien que ceux-ci tiennent ordinairement compte du droit coutumier (celui
du premier occupant), lorsqu'un conflit concerne une ancienne plantation
d'arbres, les préfets tendent à faire primer le droit de l'emprunteur à jouir
des fruits de ses investissements contre le droit du propriétaire coutumier à
reprendre ses terres quand bon lui semble. Face à cet état de choses, les
propriétaires coutumiers ont développé plusieurs stratégies visant à
raffermir leur contrôle sur les terres, en affaiblissant celui des emprunteurs.
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Les prêts de terres se sont raréfiés, ont concerné des surfaces plus petites, et
ont été limités dans le temps. Alors qu'il y a vingt ans, un migrant pouvait
très facilement avoir accès à autant de terre qu'il pouvait en cultiver, pour
aussi longtemps qu'il en avait l’usage, il devient difficile aujourd'hui de
pouvoir emprunter autre chose qu'une petite parcelle pour une durée
limitée. C'est surtout la limite temporelle des nouveaux prêts qui est
importante. En forçant les emprunteurs à changer de champs après
quelques années, les propriétaires coutumiers les empêchent de faire des
investissements agricoles et sylvicoles à long terme.
Dans la pratique, la gestion du foncier fait l'objet d'un large consensus
autour de la primauté du droit coutumier. Lorsqu'un migrant arrive dans un
village et souhaite utiliser des terres, il ne commence jamais à cultiver un
coin de brousse sans en demander, au préalable, l'autorisation au
propriétaire coutumier. L'emprunteur et le propriétaire coutumiers fixent les
conditions de l'emprunt : sa durée, les limites de la parcelle, le type
d'utilisation (plantation d'arbres, coton, cultures vivrières), la gestion des
arbres existants (il est habituellement interdit d'abattre les arbres de nérés et
de karités, la récolte des fruits étant souvent partagée entre l'emprunteur et
le propriétaire), etc. Un conflit survient, habituellement, lorsqu’un des
contractants remet en question l'arrangement originel (le propriétaire
raccourcit la durée du prêt, ou l'emprunteur plante des arbres en cachette),
ou encore que l'arrangement originel n'était pas clair (les limites de la
parcelle n'étaient pas clairement fixées; il n'était pas précisé que les enfants
de l'emprunteur auraient les mêmes droits et devoirs que leur père, etc.).
Les conflits apparaissent le plus souvent après le décès d'un des
contractants. Les héritiers remettent alors en question le contrat initial, soit
parce qu'ils en ignorent les conditions, soit qu'ils profitent de la situation
pour la modifier à leur profit. Les descendants du propriétaire essayent en
général de récupérer le contrôle des terres sous prétexte que le contrat ne
concernait que le père et pas ses descendants, tandis que les descendants de
l'emprunteur essayent plutôt d'acquérir la propriété coutumière des terres,
en arguant que l'usage des terres leur revient de droit par héritage. Bref, la
plupart des acteurs établissent de commun accord des contrats oraux
spécifiant les conditions d'emprunt et d'utilisation des terres, mais certains
conflits surviennent de l'imprécision de ces contrats ainsi que de leur
caractère oral qui ouvre la porte à toutes sortes de remises en question
(oubli, mauvaise foi, etc.).
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La plupart des conflits sont réglés à l'amiable par les contractants euxmêmes. Grâce à leur statut de premier occupant et à leur maîtrise de
moyens magico-religieux contrôlant la fertilité des terres, les propriétaires
fonciers ont souvent le dernier mot dans les conflits fonciersi. Cependant, il
arrive que des emprunteurs arrivent à imposer un fait accompli (une
plantation d'arbres déjà adultes, par exemple) et à gagner ainsi la propriété
coutumière des terres. Lorsqu'un arrangement à l'amiable est impossible, on
fait appel au chef de terre ou, si celui-ci échoue dans sa médiation, au
préfet - qui demande de toute façon conseil au chef de terre - avant de
trancherii. Le chef de terre ou le préfet essayent en général de connaître les
termes exacts du contrat oral originel, et leur jugement tend à en faire
respecter la terminologie. En résumé, lorsqu'un conflit éclate entre un
propriétaire foncier et un emprunteur, ce n'est ni le droit coutumier ni la
législation nationale en tant que tels qui s'appliquent en premier lieu. Au
contraire, les autorités essayent de faire respecter les termes du contrat oral
entre prêteur et emprunteur. Les autorités coutumières ou administratives
donnent généralement tort à la partie faisant preuve de mauvaise foi dans le
non-respect des termes du contrat. Ceci dit, les autorités tiennent compte
aussi du facteur temps et de la précarité de certains acteurs. Bref, malgré la
reconnaissance de la validité des contrats, les autorités plaideront parfois
pour leur amendement. Elles feront appel à la clémence des propriétaires
coutumiers pour permettre à des familles établies depuis des décennies de
planter des arbres, ou recommanderont le prêt de terres, pour des durées
indéterminées, à des réfugiés de Côte d'Ivoire.

Les conséquences des conflits
Les conflits fonciers engendrent au moins quatre conséquences.
Premièrement, les revenus liés à la production des arbres des nonpropriétaires terriens (en général les migrants) sont beaucoup moindres que
ceux des propriétaires (en général les autochtones). Les résultats d'un
questionnaire concernant une centaine de ménages (environ 20% de la
population de Péni) montrent, par exemple, que le revenu sylvicole des
autochtones (qui sont habituellement propriétaires des terres qu'ils utilisent)
est environ quatre fois plus élevé que le revenu sylvicole des agriculteurs
migrants "non régionaux" (appartenant à un groupe ethnique non apparenté
aux Diula - le plus souvent des Mossi), voir figure 1.
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Figure 1 : Moyenne annuelle des revenus des ménages en fonction de leur source et de
l'origine des informateurs.

Cette situation s'explique par deux facteurs. Le premier est que les
agriculteurs qui ne sont pas propriétaires coutumiers et qui empruntent les
terres qu'ils cultivent ne peuvent généralement pas planter d'arbres. Ils n'ont
donc pas la possibilité de planter des anacardiers ou des manguiers comme
culture de rente. Le second facteur est qu'il existe différents contrats oraux
concernant les nérés et les karités peuplant déjà les champs empruntés.
Dans certains cas, l'emprunteur peut garder toute la récolte; dans d'autres,
le propriétaire coutumier se réserve le monopole de la récolte. Le plus
souvent, l'emprunteur et le propriétaire coutumier partagent la production
des nérés et des karités sur les champs empruntés - alors que les
propriétaires coutumiers refusent le plus souvent de partager la récolte des
nérés et des karités présents dans les champs qu'ils cultivent. Par
conséquent, que l'on considère les arbres exotiques (manguiers,
anacardiers) ou indigènes (nérés, karités), les autochtones ont beaucoup
plus d’accès aux arbres et aux produits sylvicoles que les migrants qui sont,
par contre, plus performants sur le plan agricole (Drabo 2000).
Deuxièmement, les conflits fonciers menacent la paix sociale. Ils
touchent à la propriété des moyens de subsistance en créant, entre
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différentes catégories sociales (migrants/autochtones), des tensions
susceptibles de dégénérer en conflits violents. Pour le moment, le niveau de
violence est de basse intensité. Les emprunteurs plantent des arbres en
cachette pour mettre les prêteurs devant un fait accompli. Les propriétaires
coutumiers déracinent les arbres plantés sans permission par les
emprunteurs, ou récupèrent leurs terres en ayant recours à la magie ou à la
malédiction d'ancêtres. Les nouveaux acteurs économiques ne respectent
pas les contrats oraux et s'approprient bien plus de terres que ce qui leur
avait été accordé, en bornant de larges superficies sans le consentement des
propriétaires coutumiers. L'issue de nombreux conflits est imposée par les
plus forts aux plus faibles. Il suffirait que les conflits fonciers continuent de
s'accroître et qu'ils soient associés à une lutte de pouvoir entre
communautés ou à un enjeu politique (comme dans la Côté d'Ivoire
voisine) pour qu'ils dégénèrent en affrontements violents. On n'en est pas
encore là, mais la tendance actuelle fait qu'on s'en rapproche. Il est grand
temps que l'Etat se penche sur le problème et lui trouve une solution
acceptable pour toutes les parties.
Troisièmement, les emprunteurs ne sont pas encouragés à investir
dans la bonne gestion des sols à long terme. S'ils plantent des arbres sans la
permission des propriétaires coutumiers, ces derniers les forcent d’ordinaire
soit à éradiquer la plantation, soit à abandonner les terres empruntées.
Puisque la plantation d'arbres est souvent une stratégie pour pallier à
l'appauvrissement des terres, les migrants ne pouvant y avoir recours, trop
pauvres pour pouvoir acheter des engrais ou avoir accès à du fumier, sont
pris au piège d'un cercle vicieux les forçant à pratiquer une agriculture nondurable qui épuise les terres. Certains emprunteurs craignent également de
trop investir (creusement d'un puits pour développer les cultures
maraîchères, l'utilisation d'engrais pour maintenir une bonne productivité)
car ils redoutent que les propriétaires coutumiers ne leur retirent l'usage des
terres afin de bénéficier des fruits de leur investissement.
Ces considérations nous conduisent à la quatrième conséquence des
conflits fonciers entre migrants et autochtones : le sentiment d'insécurité
qui caractérise tous les acteurs. D'un côté, les emprunteurs appréhendent
qu'on leur retire l'accès aux terres qu'ils cultivent s'ils investissent dans la
gestion durable de celles-ci (plantation d'arbres, forage de puits, application
d'engrais, etc.). D'un autre côté, les propriétaires coutumiers redoutent que
les emprunteurs n'acquièrent la propriété des terres s'ils reçoivent la
permission de faire de lourds investissements à long terme. En d'autres
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mots, les emprunteurs assument l'insécurité de la période pendant laquelle
ils ont accès aux terres (et donc à la fragilité de leur investissement), tandis
que les propriétaires coutumiers ressentent de l’insécurité en ce qui
concerne leur propriété.
Le résultat de ces conflits fonciers peut être décrit soit comme neutre,
soit comme négatif. D'un côté, la situation actuelle est caractérisée par un
jeu à somme nulle où ce qui est gagné par les uns est perdu par les autres,
l'enjeu des conflits étant la propriété des terres. D'un autre côté, on peut
considérer que tous les acteurs sont perdants : les emprunteurs car ils sont
dans l'impossibilité d'investir dans la gestion durable des terres ; les
propriétaires coutumiers car les terres qu'ils prêtent s'épuisent au cours du
temps et perdent de leur valeur. Est-il possible d'améliorer la sécurité de
tous les acteurs afin de créer une "win-win situation" où chacun y trouverait
son compte? Une piste envisageable est de commencer par sécuriser la
propriété coutumière des terres. Si celle-ci était universellement reconnue
et garantie, notamment par l'Etat, il est certain que les propriétaires seraient
plus flexibles concernant la durée du prêt et des investissements des
emprunteurs, car ceux-ci ne pourraient plus remettre en question la
propriété coutumière. En ayant la certitude que les terres continueraient à
leur appartenir quel que soit l'usage ou l'usager, les propriétaires
coutumiers pourraient beaucoup plus facilement permettre la plantation
d'arbres et autoriser les investissements à long terme pour des périodes
garanties. De la sécurité foncière des propriétaires découlerait donc de
meilleures opportunités pour les emprunteurs, assurant ainsi une sûreté
accrue à leurs investissements. En résumé, l'utilisation des terres des
emprunteurs serait assurée à condition que la propriété des terres des
prêteurs soit elle aussi garantie. La sécurité de la propriété des uns ne
pourrait exister sans celle de l'utilisation des autres, et vice-versa. Tout le
monde y gagnerait. Cela induirait plus de confiance, moins de conflits, plus
de paix sociale et, surtout, une gestion autrement durable des terres.

L'approche contractuelle de la sécurisation foncière
Puisque la plupart des conflits découlent du non-respect ou de la remise en
question d'anciens contrats, la meilleure manière d'améliorer la sécurité de
tous les acteurs est de garantir la validité des contrats oraux ; cela requiert
trois conditions. Premièrement, l'Etat doit en reconnaître la validité. Cela
implique que, d’une manière ou d’une autre, l'Etat reconnaisse la propriété
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coutumière des terres. Il n'est pas nécessaire pour cela de réécrire une
énième fois la loi sur la Réorganisation Agraire et Foncière (la RAF,
publiée en 1984, a déjà été relue deux fois, en 1991 et en 1996, voir
Tiemtore 1997). En effet, la RAF déclare (article 4) que l'Etat détient la
propriété des terres du Burkina Faso, mais (article 52) que l'Etat confère la
jouissance et le droit d'usage de ces terres à ceux qui l'utilisent. Il suffirait
que la RAF reconnaisse que le droit d'usage des terres appartient aux
premiers qui les ont défrichées ainsi qu’à leurs descendants : les
propriétaires coutumiers ou les chefs de terres autochtones. Par ailleurs, les
articles 150-151 autorisent les contrats entre les personnes possédant la
jouissance des terres et des tiers. La RAF détient donc les articles
nécessaires à la reconnaissance et à la validation de la propriété coutumière
(de l'usufruit) des terres et des contrats oraux entre propriétaires et
emprunteurs (de l'usufruit) des terres. Il manque seulement la volonté
politique le faire. Actuellement, l'interprétation dominante dans les cours de
justice est que l'usufruit de la terre appartient à celui qui la met en valeur en
la cultivant. Il suffirait que la mise en valeur soit définie comme le premier
défrichage des terres (au lieu de la culture des terres) pour que la propriété
coutumière soit reconnue et garantie par la RAF.
Deuxièmement, la garantie des contrats oraux concerne leur
enregistrement ; ceci afin que les termes d’un contrat ne puissent être
oubliés ou remis en questions par une des parties. La transmission orale
mise à part, l'écrit reste le moyen le plus répandu, bien accepté et bon
marché comparé aux autres moyens d'enregistrement (audio, vidéo, etc.).
Cela explique qu'un nombre croissant de contrats oraux sont couchés par
écrit - certains d'entre eux étant même soumis à la signature du préfet
comme témoin de la transaction (voir également Lavigne Delville 2002;
Mathieu 2004; Mathieu et al. 2002). Bien que les contrats puissent être
signés entre deux parties qui se mettent d'accord sans intervention de l'Etat
(ce qui est aujourd’hui le cas dans quasi tous les contrats fonciers oraux,
ainsi que pour la plupart des contrats écrits signés), il serait souhaitable que
les contrats fonciers soient enregistrés à la préfecture et contresignés par le
préfet. En effet, la signature du préfet et l'apposition d'un timbre fiscal
donnent aux documents la validité d'un procès-verbal de palabre. Grâce à la
signature du préfet, la validation du contrat ne reposerait plus seulement sur
la bonne foi des contractants, mais engagerait également l'Etat qui en
garantirait la validité en s'engageant à le faire respecter. Il est certain que la
signature et l'enregistrement des contrats à la préfecture leur confèreraient
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une sécurité infiniment plus grande que celle des contrats informels. Dans
la pratique actuelle, le préfet étant la plus haute autorité à laquelle se
réfèrent les populations rurales, ainsi que leur dernier recours en cas de
conflit, sa signature attribue une légitimité incontestable aux documents. En
outre, bien que les contrats puissent être conservés par les contractants euxmêmes, il serait souhaitable que l'administration en garde une copie dans
ses archives. Les contrats y seraient probablement mieux conservés et leur
enregistrement constituerait une base de données essentielle pour recenser
l’utilisation et la propriété coutumière des terres. Une telle base de données
aurait une valeur inestimable pour mesurer ou contrôler l'impact d'une
éventuelle future réforme agraire.
Troisièmement, la garantie des contrats oraux exige qu'ils soient
établis de manière précise, sans ambigüité, ce qui est loin d'être le cas à
l'heure actuelle. Il existe de nombreuses zones d'ombres qui engendrent les
conflits ultérieurs. Un premier exemple d’ambigüité se trouve dans la
définition de l'emprunteur ou dans la question du transfert du droit d'usage.
Le contrat est-il fait à titre privé ou collectif? Concerne-t-il les seuls
signataires ou est-il étendu à leurs parents et descendants? Lorsqu'un
emprunteur meurt ou part travailler en ville, son épouse et ses enfants
peuvent-ils continuer à utiliser les terres cultivées? Par ailleurs, comment
s'assurer que le prêteur a la légitimité et l'autorité nécessaires pour prêter
les terres? Comment s'assurer qu'il prête bien ses terres et pas celles de
quelqu'un d'autre? L'intervention de témoins et des autorités coutumières
est souvent une garantie que la transaction est transparente. Un deuxième
exemple concerne l'usage des terres. La plantation d'arbres est
généralement interdite, sous prétexte qu'il ne s'agit pas d'une pratique de
subsistance. Mais qu'entend-on exactement par "subsistance" ? Les cultures
de rentes non-pérennes (coton, bisap) sont-elles permises? Qu'en est-il des
activités minières? Le troisième exemple relève de la durée du contrat qui
est souvent indéterminée. Les terres sont-elles prêtées pour aussi longtemps
que l'emprunteur en a l’usage, ou pour aussi longtemps que les autochtones
n'en ont pas besoin? Il semble que la première interprétation soit la plus
ancienne, mais la seconde fait de plus en plus d'émules au sein des jeunes
autochtones. Quatrièmement, une autre règle non écrite signifie que les
terres peuvent être retirées à tout moment si l'emprunteur commet des
crimes au village (adultère, vol, banditisme, etc.). Dans les faits, la
privation des terres correspond en général à un bannissement du village
puisqu'elle prive l'emprunteur de ses moyens de subsistance, le forçant à
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émigrer ailleurs. Cette clause donne l'assurance aux propriétaires
coutumiers que l'emprunteur s'intégrera pacifiquement dans la communauté
et respectera la bienséance locale, ce qui leur permet de faire preuve d'une
extrême hospitalité et générosité vis-à-vis des "étrangers". Cinquièmement,
la limite des parcelles est un autre sujet de litige. Les propriétaires
indiquent rarement des limites bien définies aux terres prêtées (parfois pour
des raisons religieuses, craignant la sanction d'esprits ou d’ancêtres s'ils
opéraient des limites claires). Même lorsque des limites sont indiquées par
tel arbre, telle pierre ou tel chemin, certains emprunteurs n'ont aucun
remord à les dépasser en s'appropriant ainsi de larges superficies de terres
(voir par exemple Drabo 2000). Une sixième source de confusion concerne
l'usage des arbres que l'on trouve sur les terres prêtées. Bien que cela soit
rarement dit clairement, il existe une règle implicite permettant aux
emprunteurs de défricher les terres et d'utiliser le bois qui s'y trouve, mais
qui leur interdit d'abattre les arbres utiles (principalement nérés et karités).
Par ailleurs, l'accès à ces arbres utiles est lui aussi ambigu. Dans certains
cas, le propriétaire considère que toute la récolte de nérés et de karités lui
revient. Dans d'autres, il l'abandonne entièrement à l'emprunteur. Mais, le
plus souvent, le propriétaire et l'emprunteur partagent l'accès aux arbres ou
la récolte de leurs produits. Un septième et dernier problème concerne la
présence ou l'absence de compensations financières ou en nature. Dans la
plupart des cas, la vente des terres est coutumièrement interdite, le prêt ou
don de terre se faisant gratuitement. Si, en signe de reconnaissance et de
remerciement, l'emprunteur donne souvent une partie de sa récolte au
propriétaire coutumier, il le fait généralement à titre volontaire. Cependant,
dans certains cas, une telle pratique est quasi obligatoire ; elle consiste en
une sorte de loyer déguisé. La tendance actuelle dans la région est qu'on
trouve un nombre croissant de location de terres, principalement en ville,
mais également dans les champs, même si cet usage reste encore très
marginal. Dans certains cas, et souvent en cachette, des terres arables
commencent aussi à être vendues. Le peu de publicité fait autour de ces
transactions avec transfert d'argent permet d'éviter l'opprobre de la
communauté, mais entraîne souvent des conflits avec les parents de la
personne qui cède ses terres si ceux-ci n'ont pas été consultés ou avertis de
la vente. Il existe encore d'autres règles qui peuvent être source
d'ambigüité, par exemple l'interdiction de toucher à des arbres ou endroits
sacrés, ou encore le droit d'organiser des sacrifices ou des rituels sur les
terres empruntées. Puisque ce sont ces points qui, aujourd’hui, font l'objet

46

Bridging research and policy

de litiges dans les conflits fonciers, ils devraient être précisés lors de
l'enregistrement du contrat, afin d'éviter toute future discorde.
Si la reconnaissance légale, l'enregistrement et la précision des
contrats est cruciale pour la sécurité qu'ils confèrent, il est important de ne
pas oublier qu'il n'existe pas un contrat-type mais bien une multitude de
différents contrats, négociés au cas par cas, en fonction des besoins de
chacun et du contexte socioculturel, historique, politique et géographique.
L'enregistrement des contrats oraux par écrit ne diminue en rien la diversité
contractuelle. Il doit reproduire les arrangements oraux le plus fidèlement
possible, en précisant éventuellement les points litigieux qui sont souvent
oubliés lors d'un contrat oral (la limite des terres, le caractère privé ou
collectif des contractants, la gestion des arbres, etc.). Par ailleurs, il ne faut
pas surestimer le rôle de l'Etat. Les contrats oraux existent depuis toujours
et continueront d'exister quelle que soit leur reconnaissance officielle. Les
contrats écrits informels deviennent de plus en plus courants et constituent
la base de règlement des conflits, sans que l'Etat n'intervienne. L'Etat
Burkinabé a donc aujourd'hui le choix entre, soit ignorer ces contrats (ou
même nier leur validité dans les cours de justice sous prétexte que la
propriété des terres appartient à l'Etat) et contribuer ainsi à renforcer
l'insécurité et les conflits fonciers, soit, au contraire, favoriser et
accompagner le développement des contrats écrits afin d’en renforcer la
sécurité procurée grâce à un encadrement juridique adéquat.

