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Ppe tragedy in, the Sahel, with its gucesssion of nisfortunes
and woes, =still lingexs in the mind after almost 25 years of
az=gult on Ethe whola natural envirpnment ky drought and
desgertification. . .

The lewal of environmental degradation is such that one
hesitates to speak of natural resource usc and management in
ehe Sahelian region. ©OF course, the Sahecl ie neot homogenaous
and  therc are wvast differences hetween the Sahel of the
nomadic peetoralists, deprived of surface water, suffigieant
pazture, permanently wooded Arens, villages and £fields, &and
+he Hahal of the sedentary Farmers, where a dense pepulation
coneentrates on crop Earming and livestock rearing, whers all
mpabie land iz teken over and oultivatad with no fallow
pericds, despite the derisory harveste and eroded =s=olle.
Betwaen thesze two extremes comes the intermediate Sabelian
reqlon, dominaked in places b¥ marginal farmers coming up from
*ha South and in others by herders coming down from the Horth,
where umcontrolled occupation of land has generally negatbive
effects on the acelogical balance. . :

In =uch e¢circumstances, ia it possiblea 1o spaak of ratlonal
developmant, uvse and managament of natural and environmental
resoutces? We shall seek to answer this complex gquestion in
thes light of present experisances apd reality in the Zahelian
ragion of West Africa in general and Niger in particular.

tn most of tha Sahelian countries which belong to CILSS
[Permanent Inter-State Committes Go Combat Drowght in the
Sahall, wacant, ownerless land is the praparty of the =tatea.
This iz a legacy from the Hapoleonic Code, it=alrf inhearited
frmnm the calonial era. From time impmemorial, agricultural &nd
pastoral African peocples have bad customs regulating the.
ococupation of the land, whether cultivated or ot . '

customary law recognissd the rights of the descendants of the
Firat inhabitants to control and leasa the land and water
rosources 1n accordance with their status as heirs of land-
clearars/farmers, hunters, woodsmen/scrub-claarcers,
fishermensboatmen, mniners/blacksmiths, netallurgists, gold-
panners, ohbc.

The herders, Bboth nomadic and sedentary. who practlise the
system of seasonal transhumance which gnables livestock teo geat
+he maximum benefit from water and pasture resources, - 2150
distributed rights toe the nse of pastoral land betwean tribes,
fractions and cven confederations.



Organised in accordance with the ways and custoos - beguegthed
by the ancestors, fhe Sahelian pepple wWere rozpongible for
nature and the environmant, held to e communel property, and
thelr rescurces, bothh netural, such as’ pasture, saltmarshas
and =suxface watar, a5 well as thoze coreated by human
productiva Labour =such az agrlcoltare, gatheriog, hooting,
fishing, forestry and mining.

Woys and customs, soclal constraints and effective solidarity
plaged all ooccupiers and uvaers of the land and Llt=s resourses
ander tha zase obligabticons=. 7The wmoesht meritceriouns were those
who worked hardegt, not the cocustomary chicfz or absentes
alite.

Tha calonial ccouepatlion 4id not transform the local ways and
costons from o to otiom, Qezplte the Prench Yand=-helding
system which wae applied teo the colonles, under whigh all lagpd
Withpout excepflon was deciaged to b2 vacant and ounerless.
Innavations included natianal parks, hubhting raserves,
protaected forests, Qquarxries, Surfage water points, stream
Bghaninants, Sports=fields, parracks, roads; airilelds and all
the eazements asgcclated with urban land-holding syetems. I
particular, the protected forests, national parks and huntin

reserves wepre respected by the willlagers, while poachers an

smugglers were almost always noen-resldeants.

At indepandence, listening te the dewmageogues, the Sahelian
people =aw f£ilt +to destroy evarything that <olenialism had
bequeathad by 1mproper ard anarchic gyer-exploitatiaon,
Protected [orests, hunhtipg reaesarvee and mational parks ware
subijected tgo gystematic leooting because they had keen deasigned
arid za=t up LKy the colonlsts. dne woulgd hawve thought that
indapendence spelt the Jdeztruction of the entbire colonial
inheritance. Fortuhately, the sachoels, dispansaries,
hospitals, maternity wentres, livestook units and roapds ebo,
were net consigned to the fiames or the pickaxes of the
destravers. In threa8 d4decades of indepandsnce, uthsa S3helian
pecple have ransacked thelr entire surrﬂundiqgu and minad
large paxts of the natural environment with 1tz flora and
fayna. The irvrafutahle pracf of this senseleadgs destrultion is
there betore our syes, in front of us and agpound us. It i=
not neceaEary to go into the detalls of the degradation of tha
gahelian envirenoment, so¢ glearly do -the phenomena of
overgrazing, deforestation, all kinds of erosion and sanding-
ap of DPAEvorde And areble land otrike us and assall oy
SENEeS . Firewood comes fram far away, borne by lorries, to
satisfy the cooking needs of the inhabkiltants of urlban centres=s.

