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4

Foreword by Sida

Poverty and hunger constitute major global problems. Nearly one and a 
half  billion people in the world live in abject poverty, and close to one bil-
lion go without sufficient food for the day, the majority in rural areas. 

In sub-Saharan Africa about half  of  the population lives in poverty 
and there are also vast numbers of  poor people residing in rural southern 
Asia and in Latin America. Agriculture and natural resources constitute 
the basic provision of  food and income for rural people. However, increas-
ing diversification of  the economy indicates a broadening of  the basis for 
rural people’s livelihoods that may help reduce the uncertainty and vul-
nerability facing them. Unpredictable natural and climatic conditions add 
to the situation of  rural insecurity that at times is manifested in natural 
disasters and the need for emergency assistance. Hence rural people have 
to fight for survival and increased incomes. Rural development becomes 
crucial for the consolidation of  the struggle against poverty and hunger.

State policies and interventions in rural areas have been associated with 
continuous changes in the formal institutional framework, as well as insecu-
rity regarding land and natural resource ownership. Rural people and their 
livelihoods thus also face a situation of  governance that is often character-
ised by lack of  trust and unpredictability and which obstructs productive 
development. Often women are discriminated against through a heavy do-
mestic work burden and weak rights to land and resource ownership.

Rural people’s responses include efforts to organise in new ways, to ex-
plore the benefits of  markets and commercialisation and also to continue 
to rely on indigenous institutions and norms for guidance in rural liveli-
hoods and resource allocation. The outcomes are complex and vary be-
tween agro-ecological systems, within countries and between continents. 

This book attempts to document and analyse the complex processes 
and outcomes related to rural struggles for survival and improvement 
primarily in sub-Saharan Africa, but also in Latin America and to some 
extent in India and Sweden. By also addressing the Swedish rural con-
text, the book shows that the challenges of  rural development and natural 
resource governance are of  global character.

The book documents the complex conditions and frameworks faced 
by Swedish development assistance. Sida’s overriding objective comprises 
the fight against poverty and hunger in developing countries in accord-
ance with the un Millennium Development Goals. Thus the understand-
ing of, and support for, the strengthening of  rural livelihoods and natural 
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resource governance is central to Sida’s activities. Development coopera-
tion can then be designed to promote sustainable production and socio-
cultural systems. Only through such efforts, in close co-operation with the 
initiatives and knowledge of  rural people, can the widespread poverty and 
hunger in rural areas be addressed globally. 

Sida, Stockholm January 2006

Jan Bjerninger 
Head of  Department for Natural Resources and the Environment
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The global challenges of  hunger, poverty and disease have led to an in-
creasing focus within global initiatives – policies and strategies – on condi-
tions and developments in rural areas in the South, where three quarters 
of  the world’s poor population live.1 In 2005 such initiatives included the 
Millennium Development Plan2, the G8 Africa Initiative3 and the estab-
lishment of  a global donor platform for agriculture and rural development 
aimed at the achievement of  the Millennium Development Goals.4 The 
non-governmental movement manifested in the World Social Forum and 
ordinary people in the North and the South are likewise worried about 
the persistence of  poverty, hunger and disease in the rural areas of  the 
South, and in particular in Africa. Truly there is a growing global concern 
related to these issues.

The struggle against poverty and hunger has taken a successful leap 
forward in East and South-East Asia due to the initiation of  broad-based 
development since the 1960s. This experience reveals the critical role of  
widening development to new areas and sectors and the important role 
of  the state and domestic policies in this process.5 In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
however, the rate of  poverty has risen between 1990 and 2001 and cur-

1 fao, The State of  Food Insecurity in the World 2005. Eradicating world hunger – key to achiev-
ing the Millennium Development Goals. Rome, 2005, p. 5.

2 undp, Investing in Development. A Practical Plan to Achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals. Overview. Report to the un Secretary-General. New York, 2005.

3 G8 Gleneagles 2005: Africa.
4 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development: The Role of  Agriculture and Rural Develop-

ment in achieving the Millennium Development Goals – a joint donor narrative. Prepared by 
Axel Wolz on behalf  of  bmz, Germany, cida, Canada, dfid, England and the World Bank, 
September 2005.

5 Djurfeldt, G., H. Holmén, M. Jirström and R. Larsson (eds), The African Food Crisis. Lessons 
from the Asian Green Revolution. CABI Publishing, Wallingform, uk and Cambridge, us. 2005.

Introduction to Rural Livelihood 
and Governance Issues 
BY KJELL HAVNEVIK, TEKESTE NEGASH 
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12 INTRODUCTION TO RURAL LIVELIHOOD AND GOVERNANCE ISSUES

rently 46.5 per cent of  the inhabitants (314 million people) still live below 
the poverty line. 