Comparaison avec l'approche "gestion des terroirs" et
"lotissement"
L'Etat Burkinabé et les donneurs internationaux sont conscients de
l'importance des conflits fonciers. Des moyens financiers et administratifs
considérables ont été mis en oeuvre depuis des années pour tenter de leur
trouver une solution. L'existence de la commission interministérielle sur les
problèmes fonciers, de groupes de recherches sur le foncier, et d'une
multitude de projets de développement essayant de trouver une solution à
ces problèmes, en témoignent. Le projet le plus influent, canalisant les plus
grands budgets est sans aucun doute le PNGT (Projet National de Gestion
des Terroirs). Cependant, la plupart des projets adoptant une approche de
gestion des terroirs, ou même une approche de développement intégré,
comportent également un volet de sécurisation foncière. L'approche
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"gestion des terroirs", en particulier, rencontre un certain nombre de
difficultés (Batterbury 1998; Gray 2002; Tiemtore 1997). Toutefois, l'objet
de la présente discussion n'est pas de critiquer, mais plutôt de comparer la
gestion des terroirs avec l'approche contractuelle.
En général, un projet de gestion des terroirs a pour but de rationaliser
et sécuriser l'utilisation des terres. Un tel projet tente de mettre sur pied
d'égalité tous les acteurs ruraux, qu'ils soient migrants ou autochtones,
propriétaires ou emprunteurs, hommes ou femmes, agriculteurs ou
éleveurs ; enfin, de mettre tout le monde d'accord sur un plan de gestion des
terroirs. Bref, l'approche gestion des terroirs opère au plan collectif, met à
plat toute hiérarchie existante pour donner la propriété de l'usufruit aux
utilisateurs actuels (y compris les emprunteurs) ; elle change les pratiques
locales.
Au contraire, l'approche contractuelle, opère au niveau interpersonnel
(une multitude de petits contrats individuels au lieu d'un grand contrat
collectif), en reconnaissant la primauté des propriétaires coutumiers et en
acceptant les pratiques existantes (au lieu de les changer ou de les
rationaliser). Cette approche ne cherche pas nécessairement à renforcer le
pouvoir des femmes ou des éleveurs, mais elle leur fournit néanmoins, au
même titre que les agriculteurs masculins, des outils qui peuvent les aider à
garantir leurs droits à long terme. Alors que l'approche gestion des terroirs
vient d'en haut et est un processus exogène, centralisé et relativement
soudain, l'approche contractuelle est décentralisée, bâtie sur base de
pratiques endogènes qui, depuis des décennies, se sont progressivement
développées. Si l'approche gestion des terroirs essaye de résoudre les
conflits existants, elle finit bien souvent par créer plus de conflits qu'elle
n'en règle. L'approche contractuelle, elle, ne peut rien faire pour abolir les
conflits existants, puisqu'un contrat ne peut être signé qu'en l'absence de
conflit. Le but de l'approche contractuelle n'est certes pas de résoudre les
conflits présents, mais bien de prévenir les conflits futurs. Enfin, là où
l'approche gestion des terroirs est lourde, lente et chère (bornage précis,
inertie administrative, coût de la titularisation), l'approche contractuelle est
rapide et bon marché (enregistrement local des contrats, sans bornage
légal).
Il est également intéressant de comparer l'approche contractuelle avec
l'autre grande approche de gestion du foncier : celle qui s'applique aux
lotissement en milieu urbain. Lorsqu'une agglomération fait l'objet d'un
lotissement, le cadastre dessine un plan des parcelles à attribuer. Ce plan ne
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tient habituellement pas compte des maisons existantes. Les parcelles sont
ensuite bornées, titularisées, les titres de propriété étant distribués par
loterie aux habitants de l'agglomération. Ceux-ci déménagent leur maison
et leurs affaires dans la parcelle qui leur est attribuée. En principe,
l'approche des lotissements place tous les acteurs sur un pied d'égalité
(chacun reçoit une superficie égale à celle des autres)iii et les force à
déménager, alors que l'approche contractuelle ne change rien aux inégalités
sociales ou géographiques. En pratique, les lotissements créent un énorme
gaspillage des ressources, les maisons étant détruites pour êtres
reconstruites ailleurs. Si la personne qui reprend un arbre ou un puits, sur la
parcelle reçue à la loterie, refuse de l'acheter à son ancien propriétaire,
l'arbre est abattu ou le puits est comblé. L'approche contractuelle, au
contraire, sécurise les investissements et ne remet pas en cause les
pratiques existantes. A l’inverse de l'approche des lotissements, qui est un
processus exogène, centralisé et soudain, encourageant la spéculation et le
développement d'un marché foncier, l'approche contractuelle, elle, est un
processus endogène, décentralisé et progressif, permettant la
reconnaissance et la sécurisation de transactions foncières, sans pour autant
encourager les compensations pécunaires.

En guise de conclusion
L'approche contractuelle (ou de formalisation des transactions) n'est pas
nouvelle. Elle a été suggérée par plusieurs spécialistes des problèmes
fonciers (Mathieu et al. 2000)iv. Le mérite de PETREA est d'avoir essayé de
la mettre en pratique afin de développer un outil susceptible d'aider la
prévention des conflits fonciers, PETREA (People, Trees and Agriculture
in Africa) étant un projet de recherche appliquée dont le but est d'améliorer
l'accès aux arbres et l'utilisation des produits sylvicoles (Nathan 2002). Les
conflits fonciers ayant été identifiés comme un des obstacles les plus
importants au développement des plantations (Gausset et al. 2003a et b),
l'approche contractuelle a été pensée pour sécuriser la propriété foncière,
dans le but ultime d'encourager les propriétaires coutumiers à permettre aux
emprunteurs de planter des arbres. Après plusieurs mois de recherches
auprès des communautés locales, en coopération avec les autorités
administratives et coutumières, deux contrats ont été mis au point,
concernant le prêt et le don de terres (voir en annexe). Ces contrats ont reçu
un accueil positif. Les propriétaires coutumiers ont déclaré être d’accord de
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prêter de nouvelles terres aux migrants s'il s'avérait que leur propriété serait
garantie par contrat. Les emprunteurs se sont réjouis que la durée de
l'emprunt allait être garantie par écrit, leur permettant de mieux planifier
leurs investissements. Seules les personnes faisant l'expérience d'un conflit
foncier se sont senties déçues par le fait que les contrats n'étaient pas un
outil de résolution de conflit, mais simplement un outil de prévention. Il est
évident que certains acteurs trouvent un intérêt réel à ne pas signer de
contrat écrit, afin de pouvoir profiter de l'ambigüité de la situation. Se
sachant les plus forts, ils n'hésitent pas à créer des conflits afin de tourner la
situation à leur avantage. Il faut insister sur le fait que les contrats ne sont
utiles qu'aux personnes qui s'entendent d'un commun accord au moment de
la signature. Bien que de nombreux prêteurs et emprunteurs se fassent
confiance et entretiennent d’excellents rapports sans ressentir le besoin de
coucher leur accord par écrit, les acteurs locaux doivent être conscients que
les problèmes surviennent parfois après plusieurs années et que l’écriture
d’un contrat constitue un outil de prévention des conflits. On peut
cependant espérer que la sécurité instaurée par la validation et
l'enregistrement des contrats à la préfecture encouragera les parties en
conflits à trouver un arrangement à l’amiable, afin de pouvoir profiter des
avantages et des garanties indéniables d'un contrat écrit. Enfin, si les
contrats ne résolvent pas en soi les conflits, ils peuvent néanmoins
encourager les parties opposées à trouver un terrain d'entente selon le
principe qu’"un mauvais arrangement vaut mieux qu’un bon procès"
(Ouedraogo 2003:80).
Le premier contrat fut signé le lendemain de leur présentation, par un
migrant à qui on avait donné des terres ; il avait créé une grande plantation
de manguiers (avec la permission du propriétaire coutumier) et souhaitait
en sécuriser la situationv. Malheureusement, le préfet ne se sentit pas
autorisé à signer le contrat sans le feu vert officiel de sa hiérarchie, même
s'il signe régulièrement des procès verbaux de palabre informels concernant
des transactions foncières. La prochaine phase de PETREA devrait
s'attacher à lever cet obstacle administratif pour laisser libre cours à
l'expérience de sécurisation foncière et pouvoir en évaluer l'impact.
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Endnotes
i

Il suffit souvent aux autochtones de planter un arbuste particulier dans un champ ou de lancer une
malédiction au nom des ancêtres pour provoquer la faillite de toute entreprise agricole sur la parcelle. Les
migrants essayent donc en général de respecter l'arrangement oral originel afin d'éviter un conflit avec
leur hôte, conflit qui les exposerait à des sanctions mystiques et les forcerait à déguerpir.
ii
Les acteurs ruraux évitent autant que possible de faire appel à une cour de justice située en ville. La
procédure en est lourde, lente et coûteuse et le résultat incertain car dépendant de l'interprétation de textes
de lois inconnus des villageois. La plupart des conflits en milieu rural ne dépassent donc pas le niveau de
la préfecture, sauf lorsque le conflit implique un nouvel acteur économique qui a la connaissance, les
contacts personnels et les moyens nécessaires pour tirer avantage d'un recours à la législation nationale et
à une cour de justice.
iii
Il faut cependant noter que si les lotissements nivellent les inégalités actuelles, ils ne peuvent pas
prévenir les inégalités futures. Les lotissements sont même susceptibles de les renforcer, puisqu'ils
encouragent la création d'un marché foncier, facilitant la concentration des terres dans les mains des plus
riches, au détriment des plus pauvres. Par ailleurs, l'égalité de principe que l'on trouve dans la loterie des
parcelles loties est souvent battue en brèche, sur le terrain, par la corruption et les passe droits conférant à
certains davantage de parcelles (ou de meilleures parcelles) qu'à d'autres.
iv
Cette approche a par ailleurs un point commun avec la démarche de plan foncier rural (PFR) puisqu’elle
a pour but d’enregistrer par écrit les droits fonciers locaux. La démarche PFR reste néanmoins lourde,
centralisée, systématique et a, notamment, pour mandat d’établir un relevé topographique des parcelles
ainsi que le règlement des litiges en première instance (BNEDT 2000; Ouedraogo 2003). Les PFR
relèvent donc plus de l’approche gestion des terroirs que de l’approche contractuelle.
v
Ce migrant avait par ailleurs planté des manguiers sur des terres empruntées dans un village voisin, sans
la permission du propriétaire coutumier. Un conflit a surgi aboutissant au retrait des terres.
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Contrat de prêt de jouissance de terres
Contractants
1) Le prêteur (utilisateur originel ayant la jouissance des terres) et ses
descendants
Nom du prêteur: ____________________________________________________
2)
L'emprunteur (et lui seul)
L'emprunteur et ses
descendants
Nom de l'emprunteur:_______________________________________________
Objet du contrat
L'objet du présent contrat concerne l'emprunt de la jouissance des terres par
un emprunteur à son utilisateur originel. Par ce contrat, le ou les
emprunteur(s)
x Emprunte(nt) la jouissance d'une parcelle de terre à l'utilisateur originel
et à ses descendants
x S'engage(nt) à gérer la parcelle en bon père de famille, de manière
durable
x S'engage(nt) à rendre la jouissance des terres à l'utilisateur originel et à
ses descendants à la fin du contrat, ou si le contrat est révoqué pour
cause de manquement aux conditions décrites.
x S'engage(nt) à utiliser les terres empruntées pincipalement pour
(plusieurs cases peuvent être cochées):
Agriculture de subsistence
Agriculture de rente (précision éventuelle:)
Plantation d'arbres
Pâturage
Carrière, mine
Autre (préciser)
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Durée
Le contrat a une durée provisoire de:
_______ années
Aussi longtemps que le ou les emprunteurs utiliseront la terre pour
toute activité déclarée ci-dessus (voir dans "objet du contrat")
Jusqu'au jour où le prêteur ou ses descendants auront besoin de
récupérer la jouissance des terres pour leurs propres besoins
Limites de la parcelle
x La parcelle se trouve au lieu dit
suivant:___________________________________
x Les limites et les caractéristiques de la parcelle sont décrites de la
manière suivante:

x L'emprunteur s'engage à ne pas déborder des limites de la parcelle
x Si les limites ne sont pas bien fixées, les contractants s'engagent à les
clarifier par un moyen qu'ils jugent approprié (plantation d'arbres
exotiques, bornes, peinture sur les limites, etc.)
Gestion des arbres
L'abattage des néré et karité est
Autorisé par le prêteur (sous autorisation préalable du forestier)
Interdit sans autorisation du prêteur ou de ses descendants
La récolte des fruits du néré est
Pour l'emprunteur
Pour le prêteur
Partagé entre l'emprunteur et le prêteur
(préciser la clé de partage des fruits et du travail de chacun)

La récolte des fruits du karité est:
Pour l'emprunteur
Pour le prêteur
Partagé entre l'emprunteur et le prêteur
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(préciser la clé de partage des fruits et du travail de chacun)

La plantation d'arbres est:
Autorisée
Strictement interdite sans autorisation écrite du prêteur
Si la plantation d'arbres est autorisée, la récolte des produits des arbres est
Pour l'emprunteur
Pour le prêteur
Partagée entre l'emprunteur et le prêteur
(préciser la clé de partage de la récolte et de l'investissement de
chacun)

Contreparties éventuelles (décrire le montant des contreparties en argent
ou en nature, s'il y en a):
Obligations sociales
L'emprunteur utilisant les champs doit résider dans le
département
L'emprunteur peut résider à l'extérieur du département
Si le récipiendaire ne respecte pas la bienséance locale (vol,
adultère, banditisme, etc.), la jouissance des terres peut être retirée.
Si le récipiendaire ne respecte pas la bienséance locale (vol,
adultère, banditisme, etc.), la punition du crime commis ne peut pas
entraîner le retrait de la jouissance des terres (la punition se fait par
d'autres moyens).
Autres obligations ou dispositions éventuelles (préciser et décrire, s'il y
en a):
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En cas de non-respect du contrat
x Tout écart vis à vis du présent contrat de la part du prêteur ne peut
pas servir d'excuse pour reprendre la jouissance des terres à
l'emprunteur.
x Par contre, tout écart vis à vis du présent contrat de la part de
l'emprunteur peut entraîner la reprise de la jouissance des terres, sans
aucune compensation. La reprise peut être immédiate en saison
sèche, et après la fin des récoltes en saison hivernale. Cependant, si
la durée du contrat a été précisément fixée à un certain nombre
d'années il faut que le motif du retrait avant la fin de la durée du
contrat soit très sérieux.
x La résiliation du contrat est signifiée au préfet dans les trente (30)
jours qui suivent (une résiliation peut être suivie de la rédaction d'un
nouveau contrat, basé sur de nouvelles règles)
Résolution des conflits et clause compromissoire
x L'emprunteur et le prêteur s'engagent à respecter les termes de ce
contrat, en toute bonne foi
x Ils s'engagent à essayer de résoudre leurs conflits à l'amiable et à
trouver un terrain d'entente.
x S'ils n'arrivent pas à s'entendre, ils s'engagent à porter le conflit
devant le chef de terre
x Si celui-ci n'arrive pas à mettre les contractants d'accord, le prêteur et
l'emprunteur s'engagent à reconnaître le préfet comme le dernier
recours et à accepter ses décisions, sans y faire appel.
Date d'entrée en fonction du contrat:
Date et Signature des contractants et des témoins
Emprunteur
(Témoin du prêteur
Chef de terre

(Témoin de l'emprunteur)

Chef de village

Préfet
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Attestation de don d'un droit de jouissance

Je soussigné,
__________________________________________________________
(donneur),
reconnais avoir donné à
________________________________________________ (récipiendaire)
la jouissance de la parcelle suivante:
Lieu dit:
Description des limites:
x Le don est définitif et la jouissance ne peut en principe plus être retirée
au récipiendaire.
x Le récipiendaire et ses descendants ont la permission d'y cultiver et d'y
planter ce qu'ils veulent.
x Le recipiendaire bénéficie des fruits du néré/karité et peut abattre ces
arbres (avec l'autorisation préalable du forestier)
Le récipiendaire ou ses descendants peuvent à leur tour donner leur
droit de jouissance à des tiers
La cession est limitée au récipiendaire et à ses descendants, et ils ne
peuvent donner leur droit de jouissance à des tiers sans ma
permission ou celle de mes descendants
La jouissance des terres données peut être vendue
La jouissance des terres ne peut pas être vendue sans ma permission
ou celle de mes descendants
Si le récipiendaire ne respecte pas la bienséance locale (vol, adultère,
banditisme, etc.), la jouissance des terres peut être retirée.
Si le récipiendaire ne respecte pas la bienséance locale (vol, adultère,
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banditisme, etc.), la punition du crime commis ne peut pas entraîner
le retrait de la jouissance des terres (la punition se fait par d'autres
moyens).
Le récipiendaire et ses descendants ont le droit de faire des sacrifices
sur les terres
Le récipiendaire et ses descendants n'ont pas le droit de faire des
sacrifices sur les terres sans ma permission ou celle de mes
descendants
Le contrat est fait à titre gratuit
Le contrat est fait à titre onéreux (préciser la contrepartie)

Autres conditions éventuelles (décrire):

Date d'entrée en fonction du contrat:
Date et signature des contractants et des témoins
(Nom et signature du témoin

Donneur
du donneur)

(Nom et signature du

Récipiendaire
témoin du récipiendaire)

Chef de village

Chef de terre

Préfet
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Vegetation change in West Africa:
Perceptions and implications for
policy and development
A. M. Lykke1, C. Mbow2, B. Sambou2 and A. T. Ba2
1.Institute of Biological Sciences, University of Aarhus, Denmark
2.Institute of Environmental Sciences, University of Dakar, Senegal

Introduction
The scientific vegetation assessment methods play a critical role in the
comprehension of vegetation changes by policy makers and development
workers as the scientific results set the scene for identifying development
and management problems and following for finding solutions. Problems
left unidentified by the scientific methods risk to be left unnoticed in policy
and management, whereas problems that are highlighted by scientific
methods easily receives attention.
It is clear that an insightful understanding of vegetation changes is
crucial for the implementation of adequate natural resource management
and development policies. The policies need to be ahead of time in order to
manage vegetation appropriately for timely restoration measures and rest
periods (Snyman 1998). Delayed management actions will leave a gap in
resource availability that is difficult to cope with for people on subsistence
economies. Appropriate, focused and timely research results about
vegetation change are therefore central for policy and development actions
to be directed towards the actual problems (Gillson and Willis 2004).
In the Sahel region in West Africa the discussion about degradation and
desertification became well-known worldwide already during the drought
catastrophes of the 1970s and 1980s and since then has been connected
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with image of rolling sand dunes and total vegetation depletion devastating
otherwise fruitful land. Since then savanna degradation/desertification has
been researched and debated.
The area has received renewed attention lately, because a number of
new theories have been put forward (summarized by Mortimore and
Adams 2001) and because liberated satellite images provide new
opportunities for assessment of vegetation changes. Today vegetation
changes are generally assessed by means of vegetation analyses (Grouzis
1988, Ganaba and Guinko 1998, Lykke 1998, Sambou et al. 1994), local
knowledge (Lykke 2000b, Wezel and Haigis 2000, Gonzalez 2001,
Kristensen and Lykke 2003) and/or remote sensing (Rasmussen 1998,
Rasmussen et al. 2001, Li et al. 2004, Tappan et al. 2004), but also by
dynamic models (Stephenne and Lambin 2001, Taylor et al. 2002, Parton et
al. 2004) and by historical documentation (Wardell et al. 2003).
There is a general agreement among researchers on the point that
moving sand dunes and total vegetation depletion are very limited and local
problems, but otherwise, different investigations have come up with
radically different perceptions of the direction, magnitude and impact of
vegetation change, which is highly problematic for the application of
research results. Some researchers find vegetation degradation to be a
major, widespread and growing environmental problem (Nansen et al.
2001, Evans and Geerken 2004, Parton et al. 2004). Others find no clear
vegetation changes apart from what can be explained by precipitation
patterns (Nicholson et al. 1988, Biot et al. 1995, Scoones 1996). These
different perceptions of vegetation change are at best difficult to apply and
at worst lead to misplaced management and policy making.
There are several reasons for these contradicting perceptions. First,
numerous diverging definitions of the terms ‘degradation’ and
‘desertification’ are in use, and many of them are broad, unclear and/or
different from the conventional definitions, which lead to
misunderstandings among researchers from different disciplines and policy
makers. Second, many different ecological zones, habitats and land use
types exist in West Africa, which makes it impossible to generalize about
degradation. And third, few scientific long-term data and experimental sites
exist in West African savannas as a direct proof of vegetation change, and
consequently a variety of indirect methods with different limitations and
inadequacies are employed to describe and comprehend the dynamic
processes that are taking place. Few articles present a link or clarify the
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contradicting perceptions, but some discussions on the subject have been
presented (Illius and O'Connor 1999, Attwell and Cotterill 2000, Lykke
2000a, Briske et al. 2003).
The present paper aims to contribute to the understanding of how such
contradicting perceptions on vegetation change in West African savannas
arise by discussing the potentials and limitations of the different scientific
vegetation assessment methods used. The research results are compared
and discussed in relation to the application in preparation of management
policies and development strategies. The focus is on vegetation changes in
natural vegetation, understood as not-planted, spontaneous vegetation.

Definitions of degradation and desertification
The terms degradation and desertification are often used in relation to
vegetation change in drylands. The most frequently used definitions are
those of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
(UNCCD 2005): Desertification is defined as ‘land degradation in arid,
semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas resulting from various factors, including
climatic variations and human activities’. Land degradation is defined as
‘reduction or loss, in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas, of the
biological or economic productivity and complexity of rainfed cropland,
irrigated cropland, or range, pasture, forest and woodlands resulting from
land uses or from a process or combination of processes, including
processes arising from human activities and habitation patterns, such as: (i)
soil erosion caused by wind and/or water; (ii) deterioration of the physical,
chemical and biological or economic properties of soil; and (iii) long-term
loss of natural vegetation’.
A variety of definitions of desertification and degradation have been
proposed (summarized by Odingo 1990, CIESIN 2005, IDRC Briefings
2005). In relation to vegetation, the term degradation (and following
desertification) is used about many different processes, such as decline in
quality, reduction in biomass, reduction in vegetation cover or any
undesired change of natural resources.
One reason for the discrepancies in perceptions of vegetation change
is the different and often contrasting use of essential terms that confuses the
debate and easily leads to misunderstandings. The broadness and
imprecision of the definitions and the fact that the terms are used in relation
to many different natural resources has caused some confusion. Particularly
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three definitions dissimilar to the UNCCD definition have been responsible
for much confusion in the debate about vegetation change:
First, some authors define land degradation as an irreversible process
leading to desert-like conditions (FAO 1995, Prince et al. 1998). This
contrasts with the general description of degradation where desert-like
conditions are the end-point of the land degradation process if not stopped,
but where the vast majority of drylands never reach the point of
irreversibility (Dregne 2002).
Second, some authors define desertification as encroachment of
desert-like conditions in contrast to other forms of degradation (Nicholson
et al. 1988, Rasmussen et al. 2001). This contrasts with the general
description where desertification is used as a synonym for degradation in
drylands. The term desertification has often been criticized for being
emotive and misleading as it creates a vision of deserts expanding into
formerly fertile environments and thereby obscures the complexity of the
degradation process.
Third, some authors define land degradation as a decline in
productivity/green biomass, which contrasts with the general description of
degradation being a reduction or loss in productivity and complexity. This
definition is problematic and might lead to misunderstandings, because an
assessment of vegetation status on the basis of biomass production alone is
impossible in savanna areas, where the relation between degradation and
productivity is ambiguous. In fire affected savannas, vegetation
degradation in the sense of biodiversity loss and quality decline might
result in increased green biomass production (Budde et al. 2004, Perrings
and Walker 2004).
That land degradation is difficult to define does not mean that it does
not occur or that it cannot be assessed (Warren 2002). More detailed
descriptions of the exact degradation processes referred to and the criteria
used to judge about degradation in each study would provide a more
advanced understanding of the relative magnitude of different vegetation
degradation processes. The term degradation is often implicitly understood
among people working with the same method and within the same
scientific field, but for exchange between scientific disciplines and among
researchers and policy makers, the term is only useful if followed by a
detailed description of the meaning in the particular case. For instance it
could be useful to state that the vegetation in an area is degraded, because
of a 10% decline in diversity and a decline in density of 25 locally useful
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species, observed during a 20 year period. In that case it would be clear
what kind of degradation the researcher referees to.

