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THE STRUGGLE FOR LAND

Land means self respect and security. It enables poor people to start
planning for the future. When disasters come, they can lose almost
everything but still have their land.!

he total number of very poor people is growing. The rural poor are

having to provide for themselves on dwindling amounts of land
which is becoming less and less productive; the problems of access to
land and land degradation are closely related. Whoever owns land also
holds power; yet most of the earth’s poorest people have no control over
the land where they live.?

Somalia - land tenure and environmental degradation

The Erigavo district is in the far northern region of Sanaag in Northern
Somalia (Somaliland). There is a high escarpment in the north near the
coast, and vast high-lying plains to the south on which sheep, goats,
camels and cattle graze. The plains are crossed by a series of steep-sided,
fertile valleys which produce a rich variety of fruit, vegetables and
maize. Few people live in this part of Somalia: more than three-quarters
of them are pastoralists and the rest are farmers. Rainfall is low and
comes in short, intense storms. Frequent droughts dry out the soil and, if
it is not bound by vegetation, the wind blows it away.

In recent years, changes in land tenure have brought increasing
environmental degradation. Communal grazing land has gradually
passed into private hands and been enclosed. Encouraged by high
livestock prices, pastoralists have enlarged their herds at the same time
as communal pastures have been shrinking. Meanwhile, steep hillside
areas which were not formerly grazed have become overused and
eroded. Denuded of its vegetation cover, the land no longer retains
water: rainfall rushes off the hard surface, causing sheet erosion on the
plains and gullying in the valleys. The loss of vegetation and soils hits
farmers and pastoralists alike, but women and children suffer most, for
they are often left alone to fend for themselves while the men search for
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new pastures. Women carry the responsibility for feeding their families,
which can mean going hungry themselves. Community tensions
increase and marriages break up.®

Efforts to deal with the problems of soil erosion by high-tech, capital-
intensive methods made things even worse. An extensive and costly
gully-control programme was started in the late 1970s, using outside
experts and funds. Large dams were built across valleys to check the
seasonal rush of rainwater. But the dams either collapsed, or diverted
the flow of water so that new gullies formed: flooding became
uncontrollable and valley farmers had to abandon their land. The
combined effects of the transfer of common land into private ownership
and increasing land degradation was a disaster for the community.

When Issa’s farm in the Medishi valley of Erigavo was flooded
because of these unsuccessful attempts to reduce erosion, he and his
family left their fertile land and their permanent home. They took their
sheep, goats and camels into the hills nearby to live as herders. As Issa
explained:

We tried to cultivate the land for a few years, but in the rainy:
seasons, our crops were destroyed by floods. So we moved into the
hills with our stock and stayed there. In the dry season, I came
back to see what had happened to the land, never to cultivate —
that was impossible.

In 1984, Oxfam began to work with the people of Erigavo, listening to
their perception of the problems; involving them fully from the start was
essential. After much discussion, it was agreed that the people of the
community, working with hand tools, would lower the big dams, and
construct spillways, check dams and irrigation canals. When this work
had been done, the valley farmlands became usable once more: one year
later, Issa was able to return to his land to farm again.

It was clear that people saw gully erosion as the main issue; they were
reluctant to accept that grazing pressures could be a part cause of their
problems. Oxfam started working with the pastoralists on the plains,
demonstrating better methods of stock control and ways of encouraging
revegetation. Tree-planting was popular: one village elder, Mohammed

v Farah Yusuf said:

We wanted trees because we were looking to the future for our
children. We hope that others in our community, and even other
communities, will see what we have done and will do it also.

Groups of volunteers took part in workshops on conservation, and
began to use their new skills and knowledge in their own communities.
People from other villages began to get involved in training. But small-
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scale action of this kind is limited if it cannot address the root causes of
the problems. The issue of land ownership was never far from the
surface. As one workshop participant put it:

Our. animals have not enough places to graze since most of the
grazing areas have been given to individuals, to make permanent
farms.

For the pastoralists of the Erigavo plains, the crucial issue was land
enclosure and the disruption of traditional patterns of livestock grazing.
They decided they must form grazing associations and press for the
return of the ‘commons’ to communal ownership.

LOSING THE LAND

Land degradation is a term which covers a wide range of processes
related to soils, vegetation and climate - including the deterioration of
drylands, soil erosion, salinisation (of irrigated lands)* and the damaging
effects of pesticide and fertiliser use. Every year, land which could have
produced 12 million tons of grain output® is lost because of land
degradation of all kinds. The amount of land lost through soil erosion
alone amounts to 20 million hectares each year and this could bring a
decline in the output of rainfed crops of more than 20 per cent over the
next two decades.®

The problem is most serious in dry zones with uncertain rainfall. The
term ‘desertification” has been much used to conjure up a dramatic

“Deforestatton and_drought lead to loss of fragzle sotls in sub-Saharan Africa. ThlS is a
dried-out lake bed in Chad.
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image of the desert encroaching upon villages, destroying farmland and
pastures forever. But grand schemes to combat the threat of an
advancing desert have usually failed. Oxfam field workers in the
Sahelian region of Africa have observed that desertification is a rather
complicated process. Land, particularly if it is overused, is eroded by
wind and rain, and the soils that remain are so lacking in humus they
can support very little plant growth. The lack of vegetation leaves the
soil vulnerable to further erosion and this produces conditions that
resemble a desert. The removal of tree-cover for fuelwood and the
deforestation of upland watersheds also play their part in the process.
Experience has shown that, even in these conditions, it is possible to
restore soil fertility; ‘desertification” is not so permanent as popular
imagination would have it’

The underlying causes of ‘desertification’ are complex. Often, the lack
of secure land rights can discourage people from taking a long-term
view and conserving resources for the future. When people are
displaced into marginal areas of poor land, they are often forced to
adopt farming practices which lead to soil degradation.

Although the restoration of degraded or ‘desertified” areas is difficult,
some progress has been made in parts of the Sahel. Here, Oxfam’s
programme has included large-scale emergency relief when the situation
called for it, and longer-term development work with pastoralists and
agro-pastoralists. Education, training and network building to
encourage the sharing of ideas and experience between different com-
munities across the region are essential; conservation works best when
people are fully involved in designing and implementing the measures
which will protect the natural resource base on which they depend.

Burkina Faso: regaining ground

From Burkina Faso, one of the many countries of Sahelian Africa
affected by severe land degradation, comes an example of how degraded
land can be restored. Yatenga Province is part of the Central Plateau and
has, by Sahelian standards, a high population density. Rainfall has
decreased significantly within the last 20 years, and much of the land is
badly degraded.

Efforts in the 1960s to provide irrigation through the construction of
large-scale earth dams were not successful because water was not
directed to the fields where small farmers wanted it. They were not
consulted about the dams nor did they participate in the irrigation
projects. Because the dams did not fit people’s needs, they had no
interest in maintaining them. As conditions worsened during the 1980s,
the people of Yatenga were faced with the choice of either improving
their land, which was becoming less and less productive, or migrating.



MARK EDWARDS/OXFAM

The struggle for land

Farmers in Burkina Faso at a training session, watching a demonstration of the
technique of building stone lines along the contours. The dykes hold back water, allowing
it to penetrate the soil, resulting in much higher crop yields. This is one of the most
successful environmental regeneration schemes supported by Oxfam.

A solution was urgently needed — which gave the impetus for Projet
Agro-Forestier, an Oxfam-supported initiative.®

The original idea was for tree-planting on common land, but this
approach was not successful, because people were not interested in
planting trees for the future when they could not grow enough food in
the present. After much discussion, it was decided to revive and
improve the traditional practice of building simple stone-lines to
conserve soil and water. By adapting the technique and building stone-
lines along contours (using water-tubes to measure contour levels),
rainfall run-off could be spread behind the stone-lines and allowed to
seep into the soil. In this way the amount of moisture available for the
crops was increased and conservation of top soil improved.

As well as water-harvesting, other techniques have been developed
such as composting, fencing in stock, and village fodder plots, in an
integrated approach to village land-use management. But the key to it all
is popular participation. Local people are involved in all stages of
planning and implementation through village committees. An effective
training and extension system, in collaboration with the national
extension service, helps to spread the techniques. The popularity of
these methods of renewing the land is clear: in 1981, stone-lines had
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been built on only seven hectares. Now the area covered exceeds 8,000
hectares, in over 400 villages. The combination of the stone-lines and
deep planting holes (‘zai’) has led to harvests increasing by about 50 per
cent, sometimes by as much as 100 per cent.’

ACCESS TO LAND: COMPETING INTERESTS

People, poor or otherwise, must have some kind of secure tenure of their
land if they are to invest in it and manage it in a sustainable way. Some
would argue that private ownership is necessary for this to happen;
others think that security of tenure is more important than the form of
tenure. What does matter is that the tenure system must fit with the
customary systems of resource management and decision-making.
Moves towards privatisation of common land or inadequately enforced
state ownership can create conditions of insecurity which lead people to
‘mine’ natural resources.

Access to land can be a matter of gender. In their work as farmers
growing food crops, women often find it very difficult to get the
resources they need. In conditions of land scarcity, women often have
difficulty in protecting their land rights on the basis of either local or
state procedures and customary usage, and they lose out in the
competition for land to the men. Cash cropping often means that good
land goes to the cash crops and women are left to provide for their
families on inferior land.

The ‘tragedy of the commons’
Poor people often depend on ‘common property resources’ to supply
their needs for food, fuel and grazing for their animals. The theory of the

-‘tragedy of the commons’, which was put forward in the 1960s,*

contended that where communities have access to communal resources
they will tend to over-exploit them, because the benefit of, for example,
extra animals on the common will go to an individual or family, whereas
the cost will be shared out amongst the community. Only if resources
were privately owned would people use them sustainably in their own
long-term interests. More recent research has disproved this theory and
shown that local communities with secure communal rights often take
good care of shared resources. Individuals will act in the interests of the
community to preserve common rangelands, forests or water resources
for the future." This sense of community welfare extends to pooling land
where plots are small, so as to cultivate more efficiently.

Common property resources play a vital part in the household
economy of many poor people, especially in times of hardship. But
common lands, forests and water are more and more under pressure
from private or state interests, and the poor who depend on them,
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particularly women, are increasingly deprived of their rights to use
them. The result is that poor people must pay for the fuelwood, fodder
and water, which was once freely available. For them, this dispossession
from the commons is the real tragedy.”

Today, too, the ‘tragedy of the commons’ is being enacted at the global
level. Benefits of using the atmosphere as a ‘free’ dump for waste prod-
ucts resulting from energy consumption, for example, accrue to the large
energy consumers — the industrialised countries — whereas the costs in
terms of global warming are spread throughout the global community.

THE RIGHT TO LAND

Unequal land distribution is a feature of many countries both North and
South. But the consequences are more far-reaching for people in the
South, most of whom still depend on land for their survival. FAO
estimates that 30 million rural households worldwide have no land and
138 million are almost landless.” Poor people are often forced out of
their homes or off their land by powerful groups to make way for large-
scale projects such as dams, mines or commercial farms and plantations.
Tax and incentive systems often encourage the rich to appropriate and
speculate in land. Land-hungry people are pushed into forest areas
which often cannot sustain intensive agricultural use. In a recent Oxfam
report on the Philippines, Rosalinda Pineda-Ofreneo comments:

...the landless poor try to eke out a living by encroaching further
and further into forest lands. If trends continue, Philippine forests
will completely disappear within this decade, which means floods,
droughts and landslides."*

The tribal people who lived in the forest areas and who used to practise
more sustainable methods of farming have become marginalised.
(Deforestation is discussed in Chapter 6.)