In Africa, contrary to the experiences of  Asia, the orientation of  the 
struggle against hunger and poverty is focused more narrowly on the role 
of  agriculture and rural development for generating pro-poor growth. 
This process has been made increasingly difficult by the spread of  hiv⁄

aids. hiv⁄aids leads to labour shortages in some agricultural systems, to 
loss of  local knowledge and to an increase in household time and resourc-
es spent on caring for the sick. East and Southern Africa today has about 
five per cent of  the world population, but has seen nearly 50 per cent of  
all lives lost to the pandemic.6 

The aim of  this book is to analyse and understand the rural livelihood 
dynamics and natural resource governance that are unfolding across con-
tinents. By focussing on rural livelihoods and natural resource governance 
issues, the objective is to come closer to understanding the institutions, 
processes and developments at local, rural levels, among households, 
groups and communities. Land and natural resources constitute not only 
the most important base for survival for poor people, but a means of  long-
term livelihood security as well. A primary premise of  the book is that 
deeper insights about complex rural dynamics are required for the design 
and implementation of  policies and strategies that can address poverty 
and broad based development constructively. Evidence is provided prima-
rily from Africa, but also from Latin America and to some extent India 
and Sweden. 

Three major topics emerge in connection with the research presented 
in this book, (i) the complexity of  livelihood systems, risk perceptions and 
responses to interventions, (ii) the crucial issue of  access to and control of  
land, and (iii) global governance creating a space for development from 
below. Taken together, the three themes demonstrate that a framework 
for analysis of  rural dynamics and natural resource management, with 
a bearing on governance and livelihood perspectives, add crucial under-
standing of  the institutional, socio/economic and cultural complexities of  
rural areas and their interconnections with larger scales.

Policies Targeted at Agriculture and Rural Areas

The structural adjustment and stabilisation policies, developed by the 
World Bank and the imf in the early 1980s, aimed at shifting the engine 

6 See also M. Hammarskjöld, hiv⁄aids – is the worst yet to come? Data, spreadpatterns and 
trends. In: One Step Further – Responses to hiv⁄aids. Sidastudies no. 7, Sida, Stockholm and 
unrisd, Geneva, 2002.
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INTRODUCTION TO RURAL LIVELIHOOD AND GOVERNANCE ISSUES 13

of  development from what were considered to be “inefficient states” that 
promoted an unsustainable development model towards what was expect-
ed to be “the dynamics of  the market”. One, overlooked, political aspect 
of  this shift was that “the World Bank and other donors proved incapable 
of  developing balanced or honest criticism of  this model or of  their own 
role in its promotion.”7

The first stage of  this strategy was focused on agricultural and rural 
development. It was drawn up by the World Bank in the so-called Berg 

Report in 1981.8 The emphasis was primarily on ‘getting the prices right’. 
The argument was that urban coalitions, through their control over the 
state machinery, had promoted centralised price systems and overvalued 
exchange rates that led to extraction of  enormous values from smallhold-
ers in the agricultural sector, values that were subsequently wasted in un-
productive ways.9

Economic restructuring and agricultural liberalisation spread through-
out the South in the 1980s. However, new agricultural growth that could 
support poverty reduction and national economic rehabilitation and ex-
pansion did not emerge in most low-income countries, and particularly 
not in Africa. Increasingly, the World Bank and international donors ac-
knowledged that changes in prices would not be sufficient to generate eco-
nomic dynamism as long as structural constraints still existed at various 
levels. The focus of  the World Bank and international donors in the late 
1980s and early 1990s thus shifted to institutional change and the creation 
of  an “enabling environment” for the private sector to unfold in the rural 
areas.10 The World Bank report of  1989 launching its new strategy for 
Africa (World Bank 1989: Sub-Saharan-Africa, From Crisis to Sustain-
able Growth) envisaged a reduced role for the state in marketing but with 
clearer and positive roles for it in other spheres. In marketing the emphasis 
shifted from “higher prices” to “free and open price regimes”. The only 
state involvement mentioned was the possible setting of  minimum prices 
for food crops with the aim of  creating small buffer stocks for price stabili-
sation purposes: Private enterprises and entrepreneurs should take care of  
the rest including the selling of  inputs (at full cost), supply of  farm credits 
on commercial terms and the purchasing of  farm outputs. 

7 Gibbon, P., K. Havnevik and K. Hermele, A Blighted Harvest. The World Bank and African Ag-
riculture in the 1980s. James Currey, London and Africa World Press, Trenton, N.J., 1993, p. 2.