Ecological zones, habitats and land use types
There are two major ecological zones in West Africa that are dominated by
savanna; the Sahelian and the Sudanean zone (White 1983). The perception
of vegetation change as degradation depends on the ecological zones,
habitats, land use types and objectives for the area.
The Sahelian zone is characterized by different habitats; mainly large
flat planes, gallery forests and sand dunes. The large stretches of planes are
mainly used for grazing and extraction of commodities (food, medicine,
fodder and wood) and smaller areas for cultivation. Sand dunes are mainly
used for cultivation. The vegetation is to produce nutritious fodder, fodder
security throughout the year and the variety of products that people need
for daily use and for more particular occasions. A change from perennial to
annual grasses is generally regarded as an indication of land degradation, as
the annual species ensures fodder for shorter periods compared to perennial
species. A dense ground cover and scattered trees is regarded as a favorable
landscape in contrast to shrub dominated areas (shrub-encroachment) that
is regarded as degradation (Walker 1993). The grass layer protects the soil
from erosion in the rainy season. The gallery forests are key areas for dry
season fodder, natural resources and for biodiversity and supply of
commodities; the removal of gallery forests is therefore regarded as
indicator of vegetation degradation as well. Finally, a general decline in
diversity and a change from useful to less useful plant species in all habitats
and land use types is regarded as indication of land degradation.
The Sudanean zone is characterised by a mosaique of woodland and
savanna transgressed by gallery forest. Most of the zone is under
cultivation and the remaining pieces of natural vegetation are used for
extraction of commodities and grazing. Similar to the Sahelian zone, a
decline in density of useful species, a decline in diversity in general and a
decline of gallery forests are regarded as indication of land degradation.
But in contrast to the Sahel a dense cover of perennial grasses in areas that
used to be woodland is regarded as vegetation degradation, because it is
considered less useful than the natural woodland. An increase of grasses
and shrubs on the expanse of large trees is regarded as indication of land
degradation. The structure and composition of degraded sites often
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resemble the vegetation of less disturbed sites in more arid areas (Milton
and Dean 1995, Gonzalez 2001).
One reason for the discrepancies in perceptions of vegetation change
is simply that researchers refer to particular and different ecological zones,
habitats and land use types, but the results are often refereed to and
extrapolated far beyond the scope of the original study. For instance some
of the most cited studies based on farming systems (Mortimore and Tiffen
1995, Mortimore et al. 1995) are frequently refereed to as valid for natural
vegetation as well. Other studies from more particular local sites (Behnke
and Scoones 1991, Fairhead and Leach 1996) have been extrapolated as if
representative for the whole region.
Much more attention on the ecological zones, habitats and land use
types under study, and less extrapolation, would clarify many discrepancies
in perceptions of vegetation change and would make research results more
reliable and appropriate as a basis for policy and development.

Vegetation analyses
Few long-term vegetation data exist from West African savannas as most
permanent vegetation plots, often in the scale of 1 ha, have been difficult to
maintain or have been established relatively recently. The longest dating
and best known West African vegetation plots all originate from humid
Guinean woodland areas (Ramsay and Rose Innes 1963, BrookmanAmissah et al. 1980, Swaine et al. 1992).
The advantage of permanent plot data is the high level of detail and
the direct evidence of vegetation changes, whereas the disadvantage is the
local scale and the lack of numerous replicates as each plot is timeconsuming to investigate. More recently, international projects are trying to
set up monitoring program based on transects covering different countries
and different biomes for biodiversity dynamics studies, e.g. the BIOTA
(Biodiversity Monitoring Transect Analysis in Africa) program initiated in
1999 (BIOTA 2005).
Plots that comprise a changed management regime (e.g. elimination of
fire or grazing) are useful for demonstrating the impact of management in
contrast to other factors such as climate change (Claude et al. 1991). Fenceline contrasts between commercial and communal lands have been used to
illustrate the impact of different grazing strategies in the southern part of
Africa (Milton and Dean 1995, Todd and Hoffman 1999). Fence-lines are
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not common in West Africa, but general information about the impact of
grazing can be gathered from ecologically similar areas from other parts of
Africa.
For half a century non-permanent vegetation plots and species-level
vegetation descriptions have been the basis for evaluation of the vegetation
condition (Couteron and Kokou 1997, Ganaba and Guinko 1998, Lykke
and Sambou 1998). Non-permanent plots do not provide direct evidence
about vegetation change but can give indications by comparing the
vegetation from areas with different management history under
ecologically similar conditions and by comparing size class distributions of
woody plants (Lykke 1998, Obot 1991). A comprehension of former
vegetation types can be established by looking at the species composition
of large trees. Insight into the vegetation of the near future can be obtained
by looking at rejuvenation and young trees.
The focus in vegetation analyses is related to species composition and
information that can be extracted there from, such as vegetation density,
richness, diversity, quality, structure and rejuvenation potential. The
timescale of information is related to the lifetime of the plants under study,
which would be around a century for woody plants. Direct information,
however, is related to the timeframe of the study.
There are a number of restrictions related to vegetation analyses. One
is the local geographical scale, where typically a single site is studied
because of time constraints. The variability among sites in relation to
physical environment, floristics and human impact that determines
vegetation changes makes it difficult to make generalizations. Comparative
studies, e.g. on a regional scale, are impeded by a lack of vegetation
databases and the fact that vegetation sampling is uncoordinated and
unharmonized. A second constraint is that vegetation studies in most cases
provide very little information on rare species that by nature are sampled
infrequently. This is a particular problem in relation to conservation and
vegetation change, where exactly rare species are of high interest. Third,
permanent vegetation plots are difficult to maintain in the long term
because of bushfires, grazing and uncontrolled exploitation. Finally, a
major drawback is the labor requirements related to vegetation analyses,
which limits the amount of vegetation data that can be gained for analysis,
the number of repetitive studies and the scale that can be covered.
The advantages of vegetation analyses are the high precision and
reliability that they have because they work directly on the vegetation that
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is the subject of interest. Vegetation analyses can identify subtle and
gradual changes if all size classes of plants are investigated and can
furthermore provide indications about the reasons for degradation. Wellplanned stratified sampling designs make it possible to give more attention
to rare species and species confined to rare habitats or small areas and at
the same time reduce the time and costs engaged (Sambou 2004). The
construction of indicators of vegetation change is a new and interesting
field of investigation that can make vegetation analyses more effective in
relation to detection of vegetation change (Kane 2005).

Local knowledge
The traditional ehnobotanical studies focused on diversity of plant uses and
not on ecological processes, but recently there has been a large interest in
local knowledge as a means to understand vegetation changes (Bolling and
Schulte 1999, Ayantunde et al. 2000, Mbow et al. 2000, Lykke 2000b,
Wezel and Haigis 2000, Bielders et al. 2001, Oba and Kotile 2001,
Kristensen and Lykke 2003).
The commonly used free-listing method, where people mention the
species they first come to think about in relation to a posed question, has
the major drawback that people has a tendency to focus on common, eyecatching and useful species whereas rare, unused and less conspicuous
species may well be forgotten (Hahn-Hadjali and Thiombiano 1996).
Improved quantitative methods have been developed to overcome this
problem by questioning people directly about the species of interest (Lykke
1998, Lykke et al. 2004, Gonzalez 2001, Tappan et al. 2004).
The focus of ethnoecological studies can be very much the same as
vegetation analyses, such as changes in vegetation structure, density,
quality, richness, diversity and rejuvenation potential. The time scale of
ethnoecological knowledge is related to the memory of people, around 50
to 70 years. The ethnoecological analyses are less time-consuming than
vegetation studies. Until present ethnoecological studies have mainly been
carried out on a local geographical scale as comparative studies are
impeded by a lack of standardization in the ethnoecological methods used
(Wezel and Lykke subm.).
The major constraints of ethnobotanical information lie in the question
of the reliability of the local information obtained. Unreliable information
can be obtained if people purposely misinform researchers or if they lack
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knowledge. Deliberate misinformation seems to be a relatively limited
problem concerning vegetation change as it is impersonal, which facilitates
discussion. However, it is important to test reliability by questioning a large
number of people about the same question followed by analysis by classical
and multivariate statistics such as G2 tests and Principal Component
Analysis (PCA). The level of knowledge among people and societies is
highly variable, but vegetation change is a theme of very broad interest and
most people have good knowledge about the most abundant resources. The
first and more subtle degradation stages, however, are not always paid
attention to by local people. Local knowledge is also very much focused on
directly useful species, whereas species with little direct value for local
species, but a possibly high value in basic ecosystem services, can be
overlooked.
Local knowledge is particularly important for understanding
vegetation change in a longer perspective than can be provided by remote
sensing and for information about rare species that are not sampled in
vegetation analyses. Not least local knowledge is the hand-on information
from the people who have followed the vegetation changes at close.
Ethnoecological information has been underutilized compared to its
potential for providing detailed information about vegetation change and
other ecological processes, but lately ethnobotanical information has been
very useful for describing vegetation change (Lykke 1998, Lykke et al.
1999, Oba and Kotile 2001, Quansah et al. 2001, Birmingham 2003, Lykke
et al. 2004, Tappan et al. 2004, Thomas and Twyman 2004). The main
concern about the reliability and variability of local knowledge needs to be
in focus, but can be coped with through repeated independent interviews
and comparison to of ethnobotanical information to other kind of
information.

Remote sensing
Since the launch of the first Earth Resources Technology Satellite in 1972
(ERTS-1, later renamed Landsat 1) there has been considerable activity
related to mapping and monitoring of land cover changes (Treitz and
Rogan 2004). The term ‘land cover change’ is often used in remote sensing
referring in a broad way to conversions in the physical materials on the
surface of a given parcel of land. Several sensors and change detection
techniques have been used spanning from simple image ratios to complex
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algorithms using several band combinations, but no consensus methods
exist for assessing vegetation change (Rogan and Chen 2004).
Remote sensing is based on the conversion of raw reflectance data
into earth surface related information, known as thematic information.
Prenzel (2003) discriminates between two types of remote sensing models
for land cover change; the empirical and the deterministic approaches. The
empirical methods are based on assumptions from field or secondary data,
whereas the deterministic models are based on extrapolations using
geospatial analysis tools.
On a local or national scale the most frequently used vegetation index
is NDVI (normalized difference vegetation index) based on the AAVHRR
(Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer) from the NOAA (National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) satellite. It is a measure of
photosynthetic activity. It has been used as an indicator of ‘greeness’ as it
is correlated with leaf area index, greenleaf biomass, vegetation cover and
with net primary production (NPP) (Nicholson et al. 1988). NDVI can be
used as a single measure or integrated over a growing season (integrals of
NDVI).
Variations in land surface albedo based on NOAA AVHRR data have
been used to estimate loss of vegetation cover. Particularly decline in
woody vegetation cover and canopy structure is thought to increase landsurface albedo, although the effect of different controlling factors is still
unclear (Fuller and Ottke 2002). Only very extreme vegetation changes,
however, will be noticed as different natural vegetation types and cultivated
land might have similar albedo.
Band 5 from Landsat images was used to detect changes in land use
classes as the reflection was found to be high in parklands intermediate in
savanna and low in gallery forests (Wardell et al. 2003). This method has
the limitation in separating natural vegetation from cultivation, e.g. gallery
forest and permanently cropped areas appeared similar. Only very broad
classes were defined; e.g. cultivation with less than 5% trees,
savanna/woodlands including cultivation with more than 5% trees and
gallery forest including permanently cropped areas.
RUE (rain use efficiency) is the ratio of NPP, obtained from NDVI, to
precipitation. Areas with low RUE have been used to reveal degradation as
they indicates the potential for biomass production extracted the effect of
precipitation (Prince et al. 1998). RUE does not directly identify
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degradation, but could be particularly useful for identifying areas which
might be subjected to degradation and therefore need more detailed study.
Satellite images are frequently used to assess vegetation changes, but
there are several serious drawbacks in relation to gaining information about
vegetation change:
First, only relatively short time series (not much more than 20 years of
data) are available. This is very short for studying changes in woody
vegetation that in most cases are subtle in this time perspective, unless
details are studied. Degradation by fire and overgrazing represent a
particular problem for detection by remote sensing as it often begins by a
decline of regeneration (which is not detectable form satellite images)
whereas larger trees remain stable for a longer time. In West Africa the
short time-series are further complicated by the fact that most time series
start just after the last major drought (1983-84), which makes the first
points in the time series extremely low creating an artificial positive
correlation between year and any vegetation parameter.
Second, the reflectance in satellite images is made up by the
reflectance from the vegetation linked with a reflectance from soil and
atmosphere that might be more influential than subtle vegetation changes
(Treitz 2004). This is of particular importance in desert margins where the
NDVI was found unreliable, because soil may give reflection that indicate
vegetation where there is none and following lead to an overestimation of
biomass (Bastin et al. 1995, du Plessis 1999).
Third, vegetation change in the form of degradation of savannas can
have many forms, but often consists of a gradual replacement of one type
of species by another type, e.g. replacement of perennial by annual species,
large trees by shrubs or perennial grasses by shrubs. In the Sudanean zone,
the most commonly described form of degradation is a conversion of
woodland to savanna, i.e. a replacement of some trees by grasses. The
detection of such a change by the commonly used index for assessing
vegetation change, NDVI, entails some difficulties: (i) woody plants give
little reflection compared to grasses leading to a poor relationship between
NDVI and shrub and tree green cover (Diallo et al. 1991). (ii) the
multilayered nature of woody vegetation leads to an underestimation of
biomass (du Plessis 1999, Li et al. 2004). (iii) NDVI is often calculated as
the NNP over the rainy season, where grasses have their total production in
contrast to woody plants with production distributed over longer periods,
leading to an overestimation of grasses to woody plants. (iiii) most of the
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savanna grasses are C-4 plants, characterized by a very high photosynthetic
activity and a substantially higher biomass production within a rainy season
than trees that are C-3 species. All this indicates that NDVI underestimates
biomass from woody plants compared to grasses. It is questionable if a
change form wood dominated vegetation to grass dominated vegetation can
be assessed by the present remote sensing techniques unless intensive
ground trouthing is carried out as remote sensing is of little value in
relation to assessment of subtle vegetation changes (Dregne 2002, Tappan
et al. 2004).
Fourth, vegetation quality and degradation cannot be measured on the
basis of biomass production alone. NDVI is known to be correlated with
photosynthetic activity (NPP), but the relation between NPP and vegetation
status are not investigated, which might lead to misleading results if a
correlation is assumed between NPP (measured by NDVI over the rainy
season) and vegetation improvement. E.g. the interpretation of increasing
NDVI as an indication of vegetation recovery/improvement and declining
NDVI as indication vegetation degradation (Justice et al. 1991, Eklund &
Olsson 2003) might not hold for savanna areas. In savanna and woodland it
might most likely be the contrary and it needs to be investigated if
increasing NDVI can be used as an indication of areas that need to be
further investigated for vegetation degradation in Sudanean savannas.
Fifth, until present the relation between the spectral variation in
satellite images and vegetation variables of importance for estimating
vegetation degradation, such as species composition, structure, diversity,
resilience and regeneration potential and hence quality are unknown. For
instance an increase of invasive species can be interpreted as a greening
and following as vegetation improvement if not followed up by field based
studies (Rasmussen et al. 2001).
And finally, one of the major concerns in relation to degradation in
West Africa is the removal of gallery forests. This is a type of vegetation
change that is distinct but gradual and limited to small areas, which makes
it difficult to detect by satellite images. The fact that gallery forests often
are replaced by cultivation also complicates detection by remote sensing.
At present the use of satellite images seems overly enthusiastic with
too many expectations and too little consideration about the impreciseness,
the limitations and the lacking knowledge about the relationship with
different vegetation variables.
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The major advantage of satellite images in relation to vegetation change
studies is the overview created by the coverage of areas of national or
regional scale in a repetitive way. A comparison of vegetation cover in
protected and unprotected area might facilitate interpretation of vegetation
changes (Pelkey et al. 2000). Satellite images are particularly important for
assessing profound vegetation changes and for pointing out areas in risk of
degradation for further investigation.

Conclusions
Correct detection and assessment of vegetation change is important for
appropriate policy decisions and sustainable development. Assessment of
vegetation change, however, is not simple, because the changes are not
always linear and easily predictable (Folke et al. 2002). In fire dominated
savannas and pastures, changes are typically dynamic, gradual, qualitative
and subtle with periods of vegetation improvement in between degradation
periods.
There are some major prerequisites of a constructive use of research
results for assessing vegetation change. First, clear and practical definitions
of terms are needed. The more general terms (such as the term degradation)
need to be followed up by specific and detailed descriptions of their
meaning in each specific investigation. Second, clear definitions of the
ecological zone, the habitat, the land use type and objective for the area in
question is inevitable to avoid unfounded extrapolations. And finally, a
focus on the potentials and limitations of the scientific methods is
important for the implementation research results.
All the scientific methods used for assessment of vegetation change
comprise some limitations in relation to the application of research results.
Vegetation analyses and ethnobotanical interviews have generally not been
able to move away from the local studies to more general descriptions of
vegetation change processes that would be useful in policy and
development. Satellite images encompass the general aspect, but are often
used without the necessary precautions in order to take into account their
modest capacity for assessing the dynamic, gradual, subtle, qualitative and
small local vegetation changes that are characteristic for savannas. The fact
that the relation between biomass production and vegetation degradation is
complicated and mainly uninvestigated has also often been overlooked.
Because of these limitations, an absence of evidence of vegetation change

73

Reenberg and Marcussen

by remote sensing cannot be taken as absence of actual vegetation change
in savanna environments without further vegetation investigations.
A critical evaluation of possibilities, constraints and limitations of
different scientific methods, combined with well-defined terms and
ecological characteristics of study area, can provide a basis for a more
constructive approach for assessing vegetation changes. The overview
given by remote sensing is useful for identifying areas of interest and for
giving overview, whereas ground-based vegetation analyses and
ethnobotanical studies are needed for providing details about vegetation
quality and change. The combination of the two types of information is
needed to achieve information that is adequate for practical use in policy
and development.
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Harnessing historical perspectives
to improve management of tropical
dry forests
D. Andrew Wardell
Institute of Geography, University of Copenhagen

Introduction
The UNCED process resulted in the adoption of the Non-legally binding
authoritive statement of Principles for a Global Consensus on the
Management, Conservation and Sustainable Development of all types of
Forests. The ‘Forest Principles’ fostered the emergence of a new dominant
paradigm of forest management - that, in any particular locality, the forest
resources and the communities who depend on them should be considered
as a single ecosystem. The new paradigm requires forest policies that are
socially acceptable, and provide for steadily improving sustainable
livelihoods. Changes are required in the political, institutional and
legislative arrangements for forest management, and improvements in the
valuation of the resources to highlight the full extent of benefits that can be
provided, on a sustainable basis, to different user groups within broader
land-use landscapes. The paradigm shift prompted a growing interest in
developing ‘joint’ or ‘community-based’ forest management. A plethora of
new tools and methods to strengthen local forest management, and to
simplify the preparation of forest management plans were proposed
(Dubois, 1997; Andersen et al, 1998; Hilhorst and Coulibaly, 1998;
Nussbaum et al, 1999; Shackleton et al, 2002; Ribot, 2004). Some scholars
remain sceptical about changes in forest policies which aim to transfer the
management of forest resources to different user groups without specifying
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what is to be transferred, to whom and how (Ostrom, 2000; Abraham and
Platteau, 2001). Others have suggested that the follow-up to the Forest
Principles, culminating in the United Nations Forum on Forests, to be “a
stalled international process” (Humphreys, 2003).
Local-level studies increasingly highlight the need for multiple
approaches to understand the complexity, and spatial and temporal
dynamics of vegetation-change patterns (Bassett and Crummey, 2003;
Lambin et al. 2003), and the linkages between social, economic and
environmental change (Tiffen et al. 1994; Webb, 1995; Stiles, 1995;
Raynault et al. 1997; Doornbos et al. 2000; Akyeampong, 2001;
Benjaminsen and Lund, 2001; Beinart and McGregor, 2003).
This paper takes inspiration from other works which emphasize the
dynamics of local agency in social and environmental change, and the
processes of negotiation with external actors and institutions (Hill, 1963
and 1970; Shepherd, 1981; Richards, 1983; Berry, 1989; Hagberg et al,
1996; Lund, 1997; 1998 and 2002; Mortimore, 1998; Mazzucato and
Niemeijer, 2000; Walker and Peters, 2001; Neumann, 2003). It investigates
a belated encounter with state-managed forest conservation in a colonial
‘backwater’ (Dovers, 1994) - the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast
Colony. This ‘telling of a place story’ (Williams, 1994) explores the
interface of colonial and environmental history to trace the roots of
contemporary patterns of land and resource use in Upper East Region,
present-day northern Ghana. It suggests that the management of tropical
dry forests can be improved by harnessing historical perspectives to
integrate the different processes shaping land and resource use, and
attendant socio-economic and institutional relationships which have
assumed different configurations under changing conditions. Africans
make, and use their own histories, but not necessarily under conditions of
their own choosing. Thus, historical knowledge may not simplify the task
of setting management goals, but late 20th century trends in West Africa,
such as increasingly severe wildfires suggest that disregarding history can
be, at best, a missed opportunity, and at worst perilous. I suggest,
furthermore, that the manner in which local, national, regional and global
interventions and opportunities intersect, and affect local livelihoods is
persistently mediated at the local level. Nevertheless, efforts to conflate the
past and present are notoriously difficult since they blurr fundamental
distinctions between historical moments and miss, or overlook, the changes
in context that defined past environments, and the human conceptions of
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them. Hence, considerable effort has been placed on contextualising the
forest history of Upper East Region, and on integrating the ecological,
social and economic dimensions of change with the fluctuating perceptions
of the impacts of bush fires on Sudano-Sahelian landscapes. The paper
presents two examples of how historical perspectives can be used to
improve the management of tropical dry forests.