Brazil: land, power and conflict

In Brazil, the land distribution issue can be, quite literally, a matter of life
and death. It is also crucial for the sustainable development of the
country and especially for the Amazonian forests. Brazil is a country
with gross inequalities in the distribution of land which have their origin
in its colonial history. When the Portuguese first colonised the north-
east, for example, land grants were made to prominent people who set
up large estates which were used to produce single export crops. This
land tenure system still prevails today. In 1984, Oxfam reported that:

The trend in recent years has been towards increased concentration
of land ownership in the hands of large landowners. International
loans have helped to consolidate the growth of the industrial
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farming sector. The World Bank has recently pledged US$202
million to provide agricultural credit; but little of this money will
find its way to the domestic food producers, given the emphasis on
agricultural export promotion.*

In 1984, according to a rural workers’ group - the Movement of Landless
People — 1 per cent of farmers owned 44 per cent of the cultivable land,
while the poorest 71 per cent of people were squeezed on to one-tenth of
the land. There are 23 million rural workers living in poverty in Brazil;"
almost 11 million farmers are classified as having either insufficient land
to support their families or no land at all.

Government tax policy coupled with rapid inflation have made land
much more valuable as an economic commodity ~ not only for its
productive potential but as a speculative investment. Because of this,
vast tracts of land are under-used. The Brazilian NGO, IBASE, estimates
that 280 million hectares of farmland are lying idle. According to
Anthony Hall, a former Oxfam country representative:

Most large estates are held principally as a real estate investment
and as a hedge against inflation.

The situation seems to be getting worse for the dispossessed peasant
farmers who are forced to turn to wage-labour, squatting on vacant land,
and other short-term strategies.

Violent conflict over land is widespread. The Pastoral Land
Commission of the Catholic Church (CPT) reports a dramatic increase in
violent incidents since 1985. In this period, CPT registered 600,000
peasant families in land conflicts with big landowners — and the deaths
of 560 people (including Chico Mendes, the trade unionist who
organised the rubber tappers’ campaign to protect forest resources).”
The number of rural workers demanding land rose from over half a
million in 1985 to 1.5 million in 1990. The disputed area more than
doubled, to 20 million hectares, over the same period.*

In Rio Maria, an isolated town of some 15,000 people in the south-
west of the state of Para, peasant leaders have been targets of contract
killings by gunmen allegedly hired by local landowners. According to
the Pastoral Land Commission (CPT), the city is one of the main fronts
in the war between big landowners and landless peasants. But the
killing of Ribeiro de Souza caused an international outcry and forced the
authorities to take action. Expedito Ribeiro de Souza was President of
the Rural Workers’ Union of Rio Maria. The Union was active in
defending the interests of rural workers in the region and Ribeiro de
Souza had received many death threats; he had repeatedly asked for
official protection. He was returning home one evening in February 1991
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after a meeting when a man crossed the street and shot him dead at
point-blank range. The killer ran off and vanished into the night. Three
other people had been killed the week before, and only a month later,
there was an attempt on the life of the new President of the Union,
Carlos Cabral.”

Father Ricardo Rizende, a member of CPT based in Rio Maria, whose
own life has been threatened, commented:

In Rio Maria we live within a context of the most terrible
criminality. There are seemingly random crimes against
anonymous rural workers whose unidentified bodies are secretly
buried. But there are also more selective crimes, carefully planned
to eliminate peasant leaders and to crush the rural trade union
movement.

Despite the increasing conflict and violence, successive Brazilian
governments have shown extreme reluctance in tackling the land
question. Since the 1950s, every President has promised land
redistribution and land reform but little has happened. President Sarney
promised land totalling about 42 million hectares to 1.4 million landless
families but, during his five-year presidency ending in 1990, only 1.36
million hectares was distributed, to only 46,000 families. The next
government announced a five-year plan to resettle 380,000 families, but
according to CPT there has been very little progress.?

Amazonia: migration and speculation

The issue of land tenure and access to land are factors in the
deforestation of Amazonia.® A recent study on the future of Amazonia
noted:

The policy bias in favour of large landed interests, as well as four-
digit annual inflation rates, have encouraged land concentration in
every successive Amazon frontier zone. Large landowners are the
biggest culprits in the process [of environmental destruction]...
though the growing population of migrant farmers is under
increasing pressure to engage in more destructive cultivation and
occupation techniques.”

There is no single, simple answer to the question of why Amazonia is
being destroyed. Most of the explanations on offer are at best partial;
other popular views are wrong. Brazil is not dependent on Amazonia’s
resources for its development; the forest is not being chopped down to
provide pasture for cattle for hamburger beef; it is not being exploited to
service the foreign debt. The pace of deforestation has much more to do
with small farmers, pushed off their land in other parts of Brazil, who
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This road slicing through the Bolivian Amazon rainforest will speed up deforestation of
the surrounding area. Once a road is constructed, the area is opened up, land values
increase enormously, and land speculators take their profit.

then migrate to Amazonia; and land speculation by rich Brazilians.

Throughout Brazil the increasing number of landless families existing
side-by-side with large, under-used holdings owned by absentee
landlords is one of the country’s social time bombs. For a while, the
opening up of Amazonia seemed to offer an escape valve. Ironically, the
development of Amazonia is reproducing the same pattern of
landholdings concentrated in a few hands that exists in the longer-
settled areas of the south and north-east of the country. Smallholdings
that fail are being bought up by large landowners and speculators, and
settlers are being forcibly evicted where their presence clashes with the
landowning interests.

Most people arrive in Amazonia with the intention of becoming small
farmers. But only 20 per cent of agricultural land has ended up in their
hands. For a small farming family that migrates to Amazonia, there is
often no turning back — they have spent all their resources getting there,
and have no cash to pay their return fare — even if they have anywhere
to go back to. The land they try to farm quickly loses its fertility once the
rainforest is cleared. The new farmers are susceptible to diseases such as
malaria; or subject to intense pressure from local landowners and face
eviction. Their options are to move on to a new frontier — or into one of
the growing urban slums. The towns of Amazonia are growing fast and
fully 50 per cent of the population is now classed as ‘urban’. This urban
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growth is totally unplanned, and as Chapter 7 describes, living
conditions are terrible.

Whilst the primary motivation for opening up Amazonia was
political rather than economic, financial gain for the rich has been a
major driving force. The business community wasted no time in taking
advantage of government incentives to buy and clear land and develop
cattle ranches, plantations and mining concerns. Investors acquiring a
tract of rainforest quickly set about clearing and burning to establish
possession — until recently, with the aid of a hefty government grant.
Many such land ‘owners’ have not legally purchased the land, but
occupied it by a mixture of force and deceit. In order to legitimise their
dubious claims, they clear as much forest as possible to show that they
have put it to “productive’ use; rough grazing qualifies in the eyes of the
authorities. In time, the same authorities will open up an access road
and the land value will then increase perhaps one hundred-fold.

South Africa: new approaches to conservation®

The ultimate lesson of apartheid’s ecological toll is that inequitable
social institutions .. are not compatible with environmental
sustainability.

South Africa offers the clearest example of a country, like many of those
in which Oxfam works, where First World affluence rubs shoulders with
Third World poverty. The difference is that in South Africa the ‘rich-
poor” divide was deliberately created and reinforced along racial lines
by the policies of apartheid. Widespread environmental devastation is
one of the legacies of apartheid. The government’s push for rapid
industrialisation and economic growth in the face of sanctions paid little
regard to the environmental consequences. Black townships sprawl in
the shadow of mines and factories, their atmosphere and water supplies
heavily polluted. The land tenure system of apartheid is a major cause of
environmental degradation, tension and conflict, as large numbers of
people have been forcibly removed from their land and crowded into
ecologically fragile areas which rapidly become degraded.

Until recently, environmental initiatives in South Africa were confined
to the demarcation of substantial tracts of land as national parks from
which whites were excluded except as visitors, and where blacks were
not allowed at all. South Africa’s wildlife parks have received much
international acclaim. But there is a stark and paradoxical contrast
between the parks and the surrounding environment.

The Richtersveld, in the north-west of Cape Province and with a
climate similar to the Sahara, is prized by environmentalists for its
remarkable diversity of plants (including over 300 varieties of
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succulents). Although this was already designated as a ‘coloured
reserve’, this did not stop white farmers and mining companies
encroaching on the land. Without any consultation, a decision was taken
to zone part of the area as a national park, threatening local people with
removal. The community acted together and, with help from the Surplus
People’s Project (SPP), funded by Oxfam,” they got legal advice and
drew attention to their case, winning a court injunction in 1989 to stop
the park.

After two years of negotiations, an agreement was reached which
satisfied the needs of local people as well as conservationists, and the
Richtersveld National Park was established. To stop further overgrazing,
the number of animals in the park will be restricted and farmers will
have access to other grazing grounds. Most importantly, the community
will get a sizeable income and have a role in managing the park. There is
no doubt that the success of the Richtersveld community reflects the
changed political environment in South Africa: it would have been
almost impossible only a few years ago, and it illustrates a new
awareness of the importance of meeting the needs of the local
community whilst conserving the environment.

o acd Sl [ ! - . El

In KwaSunduza village, in the ‘independent’ homeland of Transkei, erosion gullies scar
the fields and hillsides. The hills are bare through over-grazing and the collection of
firewood, because so many people have been forced to live in this small area. Chitibhunga
Magibili, now retired, tends the trees which have been planted around the village to
retain the soil and help the environment to regenerate.

MATTHEW SHERRINGTON /OXFAM
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Conservation has not usually helped the black communities of South
Africa. In a country where three-quarters of the people have been
allocated only 13 per cent of the land (often of the worst quality), 6 per
cent of the country has been set aside for protected national parks and
game reserves. The ‘homelands’ that make up that 13 per cent are now
home to 15 million people, more than half the black population
(estimated at 27.5 million in 1989).

Since 1960, 3.5 million people have been forcibly moved from their
homes, 2 million of them to the homelands. The aim was to preserve as
much of the best land as possible for the white population, while
maintaining a reliable pool of cheap, black labour for the cities, farms
and mines. Lying between the fertile corridors of white farmland, the ten
homelands occupy some of the poorest land in South Africa — nearly half
is classified as semi-arid.* The average population density is ten times
that of rural white South Africa. Population pressure in the homelands
(which blacks were not allowed to leave) has led to overgrazing and
deforestation. This, in turn, has brought severe erosion, lowered soil
fertility, and declining agricultural yields; in some areas, food
production per person has halved over the last 50 years and health
standards have fallen dramatically, with two out of every five children
severely malnourished.

Access to sufficient land for those who were dispossessed and
crowded into the homelands remains an issue that will have to be
addressed, in the interests of South Africa’s political and environmental
future.

Bangladesh: moves towards land reform
Many countries in Asia have land reform programmes but few have
implemented them. Bangladesh is no exception yet the need for land
reform has never been more pressing. It is estimated that over 65 per
cent of the population is landless in a country where people are almost
totally dependent on agriculture.” There have been numerous attempts
at land reform over the years. In 1950, the Government of Pakistan
(Bangladesh was then East Pakistan) tried to curb the influence of
wealthy landlords. After the War of Liberation in 1971, the ruling Awami
League proposed radical land reforms and a better deal for
sharecroppers, but again the landed classes blocked it. After President
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s assassination in 1975, President Ziaur
Rahman proclaimed a commitment to land reform but, with his party
dominated by powerful landowners, the promises came to nothing.