What will becoms aof nature apd our aenvironment in the decades
to comeE? The response Lo this mostl cooples goestion reguizes
a total overhaul of gur development policies in general and
cur raral «developmert peliciaes In particolar,  involving
genuine popular participation 1n rational! mapagement and use
of natural environmental resources, instaad of Ehe current
lalgsez=-faire approach.
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Environmental degradation in Higer has almost reachad tha
point of desertification and toital extinction of thea bush.
Traes, ograsser and game have all disappeared. Unce plant
cover has bean destroyved, all forms of arosion pormpancntly
attack the s0il which beogomes ever more eroded, dadgraded and
panded-urr. The humus which togk milliens of yesrs bGo form has
alZa  one. The peasantzs do not hasltate to glve = glear,
irrevacable diagnosis faced .with this spectacle: tha arabia
land 1= dead, the pastures are dead, tha bush-is dead: surface
water pointe, wells and springs heve dried up. Without water,
no 1life, whether plant or animml, is possible any more. The
immediate cCconeegquences are rural expdus, abandonment  of
village land to the sandstorms, ocgupation and cultivation of
marginal, fragils and unprodugtive land, disordexly
urbanieation atwl overcrowding of towns with all that this
implies in terms of swarms of hungry peopla, unenployed.
hendicapped, baggars, delinguents, prostitutes apd so on.

2= the Barth is humanity‘s life suppert system, =any socisaty
must find a way To use ifs resources In an dintalligent,
soonomnical and rational way. In turn, it is alse important to
enrich the land, wvhose regpources aroe net  anexhaustiblea.
Hawevar, 1in order to manage and muse the products and by-
products of tha land and the natural environment in a rational
way, the =0il must be worked intelligently, &as 1its fertile
surface ie exbaustible. TIn order to achieve all this, it is
ezszential to give back to the peasants and rural commupities
all thneir traditienal and customary rights, withewt excepticn.
The wast majority of our peasants and farmers oconslder
themselvas to bo the legitimate masters and ownars of the land
+hey use, handed down by their ancesters. This is why they
call themselves indilgencus "sons of the spil" anpd bear for his
lend an unfalling love, the =sort of leove a young child feels
for his mether whoe feeds and carces for him.

If the ¢overnment of Niger sincerely wishes to combat
environmental degradation, deforestation, over-grazing,
erosion of arable land and 1llvestock agrazing areas,
devastating brush-fizes eta, 1t muast give back to raral
communities, villages and nomad camps, farmers and herders,
their innate, traditicnal righte as landowners.

Coloniel occupation dispossessed the Indligenocus people, the
"sons of the 20ll1", of their mythilcal and religious rights to
cultivated land, to wnoultivated bBush, to briny land and salt
marshes, through the enforocemant of the Napoleopie code which
dectares a8ll wacant, ownarleszs land te ke tha property of the
state, in total ignorance of and with utier contempt for our
ways and costoems, for a period of sixty wyears. In all
colonies everywhere, IThat was considered tp be an act of
plunder and brigandege according to the principle that might
is right.

Thirty years aftar Niger‘s accesslon to independence, the
same heresies and abusas persist, inciting the dispossessed,
desproiled peasants to ransack &nd destroy thelr lends and
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aevary aspect of thelr environment: resourcss, habitat, natural
beauty. Predatory activity is expanding at the expeanse of
productive activity. Swmugglers and poachere are destroying
flora and fauna, contrary to African ethical standards which
call for the land, water and bush and thelr finite resourcas
toc ke husbanded. Uneure of a futare they can neither foresee
nar contrel, The farmexeg over-exploit the arakle land which
they neither fertilise nept protect againest the fTactors of
arasion and desertification. The pastoralizsts and herders,
for their part, no longer respeckt the seasonal transhunance
patterns, the Liwvestock eorridors or the rangaland. Copying
Lheir contempt for the law, the fishermen Lliterally loot the
lakas, rivers and strazms to get as many fish a= possible, of
whatever sizea; with no thought for safegquarding the future.
ALl natural and environmental ressuress are over-exploitad
becaues the peasantzs feel degpoiled and dispossessed of their
inheritance and means of exigtepnce in favour of the state
vhich doas net respect thaelr traditions and docs not offer
sacrifices to the protective deities, &£he benevolent
ancastors, the gpirits of the land, etg,

AT CAN BE DONE TO _HALT FENVIRCHMENTAYL DEGEADATIONS

Land, if it is not fertilised, 1f it i= net cared for or
maintained and if it is pot protected against the degradation
which leaves the door wide open to desertification, eventuaily
diss. Speaking of these lands which new preduca nothing, the
peazante Say thay area dead, just &5 the bush, which not longer
halds any game or edibie wild fruit, is considered Lo be dead.
Agricultural land wesed to ba put to fallow and aocess Lo areas
of pasturs, woodland and rangeland uwsed +to periocdically
restricted - and thase practices were respectcod, whareas more
and more thege days, for numercus reasens includlng populaticn
growth, the effacts of dreought, the conversion to agriculture
of ruined nomedile pastoralists, etc, falloWw perleds are
curtatted apnd access rastrictiens igpered or violated. Over-
exploited land dies, lesing all fertility and giving riza to
patchas of dasert which, s they joln up together, juetify the
references to dead iand, dead buzsh, etc.