Environmental and forest histories
Many Africanist scholars have recognised the value of environmental
history in terms of the potential to cross conventional boundaries between
the natural and social sciences, and to give more sympathetic attention to
the complex mosaic of different land and resource users in African
agricultural landscapes (Andersen and Grove, 1987; Giblin, 1992; Maddox
et al. 1996; Batterbury and Bebbington, 1998; McCann, 1999; Conte, 1999;
Beinart, 2000). However, comparatively little research has been carried out
with regard to tropical dry forest conservation (Westoby, 1989; Shepherd,
1992; International Foundation for Science, 1996; Centre for International
Forestry Research, 2002). Environmental historians have tended to focus
on either ‘settler colonies’ (Ofcansky, 1984; Grove, 1987; Beinart and
Coates, 1995; Griffiths and Robin, 1997; Williams, 1997; Grove, 1997b;
Adams and Mulligan, 2003) or on the timber producing, and GuineaSavanna regions of West Africa (Weiskel, 1988; Wilks, 1993; Parren,
1994; Hawthorne and Abu Juam, 1995; Mayers and Kotey, 1996; Kotey et
al. 1998; Amanor, 1999; Ibo, 2000).
The lasting influence of colonial regimes in shaping the contemporary
institutional arrangements for the conservation of West African forests has
been described by many researchers, particularly with reference to the
francophone milieux (Ribot, 1995; Fairhead and Leach, 1995a; Cline-Cole,
1996; Ibo and Leonard, 1997; Benjaminsen, 1997; Becker, 2001; Saul et al,
2003). Other scholars have used historical data to question forest
conservation ‘orthodoxies’ which often failed to recognise the important
roles played by local farmers and the extent to which they were influential
in enriching agricultural and woodland landscapes (Richards, 1985; Leach
and Mearns, 1996; Amanor, 1996; Fairhead and Leach, 1996 and 1998;
Benjaminsen, 1998; Baker, 2000; Amanor, 2002). However, processes of
commoditization and differentiation in African farming systems have often
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been ignored as a variable to help in explaining environmental change
(Bernstein and Woodhouse, 2001).
Forest histories have important implications in understanding forest
ecology, and people’s social and political relationships with currently
forested land. They help in identifying coping strategies, and adaptation to
environmental stress in the seasonally-arid tropics. Historical perspectives
can also increase our knowledge of the dynamics of tropical dry forest
landscapes and provide a frame of reference to assess contemporary
patterns and processes. Historical records in Africa, however, are often
fragmentary. Even where longer historical time series can be assembled,
the selection of appropriate reference conditions may be complicated by
our limited knowledge of the past influence of humans, and by nonequilibrium dynamics. These complications do not lessen, however, the
value of history; rather they underscore the need for multiple, comparative
histories from many locations for evaluating both cultural and natural
causes of variability. The reconstruction of forest histories which recognize
hierarchical scales of analysis in both time and space can highlight the
complexity of specific local geographical and historical settings, and
provide a basis to redefine baseline ecological conditions, to reinterpret the
impact of demographic growth or, as one scholar has suggested to
“…systematically build in perspectives from political economy as well as
ecology…” (Beinart, 1996).

Methodological diversity
Three main methods were used to develop an understanding of the
ideology, and cumulative impacts of colonial and post-colonial forest
conservationism in northern Ghana. These included the use of historical
archives, African oral histories to reconstruct the social and environmental
history of the region, and mapping of land cover and land use dynamics
using remotely-sensed data. An initial literature review of secondary
sources was undertaken regarding the constitution and marginalisation of
the NTs (Wardell, 2002).
Archival records bring valuable new or complementary information to
light. This can assist in understanding, in particular, the changing
perceptions, and the underlying causes of ‘forest degradation’,
‘deforestation’ and regeneration by improving our understanding of the
dynamics of socio-political, economic, institutional and historical settings
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both in terms of the immediate colonial setting in the Gold Coast, and the
broader influences of the British Empire. The use of written archival
records also provides a means to expand temporal scales to improve our
knowledge of tropical dry forest dynamics. However, a key limitation in
the use of archival data in a Sub-Saharan African context is often the lack,
or deteriorating quality, of archival records. Furthermore, the origin of
written records is often (erroneously) assumed to be associated with the
introduction of Indian and Burmese empire forestry models to the African
continent in the 19th century (Barton, 2002). Multiple Islamic texts, several
travellers’ records, missionary diaries and specific regional documents such
as Joseph Dupuis’ Journal of a residence in Ashantee published in 1824
pre-date the advent of empire forestry in West Africa. In many parts of
Africa, written records documenting the history of forests and their
management are often absent for periods stretching back more than a
century; archaeological and paleoecological research has to provide the
bulk of the evidence for earlier periods (McIntosh and McIntosh, 1981;
Bird and Cali, 1998; Maley, 2001).
The use of oral testimony (‘living memories’) can inform and enrich
contemporary debates on land and resource use and degradation by trying
to understand ‘local’ pasts. Oral histories provide recollections of the past
and add rich ethnographic detail of how events such as the gazetting of
forest reserves occurred or which conditions prevailed - or are remembered
- and hence, the ways in which local memories differ from official written
records, or from the provisions of a colonial law. Oral traditions, as John
Fage noted with reference to his plans to investigate the same in the NTs,
provide useful “…explanations, in quasi-historical terms, of existing or of
currently relevant social or socio-political relationships” (Fage, 1956). All
attempts to understand oral tradition are rooted in assumptions about
human action and the nature of society. But relatively few oral histories are
simply, and unambiguously traces of the past. Many story tellers talking
‘now’ as particular social persons, and to a particular audience constitute
accumulations and modifications of their earlier selves, experiences and
memories. Their stories can be interpreted differently and can be
embellished over time by other interpretations of the same events or
processes. Although oral history(-ies) may be legitimated by different types
of historical evidence of a material and non-material kind, narrations of the
past are neither orderly nor predictable. This requires an intimate
knowledge of social relations to understand how knowledge of the past may

87

Reenberg and Marcussen

be used as a current political resource, or as a guarantee of claims to
wisdom, influence or resources. Social memories continue to inform, and to
shape the strategies adopted by local resource users in negotiating rights of
access to, and use of land and natural resources (Wardell and Lund, 2005).
Hence, living memories also constitute ‘memories in the making’
(Hagberg, 2003).
Satellite imagery and photography were used as the main sources of
information to create contemporary land cover maps and statistics as well
as to monitor major directions of change. The spatial resolution offered by
satellite images is well suited to detect changes between major land cover
classes such as cultivated parklands and tropical dry forests (Bobbe et al.,
2001). Training areas delineated by an on-screen interpretation of the
satellite images were supported by ground control points verified in the
field, and positioned by use of a Global Positioning System. Although
remotely-sensed data provides a useful means to expand spatial scales, the
major limitation in its use is the lack of any meaningful time depth for use
in environmental history. This is exacerbated when potentially useful aerial
photography taken during the colonial era can no longer be found. I was
unable to re-locate aerial photographs of ‘Mamprusi Area Block C’ flown
in December 1949 (NRG 8/1/258, PRAAD, Tamale). i As a consequence, I
had little choice other than to use the relatively poor CORONA satellite
photography from the 1960s to extend the temporal analysis of forest cover
changes (Wardell et al, 2003a).
Contemporary reliance on spatial analytical techniques has, in
addition, tended to repeat the methodological weaknesses of the colonial
past by relying on visual patterns of vegetative cover to infer ecological
change (Turner, 2003). This type of data is unable to detect or measure, for
example, qualitative changes beneath a forest canopy shaped by local
resource users and local resource management regimes. It is interesting to
note that a recent review by land cover and land use change specialists
concludes that “…methods applied in land use/cover change research were
initially largely influenced by advances in remote sensing. This technology
has led to an emphasis on short timescales, because earth observation data
have been available only for a few decades. Recently, a wide range of other
methods have been used to reconstruct long-term changes in landscapes.
This change in temporal frame has led to a greater consideration of the
long-term processes of ecological restoration and land-use transition”
(Lambin et al, 2003).
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The triangulation of different types of evidence helps in understanding how
forested Sudano-Sahelian landscapes have changed. For example,
interviews with the Biung Dan and his ‘linguists’ enabled me to confirm
oral histories with both archival records (which documented the clearance
of fringing forests along the White Volta River as part of the colonial
government’s efforts to control the tsetse fly), and visual evidence during
ground truthing of the remotely-sensed data. Lengthy discussions with a
retired school teacher in Navrongo, Peter Wedjong, confirmed some of the
more draconian forest protection measures adopted by some District
Commissioners during the colonial era, which were also reported by some
village elders. Many farmers living in the vicinity of forest reserves also
provided their oral testimonies of events (such as the demarcation of
boundaries of proposed forest reserves), notorious individuals (such as
Forest Guard Musah), and their responses to the appropriation of land by
the colonial government. Hence, the use of archival materials complements
the “…memory and land management practices of current land users …to
help understand past land use” (Fairhead and Leach, 2001).

Historical context
During the pre-colonial era, the Sudano-Sahelian region of West Africa
comprised a varied and dynamic landscape of large and small autonomous
political units (Hesseling, 1994). Common property arrangements provided
complex systems of norms and conventions regulating individual use
rights, based on a range of interlocking benefits. A dense mosäic of
customary protected areas has (probably) existed for centuries in these
landscapes and includes sacred groves, burial groves, traditional hunting
‘grounds’, fetish sites, large individual trees and other revered sites
associated with lateritic outcrops, and the headwaters of rivers and streams
(Blench, 1999).
Internecine tribal warfare and the last slave raids in northern Ghana
continued until the late 1890s (Kimble, 1963). In 1888 a number of
northern chiefs placed their territories under German protection (Ladoucer,
1979). In the same year the colonial governments of Britain and Germany
agreed to abstain from seeking protectorates and exclusive influence in the
region - the so-called Neutral Zone agreement. ii (Map 1) Thereafter, an
African agent of the British Gold Coast Colony secured treaties of
friendship and trade with many traditional rulers in northern Ghana and the
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neighbouring territories of Haute Volta, Côte d’Ivoire and Togoland
(Metcalfe, 1964; Arhin, 1974). The establishment of these ‘free-trade’
agreements led to an escalation in the military presence in the region in the
late 1890s. A British military detachment led by Major H.P. Northcott
occupied Gambaga where he was subsequently appointed as the first
Commissioner and Commandant in the Northern Territories of the Gold
Coast.
The military conquest and ‘pacification’ of the West African
hinterland was not, however, a smooth one. By the First World War a
broad challenge to empire had emerged in neighbouring francophone
territory (Duperray, 1978; Saul and Royer, 2001), whilst more localised
resistance to colonial rule manifested itself in Zouaragu (now Zuarungu)
and Bawku Districts in the NTs (Thomas, 1983). In essence, local
communities responded to the cumulative burdens of capitation tax (at this
stage only in the francophone states), forced labour, and military
conscription at a time when the administration was weakened by wartime
calls on their own personnel (Stebbing, 1916; Crowder, 1968; Echenberg,
1975; Thomas, 1975; Asiwaju, 1976).
The period after 1895 witnessed significant social, economic, political
and environmental changes throughout the region as African communities
were confronted with increasing demands for labour, for commodities and
for African territory. The extension of political control by the French,
Germans and British soon raised the issue of ownership, management and
access to land and forests. Africans were, inevitably, affected by the
establishment of colonial states, and institutions such as Forestry
Departments, as well as efforts to integrate local production systems into
the global economy. However, these forces interacted continuously with
long-established patterns of customary land and resource use, labour
extraction and migration, social change, and internal trade.
Many of the arguments for greater State control over land and forest
resources in the colonial era were founded on assumptions about the
inherent destructiveness of African resource and land use practices. The
appropriation of customary lands was also shaped by the articulation of
national timber (or wood fuel) and global environmental crisis narratives.
Africans were persistently framed as profligate land and resource users but
encountered the ‘empire forestry mix’ (Barton, 2002) in different places,
and at different times. Empire forestry models comprised three main
elements, viz., the appropriation of lands to create national networks of
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forest reserves, the establishment of Forestry Departments to oversee the
introduction of ‘scientific forestry’ principles and multifacted efforts to
regulate and control bushfires, and the production and marketing of wood
fuels and other Non Timber Forest Products (NTFPs).
The Gold Coast Colony, cognizant of the growing problem of
deforestation, and of the importance of the forests to the cocoa and
mahogany timber trades, commissioned “Timber” Thompson, then
Conservator of Forests, Southern Nigeria, to undertake a detailed study of
the forest situation in the country in 1908 (Thompson, 1910). Repeated
attempts to enact land and forest legislation had given powers to both
Traditional Councils and to the colonial administration to establish forest
reserves (Institut Colonial Inetrnational, 1914).
These initiatives met with sustained resistance for more than thirty
years from an alliance of European merchants, their native middle class
intermediaries, customary chiefs, lawyers and intellectuals (Agbosu, 1983;
Grove and Falola, 1996). The opposition to enactment consistently
challenged the right of the colonial government to legislate on land issues
which, it was perceived, would restrict both the rights of the traditional
authorities to concede timber concessions and the rights of farmers to
collect forest produce in forest reserves. iii
The President of the Gold Coast Aborigines’ Rights Protection
Society, J.E. Casely Hayford galvanised the support of chiefs and
successfully lobbied Parliamentarians in London to postpone the
government’s efforts to assume authority which Casely Hayford believed,
belonged exclusively to the traditional authorities. Forest reservation only
gained momentum after the promulgation of the Forests Ordinance No. 13,
Cap. 157 by the Legislative Council in March 1927. iv By 1939 the Gold
Coast Forestry Department had established a total of 214 forest reserves
covering 15.000 km 2 of forested land in present-day southern Ghana,
ostensibly to meet local needs for forest products, to create a suitable local
climate for agriculture (especially cocoa production) and to safeguard water
supplies. The Department was, in contrast, poorly established in the
Northern Territories of the Gold Coast - only 160 km 2 of forest reserve
had been constituted by this stage.
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Map 1: Countries of the West of the Middle and Lower Niger, The Times, 24 February
1898. Source: Holden, 1965.

In 1901 the Northern Territories (hereafter, NTs) was constituted as a
British Protectorate under the Governor of the Gold Coast Colony (Map
2).v The NTs was plagued throughout colonial rule by difficulties stemming
from the recurrent nigglardiness, and lack of vision of the British colonial
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administration. It was, in essence, transformed into a labour reserve to
support economic development in southern Ghana.
The introduction of direct taxation in the NTs reinforced cyclic
patterns of labour migration thereby maintaining the internal structure of
labour appropriation established under the former domination of the Asante
empire. vi Several scholars have argued that the comparative neglect of the
NTs contributed to the systematic underdevelopment of northern Ghana, a
situation which persists to the present day (Bening, 1975; Ladoucer, 1979;
Brukum, 1998; Saaka, 2001).

Map 2: Protectorate of the Northern Territories, Ashanti and Gold Coast Colony.
Source: Chipp, 1922.
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Contemporary setting
Upper East Region lies in the Sudano-Sahelian zone, and is one of the most
densely-populated regions in Ghana (Map 3). This distinctive feature has
long been recognised. vii The region is inhabited by a large number of
ethno-linguistic groups representing both centralised polities (Mamprusi),
and acephalous communities many of whom like the Tallensi and the
Sekot, belong to the Gurunsi ethno-linguistic group (Fortes, 1940). During
the colonial era successive waves of Gurunsi and Mossi migrants from
neighbouring francophone territories settled in the region (Dresch, 1945;
Rouch, 1956).
The Upper East Region is drained by the Red and White Volta Rivers.
Mean annual rainfall in the region for the period 1931-1990 is
approximately 1.000 mm. However, the range around the mean and the
coefficient of variation increased during the period 1961-1990 when
compared with 1931-1960 (Ofori-Sarpong, 2001). Variability within a
rainy season is very large due to the convective nature of most rainstorms.
The onset of the rainy season is particularly unpredictable.
Three main land cover classes can be distinguished in the region: (1)
‘fringing’ or gallery forest which forms a narrow (20-100 m) vegetative
strip along the permanent and seasonal watercourses of the Red and White
Volta Rivers, (2) tropical dry forests which occupy the sparsely populated
valleys/forest reserve areas and (3) densely populated ‘parklands’
associated with compound farming systems in the upland areas (Table 1).
Farmers have developed resilient land use patterns and opportunitistic
livelihood strategies - an archetypical ‘hoe and wage’ economy - to adapt
to the vagaries of climate, and to maximise labour productivity (Fortes,
1971; Amin, 1974; Hall et al. 1979; Cordell et al, 1996; Webber, 1996;
Whitehead, 2002). Land use is broadly distinguished by the intensive ‘ring’
pattern developed on the basis of traditional land tenure arrangements
(Pogucki, 1950-51), and the ‘toposequential’ pattern, developed on the
basis of differential fertility of soils located along the toposequence
(Vierich and Stoop, 1990). The major food crops grown include millet, red
and white sorghum, maize, groundnuts, sesame, bambara nuts (Voandzeia
subterranea), and the Fra Fra potato (Plectranthus esculentus). Fire
continues to be used as a land and resource management tool, and is of
cultural significance to many of the acephaplous clan lineages in the
region.
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Local resource users complement their meagre rural incomes through
irrigated dry season market gardening on small protected plots (onions,
tomatoes and tobacco), small fruit orchards (mangoes) and extensive
livestock grazing based on crop residues, bush farm fallows and dry season
transhumance along the river valleys and within forest reserves. The region
is also distinguised by its shea nut (Vitellaria paradoxa) and African locust
bean (Parkia biglobosa) parklands constructed over periods spanning
between 150-200 years (Raison, 1988; Gjsbers et al. 1994; Jonsson, 1995),
and other forest resources which provide a multitude of NTFPs of vital
importance in sustaining rural livelihoods. Access to land and
economically-important trees, and the integrity of sacred sites are
cosmologically grounded and are overseen by village chiefs and/or village
land chiefs (ten’danas) (Benneh, 1975; Millar et al. 1996; Grim, 2001).
Class
Parkland

Tropical
dry forests

Fringing
forest

Description
Intensively cultivated areas with limited fallowing. The
major crops are millet and sorghum. Trees may be present
but tree cover is typically less than 5 per cent. The dominant
tree species are Vitellaria paradoxa (Shea butter), Parkia
biglobosa (Locust bean), Andansonia digitata (Baobab),
Azadirachta indica (Neem), Faidherbia albida, Bombax
costatum and Lannea sp.
Areas of intermediate to dense tree cover with an understorey
of shrubs and grasses. The dominant ligneous species include
Combretum
sp.,
Vitellaria
paradoxa,
Detarium
microcarpum, Acacia sp., Pterocarpus erinaceus,
Crossopteryx fabrifuga, Terminalia, Sterculia sp., and
Burkea africana. The class also includes plantations of
Tectona grandis, Cassia siamea, Anogeissus leiocarpus and
Eucalyptus sp. Principal grass species include Loudetia
togoensis, Andropogon sp. and Setaria pallidefusca.
Mixed vegetation formation along seasonal watercourses and
around the main rivers draining the Volta River basin. More
flourishing than the surrounding vegetation. The major
species are Mitragyna inermis, Pterocarpus santalinoides,
Acacia seyal, Ficus sp., Daniellia oliveri, Anogeissus
leiocarpus, Vetiveria nigritana etc. Includes seasonallycropped areas based on water availability.

Table 1: Land cover classes, Upper East Region.

95

Reenberg and Marcussen

Map 3: Agro-ecological zones of Ghana
Source: Institute of Geography (Kent Pørksen).
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Using historical perspectives to improve management
of tropical dry forests
Population growth and human access have consistently been assumed to be
drivers of land use and land cover change in general, and deforestation in
particular. The persistence of population as a key explanatory variable can
be understood in terms of the historical influence of established ecological
‘equilibrium’ theories, the attractive simplicity and political expediency of
neo-Malthusian crisis narratives, and the comparative ease of continuing to
use demographic parameters as a basis for modelling land cover trends at a
global scale (Malthus, 1803; Palo, 1994; Ramankutty and Foley, 1999;
Goldewijk, 2001; Leff et al. 2004). It has resulted in over-emphasising
negative forest trends at the expense of determining the positive
relationships between population and forest expansion through natural
regeneration, abandonment of agricultural land, afforestation, reforestation
and human agency. By reducing environmental change to a single
quantifiable parameter there is, furthermore, an inherent risk of losing sight
of the critical importance of particular historical events or conjunctures in
determining contemporary patterns in the landscape. These may include
massive disturbance regimes (Maley, 2001), historical land use practices
such as the use of fire which have altered vegetation-environment
relationships across broader biogeographic regions (Bird and Cali, 1998),
and the political economy of colonialism. In the following sections, two
examples are used to illustrate how historical perspectives can be harnessed
to improve the management of tropical dry forests.