The proposals put forward by the next President, H M Ershad were
comprehensive. Following the recommendations of a Land Reform
Commission on the Causes of Rural Poverty in 1983, all government-
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owned common lands were to be distributed to the landless,
sharecroppers would have legal protection and a just share of their
crops, and agricultural labourers would receive a daily minimum wage.
Although these proposals became law, they were never adequately
implemented. In 1987, an NGO committee was formed to coordinate a
programme of conferences and publicity on land reform. The most
significant result of these efforts so far has been to establish women’s
rights to land. Married women are recognised legally as equal owners of
redistributed land, and in the event of divorce or separation that title
will not be affected. It remains to be seen whether or not the new
government, headed by the widow of the previously assassinated
President Ziaur Rahman, will implement the Ershad legislation.
However, thanks to the involvement of NGOs, landless people,
including women, are being awarded land. But it never happens without
a great struggle and the land is not always free of encroachment.

Samata is an organisation of landless people in Pabna District on the
north bank of the Ganges.” For several years, its members have been
pressing claims to hundreds of acres of government-owned land in the
areas around their villages. This has been farmed by rich individuals
who have no right to it but are supported by the local authorities. As
Samata grew, the members were able to gain titles to redistributed land
but were still harassed by officials. Samata now has over 1,000 women
members, who will not give up the struggle until they have land. More
than 400 groups are affiliated to Samata, believing that it is only this
kind of collaborative strength and pressure that will ensure that land
reform happens.?

BADAL/OXFAM
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This government-owned land at Ghu Ghu Daha, Pabna district, Bangladesh, has been
secured by Samata for some of its landless members. Hasim and Idrish are gathering hay
after the paddy harvest.
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It is hard to be optimistic about the future. With the degradation of
pastures and croplands increasing, there are few signs that land rights
and access for the poor are genuinely improving. Even governments
which have committed themselves to land reform - from Brazil to
Bangladesh ~ have generally been unwilling or unable to act on their
stated intentions.

Secure land rights that are publicly recognised and protected provide
incentives for sustainable development by making it possible for people
to invest in the future. The World Bank recognises the need for large-
scale land redistribution as a means of reducing poverty.* There are
significant political obstacles to change, and so the needs of poor people
and their environment demand more determined efforts at agrarian
reform. Organisations such as the rural trade unions in Brazil, Samata in
Bangladesh and the Surplus People’s Project in South Africa, all point
the way forward.

But problems remain even when the struggle for land is successful. At
local level, solutions are called for which enable poor people to sustain
their livelihoods, even in fragile areas, or to intensify production in areas
of high potential.
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5

FOOD SECURITY AND SUSTAINABLE
AGRICULTURE

The disappearance of soil fertility and water supplies — the two
basic life-support systems that keep rural areas going — are the
areas which do not concern global decision makers.

Vandana Shiva, interviewed on a TV documentary shown in
October 1991, Greener on the Other Side.

Poverty and food security

simple definition of food security is for all people at all times to

have enough food for an active healthy life.' Food security is a
human necessity and should be regarded as a basic human right. But
tonight and every night, 700 million people will go to bed hungry
despite the fact that the world produces enough food for everybody to
have a more than adequate diet.? This paradox of people going hungry
when some parts of the world produce massive food surpluses, much of
which is fed to livestock, is at the centre of the food security debate.

Two-thirds of the people who go hungry are in south Asia and a fifth
in sub-Saharan Africa, and the majority live in countries with very low
average incomes.’ The situation is especially serious in Africa where
Oxfam has been called upon more and more in recent years to provide
emergency food aid, especially in the countries afflicted by conflict such
as Sudan, Ethiopia and Mozambique, where longer-term development
efforts aimed at food self-sufficiency have been seriously hampered (see
Chapter 8).

But having enough to eat is not only a question of overall production
or the average amount of food per head of population, although total
production is obviously important. It is also about distribution at
household, community, national and international level.

At the household level, it is a matter of being able to grow food,
having money to buy it, or the capacity to be lent or given it by relatives
or friends. For the poorest people surviving on the margins, often
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Food security and sustainable agriculture

without land or sources of income, environmental or economic shocks
can suddenly undermine their capacity to feed themselves. Poor people
face starvation when they are totally deprived of food; but many poor
people are regularly hungry because they do not have access to enough
food each day:* Food security at the household level can be a matter of
gender. In India, for example, nearly half of the country’s households
cannot provide for their nutritional requirements so many children are
deprived. But malnutrition is far more prevalent among girls than boys,
a situation which continues into adulthood. Women and children do not
receive a fair share of the food available.®

Women farmers are at a particular disadvantage. Women grow at
least half the food crops around the world, and in Africa they are
responsible for between 60 and 90 per cent of food production,
processing and marketing. National surveys significantly underestimate
women’s agricultural work because it is unpaid and therefore ‘invisible’
in economic statistics. There has been a gradual polarisation of
agricultural production along gender lines in recent years. When
agricultural projects and innovations are analysed, almost all the
beneficiaries are found to be men. Women's groups are not targeted for
extension training, and new technologies and development aid go to
cash-cropping rather than subsistence food-growing. Effective and
innovative women farmers may be ignored in development
programmes in favour of less effective male farmers.
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Women are responsible for most of the food grown in Africa. These farmers in the
Mahoney Valley in Tigray are harvesting teff, a cereal which grows well in that region.
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At the national level, food security means self-sufficiency in
production, having goods to trade to acquire foreign exchange to pay for
food, or the capacity to be given it by aid agencies.* Poor countries face
food insecurity if their agricultural systems fail or if their exports cannot
pay for the food imports they need. In seeking to provide for their food
requirements, the poorer developing countries face formidable obstacles.
If they are not food self-sufficient and rely on imports, they are exposed
to the vagaries of the international trading system. It is one thing to
depend on the export of competitively priced manufactured goods,
especially where food self-sufficiency is clearly impossible (as in the case
of countries such as Taiwan, Singapore or Hong Kong); quite another to
be dependent on agricultural commodities whose prices are fluctuating
on a downward trend (as are Rwanda, Ethiopia or El Salvador). FAO has
identified 65 low-income food-deficit countries which are potentially
vulnerable in the current international climate, many of which have not
been able to increase domestic food production. The list includes 17
African countries, and 4 in Latin America” Oxfam works in most of
them and has been called upon to provide emergency relief or support
for local communities’ efforts to enhance food self-sufficiency. These
countries include Ethiopia, Tanzania, Burkina Faso, Angola, Kenya,
Malawi, Mauritania, Mozambique, Rwanda, Somalia, Zambia, Sudan,
Bolivia, El Salvador and Haiti.

But even where Southern countries have the purchasing power to
import food to meet their domestic requirements, there are uncertainties
in relying on global surpluses. The present pattern of surpluses may not
continue. Production decisions in the main surplus-producing areas,
over which the South has no control, can affect the volume of cereals
coming on to the world market. If climate changes take place as
predicted, there could be serious negative effects on the main cereal-
growing areas of North America, and areas such as the Sahel and south-
east Asia, which are at present vulnerable to drought or floods, could
suffer further.* Demands from Eastern Europe are likely to increase, and
this could also affect the amount of food available to food-deficit
countries in the developing world since those demands will probably be
backed by hard currency.

It appears that for the most vulnerable countries, a considerable
degree of self-sufficiency in food production is desirable, plus some
additional capacity for export of agricultural commodities. But the
efforts of vulnerable countries towards achieving such objectives are
often hampered by both the international system and difficulties at
national level, notably the transition time needed to convert to greater
self-sufficiency. A major problem is the dumping of cheap food
produced in the North as a result of subsidies and income support for
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farmers. This can undermine Southern farmers’ production of food
staples by depressing local prices, while at the same time, urban people
benefit from, and acquire a taste for, cheap imported food.

Sudan :

Oxfam has been very involved in the provision of food aid in Sudan in
recent years, and in efforts towards longer-term development work to
improve food security. Millions of people in Sudan have become
vulnerable to famine largely due to factors beyond their control. Poor
people in Sudan starved in 1984 and 1985; in 1986 the harvest failed
again but was followed by good years in 1987 and 1988. Two poor years
followed in 1989 and 1990 and people who had not fully recovered from
the famine of the mid-1980s were still vulnerable. By the end of 1990,
Oxfam was once more planning food aid: in 1991, almost 8 million
people were in need of over 1 million tonnes of emergency supplies.’
Once poised to become the bread-basket of the Arab world, now the
country cannot even feed itself.

The Sudanese economy is heavily dependent on the export of cotton.
The north of the country is more economically developed than the south,
which aggravated cultural, religious and economic differences,
eventually leading to a long-running civil war. Emphasis on export-led
development made the country vulnerable to fluctuations in the
international market. When the world price of cotton fell, the
government promoted large-scale production of sorghum as a cash crop
for sale overseas as animal feed. Landlessness increased as large-scale
farming enterprises took over vast tracts of land forcing out pastoralists
and small farmers.

This large-scale production for export brought with it environmental
problems related to inappropriate cultivation methods and misuse and
overuse of dangerous pesticides. Large-scale agriculture often gives rise
to large-scale pest infestations. The cotton-growing areas, for example,
have been affected by pest resistance due to overuse of toxic pesticides,
which has given rise to serious health and environmental problems."

Sudan, having invested heavily in capital-intensive agriculture,
became severely indebted when commodity prices fell and oil prices
rose. When it was again hit by a serious food crisis in 1991, the
government made an increased effort towards food self-sufficiency by
converting some of the large-scale irrigated farms to growing wheat
instead of cotton. But this strategy will meet only the needs of the urban
people rich enough to buy bread; it fails to meet the needs of the rural
poor. Support for the poor who rely on rainfed agriculture or
pastoralism, and who have been disadvantaged by the emphasis on
export crops, is missing from the strategy. The result is that poor people

75



76

No Time To Waste

their herds when fodder is in short supply. On the left is the Oxfam veterinary adviser.

«n Sudan are increasingly undermining their longer-term survival in
order to survive in the short term.

Oxfam has been heavily involved in the provision of emergency food
aid in famine-affected areas of Sudan in recent years, particularly in
Darfur and the Red Sea Hills, home of 600,000 Beja people. The Beja
practise both pastoralism and agriculture in order to spread the risk in
times of hardship. When Oxfam first arrived at Port Sudan in 1984 in
response to the famine, conditions in the province were bleak. Rainfall
had been poor throughout the 1980s, people were very malnourished
and a large number of their cattle had died. The Beja economy was in a
state of collapse and people had started to move to the towns and road-
sides in search of food and water. In their struggle to survive, people had
begun to exploit their environment, and their activities had become
increasingly destructive. For example, they were cutting wood and
making charcoal to sell as fuel in the towns. One study” has shown that
tree density in the province has declined significantly between 1960 and
1990 largely as a result of human activities. Oxfam found that the crisis
for most of the people was not simply one of food availability; people
were unable to buy food because their herds had been lost and they had
few other sources of income. The problem for the Beja was poverty.

At first Oxfam only provided food relief but after a year or so this was
followed by a combination of relief and development work aimed at
helping the Beja to sustain themselves in the longer term. The food relief

SARAH ERRINGTC
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programme helped to stave off continuing famine, and livestock losses
were reduced which helped herds to recover. Movement of people to the
towns was stemmed. By 1986, the worst of the famine was over and
Oxfam became much more involved in rehabilitation, using food as a
way of boosting economic recovery. The aim was to support people in
their efforts to become more self-reliant but food aid had to be resumed
in early 1991, as a result of harvest failure, and there are further food aid
requests for 1992. Once again, rehabilitation and development work has
been subsumed within relief provision. An Oxfam report concludes that
the impact of people on the environment in the province continues to
cause problems which may undermine the long-term viability of the Beja
economy and make them vulnerable to food insecurity in the future.