In order agtively +o comnbet the different factors of
environmental degradation in Niger, legislatian and
regulations must be passed dealing with land-holding, legal,
tachnical and secial lazues. Thes= mnust Pe enforcoed
throughout the national territory. Tha plundaring state must
begin by giving back - to rural communities thelr land rgighte
based on our traditicopnal waya and customs. The -laws and
implementation modalitfes promulgated at the time of Niger's
indepandence wuaht ke brought to the attention oI the whole
national! community, ineluwding asdministrator:s, fjudges,
customary chiefa, eto. '

It i=s surprising in mare ways than one that i=s should be thoze
who make tha laws and regulations in this country — Niger-
who are the first to ighors them, trample them underfoot and
¥iclata them. This is what happens to the Iaws and thedr
enforcemant wheara roral lend tenure iz concernad. The
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government which prooulgates the lawe and all tha legislatiwve
and regulatory instruments 1is erlway=s the £irst Lo viclate
their provisiens in the =o-galled publfc Interest, witheout
dreaming of canpeapsating the @espoiled peasants. Evarything
for the state, nothing for the peopla. Conld 1t be that all
the fuss about workling out & Rurval Code will be no mors than a
storm in a teacup? Very racaent precedents lead ue ta fear
that what %the hard-working common pecple, deprived af thair
primary, wain means of existence — the land, keesp on Baying
will be confirmed: "Tha law, vhan it is geed, only profits the
rick, the town—dwallers, the governmwent officials, the Army
and their relatives. The peasants, who are the =on= of Lhe
=ail, are only entitled to speeches which £ill neither bellies
hor granaries. S0 it iz thst in Higer thers are peasants

without land and land without peasants.h Two previoes
attampts, now put on the hagk=-purner, turned out to be damp
sguibe. We are referring to tha Maradi Undertaking to combat

desertification and tho "green i=slands" strategy to combat
desertification in Niger, which no—one talks akout enymore,
despite the fact that the struggle againgt desertification
ghoirid have baan and must be seen as a very long-—Tterwm atfair,
taking many generakion, an coperation designed to preserve and
enrich ocur environment =0 that 1life will ke better thanks to
the resaurces created by our lalkour. .

In order to halt the degradation of our ecnvironment, we
repeat that tha state and the people must ceselutely cowmil
themsalves +to this giant task with its jpany <onponente:
anvironmentel educatien, popular educetion, contzol over water
resources, combatting all forms of arosion, hetter cultivation
technigues, =sctbting wp tree npurseriss, reafforestetion,
restricting acgese to certain areazs to regeperate soil and
fodder rasources, widespread diptribution of improved stoves,
gas and kerosene cookers, aclar ovans, ate.

The =tate should give back to tha willages all their rights to
manage, Hsa, davalop and control accesa to thalr Ifand. Each
rural Family should be able ta davelop and put their lapd to
uze in the interestz of tha national commupnity with the
assurance that 1t will’ not be expropriated without fair
compensatign. Sacial justica, which is a wmatter for the state
and ite admimistratieon, should reign and sweep away tha sad
raality of land without peasants or smallholders, and
peasants, smallheldars or yYoung people withoud land,
condenned to rural excdus with all its negative consequchoes.

COMCTITST Of

At the end of the 1980=, there will ba more than 10 mlllion
Wigeriens. According to the ceansus taken in May/June of that
waar, we Wwero already 7,z49,.586 in 194848, In June 1990, wWa
reached the £igura af 7,700,000 Higeriens, the populaticon
growth rate beibg 3.1%. Arvable land is increasingly becoming
.exfaunsted, for tha many r=asons given akove. There is no more
mew  land aveilable for clearance ta provide the cersal
production needed to faed the paople, whose numboers are likely
to dougble over the naxt guarter ocentury 1f uwse of the
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contraceptive methods currently being timidly introducad does
net hecome wldaspread. If the area onder rainfed and
irrigeted crops canpnot ke extaended, intensive nethods will
have to ke introeduesd to increase production of botlh prainfed
and irrigatsd food cropsS. Intensive agriculituare reguiraes that
farmere hawve total security of land tenurs, asz well &S
investments which a&are far beyond the means of the wask
majority of our peasanks. Agrionltural’ credit no  longear
exfists in Nigar, while most co-~operatives haye po permAnont
avtivities and are in thrall to the big traders 1n the urban
centres and customary chicfs, some of whom mre amongst the
Iargext land-owmears in the country. Tha rural deawvelopment
servicas arse languishing in air-conditioned officasz, lasking
elther the means of the wWill ot bring the silent revoletion in
the rural areas Lo an eand. In summary ., &ll tha factars
leading to rural decay and degeneration seem to bhe coalescing
againet the peasanktry ©f Niger, whe, Qaspite their appetita
for wark, are penAllised and di=scoursged by natural disasters
and by the men whe pursus urban politica to the detriment of
the countryeide.

For these reasons, rural -people are more and more coming to
recemble predatoers rathery than producers attagclhed to their
ancestral lands or bound to the ppil - which 1s dving through
bed managemant and over-usa.