Questioning fire suppression policies
The sustained efforts to suppress the use of fire in West Africa have
generated and perpetuated myths about the environmental impacts of fire in
Sudano-Sahelian landscapes. These represent over-simplifications of causeconsequence relationships. These myths have become embedded in broader
land and environmental degradation narratives, and continue to shape
environment and development policies even though they are difficult to
support empirically. Many of the ecologically modern stories about fire
resonate with colonial bushfire discourses. viii
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After more than 80 years of colonial and post-colonial attempts by the state
to prevent, control and suppress bushfires using laws, bye-laws, regulations
and ‘public awareness’ campaigns, rural communities continue to use fire
in their production systems, in their traditional fire/group-hunting festivals,
and to protect their sacred groves. This suggests that there are still very
different perceptions of the bushfire ‘problem’. However, by examining the
dynamics of bushfire policies over the last century, different degrees of fire
suppression or of sanctioning the use of fire have prevailed at different
times (Wardell et al. 2004). Repeated and negotiated encounters between
Forestry Departments and other fire-using actors resulted in a dynamic and
variable relationship suggesting that bureaucratic practice is neither
subsumed by, nor simply reduced to ‘discourses’ on bushfires. Fire
exclusion policies repeatedly had to seek compromises with local fire users,
and occasionally with ‘recalcitrant’ local agents of the colonial State. ix It
reveals how the actions of both State and local actors are influenced by, but
can also shape, global narratives which change over time. This endorses the
idea that science and knowledge are grounded in particular social and
historical contexts (Hajer, 1995).
The Forestry Department in the NTs was instrumental in constructing
the conceptual dichotomy between the realms of the ‘modern’ and
‘scientific’ approach to fire control and management and the ‘traditional’
and ‘haphazard’ use of fire as a land management tool by local farmers,
herders, hunters, honey-gatherers, and shea nut collectors. The struggles for
control over land and natural resources often became contests between
different narratives, and hence different epistemological traditions. Crisis
narratives constructed by the colonial state had the combined effect of
strengthening their hand, and of subsuming local epistemologies. Fireexclusion as Stephen Pyne notes “was one of the most powerful means of
controlling indigenes” (Pyne, 1993), and was firmly embedded in colonial
forest degradation discourses and practices in the Gold Coast Colony as it
was in the NTs. It undergirded the dominant West African ‘dessicationdeforestation’ discourse of the colonial period (Fairhead and Leach, 2000).
Early concerns were expressed throughout the region regarding
anthropogenic fire-induced vegetation change and its impact on local
climate, hydrology, land productivity, and the downstream flows of major
river basins such as the Niger and the Volta (Kemball, 1905; Vuillet, 1907;
Mangin, 1924; Thomas, 1932; Cox et al. 1935; Moor, 1935; 1937 and
1939; Vigne, 1935 and 1936; Bégué, 1937; Stebbing, 1935; 1937 and 1938;
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Jones, 1938; Aubréville, 1938). The perceived threat of bushfires
dominated colonial arguments for greater state control over forest
resources, and often reinforced convictions about the inherent
destructiveness of African resource and land use practices. The customary
uses of fire were, in particular, vilified by many colonial officials. These
included Assistant Conservator of Forests Douglas who, in his influential
text-book Forestry for Gold Coast Rangers, eloquently summed up this
overarching colonial ethos in stating that “(Forest) Reserves were created
to safeguard the forest from the destructive activities of man”, and
concluded that “Although man is potentially destructive he can often be
controlled to a large degree by legislation” (Douglas, 1949).
The resurgence of interest in controlling bushfires in the post-colonial
era was probably triggered by the effects of the Sahelian drought years, x
the bushfire ‘events’ in West Africa in 1983-1984 (Abebrese 1988;
Ampadu-Agyei 1988; Malingreau, 1990), and a paradigm shift in forest
policy. xi Although there has been a discernible and progressive shift from
fire ‘control’ to fire ‘management’ by francophone forestry services in
West Africa, a distinctly different pattern has developed in Ghana where
the ‘Chief, the Forester and the Fireman’ xii have emerged as the dominant
actors in rural bushfire policy debates.
Post-colonial policies and programmes to prevent, control and manage
rural bush fires in Ghana have been negotiated and co-managed by two
prominent organisations, viz., the Forestry Department, and after 1983, the
National Fire Service (NFS). The first law criminalising bushfires in
independent Ghana was promulgated in 1983 after widespread bushfire
damage to crops, plantations and timber resources in 1982-83 and 1983-84,
a period of economic decline, and socio-political upheaval in the region.
The 1983 law was amended in 1990 to shift the emphasis from punishment
to bushfire prevention through educational programmes and the
organisation of early farm burning. The latter was to be coordinated by
Anti-Bush Fire Committees within each of Ghana’s 110 District
Assemblies and Fire Volunteer Squads, in every village or town area.
By 2003 most of the Anti-Bush Fire Committees in northern Ghana
were languishing for want of volunteers and resources, albeit with one
notable exception. Bongo District Assembly in Upper East Region
repeatedly received national awards for its ‘success’ in limiting bushfires
(Saaka, 1997). This confirmed an earlier and perspicacious observation that
“…fire suppression policies are only successful where there is nothing left
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to burn” (Denève, 1994). xiii Regional offices of the NFS now diligently
collect data on the incidence and guestimated costs of damage associated
with domestic, vehicular, industrial and bushfires. Regional fire chiefs
readily admit that they are unable to do much more than file and submit
bushfire reports. Recent initiatives in Ghana still focus on the introduction
and development of a “truly modern and effective fire control system”
(Gboloo, 1998) inspite of a recent FAO report claiming that “The classic
approach to fire prevention and fire suppression has been largely
unsuccessful in many developing countries” (FAO, 2001). This highlights
the burgeoning gap between a ‘world on paper’ (Hawkins, 2002), and the
‘unseen’ world of local resource users who continue to use fire as a land
and resource management tool. These practices continue to be sanctioned
by the tind’ana (earth priest).
In spite of widespread agreement on the benefits of judicious use of
fire in tropical dry forest management (Laris, 2002; Goldammer and de
Ronde, 2004), new anti-bushfire ‘discourse coalitions’ have emerged in
Ghana at national and local levels. These have been shaped by bushfire
‘events’, new technologies, modern actors on the bushfire stage, and the
convergence of local interests with global environmental management
concerns. The coalitions encompass a broad range of actors who adopt a
common, and simplified non-scientific language to promote symbolic
environmental stories, to apportion blame, and to act as calls to action
(Amanor, 2001). However, changes in customary fire-use are unlikely to
occur either by offering ecological or economic ‘facts’ or by re-introducing
repressive bushfire legislation, irrespective of how prestigious or powerful
the national or international institution(s) proferring the ‘advice’ and/or the
incentives to perform. The persistence of the anthropogenic fire ‘problem’
reflects an interpretative gap at the local level which effectively blocks
social action and change (Kirby, 1999). This gap needs to be narrowed,
primarily by improving our understanding of the important roles and
functions of social institutions which are associated with customary fire use
in local land and resource management systems.
Contemporary bushfire policies and management strategies
throughout West Africa remain, in general, critical of the use of fire by
rural communities. Policy is often presented in a single, objectively
knowable perspective and invariably assumes bushfires are a problem
rather than a land and resource management tool, and that burning bans are
to be enforced. The social uses of fire and the institutional control of fire
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are frequently assumed to be uniform or monolithic. The cyclic pattern of
alternating fire suppression and fire sanction policies may have been
influenced by the social and ecological complexities of mosaic landscapes
in West Africa where social reality invariably links the seen and unseen
(ancestor) worlds. It is legitimated in Upper East Region, as in many
cultures in West Africa, through rituals rather than logic (Kalu, 2001). This
‘reality’ sits uncomfortably alongside the cultural traditions of Western
individualism and scientific materialism embedded in traditions which
interpret and address bushfires as an ecological or environmental ‘problem’
which can be managed.

Globalisations in a nutshell – the shea trade in
northern Ghana
The rise of the capitalist mode of production has often been used by
environmental historians to explain environmental change in different parts
of the world. In many cases the contemporary world order is frequently
assumed to be the consequence of European expansion, and environmental
change, the inevitable result of the over-exploitation of natural resources or the transformation of forested landscapes - to meet Europe’s needs. By
comparing and contrasting modern and post-colonial processes of
globalisation (Hopkins, 2002) in the NTs, such Eurocentric interpretations
of environmental change can be questioned. I suggest, contrarily, that the
relative long-term stability of land cover and land use patterns in Upper
East Region can be partially attributed to the local management of shea nut
parklands which has long been associated with resilient local and regional
trading patterns.
The ebbs and flows of commodities dominating production and
exchange in West Africa were shaped for centuries by a complex web of
social, cultural, religious, economic and ecological factors across the
region. These, in turn, were influenced by the broader influences of the
world economy, progressive improvements in transport and
communications technology, and fluctuating demand and commodity
prices. A multitude of short distance commercial networks and longer
distance trading relationships continually forged linkages between internal,
and external trade. Elaborate decentralised networks of commercial and
social alliances were maintained as trade routes changed and new loci of
commercial centres emerged. Conventional perceptions often position
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trading patterns in Africa between the ‘local’ and the ‘global’. However,
several Non Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) have been produced,
transported and traded across territories in West Africa for centuries. These
regional trade flows have been, and are still (depending on the particular
commodity in question) relatively isolated from the global market. Longdistance trade was possible in the pre-colonial era as common monetary
units such as gold standards, and cowries existed, and trade relays involved
multiple exchanges and modes of transport - camels, donkeys and human
porterage - in different ecological zones (Lovejoy, 1985).
The defeat of the Ashanti in 1900 heralded the beginning of a new
trading era in the Gold Coast hinterland. Colonial officials were largely
ignorant of the dynamics of a regional political economy in a commodity
such as shea. It was assumed that producers would respond positively to
economic incentives. The social and cultural functions of the local
marketing system or of the dominant role of women in production and
marketing processes were not well understood. Women were rarely
favoured interlocoteurs with colonial administrators or forestry technicians.
The colonial State erroneously assumed, furthermore, that local economies
were coterminous with national boundaries, a gross oversimplification in
the north-east and north-west borderlands of the NTs. The establishment of
new international boundaries created new structures, and new opportunities
to expand trade relays. As the colonial State appropriated male labour,
women responded by spreading their labour demand throughout the year,
and concomitantly, strengthened their social networks in three-day periodic
markets.
During this period shea nuts and shea butter were bartered and
exchanged through a complex network of local periodic markets in West
Africa. These historically and culturally-embedded patterns of trade were
first challenged in the early 1900s by a scramble for commodities as
colonial states throughout the region were confronted with a requirement to
secure local sources of revenue to pay for colonial administration. In the
absence of timber (which commonly paid for empire forestry), the Gold
Coast Forestry Department, initially, set great store by the potential of shea
butter to help in paying for the administration of the NTs. The initiative was
not successful (Wardell and Fold, forthcoming). After the Second World
War new technological developments in the fats and oil industry
demonstrated the value of shea butter in the production of so-called cocoa
butter equivalents, components used by the chocolate industry as a cheaper
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alternative to real cocoa butter. Future demand for shea butter is expected
to increase substantially, not only in the EU but also in terms of global
trade.
The local and regional trade in shea kernels and shea butter collected
and transformed by women in Upper East Region constitutes part of this
dynamic continuum which has linked internal and external trade in West
Africa for at least two centuries. It has repeatedly been challenged by
global trading interests. The interpretation of this continuum as an
incomplete and fragmented process (Trouillet, 2001) helps us to recognise
globalisation as only one of a number of dynamic forces which influence
decision-making by local resource users. As Jonathan Rigg and Sakunee
Nattapoolwat suggest “Its (globalisation) role is contingent upon a mosaic
of other factors so that the manner by which global opportunities intersect
and impact with people’s lives is mediated through the local” (Rigg and
Nattapoolwat, 2001).
By taking a “…look at globalization from a different angle...”
(Hopkins, 2002), an historical perspective suggests that women harnessed
local and regional opportunities to strengthen existing social and trading
alliances. This enabled women producers and traders to ‘resist’ modern
globalisation and to continue to pursue their own goals. Women are still very
much in control of the local and regional shea trade. However, the
anticipated growth in global demand for cocoa butter equivalents in the
chocolate industry may affect these historically and culturally-embedded
patterns of trade. The emergence of new processing technologies, and
greater international demand could result in a progressive loss of autonomy
amongst women shea producers and retailers. The control of production
and marketing by women may be compromised as new middlemen,
bulkers, and wholesalers enter the expanding export trade - most of whom
are men. Partition, patterns of migration, and the legacies of colonial labour
extraction and neglect cumulatively helped to create a marginalized locale in
the Ghanaian borderlands with present-day Burkina Faso and Togo. Labour
appropriation in the colonial era may thus, have reinforced the ‘gendering’
of Sudano-Sahelian landscapes in northern Ghana. This perspective adds an
often neglected dimension to environmental history (Merchant, 1990;
Norwood, 2001), and explanations of environmental change (Bernstein and
Woodhouse, 2001).
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Contemporary demand in the global shea chain is driven by the
opportunities to use cocoa butter equivalents in the confectionery industry,
notably in the production of chocolate. xiv Being a highly contested issue in
the EU until recently, the complex conflict over taste, culture, ethics – and
money – has been resolved by a Solomonic decision in EU legislation. The
use of CBE in chocolate production is now legally adopted by all member
countries and it is expected that the Codex Alimentarius will be changed
accordingly. Hence, chocolate with CBE-content will most likely have
legal access to all markets of the WTO member countries in the foreseeable
future. Obviously, demand for shea products depends on consumption
trends in the major emerging markets (China, Russia) and the more or less
saturated markets (US, EU), but it is expected that demand will increase
substantially – even though the scope is heavily influenced by the
development of cocoa prices.
The cumulative impacts of an increasing commercialisation and world
market integration at the national and local level in the West African
producer countries are still unknown. There are, however, risks that the
long-established local shea processing and marketing systems will
disintegrate and possibly result in social differentiation, changes in
household consumption patterns and loss of livelihoods, particularly for
women. Already in 1924, the Superintendent of Agriculture and Forestry
G.C. Coull made a perspicacious remark when he noted that “the collecting
of shea kernels is entirely done by women”, but anticipated that this would
alter “when it was found out that there was money to be made from shea
kernels”.xv Whether or not the existing gendered control over the small- to
medium-scale trade in shea products will change due to an increasing
commercialisation is an open question although previous experiences with
other African smalholder crops would indicate a shift in control.

Conclusions
The agroforestry parklands, the areas gazetted as forest reserves in the late
colonial period and the fringing forests of the Volta River system remain in
Upper East Region. This broad pattern does not exclude the existence of
localised (or periodic) conversion of tropical dry forest lands or
‘encroachment’ but does suggest a degree of continuity and resilience in
this Sudano-Sahelian landscape (Holling, 1973 and 1986; Mortimore,
1989; Folke et al. 2002). It is predominantly African land and resource
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users who have been instrumental in ensuring this continuity even if this
entailed - after colonial conservationism - an implicit acknowledgment of
the illegality of their actions to secure a continuum in their customary land
and resource management practices (Wardell and Lund, 2005). The
continuing transformation of landscapes in the Sudano-Sahelian region is
the outcome of complex interactions between political, social, economic
and ecological processes which operate at widely-varying scales and which
change over time. The interactions of biogeophysical processes, statesponsored forestry and African social struggles produced, and continue to
reproduce a distinctive environmental history, and a particular geography
of the region. This suggests that we may need to ‘move the boundaries of
forest and land use history’ (Wardell, 2005).
Africans experienced colonialism in the NTs through the societies in
which they lived. The exigencies of colonial rule included the systematic
extraction of male labour, the alienation of customary lands and efforts to
incorporate local production systems in the global economy. These
demands followed in the wake of the last slave raids, periodic disease
epidemics, and the severe droughts and famine of the mid-1890s. Change,
adaptation, mobility and conflict were already endemic characteristics of
African societies. The encounter with colonial forest conservationism
merely intensified these features, at the same time as it created new
opportunities for Africans. It resulted in what Sara Berry describes as “an
era of intensified contestation over custom, power, and property” (Berry,
1993). African farmers, herders, hunters, women shea nut collectors,
paramount chiefs, and ten’danas alike, all possessed knowledge and
capabilities to sustain livelihoods accumulated over generations of living in
a harsh dryland environment, and who regard themselves as inseparably
part of the forest - “…the forest is the people, in the same way that the
ancestors are, in a sense, extensions of the living” (Croll and Parkin, 1992:
3).
In contrast to areas of European settlement in other parts of Africa,
colonial penetration in West Africa did not lead to the direct displacement
of indigenous populations as a consequence of the appropriation of lands
by ‘settlers’. However, by alienating lands, and by ignoring local
epistemologies and complex processes of differentiation and primitive
accumulation in West African production systems, colonial
conservationism in the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast intensified
the arenas of negotiation to sustain livelihoods. Lands gazetted as forest
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reserves were already managed in accordance with customary land and
resource tenure arrangements. Oilseed products, which the European
metropoles wished to exploit during the early colonial period, were already
traded in vibrant local markets and regional centres of consumption. Male
labour appropriated to build the Gold Coast constabulary, the Royal West
African Frontier Force and to support economic development in southern
Ghana was already deployed in local agricultural production systems.
Africans, as social actors were however, neither passive victims of colonial
occupation nor simply resisted British hegemony. Their struggles to
survive in a marginalized local continue to this day (Whitehead, 2002).
If we are to succeed i) in challenging past reductionist perceptions and
environmental narratives associated with the role of humans in tropical dry
forest management; ii) in deconstructing their influence on contemporary
policy, management, and conservation schemes; iii) in developing new
integrated “views” or holistic human-ecological models and iv) in altering
long-term regional disparities in chronic poverty there is still a critical need
to harness indigenous knowledge, and to listen to interpretations of the
local past whilst embracing new technologies. There is also a need to
improve our understanding of, and perhaps to strengthen, customary land
and resource tenure arrangements. This may provide a more robust strategy
than efforts to substitute the same, particularly in Sudano-Sahelian
landscapes where several actors hold, and exercise different rights to use
the same resource. With the growing pressures on tropical dry forests,
increasing numbers of local integrated conservation and development
projects are experimenting with approaches which aim to give local
resource users more control over the land and the natural resources on
which their livelihoods depend. Environmental histories can help to remind
us who the real custodians of the land are, and that forest conservation and
equity are closely related objectives.
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Endnotes
i

The Chief Commissioner of the NTs acknowledged the need for “additional reserves

to protect the headwaters of rivers and conserve water supplies” and recommended
“…an aerial survey as the best method of obtaining this information…” during a
meeting of the Northern Territories Welfare Committee in January 1944. NRG 8/11/12.
PRAAD, Tamale.
ii

iii

The Neutral Zone agreement was formally denounced by the British in 1896.
These included the Public Lands Ordinance, 1876; Native Jurisdiction Ordinance,

1883; Public Lands Bill of 1897; Forest Reservation and Water Courses Protection Bill
of 1899; Concessions Ordinance No. 14, 1900; Timber Protection Ordinance No. 20 of
1907 and the ill-fated Forest Bill of 1911. In 1897 the earlier Land Bill had also been

120

Bridging research and policy

successfully opposed fearing official seizure of tribal lands. Institut Colonial
International, 1914 (CIRAD, Montpellier).
iv

It was subsequently amended by Ordinances No. 16 of 1928, No. 31 of 1928, No. 38

of 1929 and No. 10 of 1932. The Forests Ordinance, No. 4 of 1929 applied to the
Northern Territories. Forestry 1921-1930. NAG ADM 56/1/280, Accra.
v

The Northern Territories was proclaimed a British Protectorate under the Governor of

the Gold Coast Colony with the promulgation of the Northern Territories Order in
Council on 26 September 1901 (NAG ADM 4/1/164). Article II of this order was
revoked when parts of the Protectorate were later annexed and included within Ashanti
under the terms of the Northern Territories Order in Council 1906. NAG ADM
4/1/168. The boundaries of the NTs were redefined in the Gold Coast Boundaries
Order in Council, 1906. NAG ADM 4/1/166, Accra.
vi

A Colonial Report on the NTs for 1913 (Report No. 807 Cmd.7050) noted that “The

remarkable growth of the cocoa industry in Ashanti is due in large measure to labour
supplied from the NTs.” The rationale of this policy was also clearly revealed in the
Gold Coast Annual Report 1937/38 which described northerners as “an amiable but
backward people useful as soldiers, policemen, and labourers in the mines and cocoa
farms, in short fit only to be hewers of wood and drawers of water for their brothers in
the Colony and Ashanti.” Cited in: Amanor, 1996: 44.
vii

Henry P. Northcott recognised in 1898 that “... the whole of the country north of the

White Volta River is thick (sic) populated, and closely cultivated. The density of
population denies to the inhabitants the opportunity of shifting their patches of
cultivation to fresh ground every two years, and there was abundant evidence of the
universal use of manures.” Northcott, H.P., 1898. Enc. 1 in No. 34, Africa (West) No.
564:6, PRO/CO 879/54.
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viii

Technical capacity constraints, the lack of operational resources, and the destructive

practices of local resource users are still frequently proferred as key explanations for
the failure of current bushfire suppression policies (Bushfire interviews 2002 and
2003).
ix

Archival evidence also informs us of that at least one ‘local’ forest officer had

recognised that “Complete protection is usually both impracticable and undesirable”
(Moor, 1935: 6), whilst another ‘local’ agricultural officer also questioned the wisdom
of burning bans, and recognised the multitude of economic and cultural uses of fire “the burning of the grass in the dry season may have been done to reduce the chance of
surprise attack...” (by mounted slave raiders) (Lynn, 1937: 9).

x

The Sahelian ‘crisis’, in this context, measured in terms of an (over-)

simplifieddichotomy between the socio-economic costs to farmers, herders and shea nut
collectors, and the institutional (and personal benefits) accruing to i.a. Forestry
Departments from the international response to the ‘crisis’.
xi

The early post-colonial approaches to industrial forestry and, later community-led

forest plantations using exotic species were driven by simplistic supply-demand
analyses of woodfuel chains. The myth of a wood fuel crisis was debunked (for
example, Leach and Mearns, 1988), and Forestry Departments throughout West Africa
adopted a new approach in the early 1980s by focusing on the management of natural
forests and woodlands. This may have contributed to the re-emergence of colonial
bushfire suppression policies as Forestry Departments were required to protect the areas
‘to-be-managed’, many of them forest reserves.
xii

This was inspired by, and paraphrases the title of an article by Carola Lentz ‘The

Chief, The Mine Captain and the Politician: legitimating power in Northern Ghana’
Africa 65 (3):395-429.
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xiii

Bongo District in Upper East Region is one of the most densely-populated and

intensively cultivated parts of the region whercombustible materials are, in general,
conspicuous by their absence. Translation from the original text (Denève, 1994) by the
author.
xiv

There is, nevertheless, some resistance notably amongst francophone chocolatiers, to

the use of cocoa butter equivalents (Bobasch, 2004).
xv

’The Northern Territories of the Gold Coast: Their Future?’ A Criticism by the

Superintendent of Agriculture and Forestry, 26 May 1924. NAG/ADM/56/1/359.
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Can research help bridge the gap
between local rules and national
legal frameworks?
The case of local conventions for natural resource
management in the Sahel
Lorenzo Cotula
IIEDD, London

Introduction
In recent years, a growing body of literature has explored the linkages
between research and policy processes - particularly how the former can
feed into the latter. As a result, earlier assumptions about "benevolent"
policy makers waiting for research findings and ensuing policy
recommendations to orient their strategic choices have given way to a more
sophisticated understanding of the policy process (from formulation to
implementation) and of the different factors affecting it. This paper aims to
contribute to the debate, focusing on the way and extent to which research
can help bridge the gap between local rules and practices on the one hand
and national legislative frameworks on the other. In order to do this, it
considers the example of "local conventions" in the Sahel - sets of rules and
institutions for natural resource management negotiated and agreed by local
stakeholders. The paper draws on the experience of several projects
implemented by the International Institute for Environment and
Development (IIED) and by a range of partner institutions from across
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West Africa. It does not attempt to assess "impacts", nor to establish causal
relations between research activities and policy outcomes; it merely
reviews some examples of what can be and has been done.