For the longer term, the emphasis is on appropriate local
development and securing policy changes at national and international
level. Oxfam has been working with 16 village centres at Kebkabiya in
North Darfur province since 1986 providing support for efforts to
achieve local food security through sustainable agricultural practices.

Families in this area had previously supported themselves by
growing millet, getting meat and milk from their animals, gathering
wild fruits and berries and buying other things with money from the
sale of their livestock, craft work or labour. The region of Darfur was one

—
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Collecting berries from a desert shrub, mukheit (boscia senegalensis) in Darfur. The
berries and their kernels are poisonous but, if soaked in water overnight, become safe to
eat. This is an example of a 'famine food’, which people can resort to as part of their
coping strategy in times of hardship.
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of the worst hit in the 1984-5 famine: villagers produced less than half
their normal grain and seed requirements — some only managed to
produce 5 per cent of their needs. Grain prices soared as people tried to
survive. After the famine, the villagers wanted to find ways of prevent-
ing another disaster. They began to plant wheat and vegetables to
supplement the millet harvest: even poor villagers, with no land of their
own, managed to get access to land on credit to plant food. People pro-
vided seeds for their neighbours until they grew their own and farmers,
eager to learn about the new methods and crops, began to experiment.

Sixteen seed bank committees, each serving a cluster of villages, were
formed in Kebkabiya during the relief period. Each committee provides
a representative to the Project Management Committee. Farmers here are
now experimenting with a range of new and improved techniques. They
have built seed banks and organised revolving seed credit programmes.
More than 30,000 people have benefited directly from the first phase of
the project, which has greatly improved food security. The second three-
year phase involved handing over management and financing to the
local committees: they are now responsible for making sure loans are
repaid and the seedbanks are restocked. Phase Two has not been without
its problems: the rains failed in 1990, leaving farmers with no seeds to
sow, or to restock the seedbank. Tribal conflicts erupted and grain stores
were burnt. Loans could not be repaid, but villagers eventually managed
to buy seeds and to re-establish credit.

During Phase Three, the food security project will gradually become
wholly managed by the Kebkabiya Smallholders” Charity Committee — a
local autonomous organisation responsible for its own budgeting and
accounting, capable of seeking funding from a variety of sources. What
started out as a relief project has developed into an integrated
programme which includes a seed bank, veterinary services, pest control
and increased use of animals for ploughing. Already the project has
improved food security in the area, and empowered communities by
providing them with the resources and skills to continue working in the
longer term. Moreover, the Kebkabiya project looks set to become a
model that could be followed in other parts of northern Darfur affected
by drought and famine.

SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE: A WAY FORWARD?

Ecological systems, or ecosystems, consist of an association of living
things, soils, water, climate, slope, and aspect. They are highly complex
and diverse, self-regulating and sustainable and if undisturbed, have a
built-in equilibrium. Agriculture transforms ecological systems to meet
human needs for food, fuel, fodder and fibre by promoting the
production of certain species of plants and animals.
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Sustainable agricultural systems are those which are able to maintain
their productivity, stability and equilibrium in the face of stress or shock
indefinitely into the future.? Ecological relationships can be used to
make agricultural systems more sustainable, for example, agroforestry
(mixed plant/tree associations), intercropping, rotations, green
manuring, biological pest control and integrated pest management.
Agricultural systems which mirror the diversity of natural systems are
more resilient than monocultures. The risk is spread amongst the crops
and harvests are spread throughout the year and over longer periods.”

By contrast, modern agriculture in the North and the ‘Green
Revolution” in the South, have relied on systems of monocropping
which, in order to be productive, have called for high levels of fertilisers,
pesticides and technology. With substantial economic resources, these
systems have maximised productivity. Yet they have often been costly in
terms of pollution and depletion of soil fertility and are now looking less
and less sustainable. Environmental problems resulting from over-
intensive production require costly solutions.

Sustainable agriculture is not just about survival now, but in the
longer term; it is about systems which are productive, stable and
equitable now - and in the future. The Northern agricultural systems
have been productive and profitable in the short term but are looking
increasingly unstable and inequitable. It is generally accepted that the
European Common Agricultural Policy, which has produced massively
but at great cost, must be dismantled and replaced with a system which
is more financially and environmentally sustainable.

Increased self-sufficiency in the South through sustainable
agricultural systems is a way of working toward better food security. A
dual strategy could be adopted, aimed first at further increases from
high potential land (which is fertile, irrigated and flat and can produce
surpluses to meet national food needs), and secondly at marginal lands
which may be rainfed, less fertile and hilly. Experience in Burkina Faso
described in the last chapter shows that even marginal lands occupied
by the poorest people can be highly productive. If the right techniques
are used in the right social and economic context and, most important, if
the local people are involved, then productivity can increase
dramatically.

The Green Revolution:

a sustainable agricultural system for the South?

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, concern about food was largely about
the need to increase total production. Development thinking at that time
concentrated on growth as a way of alleviating poverty, hoping that the
wealth created would ‘trickle down’ to the poor. Increased food
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production was seen as a way of overriding some of the problems of
uneven distribution within countries. These were the years when there
were famines in India and Africa was, in general, an exporter of food.

Increases in food production in developing countries since the 1960s
have been achieved largely because of the implementation of ‘Green
Revolution’ technologies. The Green Revolution is the popular name
used to describe a set of technologies which included the introduction of
semi-dwarf wheat and rice varieties, initially produced at the
International Centre for Wheat and Maize Improvement (CIMMYT) in
Mexico and the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) in the
Philippines. These varieties had exceptional potential for higher yields if
provided with high inputs of fertiliser and water. Subsequently the term
‘Green Revolution” has come to be popularly used to describe a broader
range of agricultural methods based on new varieties of crops.

Green Revolution technology is especially suitable for the best
agricultural land which is fertile, flat, and has plenty of water. The
technology has little to offer farmers in low-potential areas such as the
arid and semi-arid areas of Africa or those farming steep slopes with
poor soils. India, Pakistan, Mexico and the Philippines are countries
which have benefited substantially from these technologies and became
self-sufficient in food at national level. But there have been trade-offs in
economic, social and environmental terms.*

EMY HARTLEY /OXFAM
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Green Revolution crops, do best on flat, fertile, well-watered land and need high inputs
of fertiliser and pesticides. Here, rice is being transplanted in South Sumatera.
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Even though food self-sufficiency was achieved, the benefits have
been rather unevenly distributed, partly as a result of disregarding the
social and economic context into which the technology was introduced.
The poorest people, especially women, have often lost out because they
were not able to afford the inputs needed for the new varieties to thrive.
Recognising the social and economic problems, the Green Revolution
scientists, charged with the emergency task of helping to avoid mass
starvation in Asia, warned that theirs was a ‘holding’ operation to
achieve food security nationally and that others must tackle the
problems of social and economic inequalities.” The Green Revolution
technology achieved high productivity but was not necessarily a stable,
equitable, or sustainable system of agriculture, as shown by experience
in Indja.™

India

During the 1950s and 1960s, India had come to rely on massive imports
of food grains to feed its people. Continuous droughts from 1964 to 1967
and famine in Bihar left thousands starving. More recently, the drought
of 1986-88 affected all the main agricultural states and led to a shortfall
in food production comparable to that of the Sahelian droughts of the
1980s - but this resulted in neither mass starvation nor mass emigration.
Buffer stocks were in hand to tide the country over until the next
successful harvest. Indian agriculture has been transformed since the
late 1960s by the Green Revolution. At Independence in 1947, India
produced 50 million tonnes of food grains per year; by 1989 the harvest
was 170 million tonnes per year — a 240 per cent increase. The population
grew in the same period by 140 per cent.”

The impetus for Green Revolution research and technology derived
partly from the difficulties in implementing land reform in post-
Independence India. Increased production was seen as a way of
defeating famine without recourse to land redistribution which was
strongly opposed by the landed classes. The Green Revolution strategy
aimed to ‘build on the best’ by promoting the new system to farmers
who had flat, irrigated lands and fertile soils. Those who could afford
the whole package of inputs did well. Those farmers who could not
found that their yields were lower than they had been with traditional
varieties.

The majority of India’s farmers are poor subsistence farmers involved
in rainfed agriculture, often in hilly areas. For the most part, the Green
Revolution has not helped them. It has been argued that emphasis on
wheat and rice has disguised failures in the production of pulses,
oilseeds and other cereals which are important to the diet of poor
people. Production of these crops has barely increased since the 1950s.
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There have also been heavy costs in environmental terms. India has
lost vast areas of prime agricultural land because of salinisation and
water-logging in the irrigated areas. Intensive monocropping has made
crops vulnerable to pest problems and the overuse and abuse of
pesticides has given rise to widespread environmental and health
problems.” Large quantities of fertiliser are needed for the high-yielding
varieties of plants grown and can leave water supplies contaminated
with nitrates. Use and knowledge of traditional plant varieties and
techniques has been reduced or lost.

However, a recent study in North Arcot, in the state of Tamil Nadu,
over a ten-year period, has shown that small farmers and landless
people can gain as much as bigger farmers.” The area studied is not a
particularly favoured rice-growing region of India and the impact of the
Green Revolution technology was modest in comparison to that in other
parts of India. But because the State Government was committed to
equitable land distribution and spreading resources fairly, small farmers
benefited from new technology, and the local economy was stimulated
to the extent that even people who were not involved in farming became
better-off. The authors of the report believe that these widespread
improvements can continue if the Government’s commitments remain
the same, and that future growth will be driven by crop improvements
based on genetic manipulation of plants.

In India, the Green Revolution is only half the story of agriculture.
With limitations on the further gains that can be expected from capital
intensive Green Revolution farming, the concern now is to improve
traditional farming systems.” Most Indian farmers do not grow only one
crop. They use intricate systems of farming which may involve planting
up to five different crops in different patterns in the same field. This is to
try and get the maximum amount of food from the land, while
spreading the risk by making sure that if one crop fails there will still be
something left. These intercropping systems often lead to healthier crops
by reducing predators and provide special benefits for the soil as well by
fixing nitrogen and conserving fertility. But farms are getting smaller
and smaller as population pressure grows.

Zambia

Green Revolution technologies have been important in parts of Africa in
recent years but have not been without problems for poorer people.
Starting in the 1960s, great efforts were made to convert to Green
Revolution technology through extension services and adult literacy
programmes. By the 1980s, Zambia was self-sufficient in food and had
begun exporting, with as much as three-quarters of the production being
grown by small farmers. But in the 1980s, falling commodity prices and
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an increasing debt burden precipitated an economic crisis. The
government came under pressure to adopt ‘adjustment’ policies.
Subsidies were removed and prices shot up, which seriously affected
farmers needing Green Revolution inputs.”

Recently, farmers of the Chiyanjano and Tiyeseko women’s groups,
two groups supported by Oxfam in Kazimule area of Chipata District in
eastern Zambia, found themselves in great difficulty.? The women had
become accustomed to planting several types of Green Revolution maize
in addition to the local or traditional maijze variety. The traditional
planting methods of intercropping and field rotation had been
abandoned for a monocropping system in straight lines, as promoted by
the agricultural extension officers. The hybrid seeds must be bought
each season, since they do not breed true to type, and they need a high
level of soil nutrients which can only be supplied by artificial fertilisers.
The women were faced with buying both seeds and fertiliser each
season. The price of both increased dramatically when subsidies were
removed as part of the government’s adjustment measures. Some seeds
were five times as expensive, others as much as ten times.

Fertilisers, besides being very expensive, were hard to obtain as a
result of shortfalls in local production and lack of imports because of
foreign exchange difficulties. When the farmers did produce a surplus
and wanted to market it, they were faced with yet more difficulties. The
state marketing system had been abandoned in the wake of market
liberalisation. The only way to sell was on a barter basis to traders
coming from the capital, Lusaka. Increasingly, people were having to
leave their homes to go in search of food, often at times when planting
should be done in preparation for the next season. The women found
themselves in an impossible situation. Old farming methods had been
abandoned and they could not afford the new ones. The result was
increasing hardship for the women and their families to the point of
sever food shortage in some cases.”

Faced with spiralling input costs and decreasing food security, the
women of Chiyanjano, Tiyeseko and other groups met in August 1990 to
try to work out ways of tackling the problem. Growing widespread
poverty was put down to over-reliance on chemical fertilisers. They
decided to diversify into crops such as beans and groundnuts which
needed less expensive inputs, and to use intercropping methods once
again and local maize varieties which require less fertiliser. The yields
were slightly lower but they did not have to buy fertiliser so they had a
higher net income. Composting and application of cattle manure
(hitherto little used) is also part of the integrated system. In this way at
least the household food needs can be met. One of the women of the
Tiyeseko group, Tisauke, is delighted with the results:
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The results have been outstanding. This year I have no hunger in
my house. I recall my parents cultivating by these methods but
somehow modernisation has overshadowed our traditional
experience. ] want to see on my own if I can revive it in my field.

Another important element was improvement of marketing in the area.
The Chama District Disaster and Development Group (CDDD), funded
by Oxfam, developed a marketing system to buy surpluses from the
farmers.* The scheme is based on participation by community groups
which have authority over the buying, storage and selling of products in
their locality. In the process of working together to achieve a better
marketing, supply and distribution system, group members have gained
insights into the processes at work which caused hunger in the District -
even at the level of national and international influences.”

THE BIO-REVOLUTION:
NEW POSSIBILITIES FOR FEEDING THE WORLD?

The shortcomings of technical solutions for what are really socio-
economic problems are highlighted by the mixed success of the Green
Revolution technology. In many quarters, the ‘Bio-revolution’ is
promoted as the next agricultural revolution, the solution to the
shortcomings of the Green Revolution and to hunger in the developing
countries. The basis of the new revolution is biotechnology, a range of
biological techniques which are used to modify living organisms. It is
based on the manipulation of genes which are the parts of the living cell
which carry messages which control the development of particular
characteristics in the whole organism. New varieties can be developed
by introducing bits of genetic material which carry desirable
characteristics. Genes, or genetic resources, are the underpinnings of the
new bjotechnologies developed in the past twenty or thirty years.
Developments and inventions are moving extremely rapidly in the
industrialised countries.”

The potential benefits of the bio-revolution appear to be endless and
there have already been some amazing achievements — plants for poor
soils, plants for arid conditions, plants which make their own fertilisers
and pesticides. Applications in developing countries are so far limited
but research is well advanced on a range of crops grown in those
countries, for example, cassava, cacao and coffee. There are reports from
Kenya of smallholder tea producers using improved varieties developed
by a local tea research organisation.

But the bio-revolution may well be a double-edged sword. For
example, research is going ahead on herbicide tolerant plants, which will
permit big increases in the use of herbicides, when there are already
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problems, especially in developing countries, with misuse and overuse
of toxic chemicals. There may be costs as well as benefits if the bio-
revolution results in short-term gains at the expense of long-term
sustainability and if the social and economic context is ignored.

Genetic resources

Retaining a diverse array of wild and locally bred living things is
essential for our very survival. Each species has numerous different and
genetically distinct varieties which have adapted to different local
climatic conditions and ecosystems. Diversity is fundamental to efforts
to sustain or improve crops and animals and a crucial requirement if
natural systems are to respond to change. Throughout history, farmers
have played their part in encouraging biological diversity (or
biodiversity) by contributing to the selection, development and
maintenance of thousands of different plant and animal varieties
suitable for different situations and needs. Preserving a rich array of
plant varieties and the genes they contain is the way in which the small
farmer spreads his risks, and conservation at the local level is part of the
survival strategy of the poor.

The majority of global biological diversity is located in the tropics in
developing countries and is now seriously threatened (Chapter 6). The
forces which deplete these vital resources are wide-ranging, including
destruction of tropical forests, construction of large-scale dams, exten-
sive monocropping such as that associated with the ‘Green Revolution’,
and destruction of agricultural systems in areas of conflict. Faced with
hunger, people eat the seed they have stored for the next season.

The genetic resources which are being depleted are not only the
underpinnings of new varieties which may develop naturally in the
future, they are also the building blocks of the new developments in
biotechnology which are at the centre of the bio-revolution. But seeds
which were once entirely the property of the farmer have now become a
commodity to be traded. At present, big companies involved in
biotechnological developments acquire genetic resources, free, from the
developing countries, since they are regarded as a ‘common heritage’ of
humankind. However, if the inventors of the new biotechnological
products and processes succeed in patenting their inventions, genetically
modified plants may well be sold back to the very countries which
provided the genetic raw material free.

Kenya: Preservation of agricultural plant genetic resources

So far as preservation of plant species goes, the role of women has been
especially important. The work of seed collection and storage has often
fallen to women, who also play an important role in promoting and
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maintaining traditional crop varieties in their farming systems and
making sure that knowledge about the use of varieties is not lost.

Olembo and Bolo are two women’s groups which are part of Kenya
Energy Non-Governmental Organisations (KENGO), a coalition of about
one hundred small groups working on environmental and development
issues in Kenya. For the last ten years, often with support from outside
organisations like Oxfam, KENGO has been promoting the use of
indigenous trees and crops in Kenya. This activity is seen as a way of
maintaining the stock of both the plants themselves and the associated
body of knowledge about how they are used for food, medicines and
other purposes. It is a small-scale local initiative to protect the genetic
resources of specific parts of the country. When the indigenous
vegetables programme started four years ago, knowledge about
indigenous crops and their uses was in decline. Research showed that
plants which were often regarded as ‘weeds’ are more nutritious in
protein and vitamins than ‘imported” varieties such as spinach, cabbage
and cauliflower. Building on the research, the approach has been to
develop public awareness about the value of these ‘people’s crops’ and
to stress the importance of knowledge about them. As Monica Opole, in
charge of the vegetable programme, says:

We want to show that these plants can be as productive as the
major crops, if given as much attention in research and extension.

Olembo women’s group on the shores of Lake Victoria in Western Kenya
is rediscovering the value of these traditional trees and plants. Nerea
Ongango explained the value of the Ober tree (Albizia coriaria):

We use the wood for timber and fuel, the leaves for covering
ripening bananas and for the children to play with, and the bark is
cooked up to make a medicine for treating children’s ailments.

Across the bay from Olembo group, Bolo women'’s group is building up
a nursery for indigenous trees. They sell the tree seedlings in the local
market where they find an increasing demand. Like the Olembo group,
the women have their own farms but they work together in the nursery.”

Activities of this kind are crucial in maintaining the stock of plant
diversity which is the underpinning of sustainable agricultural systems.
It seems that the form of agricultural development that will work best in
the longer term is one which poor people at the local level initiate and
manage themselves, with the right kind of support. Evidence from all
parts of the world shows that when farmers have secure tenure to land
and are paid fair prices for what they produce, then most poor farmers
even on low-potential lands can produce surpluses using locally
available resources.
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THE VANISHING FORESTS

The dark clouds pour rain on the forest,
The forest gives it to the land.

Without the forest, friends,

Our land would be only rock and sand.

Song of the Friends of the Trees and Living Beings, Orissa, India.

Sr José lives in a small shack in one of the shanty quarters of Maraba -
a boom town since the discovery of iron ore in the nearby Carajés
hills. Sr José recalls:

When 1 was a child, this place used to be brazil nut forest. I
remember coming here to collect nuts for the landlord. The whole
family came. It was a hard life - it always is for the poor, isn't it?
For three or four months that is all we would do. Then we would
go to the landlord’s store and sell the nuts to buy food. The store
manager had the power of life or death over the nut collectors and
you always ended up in debt.!

Now the forests have gone. What remains is an expanse of beaten red
earth. The pig iron smelter and other industries burn charcoal and the
forests have been felled to provide it. Landless people from outside the
region have flocked to Maraba to find work, some of them as charcoal
burners.

Both the forest and the people are getting a bad deal. The forest is
disappearing fast: and lost with it are the fruits, the timber and the
wildlife that in the past provided a livelihood to people like Sr José.

TROPICAL MOIST FORESTS

Forests in the tropics, covering 14 per cent of the earth’s land surface, are
of two kinds - moist and dry. Tropical moist forests are both evergreen
and deciduous, with a closed canopy where the tops of the trees touch.
Rainforests are one type of moist forest found mainly in Latin America,
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West Africa and South East Asia. They thrive on poor soils and lie near
the equator where rainfall is heavy (1500 - 2000mm) and the average
temperature is high. Tropical dry forests are more open: trees shed their
leaves during the driest season and are usually much smaller than those
in the moist forest. Most of the world’s dry forest is found in Africa,
where much of it is degraded. (Particular environmental issues affecting
tropical dry forests are considered later in the chapter.)

Charcoal burners, Brazil. Many of Brazil’s industrial plants run on charcoal, and trees
are being cut down at an ever-increasing rate to meet the demand.

JENNY MATTEWS /OXFAM
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The value of forests

Tropical forests, especially rainforests, are home to many indigenous
groups and settlers whose livelihoods are dependent upon a wide range
of forest products including fodder, fuelwood, fibres and timber, and on
the wild animals living in the forests. Indigenous people know how to
use forests productively and sustainably: their farming methods
improve forest soils and they use thousands of plant species - as
medicines and food, and for building and craftwork.

The tree canopy and leaf litter of forests protect soils from the impact
of heavy rain; tree roots bind the soil, reducing run-off and erosion, and
helping to prevent floods and landslides, providing vital protection for
watersheds.

Forests play a major part in regulating the world’s climate and -
through the earth’s carbon and oxygen cycles - they influence the rate of
global warming. Although fossil fuel burning in industrialised countries
is the major source of carbon dioxide (the main greenhouse gas), the
burning of tropical forests makes a substantial contribution. Forests also
act as ‘carbon sinks’ trapping carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and
storing it in the form of carbohydrates in their tissues. When forests are
burned on a large scale - as continues to happen in Amazonia - the
carbon dioxide released accelerates global warming.? Forests also
regulate rainfall: one study from the Amazon basin shows that 75 per
cent of the rainfall is generated by water evaporating from forest land.’

Tropical forests are a rich storehouse of biological diversity.
Rainforests, for example, cover only 7 per cent of the earth’s surface but
they are home to at least 50 per cent of all species of plants and animals.

A whole range of economic benefits come from forests. Commercial
wood products — lumber, saw logs, pulp - and medicines (25 per cent of
all prescription drugs come from rainforests) are worth over US$150
billion a year.® Forests are the source of many products — fruits, honey,
gums, latex, bush meat and dyes - as well as some 7,000 medicines used
in Western practices,® yet virtually none of the profits from this multi-
million dollar industry ever get back to forest people.