Building on local practice
Across West Africa, natural resource legislation is generally based on
European legal concepts that have little relevance to social relations on the
ground, where land and other resources are usually held by clans or
families and used through complex systems of multiple rights held by
different users (herders, farmers, etc).
On the other hand, local
("customary" but continuously evolving) land/resource management
systems are commonly applied even where inconsistent with legislation, as
they are more accessible to rural people. As a result, several legal systems
- statutory, customary and combinations of both - coexist over the same
territory, resulting in overlapping rights, contradictory rules and competing
authorities ("legal pluralism"). This situation creates confusion and tenure
insecurity, which in turn foster conflict, discourage agricultural investment
and enable elites to grab common lands. It is now widely recognized that
the national legal system must build on local concepts and practice, rather
than "importing" one-size-fits-all models. This entails, among other things,
legally recognising local resource management systems, which are the
mechanisms through which most rural people gain access to natural
resources.
In several Sahelian countries (Mali, Senegal, Burkina Faso, Niger),
local conventions constitute an example of such local practice. Broadly
speaking, these are sets of rules and institutions negotiated and agreed by
local stakeholders with a view to regulating land/resource access and use.
This broad definition encompasses an enormous diversity of situations, in
terms of resource regulated (from fisheries to agro-sylvo-pastoral
resources); of negotiating stakeholders (different resource users - herders,
farmers, etc - and/or local customary and statutory authorities); of
approaches followed (with emphasis varying from setting detailed rules to
establishing management/dispute settlement institutions); and so on.
Although oral arrangements of this sort have existed since precolonial
times in many areas, the term "local conventions" has been increasingly
used in recent years to refer to agreements supported by development
agencies and embodied in some form of written document. In this context,
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the role of development agencies is to facilitate the process through which
the different users are identified, brought around the negotiating table on an
equitable basis, and supported in the drafting and implementation of the
convention.
While an assessment of the effectiveness of local conventions as a tool
for natural resource management is well beyond the scope of this paper,
their supporters stress the contribution of such conventions to tenure
security (by clarifying access and management rules), to peaceful
coexistence (by preventing resource conflict and establishing institutions
for conflict management), to social inclusion (by creating a regulatory
framework where all stakeholders are represented) and to sustainable
resource management (as rules formulated in a participatory way are
expected to be more likely to be followed by resource users). In agropastoral contexts, local conventions may be particularly valuable in
reconciling the competing resource interests of herders, farmers and agropastoralists, for instance in regulating issues like pastoral mobility and
access to water points, dry-season pastures and post-harvest fields. On the
other hand, some have raised concerns as to the real degree of local
"ownership" of processes facilitated by external agencies, and to the
sustainability of the regulatory framework after the end of the development
project; to the extent to which some "vulnerable" groups (women,
pastoralists, migrants) are meaningfully involved; and to the fact that the
agreed rules have no legal value and are as such not legally enforceable.
The latter point is at the heart of the issues examined here. Whether
local conventions have any legal value is a controversial issue which
divides legal professionals and development practitioners alike. As Djire
(2004) points out, the answer is a complex one. On the one hand, local
conventions are in line with, and further the aims of national legal
principles in several Sahelian countries. First, with rural decentralisation
processes underway in several countries (effective in Senegal, Mali and
Niger; to be implemented in Burkina Faso), local conventions constitute a
practical tool for the decentralised management of natural resources
envisaged by legislation. Secondly, in their attempt to reconcile competing
resource uses, particularly pastoralism and agriculture, local conventions
further the aims pursued by the "pastoral" legislation adopted for instance
in Mali (Pastoral Charter 2001) and in Burkina Faso (Framework Law on
Pastoralism 2002). Similarly to local conventions, pastoral laws address
issues like herd mobility, and access to water points and to post-harvest
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fields. On the other hand, the legality of local conventions has been
questioned under both public and contract law. Indeed, local authorities
usually lack the power to sign agreements on the management of natural
resources. When negotiations for such agreements are undertaken by
villages, these often lack any legal status and any capacity to set rules
applicable to third parties (e.g., on Mali, Djire, 2004). In addition,
ownership and management rights over the resources that form the object
of such "contracts" are held by the state, not by local users and authorities
(Djire, 2004). According to many, this unclear legal status undermines the
effectiveness of local conventions, as their rules are not enforceable and are
continuously challenged by those who would stand to lose from them.
To sum up, national legal frameworks need to build on local practice
in order to effectively respond to local needs; and local rules need backing
from national legislation, so as to have clear legal authority. The next
section will explore the ways in which research can help facilitate this
match.

The role of research
Much of the debate on bridging research and policy focuses on how
knowledge generated by research can feed into policy processes. This
raises the issue of the legitimacy of "experts" to influence policy,
particularly with regard to the role of European researchers participating in
national policy processes in African countries. This paper attempts to
broaden the research-policy equation to a local practice-research-national
policy triangle, with local practice feeding into policy processes and
research facilitating such local-to-national inputs (see figure 1 below). In
this context, research can play a variety of roles, including: promoting
innovation in local practice; and feeding local practice into national policy
processes.
Fig.1
Local rules
and practice

National
legal
framework

Research
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Promoting innovation in local practice
A first broad category of roles that research can play relates to providing
support to local practice, particularly by promoting innovation and by
developing and testing tools that can be used to accompany local processes.
An example of this is the "family portrait", an action-research tool aimed at
generating knowledge and at promoting dialogue and trust between
communities - a precondition for the negotiation of local conventions. This
tool was for instance used in Bankass and Douentza (Mali) within the
context of the IIED/SOS Sahel Shared Management of Common Property
Resources programme (Bocoum et al, 2003)1. The portrait involves indepth interviews with families from different groups (agro-pastoralists,
herders, etc), so as to better understand their complex livelihood strategies;
writing up a "portrait" that summarises this knowledge; presenting a
"depersonalised" version of such portrait to focus groups of both people
belonging to the same social group (to obtain feedback on the
"representativity" of the family interviewed) and of other groups (e.g.
presenting the portrait of a farming family to a group of herders and vice
versa; see Cochrane, 2003). This tool may help communities better to
understand the needs of other groups - e.g. farmers better to understand
pastoralists' need for herd mobility and access to dry-season resources thereby fostering mutual understanding and paving the way to mutually
agreed solutions such as local conventions.
Research can also support innovative local practice by facilitating
exchange of experience between practitioners themselves. This can be
done for instance through publications written by practitioners (possibly
with support from an experienced researcher), addressing issues of direct
relevance to their work, and posted through a distribution list targeting
NGO officials and other practitioners. For instance, Hamilton and Dama
(2003) describe the process through which they - as volunteer and director,
respectively, at a Malian NGO, with support from IIED - sought to
mainstream gender in management committees established by a local
convention in the district of Nioro, Mali; and the constraints that such
process met, and the approaches it proposed in order to address them. This
publication is likely to be of interest for development practitioners
grappling with similar challenges elsewhere. Exchange of experience can
1

The family portrait was originally designed by Brigitte Thébaud, who held a training session for project
staff on the methodology for developing a portrait.
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also be promoted through local, national or international workshops. For
instance, within the context of the Making Decentralisation Work
programme, IIED and a range of partner institutions held a regional
workshop on local conventions in Bamako, Mali, in December 2003. The
workshop brought together some 60 between researchers, practitioners and
policy makers, and offered the opportunity for exchange of experience
between practitioners, as well as for debate on national policy (see below).

Feeding lessons from local practice into policy
processes
This section follows the conceptual framework developed by Hesse and
Ochieng Odhiambo (2003) with regard to pastoral policy. These authors
identify two constraints to appropriate policy and legislative frameworks:
x policy makers' lack of knowledge about local contexts and dynamics,
either because little research exists on such issues or because
available research has not "filtered down" to those who most need it
("knowledge gap"); and
x imbalances in political power - even if policy makers had perfect
information, this alone would not necessarily guarantee "appropriate"
policies and laws, as the design of these is essentially a political
process aimed at prioritising competing interests, and it is those
interests that are backed by political power that tend to prevail
("power imbalance"; Hesse and Ochieng Odhiambo, 2003).
For research to feed lessons from local conventions into national legal
frameworks, both types of challenges need to be addressed. The first one
requires not only undertaking studies to document best practice (what
works where, what doesn't, and why) but also "packaging" them in formats
that are accessible to policy makers. This includes accessible publications,
policy briefs and workshops (see for instance the above-mentioned
workshop on local conventions organised within the context of the Making
Decentralisation Work programme). In practice, this may happen in
different layers, as groundbreaking but complex studies may filter down to
policy makers by feeding into literature reviews, which may in turn provide
the basis for policy briefs - a cycle that takes time to unfold.
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The second type of challenges requires building the capacity of in-country
civil society organisations to participate in policy debates in an effective
and equitable manner, and "argue their case" vis-a-vis policy makers - who
are meant to be their representatives. Again, the Making Decentralisation
Work programme may provide some examples. In Mali, Niger and
Burkina Faso, the programme supported national networks of development
practitioners, researchers, activists, government officials, and more
generally informed citizens, to share ideas and experience and promote
informed policy debates. An evaluation of the programme emphasised that
these networks promoted the emergence of a vibrant civil society in those
countries. In Mali, for instance, the network specifically set up a working
group to share ideas and experience on local conventions, was actively
involved in the finalisation of the implementing regulations for the Pastoral
Charter, and sought to channel lessons learned from the former activity into
the latter. Developing training materials to make research-generated
knowledge available to civil society organisations is also key. For instance,
within Making Decentralisation Work, ARED, a Dakar-based organisation,
with support from a leading pastoral economist, has developed and tested a
training module targeting pastoral associations. The module (Thébaud,
2004), available in both French and Pulaar (a language spoken by many
pastoral groups in West Africa), builds on the extensive research on
pastoral livelihoods conducted over the past decades, and aims to give
pastoral associations the self-confidence and analytical skills to "make their
case" vis-a-vis policy makers. The module covers a subject of direct
relevance to negotiating local conventions, and includes a section
specifically discussing national policy and legislative frameworks
(Thébaud, 2004).

Conclusion
This paper has explored the ways in which research can help promote
synergies between local rules and national legal frameworks, using the case
of local conventions for natural resource management as an example. In so
doing, it has not purported to establish causal links between research
activities and policy outcomes - which would be extremely difficult to do but simply reviewed examples of what can be done.
The paper has sought to contribute to the ongoing debate on how
research can best contribute to policy processes. It has broadened the scope
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of the analysis from a research-policy relation to a local practice-researchpolicy triangle. It has suggested that effective communication channels
need to exist between local and national levels; that national legislation
needs to build on local natural resource management rules in order to be
effective; that local rules need backing from the national legal system in
order to be enforceable; and that a range of research tools have an
important role to play in facilitating these processes.
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Policy and politics in situations of
complexity and unpredictability
Some reflections on tenure policies and land politics in
Niger, Burkina Faso and Northern Ghana
Christian Lund
International Development Studies, Roskilde University

Introduction
Development and social science research are often separated by quite
different concerns. While people and institutions in social science research
are often preoccupied with questions of ‘what’ and ‘why’, and the
processes that determine this, people and institutions engaged in the
operational side of development are often more concerned with the
questions of ‘how’ can things be done in a better way. Social science
researchers develop certain reflexes of the trade where social criticism and
skepticism about progress are prominent. They seem to develop a certain
professional pessimism. Development policy makers and operators also
develop certain reflexes of their trade. However, these are more
constructive, forward looking and aim at betterment. Policy makers and
operators seem to develop a certain professional optimism, although often
laced with a good measure of ‘after-hours’-cynicism. Both groups are
prone to develop images of each other: to the researcher, the operator is
vain, and naïve as he misses his target; to the operator, the researcher may
be independent but is equally insignificant and of little proper use (see
Chambers 1983; Ferguson 1997; Long 2001).
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This may seem somewhat caricatured, because people on both sides
recognize the importance of the other. Researchers and scientists do
recognize that their research should somehow be useful for the practitioners
and planners, and people in development do recognize that policies and
intervention should be based on knowledge. Nonetheless, the bridge
building is difficult.
I suggest that the difficult communication at least in part derives from
two different understandings of Development. One describes the targeted
efforts at improving certain conditions. It is for example, building
infrastructure, improving social conditions, refining and reinforcing
politico-legal institutions etc. The point is that in this concept of
development there is distinct agency, there is a notion of target and an
ambition of purposive change. Let us call this for Development I.
Development II, on the other hand, merely describes change. Here, we
could be dealing with issues such as increasing monetization of and
transactions, rural urban migration, growth of small scale industry, etc. In
this perspective, change as the result of the actions of so many authors, that
agency is much less distinct, and Development II is the amalgamated result
of countless negotiations. Obviously, the distinction between Development
I and Development II only holds so far. The countless negotiations in
Development II may be propelled with as much desire to improve
conditions, notion of target and ambition of change as Development I,
however, the difference lies in the perspective of the actions as either
efforts to change the context, or efforts that make up the changing context.
The distinction may thus not be theoretically satisfactory in the longer run,
but as two perspectives on change, they may serve for the present paper.

Tenure policy and land politics in Niger, Burkina Faso
and Ghana
In the following I will draw out three examples from my research on land
tenure reforms in Niger, Burkina Faso and Northern Ghana to illustrate
how intentions to reform the tenure system, Development I, were frustrated
in the encounter with the countless attempts by multiple actors to adjust to
a situation and make the most of their options, Development II.2 Seemingly
trivial actions by individuals can undermine state policy and the legitimacy
2

These cases have been dealt with in more detail in my other publications, notably Lund, 1997, 1998a,
1998b, 2002a, 2002b, 2003b.
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of state institutions by simply not respecting the policy and taking their
justice-business elsewhere.
Most indigenous land tenure systems in Africa are characterized by a
coexistence of multiple rights that are often held by different persons as a
function of their status and position in society (Berry 1993; Bruce 1986,
1989, 1993). Moreover, there are often multiple ways of getting access to
land and justifying claims to it. ‘Some of these are birth rights, first
settlement, conquest, residence, cultivation, habitual grazing, visitation,
manuring, tree planting, spiritual sanction, bureaucratic allocation, loan,
rental and cash purchase’ (Shipton 1994: 348). These different sorts of
claims do not necessarily contradict each other but can be seen as dynamic
‘nested hierarchies of estates’ which provide guidelines for negotiated
resolution of differences in a large variety of circumstances. This richness
of norms does however afford considerable room for competing arguments
in a dispute. The normative repertoire does not constitute a differentiated
hierarchy and the norms are of varying specificity. The norms are neither
inherently contradictory nor compellingly complementary but they are
invoked so as to impose rival constructions on agreed facts and thus
brought into conflict by virtue of the strategic and pragmatic contingencies
that arise out of conflicts of interest (Comaroff & Roberts 1981: 70-106;
Fortmann 1995). Modern state legal systems are generally not designed to
handle this kind of normative multiplicity and fluidity but tend to favor
regulation in terms of unequivocal rules, thus recognizing one claim to land
as a ‘property’ right, absolute and exclusive. When state regulation of land
tenure norms itself becomes the object of political struggle multidimensional conflicts are likely to become rife.

The Rural Code in Niger
From its inception in the late 1980s the project of land tenure reform - a
Rural Code - was an ambitious one. Tenure insecurity was judged to be a
central contributing factor in the stagnation of rural development, the
degradation of the physical environment and the deterioration of long-term
productive capacities. Hence, a clarification of the modes of tenure and of
transfer of natural resources - in particular land - was considered an
important step toward reversing some unfavorable trends.
The intention was to avoid changes in the actual distribution of land
while clarifying the conditions under which land was held. It was decided

135

Reenberg and Marcussen

that agricultural land could become the private property of an individual if
customary rights could be established. Thus the announcement of the Rural
Code amounted to an invitation to have customary rights in land recognized
now in order to secure irrevocable private property rights later. The
‘autorité coutumière compétente’ - i.e. the Chef de Canton - was
recognized as the institution through which most people must pass to get
the transformation of customary land rights into private property rights,
formally recognized. Considering the chiefs’ own customary land rights,
based on first occupancy and control of the ‘terre de chefferie’, the Rural
Code can be considered a policy favoring first occupancy and to reduce the
legitimacy of rival claims based upon actual use of land as paths to the
recognition private property rights.
The repertoire of tenure rules has repeatedly been the object of
political intervention and the potential ambiguities in the system have
developed into contradictions. The recent Rural Code can be seen as the
latest attempt to introduce clarity and predictability into the tenure system,
which nevertheless results only in further ambiguity and unpredictability.
With the announcement of the Rural Code the ambiguity concerning access
to land spilled over into the other resource at stake. The jurisdictional
powers of the politico-legal institutions, and the competition between them
became increasingly complicated in times of political pluralism.
The legal system is characterized by complementarity as well as
hierarchy, and the Chefs de Canton hold a key position. The complementarity
can be seen from the fact that certain questions fall under the jurisdiction of
the chiefs and others under the jurisdiction of the so-called modern
administration. At the same time, however, the legal structure is hierarchical
ranging from the Chef de Canton, to the Sous-préfet to the Magistrate and the
supreme Court. However, the formal limits of the legal powers of the Chef de
Canton and the Sous-préfet have always remained somewhat obscure to the
average citizen. From interviews with Magistrates and Sous-Préfets as well as
a large number of Chefs de Canton, two pictures emerge: (from above) the
Magistrates and Sous-Préfets consider the legal system as fundamentally
hierarchical while the Chefs de Canton (from below) cherish the notion of
complementarity. The point is that their respective jurisdictions are
continuously at stake and negotiated.
The political competition between the different institutions involved in
dispute-processing resulted in strategies aiming to extend jurisdictions i.e. to
conduct legal procedures and decide and rule in cases of tenure disputes. This
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was accompanied by a process where the individual litigants made use of the
considerable number of institutions and took cases from one institution to
another. Thus, state control and/or arbitration were requested by the citizens,
not merely inflicted upon them.
The political developments since the late 1980s with the demise of
military rule and the emergence of political pluralism thus made it easier for
the citizen to question the socio-political order if dissatisfied with a specific
ruling. This suggests a paradox: on the one hand, it seems that rural citizens
invoked state capacities in existing and emerging socio-political institutions
because they needed some kind of socio-legal umpire endowed with a
measure of legitimacy. On the other hand, the manoeuvring of these
institutions to become such umpires - and to extend jurisdictions - sometimes
created intense political competition which offered litigants the chance to
‘shop’ for the right forum, thereby undermining the legitimacy of the ‘just
abandoned umpire’. Hence the development of state capacities in politicolegal institutions was accompanied by a decrease in the legitimacy of the
politico-legal institutions in general.
In short, land tenure in Niger has been characterized by increased
unpredictability and increased institutional incoherence combined with
more state presence, albeit with ever decreasing legitimacy. The need for
order, which the Rural Code was supposed to remedy, was been
accentuated by the very process it triggered off.

The Reforme Agraire et Fonciere in Burkina Faso
The legislative background for deciding in disputes over land has been
changed quite considerably over the past 20 years in Burkina Faso. Before
the revolution in 1983 there was no clear legislation on rural land
ownership and land use. A concept of customary land tenure, covering a
wide variety of tenure principles was the basis for dispute settlement - the
custodians of custom and tradition and the chiefs and notables - therefore
had an obviously privileged position to know, adapt and invent customs as
disputes were brought before them in the tribunals. Traditional land owners
were allegedly favoured by this system. With the revolution came a first
general attempt to regulate land tenure by government legislation. The
Land Reform Act (Reorganisation Agraire et Foncière) from 1984 (RAF84) thus declared it its first articles that land was the property of the state.
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This was an attempted clean break with customary rights.3 The unintended
consequence of this revolutionary declaration was, as described by Faure
that the message was:
‘interpreted as meaning that “free land belongs to those who
cultivate it”. Everywhere, people extended their farmland and took
over new areas by clearing forests and grazing lands. ... Emboldened
by revo-lutionary declarations, the spontaneous settlers were no
longer afraid of the customary guardians of these lands’ (Faure
1995: 5).
During the revolutionary period the state’s control over land was
constantly inculcated in propaganda and the tribunals were, in a sense,
political instruments devoted to annihilate the power of the chiefs and their
control over land. Consequently, rulings were generally favourable toward
those actually exploiting the land and not those non-exploiters who
claimed to have an ancestral right to it. Pastoral use of land was secured in
theory, but a management plan including measurement of carrying
capacity, establishment of wells etc. was a necessary prerequisite for this.4
Consequently, very few management plans were ever established and
pastoral land use was not effectively protected by legislation.
In 1991 the RAF-84 was modified. According to the RAF-91 farmers
could now obtain title deeds through an administrative procedure.5
Although the state was the ultimate controller of land, with the RAF-91
started a period of increasing recognition that decentralised, local
management would be a more appropriate and feasible option for the state
as well as the farmers. The RAF-91 formally established local village
commissions for attribution and retrieval of land. Although the composition
and mandate was quite unclear, the coincidence with the post-revolution
era made it quite clear that it was no longer the Commmittees for the
Defence of the Revolution who had monopoly on this institution.