The loss of forests

Tropical forests — both moist and dry — are being destroyed at
unprecedented rates. Most of the remaining forest is in the Amazon
basin, an area approaching half the size of the United States. No one
knows exactly how much tropical forest is destroyed every year.
Differences in the definition of destruction and in the methods of
analysis produce widely differing figures, but the clearance probably
amounts to over 20 million hectares each year” Many more millions of
hectares of forest are being degraded.
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Rainforests suffer the worst losses, and replanting is nowhere keeping
pace with the devastation; forest areas are being cleared almost 30 times
faster than they are being planted. In several countries where Oxfam
works - El Salvador, Haiti, Bangladesh and the Philippines — the
productive forests have largely been stripped. Given the present rates of
clearance, most of the world’s remaining primary forests will be lost by
2020. _

The causes of tropical deforestation vary from region to region. In
Latin America, most of the clearance comes from felling and burning to
create small farms and cattle ranches, or to open up areas for
hydroelectric dams or major mining projects such as Carajas. In South
East Asia, logging and agricultural expansion are the main agents of
loss: much of peninsular Malaysia’s forest, for example, has been cleared
and replaced with plantations. Africa’s tropical moist forests still cover
large areas, especially in Zaire, but they are increasingly threatened. Dry
forests are being degraded by fuelwood cutting and the needs of small-
scale agriculture. But whilst these are the immediate causes, there are
underlying pressures deriving from national and international economic
structures which drive the destruction. The burden of massive debt
servicing, the international trading system and inadequate aid
programmes all have an effect, as do national policies which foster land
speculation or fail to carry out land reform.

Conversion to agriculture

The conversion of rainforest to farmland accounts for more than half of
all deforestation in tropical areas.” Movement of settlers into forest areas
can reflect an official policy to expand agriculture or to resettle people.
In Latin America and Southeast Asia, large areas of land are often
owned by a small minority, and this inequitable distribution of land,
along with rapid population growth, has brought new demands for the
conversion of forest to agriculture. In Brazil, for example, migration of
poor settlers into forest areas has been officially encouraged in the
absence of more fundamental land reform. Forest land is also cleared for
large-scale agriculture to produce crops for export, often because of an
urgent need for foreign exchange. Forests have been cleared in Malaysia
for rubber and palm oil, and in Thailand thousands of hectares of forest
have been cleared by poor farmers to grow cassava which is turned into
tapioca for export to Europe as animal feed."

Deforestation for agriculture may be the result of economic policies
but is seldom based on sound economics. For example, the net present
value of a good Amazonian cattle pasture has been calculated as only
one-third of the net present value of a tract of productive forest in Peru,
from which products such as latex, fruits and medicines can be



b
<
%
%
z
4.

The vanishing forests

'

Cattle grazing where the rainforest used to flourish, Rondonia, Brazil. This land will
rapidly become degraded as the soil cover is thin and infertile.

extracted.” Cattle pastures are able to sustain only a low density of
animals for a short period - they rarely last more than eight years before
they must be abandoned. Conversion of forest to cattle ranching is only
‘economically viable’ because landowners are given tax incentives, and
stand to make a profit if the land rises in value. '

Logging

Vast tracts of forest are opened up by the roads which logging
companies build. This initial clearance is then followed by people who
settle the land and clear yet more of it. The logging itself is highly
destructive: in a typical operation, for every tree cut, a further three are
destroyed and the soil is sufficiently disturbed to prevent regeneration,
leaving a badly degraded environment.” Cleared areas dry out quickly
and easily catch fire. In the fires which swept through 3.5 million
hectares of East Kalimantan in Indonesia in 1982-3, a total of 55 million
cubic feet of timber was destroyed with an estimated export value of
US$55 billion to Indonesia.” At the end of 1991, after a long drought,
fires were again widespread in East Kalimantan.

Some governments encourage logging for foreign exchange which
may be needed to service debts. The expansion of export production
under structural adjustment programmes also leads to forest clearance.
While there is no simple correlation between indebtedness and
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deforestation, the revenue from timber exports or processed woods is of
great importance to tropical forest countries. One study in the
Philippines concludes:

There is a link with national debt: the scramble for foreign
exchange encourages the export of forest resources, and the
resulting denudation of land destroys watersheds."

Ka Rudy Sambajon who works for Pamalakaya, a fishing federation in
the Philippines supported by Oxfam, comments:

The connection is quite simple. Aquino merely continued the
Marcos policies on foreign borrowing, as a result, our natural
resources became open to foreign companies who used Filipino
loggers to cut down our forests and export the logs.”

Faced with a debt burden of US$28 billion in 1988 (equal to 65 per cent
of its GNP)* the Philippines has to repay $10 million a day.” The
prospects for Philippines forests are not good: 55 per cent of forest was
lost between 1960 and 1985.® The effects of forest losses have been
dramatic; livelihoods have been destroyed, watersheds eroded or
flooded, and coastal fishing grounds silted up.

The major beneficiaries of the international timber trade are the
developed market economies — especially Japan and the UK, which
together consume three-quarters of the world’s exports of tropical
timber.” Yet only 1 per cent of this production comes from sustainable
sources. The conclusion must be that present patterns of pricing and
consumption in the North are contributing substantially to the
elimination of the world’s remaining tropical forests.”

Worldwide, the consequences of indiscriminate deforestation are
almost always the same. The needs of poor people are not met, the
productive capacity of forests is damaged irreversibly, and valuable
environmental resources are lost. The potential for soil erosion and
flooding is increased and global warming accelerated. Long-term
benefits are sacrificed for short-term financial gain. For all these reasons,
deforestation is not socially acceptable, ecologically sustainable nor
economically prudent.

The rights of indigenous people

The basic human rights and needs of indigenous people have been
largely ignored in the process of tropical deforestation. Indigenous
people represent about 4 per cent of the world’s population and number
some 200 million. Many have been killed when their lands were seized;
others have died when new diseases were introduced to their area by
colonisers. Over 90 different groups of Amazonian Indians are thought
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People have lived in the forest for many generations, and have evolved sustainable life-
styles, and varied, individual cultures, using a variety of forest products. But their
existence is under threat as forests are destroyed. These are Campa Indians who live on
the borders of Brazil and Peru, in the Amazon rainforest.

to have died out this century Some people who live in the forests are
hunter-gatherers. Other groups have practised systems of sustainable
farming, usually involving shifting cultivation, for millenia; but these
ecologically sound ways of life are now under pressure. The future for
indigenous people is seriously threatened and, even if they manage to
survive, they may lose their cultural identity in the process of
assimilation into other types of society. Their accumulated knowledge
will also be lost, together with their understanding of how to live in
harmony with their environment. India’s forests, which are being lost at
a rate of more than 1 million hectares a year, were home to 400 tribal
groups — some 54 million people (7.5 per cent of the population). Today,
relatively few tribal people live in India’s forests; without land, they
have become some of the poorest and most vulnerable members of
society.”

Vietnam

The Hmong people, with whom Oxfam has worked in Vietnam, are
changing their way of life and taking up sedentary agriculture. Their
traditional system of ‘slash-and-burn’ farming was sustainable when
population densities were low. They occupied specific areas, recognised
by other groups and held in common. Because the land ‘belonged’ to
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one family or group, there were incentives to use it in such a way that
soil fertility was maintained. They farmed up to one hectare for three
years, growing maize and sweet potatoes, then left it fallow until they
returned a dozen or more years later. But this system of cultivation is no
longer possible. Declining forest area and growing population pressures
have reduced the periods of fallow and the land has no time to recover.
The government of Vietnam is encouraging the Hmong to adopt settled
agriculture systems which can support more people on smaller areas of
land. But the transition is not easy, and farmers need a great deal of
support. In Hoang Lien Son, Oxfam is helping them to make the
transition by providing technical advice and agricultural equipment.
Those who have access to a market and are well served by roads have
moved into small-scale cash cropping, growing bamboo, spices, tea, or
coffee.®

Brazil

In Brazil, Oxfam has worked for many years with the Yanomami Indians
of Roraima. There are about 9,000 Yanomami living in the forest on the
border with Venezuela. They are the largest of South America’s tribal
groups to have retained their traditional way of life, living in large
family groups of up to 150 people usually sharing a communal long-
house. They are hunter-gatherers but also grow some crops. The influx
of outsiders — particularly the gold-panners — has brought disease,
poisoned the waterways and degraded the forest. The Yanomami have
been badly affected by malaria: in some communities more than 90 per
cent of the people are infected.

In March 1989, eight Latin American countries agreed to set aside
areas for national parks and demarcate lands for indigenous groups,
with an emphasis on popular participation in their planning and
development. The countries agreed not only to provide essential services
such as health and education but also to help the groups become more
economically self-reliant. In December 1990, President Collor promised
to carry out the long-deferred demarcation of land for the Yanomami
Indians. In the face of opposition from the army and mining companies,
little action was taken. Despite official assurances, progress is still slow.
The Commission for the Creation of the Yanomami Parks (CCPY), an
organisation supported by Oxfam,* claims that outsiders are continuing
to pan for gold and that health services are totally inadequate to deal
with the malaria epidemic. It was not until November 1991, and against
strong military opposition, that the President announced that 9.4 million
hectares of rainforest would be demarcated for the Yanomami Indians.
Despite continued pressure against demarcation, funds have been
approved for the work to start in 1992.
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Zaire

Covering some 360 million hectares, 80 per cent of Africa’s tropical
rainforest, the Zaire basin is home to 200 different tribes, numbering
some 50 million people.” Zaire alone has 13 per cent of the world’s total
rainforest and is Africa’s richest country in terms of animal and plant
species. The forests are home to 200,000 Pygmies and 300,000 Pygmoids.
Largely as a result of foreign investment, the forests are being destroyed
at an increasing rate. The National Forest Plan of Zaire anticipates a ten-
fold increase in logging to 6 million cubic metres by 2000, including the
supply of 20 per cent of Kinshasa’s charcoal needs. It is estimated that by
2050 Zaire’s rainforests will have largely vanished. The Pygmies’
nomadic hunting and gathering way of life is being supplemented by
agriculture as they seek to survive in increasingly difficult
circumstances. In a report prepared for Oxfam,* John Beauclerk explains
that the survival of the Pygmies is inextricably linked to the fate of the
forests:

It is important to retain the picture of Pygmy social organisation as
inextricably linked to the forest, non-hierarchical between sexes
and ages to a degree unknown among African cultivators and
without definition on inheritance or private property. They are too
mobile and have no concept of land ownership. Theirs has been a
successful formula for at least 5,000 years, though it will be tested
as never before in the next 20 years.

During the 1970s the government tried to force the Pygmy groups to
settle in villages. They became ill and found it hard to become
cultivators. More recently, as the forests are being opened up by loggers,
the Pygmies are being drawn into the world of the immigrants, serving
initially as hunters before being reduced to dependent day-labourers
and eventually dispossessed altogether.

Evidence suggests that there is a major effort under way to exploit
Africa’s forests in which the World Bank may play a significant part.

The motives have to do with profits to meet debt repayments and
to fuel further development. The environmental and social costs
are foreseeable; as in Amazonia and Southeast Asia, the destruction
of the forest will cause an increase in poverty rather than its
resolution... The ‘opening-up’ of the Zaire basin will inevitably
result in destroying the Pygmies economically and physically...
None of this is inevitable; governments wishing to avoid forest loss
and the dissipation of non-renewable national resources have a
variety of options. In adopting these they also need to look
carefully at the social inequalities that provoke forest destruction;
this will concern them as a priority with land rights and new
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legislation. The misinterpretation of Pygmy needs makes most
development efforts on their behalf ineffective. Ultimately their
only real hope lies in control and ownership of their forests.”

Embracing the trees: the Chipko movement

Third World women play a central role in providing food, fuel and
fodder, production of which depends on and is derived from natural
ecosystems, especially from forests. Women’s responsibility for
providing for their families is not reduced because the forests disappear;
women must still provide, even if it means walking further and working
longer hours. In India, deforestation of the Himalayas led to floods,
landslides and soil erosion which in turn gave rise to the creation of a
popular protest movement known as the Chipko movement. The
movement has been largely organised and sustained by women.
‘Chipko’ means ‘to embrace” which is what the women did when the
trees were about to be cut down by logging companies. The differences
between the interests of the men and the women in the communities
were highlighted in some of the confrontations. The needs of the women
for the food, fuel and fodder which the trees could supply were at odds
with the needs of their menfolk for the cash income they would get from
employment by the logging companies to cut the trees down. Women
have been known to hold out against the forest department and their
own husbands to protect a patch of trees, and have protected the forest
by their physical presence against grazing and lopping and cutting. The
results have been that in time the forest successfully regenerated. The
movement has spread throughout India and is an inspiration to many
‘green’ activists all over the world.

WAYS FORWARD

Action at several levels is required if the destruction of forests is to be
reversed and the livelihoods of forest people protected. The first need is
for local level initiatives which support people in their efforts to meet
their needs and care for their environment. It is the people who live in
the forest — the indigenous people and the settlers — who have a vested
interest in its survival. At international level, the need is for more
commitment to sustainable development on the part of the large
agencies such as the World Bank. Appropriate policies and actions at
national level are also crucial.

Fiscal and agrarian reform

The principal direct causes of the deforestation of Brazilian Amazonia
are cattle ranching, road building, smallholder agriculture, urban growth
and large infrastructural projects. Cattle ranching has been the most
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important direct cause of deforestation but it would not have been
possible without roads and has been closely linked to land speculation.
But the underlying cause lies in the uneven distribution of land and the
economic and social instability associated with high inflation rates.?
Subsidies and incentives, and inflation throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
encouraged land speculation and the conversion of Brazil's forests to
cattle pasture. One researcher on Amazonia suggests several options for
tackling the deforestation problem: taxes should be levied on the
speculative use of land; pastures fraudulently established in order to
claim land ownership rights should not be recognised; construction of
highways should be controlled; and processes of environmental impact
assessment for big development projects should be strengthened.”
Another important step towards reducing deforestation would be
agrarian reform, including secure, recognised and visible rights to land,
together with access to credit and technical help if needed, for the
poorest people. This would make it possible for smallholders to stay put
instead of being evicted by more powerful interests and moved on to
other parts of the forest.

Sustainable agriculture

Progress is being made towards sustainable farming and the
development of extractive reserves — two initiatives which could prevent
deforestation. The work of organisations like the Oxfam-supported
Centro de Educacao, Pesquisa e Assessoria Sindical e Popular (CEPASP),*
which provides agricultural training and advice, is a contribution
towards helping people to stay on their land and farm it in a sustainable
way.

New styles of forest management are emerging among some of the
settlers. They are planting forest trees on farms and cultivating annual
crops along with commercially valuable tree species. This mixed
agroforestry system is labour intensive, diverse and resilient and yields
high incomes. :

In the Brazilian town of Castanhal Araras near Maraba (the town
where Sr. José lives), 150 families, who have each been granted a 50
hectare plot, are taking a new initiative. Instead of felling their trees for
charcoal, raising a few crops and then being forced to sell their
exhausted land to land speculators, the people of Araras, with the advice
of an agronomist provided by CEPASP, have prepared a land use plan
for their 7,500 hectares and the neighbouring forest.

First, they plant seedlings in the forest to increase the density of large
useful species such as brazil nuts and cupuacu fruit trees. Next, they
plant tree or shrub crops such as coffee, cacao and fruits on the cleared
land along with cassava and maize. The tree crops protect the soil from
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torrential rains and scorching sun as well as providing leaf litter to
enhance fertility. Then other useful species are introduced into areas that
have been left fallow to recover from cropping. In this way the
secondary forest regrowth is rich in trees that can yield an income. The
scheme also involves setting up marketing cooperatives to transport the
produce and reduce costs. A start has been made on processing the crops
to add value: the group began with a rice huller and plans to introduce a
freezer for the cupuacu pulp. The Araras experiment is demonstrating
that basic needs can be met from forest farms, and the settlers are
persuaded to leave the remaining forest intact. Land distribution to
smallholders in this way is far more socially and environmentally
beneficial than concentrating forest land in the hands of a few cattle
ranchers.

In Peru’s Urubamba valley, the Centre for the Development of
Amazonian Indians (CEDIA)*, funded by Oxfam since 1982, helps the
Machiguenga Indians obtain their land rights. Under Peruvian law,
Indian territories are only partly protected. If some areas are not
considered to be ‘used’ properly, the land can be confiscated and given
to colonists. As a result of conflict between the Indians and the colonists,
CEDIA encouraged the Indians to plant boundaries. These ‘living’
boundaries not only served to reduce conflict, but also protected the
land and provided the Indians with a source of cash crops. CEDIA
estimated that within two years of its introduction, 25 communities were
tending plots of between 8 and 26 hectares. CEDIA is now encouraging
families to diversify the crops they plant to improve their diet and gain
an income. Agricultural production increased by one-third between 1984
and 1988. As a result, the communities are increasingly self-sufficient.
They intend gradually to plant and reforest poor and exposed land. This
could be a blue-print for the whole of the Urubamba valley, where there
are large areas of useless, degraded land.

This ‘Primary Environmental Care’ approach to forest management is
guided by the same principle as the rest of Oxfam'’s development work:
it is only by supporting the capacity of local people to organise and
empower themselves that poverty and environmental degradation can
be tackled. But the quest for empowerment is fraught with difficulty and
sometimes danger, as the assassination of the Brazilian rural workers’
trade union leader, Chico Mendes, has demonstrated.

Extractive reserves

Chico Mendes played a crucial role in organising rubber tappers in the
Amazon state of Acre. From 1985, under his leadership, the National
Council of Rubber Tappers mounted a campaign for the creation of
‘extractive reserves'— areas of forest set aside for the exclusive use of
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rubber tappers working in the traditional way, in areas they have long
occupied, as described in Chapter 2. They developed a non-violent form
of protest, empate, modelled on the Chipko movement, preventing
loggers cutting down trees by occupying the threatened area. Three
reserves were declared in 1988, including land on the Cachoeira Estate,
owned by a local landowner, who was bitterly opposed to the creation of
the reserves. Later that year he shot and killed Chico Mendes. It was
only after Mendes’ death that the Chico Mendes Reserve, on the old
Cachoeira Estate near Xapuri, was officially designated by the President.
Mendes also inspired the creation of the Forest Peoples’ Alliance, which
was founded in 1989. The Alliance unites rubber tappers and Indians in
a joint movement to defend their livelihoods and habitat from
encroachment by ranchers, timber merchants and land speculators.

Social forestry

Social forestry programmes are primarily designed to satisfy the needs
of rural people for fuelwood, small timber and fodder and to provide an
income for poor farmers. Despite such worthy objectives, the results of
many social forestry programmes have been disappointing. In India, the
social forestry programme is geared to afforesting public lands to
produce trees for industrial use, and to tree-planting on private farms
and community lands for fuelwood and fodder. Poor rural people
depend on the resources of the communal forests and have little cash to
buy fuelwood. Their needs would be better served if the trees planted
enriched the environment in the longer term and provided useful
products.” Eucalyptus was a popular species for farm-forestry in the
north-west states of India in the first half of the 1980s. But since then,
market saturation and production problems have reduced farmers’
interest in trees as a crop.

Oxfam has been involved in monitoring social forestry programmes
in south-west India where they have been seen as a way of tackling
serious deforestation problems. A World Bank/ODA social forestry
project in Karnataka was part of a scheme to plant 5 million hectares of
forest each year® It had three components: farm forestry (providing
seedlings to farmers), nurseries (providing plastic bags and seeds to
families), and tree planting on government-owned common land for fuel
and animal fodder. An Oxfam report concluded that poor people were
not being helped, and the benefits of the project appeared to go to the
wealthier farmers. One study found that 12 per cent of the trees were
being cut down each year, of which 78 per cent were going for fuelwood
to Bangalore. Smaller farmers could not participate in the programme
for they could not afford to wait up to ten years for returns on their
investment. The eucalyptus trees were no good for fodder as animals
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refused to eat them. Because they were not directly involved, local
people were unaware that the project was meant to benefit them, and so
took little interest in the fate of the trees. In some areas, land formerly
used for growing subsistence food crops had been given over to growing
commercial trees, mostly eucalyptus. Tree-planting on farms has
reduced the jobs available for labourers and women have lost out more
than men. An Oxfam field worker comments:

.. Here, exploitation takes the form of planting a eucalyptus forest
on land previously available for villagers. Cattle and sheep could
be grazed there; local craftsmen could gather the grass and vines
needed to weave baskets and mats; women could gather branches
and leaves for cooking fuel; seasonal fruits and herbs could be
picked free. Since the area was planted with eucalyptus saplings,
the poorest villagers have been the hardest hit. Nothing else grows
where eucalyptus is planted; no grass, no undergrowth, no flowers;
no animal will touch its bark or leaves. No birds sing, for no bird
will nest there...*

Well-organised and well-publicised campaigning by local NGOs has
resulted in changes. Eucalyptus is no longer the only tree planted: trees
for fruit, fodder and fuel are appearing. Important lessons have been

On Sabu Island, school chzldren are bemg taught how to stall feed goats, and fence them
in. By preventing goats from grazing freely, young trees are protected and forest
regeneration is encouraged.
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learnt from the Karnataka Social Forestry Project. In future, collaborative
management systems need to be established which bring foresters and
communities together so that the needs of the poorest people can be met
as the area is reforested.

A new project for the Western Ghats Forests, which cover a range of
mountains parallel to the Karnataka coast, is to be funded by the ODA.
The Western Ghats are important as the source of all the major rivers in
south India and as the location of a unique variety of forest types
concentrated in a small area. Over the years, the forest has suffered from
excessive exploitation, and little regeneration is taking place. The project’s
aims are to assure the livelihoods of those who depend on these areas
and at the same time rehabilitate the forest. Local people will be invol-
ved in project planning through village committees which will enter into
management agreements with the Karnataka Forest Department.

Community forestry can work well, especially when it is initiated by
local people. For a number of years, Oxfam has supported the activities
of Friends of the Trees and Living Beings,® a local NGO in the Indian
state of Orissa. The work of the organisation (described in detail in
Chapter 1) covers a range of integrated activities which link meeting
basic needs with forest regeneration.