3

Meyer, a teacher at the School of Law in Ouagadougou thus echoes a certain legislative optimism of the
day when stating: ‘[La] ... reorganisation agraire et foncière ... a pour consequence de purger les terres
detenues en vertu des coutumes des droits coutumiers y afferents au profit des titres d’occupation definis
a l’article 17 de ladite ordonnance.’ However, Meyer shows some measure of reservation when adding:
‘Il reste cependent a voir si ce triomphe ne sera pas purement ‘juridique’, la positivite du nouveau texte ne
signifiant pas son effectivite.’ (Meyer 1988: 52-53)
4
RAF 1984, articles 159-82
5
RAF-91, articles 96-101, specifies that development plans must be established before private title deeds
can be issued. This legal requirement was introduced to prevent attempts at accumulating land for
speculative ends. Development plans translate into very important investment for the applicant.
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The majority of the articles in the RAF-91 dealing with how people could
acquire rights to land meticulously describe the conditions and procedures.6
But article 123 makes an important exception: village land which is used
for habitation or cultivation is not attributed through this well described
procedure. By which procedure then, is not described. A senior civil
servant with intimate knowledge of the consecutive tenure reforms stated to
me: ‘Selon les RAFs, 98 % de la population vive une situation de
tolerance’. Of course procedures for acquisition of land needs to be precise
and detailed, but it is thought-provoking that the tenure legislation does not
in all its meticulousness address the problems of tenure security for the
overwhelming majority of the population in any meaningful way. In that
sense the land laws of Burkina Faso reflect the law-makers eternal
dilemma: to what extent should the law reflect reality and to what extent
should it change it? But the RAF-84 and RAF-91 seem to reflect the state’s
overestimation of its capacity to change society through legislation.
More recently, as a reflection of how land tenure issues are actually
dealt with in the rural areas of the country, revisions of the RAF operate
with the notion of local customary rights and land owners, only the exact
formulations are somewhat bland reflecting the difficulties of reconciling
the objectives of l) having a workable land law relevant and understandable
to the general population, and 2) not handing ‘back’ complete control in
terms of ownership to citizens claiming traditional authority. In the most
recent revision of the RAF, the formulations like ‘les membres des
commissions villageoises de gestion des terroirs elus et/ou désignés suivant
les réalites historiques, sociales et culturelles’7, reflect a growing
recognition of local customs. And possibly customary chiefs. In the decree
proposed for the application of the revised RAF-91 reference is
furthermore made to proprietors in the terms of ‘superficières’.8 The
recognition of superficières as holders or controllers of use-rights
effectively moderates the 4th article of the RAF-96 that the state enjoys
complete property rights over the land in the country.

6

RAF-91, Livre II, articles 83-208
Article 46 in RAF-96
8
Projet de Decret de Loi de Reforme Agraire et Fonciere, article 139. These proprietors - superficières almost pop up from nowhere in the text. The articles deal with the procedures for acquiring title deeds and
state that on the one hand, the applicant should get permission from the state, and on the other hand get a
written accord from the ‘superficieres’, i.e. the traditional occupants/owners.
7
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Summing up, the conditions for the local dispute institution of the Tribunal
Départemental de Conciliation (TDC) are both complex and changing.
While the TDC or its predecessors headed by a civil servant or another
state representative have had a position as the extension of the state, it has
equally been organised with some sort of community voice. And while the
formal text since 1984 has been rigorous in form and content, it has been
applicable only under special circumstances. This is beginning to be
recognised in more recent legislation and propositions which to some
extent refer to community norms as source of law. But this does not
necessarily make it easier for the TDC to apply the law as such. The TDC
thus have some room for manoeuvre and the challenges in making use of it
are numerous. I shall explore this in the following case.
The case is played out in the Boulgou province in Eastern Burkina
Faso. It deals with disputes between a group of pastoral herd owners and a
group of farmers. Historically, cohabitation between these groups have
characterised the area. Both groups therefore have, what could be termed,
reasonable expectations of continuing to live in the area and exploit the
resources. The recognition of the decision by both parties is therefore most
likely to be obtained if both parties continue to have access to the resource
in the area somehow. Consequently, while compromise is not always the
physically possible or socially just outcome of a dispute, in this particular
type of conflict it seems a very reasonable first option as a solution to a
dispute.
Around 1985 the Peul family of Tarko arrived at the Bissa village of
Bassindingo in Niaogho department in Boulgou. They had left a
neighboring province because of lack of land. Arriving at Bassindingo they
asked for land with the land chief and the CDR-representative, and were
assigned some land uphill from where the farmers of the village farmed.
With the completion of the neighboring Bagré dam in the late 1980's, the
level of the lake rose and permanently flooded major parts of the farmers'
cultivable land as well as an important mango grove. The Bissa farmers,
led by the village chief, approached the Peul herders and asked them to
vacate the area allotted to them earlier and move on. The Peuls refused to
leave, however, and referred to the earlier allocation. At first, the farmers
let the case lie and cultivated the land which was not flooded, but in 1993
the dispute was brought before the TDC of Niaogho by the farmers.
The two parties had not been able to work out a solution by
themselves. The Prefet and the TDC were caught in a tricky dilemma; the
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legal texts did not foresee this type of situation where a large group through
force majeure lost their land, and still the authorities had to find some kind
of solution.
On the one hand they could opt for an application of the RAF arguing
that the farmers had no right to come back to the land they had once
abandoned. A problem of applying the RAF would be, however, that the
agro-pastoralist Peuls did not use all their land for cultivation and no
management plan (amenagement pastoral) had been produced. Hence,
‘blind’ application of the RAF could entitle the farmers to settle on all the
un-farmed land of the Peuls. On the other hand, the Prefet and the TDC
could opt for an interpretation more in line with the recent political
indications. They could argue that the farmers of Bassindingo had a
traditional right to the land of the village. This could be done by letting
members of the village commission for land management (something
which hardly existed even formally in Bassindingo) appointed according to
local "realites historiques, sociales et culturelles" declare that the transfer to
the Peuls was of a temporary nature since no written agreement had been
produced.
The Prefet chose to do neither. Instead he summoned the parties at the
banks of the new lake in order to convey the gravity of the farmers'
situation to the Peuls. Then the litigants were threatened to negotiate a
settlement agreeable to both within a week. Otherwise the Prefet would
apply the law to the letter, as he said. This was somewhat of a bluff,
because while a copy of the law, RAF-91, was always displayed on his
desk when the TDC was in session, he did not have any idea of which
paragraph or article to refer to or to apply. Nevertheless, his manoeuvre
produced an at least temporary settlement. The Peuls agreed to surrender
some of their land to the farmers while the farmers agreed to relinquish any
further claims to the land. The following year, in 1994, the farmers
attempted to have the Peuls evicted with the assistance of the Prefet. They
claimed that the 1993 settlement had been a one year grace period for the
Peuls before their eviction. This was refused by the Prefet and since then
the decision has not been contested.
Now, why was this settlement produced when prior to the intervention
of the Prefet and the TDC no agreement seemed possible? It seems that the
invocation of the coercive power of the state and the threat of the strict
application of the law made both parties prefer to have some influence on
the outcome and to show good will. Just like the prefet, none of the parties
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actually knew what the application of the law to the letter would have
implied.
In the light of the theoretical discussion of the community or state as
source of law the confusion of this case is not altogether discouraging.
First, had the Prefet and the TDC neglected the dispute and simply left it to
the parties to sort out their problems, the dispute may very well have
developed seriously - even tragically. On the other hand, had the Prefet and
the TDC tried to impose a specific settlement upon the two parties, there
would have been the obvious problem of working out the outcome
favouring one or the other. The TDC would have had a problem in either
case whether based on state laws or community customs. Neither the RAF's
nor the community customs are unambiguous.
Instead the Prefet and the TDC opted for a pragmatic combination.
The TDC accepted the urgency of a decision expressed by the two parties.
But instead of interpreting a specific community norm authoritatively, the
TDC and the Prefet left it to the parties most closely involved and most
dependant upon the outcome to work out a settlement. It was left to the
parties to develop a possibly new but at least adapted community norm.
The procedure can be described as a combination of a somewhat
formalist logic of state law (more concerned with the fact of order than
with its actual contents) and a quite radical substantial logic of community
letting the decision be worked out by the relevant community, hence
creating new local customs or new local law.

Land reform in Northern Ghana
Property rights in Northern Ghana9 have been the object of much debate
and struggle during the past three decades. In 1927, the Land and Native
Rights Ordinance (cap. 143) had declared all lands in the Northern
Territories, whether occupied or unoccupied, to be native lands and placed
them under the control of the Governor, a legal situation that basically
continued after independence. When the 1979 constitution divested the
state of its trusteeship over most lands in the Northern and Upper Regions,
the question of to whom these lands were to be given became acute. The
new legal situation provided an opportunity for reassessing the past,
9

Northern Ghana (or the Northern Region) was essentially the former Protectorate of the Northern
Territories of the Gold Coast. In 1960, the Upper Region was carved out of the Northern Region, with
Bolgatanga as its capital; in 1983 the Upper Region was subdivided into the Upper West and Upper East
Regions, with the regional capitals of Wa and Bolgatanga respectively.
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resettling old accounts, reasserting belonging, in terms of prerogatives and
jurisdictions, and renegotiating ownership to land. Chiefs and earth priests
(tindambas10) intensified their competition over the control of the land.
The history of land ownership in the Upper Regions of Ghana is a
story of competing claims to customary authority and clashes between
public and private interests in land. In most of Ghana, the customary
offices are occupied by the chieftaincy institution – the stool in the South
and the skin in the North. However, the Upper East and Upper West
Regions, they also comprise the tindana, the custodian of the earth or the
earth priest. The roles of chief and earth priest appear to be complementary,
the chief constituting the political authority while the tindana fulfils more
religious or spiritual functions. Indeed, prior to each season of cultivation,
the tindana must propitiate the land and sacrifice to the gods, and it is also
he who must appease the gods in the event of sacrileges committed against
the earth (Kasanga, 1996: 8). Generally, the tindana is a descendant of the
first settler in an area and belongs to the senior segment of the first-comer
lineage (Fortes 1940, 1945; Pogucki 1951, 1955). However, the homology
and complementarity between the offices of the chief and the earth priest
that Fortes emphasized (1940: 255) do not necessarily prevail in spatial
terms (Lentz 2003). In Bolgatanga, for instance, four different tindambas
are responsible for the ritual initiation of the land before cultivation while
only one chief, the Bolganaba, constitutes the political customary authority.
In Upper Regions, chiefs and earth priests disagree over the question as to
who holds the allodial rights to the land. The allodial title is regarded as the
strongest customary title to land, subject only to limitations and obligations
imposed by the general laws of the country and therefore also known as
‘absolute’ or ‘ultimate’ title (Woodman 1996: 56). Allodial title is
essentially communal, and was established through discovery or first
settlement as well as conquest and subsequent settlement, as Woodman
(1996) argues. Colonial administrators and government anthropologists
saw the tindambas as a waning institution leaving room to a so-called
‘tribalization’ of land tenure with chiefs as the conquering and dependable
land holders. While the ambiguity of the allodial rights was observed by the
Commissioner of Lands as he toured the Northern Territories in 1948, he
was convinced that the native authorities, i.e. the chiefs, would one day

10

Tindana, sing., tindambas pl. in Frafra

143

Reenberg and Marcussen

control the land.11 Hence, recommendations to favour the chiefs were not
seen as taking sides but merely as an acceleration of the inevitable.
‘Government and economic and social pressure are both tending to
raise the Native Authority [i.e. chiefs] to a point of influence in land
matters, which at least for practical purposes, will in the normal
course cause the Native Authority to be regarded as the land owners,
or at least as being in control of the land, and much of the mysticism
attached to the existing tenure to be forgotten. … [I]n some areas
African applicants for land make their applications to the Chief who
himself makes the necessary arrangements with the Tindana, while
whenever Government acquires compulsorily a piece of land for
public purposes arrangements are made with a Chief and his Council
who themselves consult the Tindana. … [I]t will be accepted, I think,
that continual pressure will tend to create the general impression and
later acceptance of the fact that all land will be under the control of
the Native Authority.’12
These observations bare witness to long-standing frictions between
tindambas and chiefs, and to their overlapping jurisdictions. They also
show that in the daily administrative practice, the colonial personnel in fact
recognized customary land rights and, though with some trepidation,
actively involved customary authorities in land matters, although this was
clearly at variance with the Land and Native Rights Ordinance that boldly
declared all lands, whether occupied or unoccupied, to be native lands
under the control of the Governor.
The Commissioner’s findings, particularly the hypothesis of the
irreversible erosion of the earth priests’ power to the benefit of the power
of the chiefs, are typical of much of the older literature on land tenure in
Northern Ghana. It may well also reflect the opinion of many stakeholders,
since such ‘authoritative texts’ often fed back into the society. However, as
recent research on colonial ethnography has shown, the image of an
original ‘egalitarian, spiritually legitimated, democratic, decentralized
society’, under the authority of the earth priests, that inevitably evolves into
a hierarchical centralized polity based on chiefs, was challenged already
11

NRG8/1/57 Land Tenure in the Protectorate and its Development under the Land and Native Rights
Ordinance, 1948: § 4-5
12
NRG8/1/57 Land Tenure in the Protectorate and its Development under the Land and Native Rights
Ordinance, 1948: § 15-17
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during the colonial period, when some of the British administrators
forwarded alternative images of the pre-colonial past (Lentz 1999: 166).
The earth priests themselves were (and are) not always willing to let
themselves marginalize, nor do they necessarily represent egalitarian and
inclusive principles of land rights.
The Commissioner of Lands’ tour report did not lead to any
amendments of the Ordinance, and when the Northern Territories was
united with Ashanti and the Gold Coast Colony in 1951 land continued to
be vested in the Governor of the Gold Coast.
Two significant acts were passed in 1962, the Administration of Lands
Act (123) and the State Lands Act (125). The first confirmed and extended
the state’s power to acquire stool and skin lands, and it is on the basis of
this Act that the control and management of all lands in the Northern and
Upper Region were vested in the state in 1963.13 The second made a subtle
distinction between land vested in the state and land owned by it. Thus,
while vested lands in the North were virtually administered and controlled
in the same manner as lands properly acquired by the state under
compulsory acquisition statutes there was a subtle – hair splitting –
difference between the two forms of land tenure. This developed to be a
source of contemporary clashes over public and private property as the
chapter will display.
When in the 1960s the capital of the new Upper Region was set up in
Bolgatanga, government facilities were needed urgently. Because most
such projects were executed under crash programmes, the legal formalities
of a proper acquisition of the construction sites by the state were rarely
completed. Public interest was vaguely defined and in practice even more
elastic.
In short, the government had the means to acquire land even quite
arbitrarily, but in most cases failed to properly acquire the land it seized.
And as land was already managed by the state, in accordance with Act 123,
government institutions assumed that there would be no problems with
their occupancy, since it was in the public interest, even when no
appropriate Executive Instruments were published. Subsequent

13

Stool Lands (Upper Region) Instrument 1963 (EI 87) and Stool Lands (Northern Region) Instrument
(EI 109). The executive instruments provided that in the event of any acquisition of land by the state, the
state did not have to pay compensation for the land itself but only for ‘unexhausted improvements and
economic trees and other works on the land’.
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developments were to prove the opposite. However, until the adoption of
the new constitution in 1979, the problems were contained.14
During the 1970s pressures mounted against state control over the
land in the North. When a new national constitution was drafted in 1979,
the lands of the Northern and Upper Regions were divested from the state,
but without any further specification, except that these were to return to
their previous owners and were now vested ‘in any such person or in the
appropriate skin without further assurance than this clause’ (Article 18 (3)).
It is clear that the law makers assumed that the chiefs were the ‘natural’
customary authorities. The Constitution thus guaranteed the institution of
chieftaincy (article 177(1)) and gave chiefs representation in the Lands
Commission (Article 189(1)).
The 1992 Constitution (Article 257) only confirmed the general thrust
of the 1979 Constitution, again without further specifications of the owners
of Northern lands, but now adding that the traditional authorities and the
district assemblies were to receive some sort of income from land leases.15
The divestiture did not affect land that had been properly acquired by the
state, but it did embrace all plots that had been developed by the
government without any formal acquisition. Such cases were indeed
numerous, comprising ministerial buildings, police stations, schools,
government owned companies, government staff bungalows, power
transmission lines etc.16 Two interrelated issues were therefore now at
stake. Who holds the allodial title and to whom accrues the land rent
destined to the stool or skin? And secondly, to what extent and how do
people try to get land back or get compensation for the land which should
have been handed back to them but upon which various government
structures now stand?
14

It could thus be argued that the overall effect of the state control over all lands provided certainty of
title and a virtual absence of title litigation (Kasanga, 1992: 10).
15
According to Article 267 (6) of the 1992 Constitution, ‘[te]n per cent of the revenue accruing from
stool lands shall be paid to the office of the Administrator of Stool Lands to cover administrative
expenses; and the remaining revenue shall be disbursed in the following proportions: (a) twenty-five
percent to the stool through the traditional authority for the maintenance of the stool in keeping with its
status; (b) twenty percent to the traditional authority; and (c) fifty-five percent to the District Assembly
within the area of authority of which the stool lands are situated’.
16
The Upper East Region Lands Commission has listed some forty plots of varying size, mainly located in
Bolga, which are proposed acquisitions by the state in the Upper East Region, and an unknown number of
plots have not even been proposed for acquisition. These lands are not properly acquired, but merely
occupied by public institutions. The list was established around 2000 long after the occupation of the land
by Government was a fact. Interview with the Regional Director of the Lands Commission, Upper East
Region, Mr. Nyari, 14 November 2001.
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The two issues of allodial title and the tension between private and public
interests in land have not been resolved by the recent legislation. It has,
rather, been brought back in as opportunities for various groups to
renegotiate status and entitlements. This re-negotiation takes place in a
range of different fora, and by different means ranging from court cases,
political networking and lobbying, over conspicuous manifestations like
large meetings to more subtle practices such as occupation and sales of
land. The range is broad and outcomes are often contradictory and
temporary. Nonetheless, a few significant events appear to have set the
stage for how people attempt to institutionalise, or re-institutionalise,
positions and having them recognised, as well as for how these attempts at
institutionalisation are undermined, challenged and rendered ambiguous by
other actions. Thus, a couple of landmark court cases ‘re-instated’ the
tindambas as allodial title holders with rights to rent, while dismissing the
chiefs rights. This was contested, and no permanent settlement seems
reached. It is still in the air. When the state divested itself from the
Northern lands in 1979 and – out of ignorance, negligence or design – left
it to be fought out as to who the allodial titleholders were, a long-standing
dispute was reanimated. The potential compensations at stake were – and
continue to be – considerable, as government institutions became squatters
at the stroke of a pen, and planning was upset as people aspired to reclaim
past entitlements.
The conflicts over land between the colonial government and the
population, between the chiefs and tindambas, and between customary
authorities and land users illustrate the ambiguity of land rights and the
concurrent difficulties of terminology. On the one hand, land rights are
manifold, nested within each other, and often enjoyed by different actors.
The rights to cultivate, transfer, tax, settle strangers, etc. are not necessarily
vested in the same person. On the other hand, however, as opportunities
arise, the various actors, be they government, chiefs, tindambas or land
users, tend to claim rights wholesale – a strategic simplification of the
tenure system. The divestiture of land to the original owners spurred on a
contest between chiefs and tindambas over the allodial title, not least
because this ‘ownership’ now included rights to land rent and to receive
compensations and therefore became economically interesting.
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Discussion
The experiences with land policies in the three West African countries,
though varied, have a few significant common traits. In Niger, the ambition
to simplify, privatise and securitize land tenure pinning it on tradition, as if
this spacious semantic container was an unequivocal reference point,
rekindled conflict and institutional competition. In Burkina Faso, the
ambition to invent a new codified land law to make a socially just clean
break with customary rules, led to inapplicable rules and the emergence of
negotiated local law. And in Northern Ghana, the ambition to rectify past
injustice by handing back land from government to ‘traditional authorities’,
re-invigorated a group of traditional authorities whom the government
thought ‘extinct’, and litigation sprawled. Thus the ambitions to make
dramatic changes, Development I-style, encountered unanticipated
reactions, Development II-style, and had very unexpected results. How
could research possibly have helped planners and operators?
Now, the gut reaction of social scientists and development operators
and planners alike tend to be, ‘If we had only known more, we could have
foreseen and have fine tuned the instruments’. Obviously, there is an
element of truth in this. Some basic knowledge about the context, about the
social dynamics and political history of a place may help to reach targets
with more precision. However, if we rush for tool perfection we may not
allow ourselves to ask the questions that come before, namely to what
extent and to what degree of precision is it desirable to regulate. For
example, how big a problem is it (and for whom) that land conflicts are rife
in Niger and that different politico-legal institutions are competing over
jurisdiction. Is this an acceptable way of negotiating the future rules of the
game? How big a problem is it (and for whom) that the RAF is not applied
but that local negotiations are constantly undertaken? And how big a
problem is it (and for whom) that chiefs and earth priests are jockeying to
assert their legitimacy? In asking these questions I’m not denying that there
are indeed a variety of problems associated with these processes, that the
outcome is often socially inequitable, and that the level of frustration
entailed often results in violence; quite the opposite, in fact. Development
policies are not merely technical but inherently political and questions
about the social distribution of rights and resources are embedded in any
Development I action and Development II process.
I suggest that it is an illusion to think that ‘had we only known better,
we would have done it differently’. The reforms introduced in the three
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countries were not merely technical changes but were indeed political
choices. The fact that they were undertaken suggests that the outcome, at
least to some significant degree, resonates with the interests of certain
groups. Policies are often motivated more by interests than by technical
reason. This is not to say that research based knowledge is redundant and
does not have its place among policy makers; on the contrary, is does.
Only, it is in stiff competition with other motivating factors such as
interests, and some modesty about the potential impact of research in
development planning etc. behoves us. However, knowledge about social
dynamics and institutional change is not inert technical knowledge to be
computed in a de-politicised operation of development. It is knowledge
which can be acted upon and which may lead to change. Research can
make the choices of policy makers and operators informed choices, but it
cannot do the choosing for them. Therefore, when policy makers look to
research for directives to implement Development I, they operate as
technicians for whom the choices have been made, and they often look in
vain. Research rarely provides blueprints for immediate implementation.
On the other hand, research on Development II clearly demonstrates
that a multitude of endogenous dynamic processes are unfolding all the
time. People do not necessarily await the cue from Development I to act.
Peoples’ actions and countless everyday negotiations form a variety of
patterns with winners and losers. Therefore, when searching for
constructive and feasible policy choices, this form of research may not be
all that bad a place to look for policy makers and operators. What is
actually going on? What processes entertained by peoples’ efforts to
change their lives can be identified, identified with and furthered by policy
choices, by type Development I? The challenge for social science
researchers lies in identifying dynamics, changes, movements and
organisation of interests in society that policy makers can underpin, support
and further. And it is particularly important to present it in ways that are
palatable to policy makers and operators. By this I do not mean that
research results should be obscenely simplified, put in patronising bullet
point catch phrases or popularised ad nauseam. But research can be
presented in ways that relate to the priorities of the policy makers and
operators’ organisation with the sincere intention to communicate.
Obviously, this means that policy will often relate to existing and
expressed interests in society. It requires the integrity of researcher to not
oversell certain dynamics and garnish observations with wishful thinking
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but to remain clear-headed. But it may be exactly at this juncture that the
‘professional pessimism’ of the researcher and the ‘professional optimism’
of the policy maker and operator can lead to constructive communication.
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La politique forestiere au
Burkina Faso:
Apport de la recherche
Sibidou SINA et Bassirou BELEM
Centre National de Semences Forestières, Burkina Faso

Introduction
Le Burkina Faso est un pays sahélien dont l’agriculture et l’élevage
occupent plus de 90% de la population. La forêt qui est le support essentiel
de ces activités, fait l’objet de menaces diverses dont notamment les
actions anthropiques. La gestion et l’utilisation rationnelle des ressources
forestières constituent de ce fait une des préoccupations principales pour un
développement durable du pays.
Cette gestion est basée sur un système de régulation approprié qui
définit les stratégies, les législations, les codes et les lois à mettre en œuvre.
Les activités de recherche peuvent permettre de disposer d’éléments
scientifiques et techniques susceptibles de contribuer à la formulation de
ces textes.
En quoi la recherche peut-elle contribuer à la formulation et à la mise
en œuvre de la politique forestière nationale ?