Re-greening: Ie Rai

Sabu Island, off the coast of West Timor, is one of the poorest parts of
Indonesia and has been almost totally deforested. Soil erosion is
widespread. Perennial drought is broken by flash floods. The island has
a population of 60,000, most of whom are very poor subsistence farmers.
Ie Rai is a local NGO established in 1981 with Oxfam support.* It now
runs several projects on the island. Forty villages have been involved in
soil conservation and terracing, fencing, well-digging and establishing
tree nurseries. The most popular tree for people to plant is one called
lamtoro, which has the capacity to increase the nitrogen content of the
soil and produces highly nutritious fodder. The aim of Ie Rai has been
not only to ‘re-green’ the island, but to strengthen associations of small
farmers by encouraging participation in programme planning and
decision making, so that people can take control of their own
environment. Awareness of environmental issues has been built up, and
people have become highly motivated as they have seen the benefits of
the environmental management schemes. The work is expanding into
agroforestry and the establishment of fodder plantations aimed at
increasing agricultural yields. This is an example of community
management, where people take control of natural resources and
manage them sustainably and efficiently for the benefit of the whole
community, both now and in the future.
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International Forestry Agreements

The International Tropical Timber Organisation

This organisation was established in 1985 to follow up the International
Tropical Timber Agreement of 1983, negotiated under the auspices of.
UNCTAD. Eighteen producer countries and 23 consumer countries are
members of the ITTO, and together account for 90 per cent of the global
trade in tropical timber. ITTO is charged with the twin tasks of
coordinating tropical timber producing and consuming countries and
encouraging national policies for the sustainable use and conservation of
tropical forests and their genetic resources. Many NGOs have criticised
ITTO’s failure to fulfil its conservation function, influenced as it is by
trade interests. It has also been accused of ignoring the needs of
indigenous people who depend on the forest for their livelihoods.”

Tropical Forestry Action Plan

Established in 1986 under the auspices of the FAO, the TFAP is an
international mechanism to coordinate assistance to the forestry sector,
identify and plan priority actions and fund conservation projects. The
TFAP's funds come from bilateral arrangements and are not directly
under TFAP management. In some countries, notably Peru, Cameroon
and Papua New Guinea, the funds pledged have merely served to
intensify logging. Some national plans have been shrouded in official
secrecy, and people who live in the forest have not been involved in the
planning process.

In spite of its potential, the effectiveness of the TFAP remains to be
proved. Oxfam, like many other NGOs, has called for reforms to ensure
a participatory planning approach that involves the communities
concerned and NGOs. A strong emphasis needs to be placed on securing
the lands and livelihoods of rural communities, especially forest
dwellers, on promoting plantations of native species and on developing
the sustainable production of non-wood products such as nuts, fruit and
herbs. As yet, there is no firm indication of any shift away from the
large-scale projects normally funded under the TFAP nor any evidence
that reforms have begun. Indeed, some observers believe that
confrontations between North and South in the run-up to UNCED set
back progress. Discussions of national sovereignty over resources have
excluded the broader considerations of forest conservation and the
welfare of forest people.®

Forestry and the World Bank

With aggregate lending of US$23 billion by early 1990, the World Bank is
a major actor in forest development. Under continual pressure from
NGOs, the Bank has moved from industrially-oriented operations
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towards forest schemes which address the interests of forest dwellers.
There is now an emphasis upon social forestry and community
participation in tree-planting and watershed management.

In 1990, the Bank developed a new Forestry Policy and Oxfam has
been actively involved in the consultations on revision. It is Oxfam’s
view that unless the needs of traditional forest dwellers and the rural
poor are urgently addressed by the Bank in its lending programme, then
environmental objectives will not be met. Indigenous people, Oxfam
argues, should never be displaced. This has to be a central element of the
Bank’s approach.® The new Forestry Policy will focus on financing
international technical assistance, promoting national policy reform,
supporting the sustainable production from forests and providing funds
to help preserve primary forest areas. The Bank has set out conditions
for loans, which will only be given to governments displaying a
commitment to sustainable, conservation-oriented forestry and
respecting the rights of forest dwellers. Perhaps most importantly, the
World Bank has stated it will no longer finance any commercial logging
in primary tropical moist forests. Some 20 countries, accounting for 85
per cent of the world’s remaining tropical moist forest, will be given
special attention. It remains to be seen whether or not the International
Finance Corporation, an organisation of the World Bank group, which
holds equity investments in timber extraction projects, will adhere to
this directive.

Oxfam has drawn attention to the important relationship between
debt servicing and tropical forest degradation in the South and to the
need for a creative approach by the Bank to debt reduction. The new
World Bank Forestry Policy is forest-focused rather than cross-sectoral,
and fails to address projects which are not in the forestry sector which
may lead to destruction of forest and forest people’s livelihoods, such as
road construction projects which can open up forest areas to
exploitation. '

The draft conventions

Efforts to develop legally binding international conventions on climate
change and biodiversity have been under way for several years. Loss of
tropical forests has far-reaching implications for both biological diversity
and global warming and yet the gap between North and South is
currently very great on this issue. The North is calling for a binding
agreement to protect tropical forests, whilst the countries of the South
are insisting on their sovereign right to use their forests in the ways they
choose. Given the rate of forest destruction, some form of international
agreement which also addresses issues of people’s rights and access to
resources is essential. Parties to the agreement should accept targets and
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instruments and commit themselves to undertake policy measures
which promote conservation and sustainable use of forests.

TROPICAL DRY FORESTS

Around the world, there are nearly 800 million hectares of tropical dry
forest. Most is found in Africa, but there are also extensive tracts in
South and South East Asia, Latin America and Australia.* Because of
their accessibility and ease of clearance, 3.8 million hectares are being
lost each year.

Although they attract less attention than the rainforests, dry forests
are significant for a number of reasons. They absorb large quantities of
carbon dioxide, and conserve moisture in areas where rainfall is low and
uncertain, helping to build up soil fertility. They contain many species
which are resilient under abnormal weather conditions, both dry and
wet. Semi-arid woodlands are capable of supporting higher densities of
people and stock than rainforests and they play an important
complementary role in the pattern of semi-arid agriculture as well as
providing many minor forest products including gums, resins, fruits and
berries and a supply of fuelwood and building materials for urban and
rural areas.*

A burning issue

One of the major threats to tropical dry forests is the fuelwood
requirement of urban people. Where they are close to urban areas, dry
forests are under threat not only for wood but also for the land they
occupy. As we saw in Chapter 5, charcoal burning is a major cause of
degradation in Darfur province and Red Sea Hills Province, but is a
source of income and part of the coping strategy of people threatened by
food insecurity.

Two billion people are short of fuelwood to cook their food. FAO
forecasts that some three billion people will be a part of this crisis by the
end of the century. The problem is already acute in the arid and semi-
arid areas of sub-Saharan Africa, throughout the arid and mountainous
regions of Central America, and the populous areas of South Asia.” For
poor households, there is no alternative to wood; any other fuel is too
expensive. More and more forests in rural areas are cut — both for wood
and for charcoal - to serve urban markets.

Because of the shortage of fuelwood, poor families often burn dung
and crop residues which they would otherwise return to the soil. In
Nepal, it is estimated that this practice reduces crop yields by 15 per
cent.® And in areas where wood is scarce, the remaining trees are often
damaged by the lopping of young and green branches, and continued
cutting means that the trees cannot recover. The burdens upon those
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Collecting wood, Burkina Faso; traditionally a woman'’s task. There is a growing shortage
of fuelwood in many parts of the world.

who collect fuel - mainly women - are increased. They must walk long
distances to find and carry home bundles of wood, allowing less time for
other tasks in the fields and in the home.

In the Eastern District of Zambia, Oxfam field staff report that people
are finding it harder and harder to gather wood. Elderly people in
Mulolo village in Chipata District recall that, before the tobacco farms
moved into the neighbourhood and started using wood for curing, there
was no shortage of firewood. As recently as 1980, there were plenty of
trees near the village, but now the women have to walk five kilometres
to a place called Mutucha, and even there the supply is close to
exhaustion because of over-cutting. A widow describes her daily
struggle to gather fuel to cook her family’s food:

We leave home very early about 5 a.m. before the sun is up. We
arrive at Mutucha at 7 a.m. I move through the area trying to break
wood with my hands and collect dry branches and twigs.
Sometimes I can find only very small pieces like match sticks and
sometimes we are forced to get fresh wood which will burn only
with a strong fire if you don’t keep them. You have to have small
and big pieces. You have to think about the distance to carry the
wood and how strong you are. I can only manage a little wood. By
the time I cook ‘nsima’ and relish in the evening the wood is
finished. The next day I have to go back again.*
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Women try to cut down on their use of wood; they may not boil water,
and sometimes dangerously undercook food, both of which create health
risks. As wood supplies are reduced, families must buy their fuel rather
than collect it, straining already limited budgets. Even in Amazonia,
where there is an abundance of wood, a week’s supply of charcoal can
cost a family some US$2 - 14 per cent of the average wage. In South
Asia, buying fuelwood and charcoal can take 40 per cent of the family
earnings.

WAYS FORWARD

There are various ways in which the problem can be tackled - planting
more trees, burning wood more efficiently, or by using different sources
of energy. The World Bank estimates that meeting the world’s fuelwood
needs requires a five-fold increase in the planting of fast-growing trees
to reach a target of 2.7 million hectares each year.*

Experience of tree-planting schemes in Nepal, Senegal and South
Korea shows that there are some critical ingredients for success. It is
essential that farmers - especially women - are involved in
management. They should own the land which is planted, or be entitled
to the trees grown on common land. Supportive technical services are
vital, supplying seeds and seedlings, testing soil, giving advice. Tree-
planting works best where there are strong incentives for people to
protect trees for their own use as well as for sale. Of crucial importance
is the choice of species to plant, which should fit local conditions and be
adaptable, resilient and capable of multiple uses. Users can show strong
and varied preferences; often men would choose different tree species
from women.

In the Shinyanga region of Tanzania, people have adopted a simple
method of re-greening with advice from HASHI (Hifadhi Ardhi,
Shinyanga), a land conservation training centre, supported by Oxfam.*
They protect the degraded forest which, left to itself, will regenerate. An
area of land is demarcated and protected from grazing animals and
fuelwood-collectors. First the grasses grow, then bushes are followed by
trées, and finally animals return to the forest. But this style of natural re-
greening demands a good deal of community cooperation.

More efficient use of woodfuel

Improving the efficiency of cooking stoves is another way of responding
to the woodfuel crisis — and reducing the heavy burden upon women.
But all the experiments show just how important it is to match local
needs. One Oxfam supported group - Lok Chetna Manch - in the
Garwal hills of India has popularised more fuel efficient stoves in homes
and on tea stalls.” These stoves cut wood consumption by up to 40 per
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cent. Translated into time, that means that women save about eight
hours walking on their twice-weekly trips to gather wood. The simple
technology not only reduces their drudgery but decreases the demand
on the village woodlot. Young men from the village have been trained to
install the stoves (which cost US$2) and maintain them.
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Left to itself, dry tropical forest can regenerate rapidly. HASHI, in Tanzania, is
supporting schemes of forest protection, to prevent grazing and wood collecting in
designated areas. Here, Charles Mwandu, an elder of his village, and chosen as a warden
for the growing forest, is patrolling the regenerating area.

INTERCONNECTIONS

The last four chapters have looked at separate aspects of the
environment of rural people, but it is clear that water, land, agricultural
systems and forests are closely related parts of the ecosystem. The loss of
tropical forests, land degradation and water shortages threaten the
survival of many millions of people who depend on these natural
resources for their livelihoods. Forest losses in particular have far-
reaching implications for biological diversity and global warming, and
may disrupt climatic and ecological patterns such as the growing season,
soil formation and water supplies, which in turn could have profound
effects on the ability of poor people in rural areas to produce the food
they need. The next chapter looks at the very different problems facing
the city dwellers in the Third World.
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