La politique forestière au Burkina Faso
La politique forestière nationale est basée sur trois axes majeurs: les
reboisements, la protection des ressources forestières et la valorisation des
produits forestiers.
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A cet effet des stratégies, programmes et orientations ont été développés.
On peut citer par exemple:
x Le Programme National de Foresterie Rurale (en cours
d’élaboration);
x Le Plan d'Action National pour l'Environnement (PANE);
x Le Programme National de Lutte contre la Désertification;
x La stratégie nationale et les plans d’action en matière de conservation
de la diversité biologique;
x Le plan stratégique de la recherche scientifique (INERA 1995 a b c);
x La stratégie nationale et les plans d’action sur les changements
climatiques;
x La stratégie nationale d’éducation environnementale;
x Le Code de l’environnement et le code Forestier (ADP. 1997 a b);
x Le Programme Cadre de gestion durable des ressources forestières et
fauniques du Burkina Faso.
En outre d’autres stratégies de portée plus générale sont également
élaborées et contribuent au développement du secteur forestier. Il s’agit
notamment de:
x La lettre de Politique de Développement Agricole (LPDA) qui a
donné lieu à la mise en œuvre d’un Programme d’Ajustement du
Secteur Agricole (PASA) (Burkina Faso, 2002);
x Le document d’Orientation Stratégique (DOS) de croissance durable
des secteurs de l’Agriculture et de l’Elevage;
x Le Plan Stratégique Opérationnel (PSO) de croissance durable du
Secteur de l’Agriculture);
x La Stratégie de développement Rural à l’horizon 2015 (Burkina
Faso, 2003);
x Le cadre stratégique de lutte contre la pauvreté (Ministère de
l’Economie et du Développement 2002).
Toutes ces stratégies qui s’inscrivent dans le cadre global de la lutte contre
la pauvreté visent spécifiquement:
x La gestion et l’utilisation durable participative des ressources
forestières;
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x le renforcement des capacités des populations à planifier, mettre en
œuvre, suivre et évaluer les actions de foresterie;
x la sécurité alimentaire;
x l’amélioration des revenus des populations;
x la satisfaction des besoins des populations en produits forestiers
ligneux et non ligneux;
x une intégration de la femme dans le processus de gestion des
ressources;
x une conscientisation écocitoyenne des populations.

L’apport de la recherche
Les structures de recherche
Au niveau national, la recherche forestière est entreprise par:
x le Ministère de l’Enseignement Supérieur et de la Recherche : les
Universités de Ouagadougou (UFR/SVT) et de Bobo Dioulasso
(IDR), le Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique et
Technologique (CNRST) à travers l’INERA;
x Ministère de l’Environnement : le Centre National de Semences
Forestières;
x certains projets et programmes.
Au niveau bilatéral, régional et international, des institutions, organisations
et universités partenaires, en collaboration avec les structures nationales
contribuent également à la recherche forestière. Nous citerons entre autres
la FAO, le PNUD, le PNUE, le CILLS, le CIPEA, le CESAO l’INADES
formation, l’IPDS-AOS, l'IPIGRI, l'UICN, le WRI, le WWF, l'IRD, le
CIRAD-Forêt, l'ICRAF, la GTZ, le DANIDA, l'Université de Wageningen,
JICA, USAID, SIDA etc.
Les approches
Jusqu’à la fin des années 1980, la définition des thèmes de recherche et leur
mise en œuvre étaient le monopole des chercheurs, notamment ceux des
universités. Cette pratique excluait ainsi les communautés à la base, les
décideurs politiques, etc.
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L’adoption de l’approche participative à partir des années 1990,
responsabilisant les populations, et l’option plus récente de la RechercheDéveloppement/Appliquée impliquent plus fortement les acteurs de
développement dans les processus de recherche. Cette nouvelle option s’est
traduite entre autre par une réorientation et une adaptation des programmes
d’enseignement dans les universités. Ainsi par exemple, on enregistre au
niveau de l’IDR/UPB, la création d’un département de Sociologie et
Economie Rurale et au niveau de l’UFR/SEG de l’UO, la création d’une
filière Economie Agricole.
Les acquis de la recherche
La recherche dans le domaine de la foresterie a permis d'avoir un certain
nombre de résultats dont les principaux sont:
x L’élaboration de stratégies de communication et d’approche des
populations, notamment l’approche participative;
x L’introduction d’espèces exotiques à croissance rapide en vue de la
satisfaction des besoins des populations (Eucalyptus camaldulensis,
Cassia siamea, Dalbergia sisso, Gmelina arborea, Tectona grandis,
Azadirachta indica, Prosopis juliflora, Parkinsonia aculaeta sans
oublier les espèces fruitières exotiques …). Cela s’est fait à travers
des essais menés par l’INERA, le CNSF et d’autres structures;
x L’inventaire, la localisation et la cartographie des aires de
distribution des espèces forestières. Des cartes de distribution ont
ainsi été réalisées pour Faidherbia albida, Acaci nilotica, A. senegal,
A. seyal, A. raddiana, Anogeissus leiocarpus, Balanites aegyptiaca,
Bauhinia rufescens, Khaya senegalensis, Parkia biglobosa, Ziziphus
mauritiana etc;
x Une meilleure connaissance du fonctionnement des parcs
agroforestiers dans les systèmes agraires;
x La domestication et la promotion des espèces locales : néré, karité,
tamarinier, balanites, baobab, liane saba, jujubier, raisinier sauvage,
sclerocarya…;
x La mise au point de techniques sylvicoles (en pépinière et en
plantation);
x La promotion de techniques agroforestières (haies vives, brise –vent,
cultures intercalaires….);
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x La mise au point de techniques d’aménagement des formations
naturelles (rotation, coupe, semis directs…);
x La mise au point de techniques appropriées de récolte et de
conservation des graines;
x L’amélioration génétique d’espèces locales et exotiques à travers des
essais de provenance/descendance, des essais de multiplication
végétative, etc;
x L’élaboration de stratégies de conservation des ressources génétiques
forestières (conservation in-situ et/ou ex-situ).

Plants d’Acacia senegal et de karité
greffés

Le transfert de ces connaissances générées par la recherche, au niveau du
grand public a eu un certain impact dans plusieurs domaines:
x Une responsabilisation et un renforcement des capacités des
communautés de base dans la gestion des ressources forestières (p.e
création de groupements de gestion forestières dans les zones
aménagées en vue de l’exploitation du bois);
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x Une meilleure implication de la société civile (associations,
groupements, ONGs) dans les activités de foresterie;
x Le développement de la production des plants et des campagnes de
reboisements avec des espèces adaptées aux conditions écologiques
de chaque zone;
x Une meilleure conservation des forêts et des sols ;
x Une meilleure incitation des bailleurs de fonds au financement des
activités du secteur forestier;
x Un apport d’éléments techniques dans la conception de stratégies,
lois et législation relatives à la gestion des ressources forestières
(code forestier, programme de foresterie rurale, cadre stratégique de
lutte contre la pauvreté, stratégie de développement rural par
exemple);
x Une promotion des filières prometteuses dont le karité, le néré,
l’anacardier, le gommier.
Les contraintes
S’il est établi que la recherche forestière contribue au développement de la
foresterie au Burkina Faso, un certain nombre de contraintes limitent la
portée des acquis :
- l’immobilisation du capital dans la recherche forestière due
principalement à la lenteur de la croissance des arbres. En effet, il faut
attendre plusieurs années (5 à 15 ans selon les espèces)
après
investissement, avant d’obtenir des résultats concrets;
- la faible implication des producteurs et des acteurs politiques
dans la définition des priorités de recherche constitue la principale cause de
l’ignorance des premiers et du désintérêt des seconds, vis-à-vis des résultats
acquis;
- le transfert des résultats de la recherche au niveau des
principaux bénéficiaires que sont les producteurs, les techniciens et les
décideurs, constitue toujours une préoccupation en raison de la faible
fonctionnalité ou même de l’inexistence des cadres et mécanismes de
liaison recherche – vulgarisation;
- la faible capitalisation des acquis de la recherche représente un
goulot d’étranglement dans le processus d’élaboration des politiques
forestières;
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- l’insuffisance du personnel et des infrastructures de recherche limite la
portée des actions de recherche sur le développement du secteur forestier;
- le manque ou l’insuffisance de certaines compétences (par
exemple : biotechnologies et législation forestière) constitue un frein à
l’élaboration de certaines politiques en raison de l’absence d’informations
scientifiques;
- l’absence d’une bonne gouvernance forestière constitue
parfois un facteur de démotivation des acteurs de la recherche;
- la forte dépendance de la recherche des financements
extérieurs rend parfois difficile la mise en œuvre de la politique forestière
nationale.

Etude de cas : contribution de la recherche à la
promotion d’Acacia senegal
Présentation d’Acacia senegal
Nom scientifique: Acacia senegal ( L.) willd .
Famille: Mimosacées.
Nom français: Gommier
L’espèce est caractéristique du Sahel et est présente au Burkina Faso dans
les zone sahélienne et nord soudanienne. Légumineuse connue d’une part
pour sa capacité à fixer l’azote atmosphérique, à assurer la régénération des
terres et la fixation des dunes grâce à un réseau racinaire fibreux et étendu,
et à contribuer à la lutte contre la désertification, , Acacia senegal est
renommée d’autre part pour ses utilisations alimentaires, techniques et
pharmaceutiques.
Elle doit sa réputation à la gomme arabique qu’exsudent ses arbres.
C’est un produit de grande valeur économique qui génère des revenus
importants pour les petits producteurs et les pays exportateurs dont les
principaux sont le Soudan, le Nigéria, le Tchad. De par ses propriétés
exceptionnelles pour de nombreuses applications, la gomme arabique jouit
sur le marché international, d’une réputation sans égal en raison du
caractère ancestral de son utilisation ainsi que de son application sans
dosage limité dan toutes les législations du monde.
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Recherches menées
Les actions entreprises à ce jour ont permis d’évaluer le potentiel et
d’assurer une gestion rationnelle de l’espèce, d’améliorer la productivité
des arbres et la qualité de la gomme produite.
Inventaire des gommiers
Au total 393 peuplements d’Acacias gommiers (Acacia senegal et Acacia
laeta principalement) couvrant une superficie totale de 286 769 ha ont été
identifiés dans 24 provinces (Nikiéma et al., 1997. Le nombre de pieds de
gommiers susceptibles de produire de la gomme arabique dans l’ensemble
des peuplements recensés est estimé à 15 millions, ce qui correspond à une
production gommière théorique comprise entre 1500 et 4500 tonnes par an.
Essais de provenances
Mis en place dans plusieurs stations du pays par le CNSF et le
DPF/INERA, ces essais ont permis de déterminer les meilleures
provenances du point de vue de la survie en plantation, la vigueur de
croissance, la fructification (Ouedraogo, 2001 ; Ræbild A.et al., 2003a,b).
Sélection des arbres « plus »
Des arbres choisis dans plusieurs sites, en fonction de trois critères : la
quantité de la gomme, la qualité de la gomme et la régularité de la
production, sont suivis chaque année. Les meilleurs individus ou arbres
plus ont été sélectionnés à travers le pays.
Multiplication végétative
A la suite de la sélection des arbres « plus » des essais de multiplication
végétative initiés au CNSF ont permis de mettre au point des techniques de
greffage d’Acacia senegal. Ceci offre des perspectives de mise en place de
vergers de clones d'arbres meilleurs producteurs de gomme. Les premiers
vergers sont déjà installés depuis août 2004.
Evaluation de la production de gomme
Réalisées par le CNSF et le DPF/INERA, ces études ont notamment permis
de connaître la période optimale de récolte de la gomme, d’étudier la
relation entre la production de gomme des arbres et leur taille et d’estimer
la production moyenne de gomme suivant la zone écologique (Balima,
2000 ; Diallo et al., 2000). Ainsi la production annuelle par arbre peut
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dépasser 500 g si la saignée est pratiquée pendant la période propice
(Octobre) et si les arbres sélectionnés sont soit de taille moyenne ou de
grande taille. Des travaux ont permis de comparer la production de gomme
entre des provenances burkinabé et étrangères.
Etudes socio-économiques
Ces études ont été conduites au CNSF et au DTA (Kaboré , 1998 ;
Hindatou, 2001). Elles ont mis en évidence le niveau et l’intensité actuels
d’exploitation des peuplements de gommiers sur leur aire de distribution au
Burkina Faso. De façon spécifique, les études socio-économiques ont
permis entre autres de :
x définir la place de Acacia senegal dans les productions
agropastorales;
x recenser les types d’utilisations des produits de Acacia senegal;
x identifier les facteurs agro-écologiques qui influencent la production
de gomme arabique;
x déterminer les facteurs sociaux ayant un impact sur la production de
gomme arabique;
x étudier la structure des prix et les différents circuits de
commercialisation de la gomme arabique.
Etudes des procédés de purification et de séchage par atomisation
Il s’agit de mettre au point des techniques de transformation de la gomme
en produit fini, prêt à être utilisé. L’acquisition par le DTA d’un atomiseur
ouvre la voie à des essais sur d’autres produits.
Etudes des caractéristiques physico-chimiques des gommes végétales
Ces études ont permis au DTA d’identifier différents types de gomme
produite par un certain nombre d’espèces gommifères (Djiré et al., 2000).
Les gommes sont classées suivant leur qualité dont les principaux critères
reposent sur le pouvoir rotatoire et la teneur en azote. En dehors des trois
acacias (Acacia senegal, Acacia laeta, Acacia dudgeoni) producteurs de
gomme arabique, la caractérisation chimique d’autres espèces dont Acacia
seyal, Acacia nilotica, Acacia gourmaensis, Combretum sp a été également
été faite.
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Mesures en faveur de l’espèce
La contribution de la recherche à la dynamisation de la filière gomme
arabique au Burkina Faso a été capitale. En effet, la pertinence des données
obtenues a suscité la prise de certaines décisions. En effet :
-Au plan organisationnel, sur la base des résultats des études socioéconomiques, les pouvoirs publics ont encouragé et favorisé la mise en
place de groupements de producteurs de gomme arabique. Ainsi, on note
un début d’organisation réussie au niveau de certains groupements se
traduisant par : La mise en place de plantations d’Acacia senegal bien
entretenues, présentant un bon développement dans leur ensemble et qui
font l’objet de saignée. Certains groupements associent de façon
harmonieuse la culture de céréales aux plantations de gommiers (Sina,
2004);
La pratique de l’élagage et de saignée dans les peuplements naturels
en vue d’accroître la productivité en gomme des arbres.
-Au plan scientifique et technique, les résultats prometteurs des essais de
production et d’amélioration génétique et ceux forts intéressants sur les
caractéristiques physico-chimiques des différentes gommes, ont clairement
révélé les perspectives qu’offre une exploitation organisée de la gomme
arabique au Burkina Faso, et justifient de ce fait la nécessité pour
l’ensemble des acteurs dont les producteurs, les exportateurs et les autorités
politiques, d’une plus grande implication dans l’organisation et le
développement de la filière.
-Au plan politique, la mise en évidence de l’importance du potentiel en
gommiers du pays et des enjeux économiques que cela représente pour les
producteurs et le pays tout entier a motivé la prise de décisions capitales au
niveau national et a suscité un grand intérêt de la part de certains
partenaires au développement. Il s’agit notamment de: l’adoption de deux
arrêtés, l’un portant création d’un comité national de coordination pour le
développement de la filière des gommes et résines au Burkina Faso et
l’autre portant création d’un comité de pilotage du projet
GTFS/RAF/387/ITA;le lancement solennel par le gouvernement en octobre
2004 de la campagne 2004-2005 de production de gomme arabique, avec
l’appui de la FAO ; l’appui technique et financier d’organisations
internationales et régionales telles que la FAO, l’UNCCD, et le CILSS.
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Limites
Selon Sina (2004), les principales contraintes exprimées au niveau de la
recherche sur A. senegal sont à la fois d’ordre technique et financier:
x Absence totale de suivi écologique des peuplements naturels;
x Non aménagement des peuplements de gommiers en vue d’accroître
leur rendement;
x Absence d’une stratégie cohérente d’intervention de la recherche en
vue de la promotion de la gomme arabique;
x Insuffisance / Manque de certaines compétences en études de qualité,
techniques de production, organisation du marché;
x Inexistence de travaux de recherche sur la place d’Acacia senegal
dans les systèmes intégrés de production agro-sylvo-pastorale et
l’apport de l’espèce à la régénération des sols et à la lutte contre la
désertification;
x Inexistence d’un cadre national légal de promotion de la gomme
arabique, qui prendrait en compte toutes les préoccupations.
A cet effet, il est impératif d’engager un processus conduisant à
l’élaboration d’une stratégie nationale sur la base des éléments suivants :
x l’analyse des opportunités et difficultés exprimées par
l’ensemble des acteurs de la filière;
x l’analyse du contexte socio-économique de la filière;
x l’analyse des données du marché mondial;
x l’analyse du cadre juridique et institutionnel de gestion des
ressources gommières, de la production et de la
commercialisation de la gomme.

Conclusion
En dépit des difficultés qui entravent la recherche forestière au Burkina
Faso, les résultats obtenus ont dans certains cas largement contribué à
l’élaboration de stratégies d’approches, de communication et de gestion
durable des ressources génétiques forestières du pays. En permettant dans
d’autres cas d’améliorer les conditions de vie des populations, la
production scientifique a suscité un engagement écocitoyen de plus en plus
croissant de la société civile. Cependant, la portée de ces acquis reste
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encore limitée au regard des problèmes posés et des besoins exprimés par
les populations. Il convient pour cela que l’ensemble des acteurs puisse
engager une réflexion profonde sur les recherches thématiques susceptibles
de contribuer à la formulation des lois et législations pour une
foresteriedurable
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Program
Atelier sur "Etablir le lien entre la recherche et la politique : comment
améliorer les capacités de prise de décision"
Du 2 au 3 décembre 2004 à Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso
Lieu: Centre d'Accueil de Conférence & de Séminaires - CACS route de Fada N Gourma / Boulevard Circulaire
Programme finale

Jeudi 2 décembre
08.00 – 09.00:

Enregistrement

09.15 – 09.30:

Cérémonie d’ouverture, présidée par S.E. l’Ambassadrice du
Danemark au Burkina Faso, Madame. Margit Thomsen

09.30 – 10.30:

L’expérience de recherche du Projet SEREIN: introduction
du thème de l”atelier
1. Le Programme SEREIN et ses efforts de diffusion des
résultats de ses recherches: leçons et expérience, par le
professeur Henrik Secher Marcussen, Département de
Géographie & d’Etudes sur le Développement
International, Université de Roskilde, Danemark;
2. le Programme SEREIN: Objectifs de recherche et
pertinence de la politique en vue d’une amélioration de la
gestion des ressources naturelles, par le professeur
Anette Reenberg, Institut de Géographie, Université de
Copenhague

10.30 – 11.00:
11.00 – 12.00:

Pause café/ thé
Le foncier et les arbres à Peri. Résultats du volet foncier de
PETREA , par le professeur Associé Quentin Gausset, de
l’Institut d’Anthropologie, Université de Copenhague
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12.00 – 13.00:

Bonne gouvernance en matière de ressources forestières: les
expériences du Groupe d'Apprentissage sur la Gouvernance
des Ressources Forestières au Mali et Niger par Ahamadou
Sidibé, CSLP/MEF, Bamako, et Ibro Adamou, chargé de
division, Gestion des Forets Naturelles et Gestion de Terroir,
Niamey

13.00 – 15.00:

Pause déjeuner

15.00 – 16.00:

Les résultats de recherche de SEREIN/ENRECA liés aux
études botaniques menées au Sénégal & au Burkina Faso:
Implications pour la politique, par Anne Mette Lykke,
associé de recherche, Département de Botanique, Université
d’Aarhus, Danemark

16.00 – 16.30:

Pause Café/Thé

16.30 – 17.30:

Exploiter les perspectives historiques dans l’occupation des
terres contemporaines et les questions liées à la gestion des
ressources – les recherches SEREIN dans le nord du Ghana
et du Burkina Faso, par Andrew D. Wardell, chercheur de
troisième cycle, Institut de Géographie, Université de
Copenhague

Vendredi 3 décembre
09.00 – 10.00:

Gouvernance améliorée des ressources hydriques dans le
Basin de la Volta. Comment renforcer la base de
connaissances en vue du changement politique? Par
Madiodio Niasse, Coordonnateur Régional de l’IUCN,
Ouagadougou

10.00 – 10.15:

Pause Café/Thé

10.15 – 11.45:

Conventions locales: un outil pour une gestion durable et
équitable de terroirs, par le chercheur associé Lorenzo
Cotula, IIED, Edinburgh, et Awa Faly Ba, chercheur associé,
IIED-Sahel, Dakar
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11.45 – 12.45:

Politique et pouvoir dans des situations complexes et
imprévisibles. Résultats de l’étude de recherche du SEREIN
sur la prise de décision et la politique en milieu rural du
Ghana & Burkina Faso, par le professeur Christian Lund, du
Département de Géographie et de Développement
International, Université de Roskilde

12.45 – 14.30:

Pause déjeuner

14.30 – 15.15:

Recherche développement appliquée: quelques résultats
préliminaires, par Salimata Barry, Impact Plus /
RDA/PDDAB, et Maurice Sandwidi, Impact Plus /
RDA/PDDAB

15.15 - 16.00:

La politique forestière au Burkina Faso: rôle de la recherche,
par Sibidou Sina, CNSF et Bassirou Belem, CNSF

16.00-16.30

Pause Café/Thé

16.30 – 17.00:

Résumé de l’atelier: quelles sont les perspectives?
Par le professeur Henrik Secher Marcussen, du Département
de Géographie et de Développement International,
Université de Roskilde, et le professeur Anette Reenberg, de
l’Institut de Géographie, Université de Copenhague

18 :00:

Cocktail apéritif à l’Hôtel Les Palmiers, rue J. BADOUA,
face au Lycée Saint Exupé
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