8 World Bank, Accelerated Development in Sub-Saharan Africa. An Agenda for Action. Wash-
ington D.C. 1981.

9 Gibbon, P., K. Havnevik and K. Hermele, op.cit., ch. 2.
10 World Bank, Sub-Saharan Africa: From Crisis to Sustainable Growth. A Long-Term Perspective 

Study. Washington D.C. 1989. 
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14 INTRODUCTION TO RURAL LIVELIHOOD AND GOVERNANCE ISSUES

A new item in the 1989 report was the stress on changes to land law. 
“As population increases and land becomes scarce, long fallow periods 
can no longer be relied on to maintain fertility, and the transitory nature 
of  land-use rights fails to provide incentives for individuals to improve 
their land”. Such incentives could instead emerge through permanent ti-
tling that would also “help rural credit markets to develop, because land 
is good collateral”.11 As such the report introduced the need for a broader 
focus on the institutional, administrative and legal aspects related to land 
and natural resources, which developed strongly in the subsequent period. 
The conflicts and internal dynamics related to land and natural resources 
have, over the last few decades, come to stand out as important integral 
parts of  the governance of  land and natural resources. These dynamics 
are also central to livelihoods. 

The Emergence of the “Governance” Concept 

The “enabling environment” perspective expanded the development 
framework far beyond prices. More specifically it raised the issue of  gov-
ernance in terms of  the need to develop and sustain policies, regulations, 
legal systems and a rule of  law that could imbue private actors and stake-
holders with incentives to invest and expand economic activities. Prices 
were still important, but only as part of  an enabling policy environment. 

Governance, in this context, thus related to the political and institu-
tional capacity of  the state to establish and maintain an enabling frame-
work and guide its relationships with the actors and stakeholders involved 
in rural development at trans-national, national and local levels. This 
implied that the governance perspective saw a larger, but more clearly 
defined, role for the state as compared to the “getting prices right” per-
spective. This perception of  governance has, by some, been termed as 
“state-centric”.12 It encompasses a parallel and co-ordinated movement 
of  political power to trans-national levels of  government and down to 
local level. The state still, however, played the leading role with capac-
ity to guide development at critical levels. We could call this state-centric 
multi-level governance.13 Its emphasis was mainly to enhance efficiency 
by stabilising rules and regulations and connecting policies and strategies 
in a vertical manner. 

11 Ibid., p. 104.
12 Pierre, J., Introduction: Understanding governance. In,  J. Pierre (ed), Debating Governance 

Authority, Steering and Democracy. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000, p. 3.
13 See also Hooghe, L. and G. Marks, “Unravelling the central state, but how? Types of  multi-level 

governance”. In American Political Science Review, 97(2), pp. 2233–243.
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INTRODUCTION TO RURAL LIVELIHOOD AND GOVERNANCE ISSUES 15

The “state-centric” or “old” governance concept was gradually com-
plemented by a “new” concept of  governance that emerged in the 1990s 
after the demise of  the Soviet Union and the rise of  a unipolar global politi-
cal setting and the deepening of  the globalisation process. This new politi-
cal framework saw an early emphasis by its major stakeholders, the us and 
European powers, on multiparty political systems and human rights (hr) 
adherence. The democratic and hr agenda was partly promoted in order to 
strengthen the legitimacy of  the new regime parallel with a push for liberali-
sation of  financial markets and changes in the global trade regime. 

What emerged in the 1990s was a change in the role of  the state that 
made room for a type of  governance that incorporated democracy, de-
centralisation, participation and empowerment – all aspects of  relevance 
to rural development and natural resource governance. This opened up 
a horizontal shift of  responsibilities from government administration and 
authorities towards non-governmental or civil society actors at all societal 
levels. However, as the chapters of  this book will show, this process dif-
fered between countries and often encountered set-backs. 

In the global context, the multi-level governance agenda became par-
ticularly pronounced in connection with international agreements on the 
environment, climate, etc. (the Rio Environmental Sustainability Agenda 
1992, the Kyoto Protocol of  1997 on Climate Change, fao Global Food 
Summits 1996 and 2002, Johannesburg Meeting on Sustainable Develop-
ment 2002, etc.) and the rise of  the World Trade Organisation in 1994. 
The post-1994 trade regime was, in comparison with its predecessor, a 
much more mandatory and rule-bound regime undermining the space 
for autonomous decision making that developing countries had earlier 
enjoyed, even if  this space was poorly used.14 Despite the changes that 
have been implemented in the wto regime, they have not addressed the 
needs of  developing countries to access global markets for agricultural 
produce. 

Both the vertical and horizontal types of  multi-level governance, how-
ever, tended to open a space for “development from below” or an increas-
ing possibility for rural people, ngo:s and civil society organisations to 
influence the course of  local development. In addition various types of  
networks, alliances and partnerships emerged, not only on rural, national 
or global levels, but also connecting the various levels. For instance, the 
rise of  the Global Social Forums, driven by ngo:s since 2001, has promot-
ed these partnerships. Of  interest to note is that the multi-level govern-

14 Gibbon, P. and S. Ponte, Trading Down; Africa, Value Chains and the Global Economy. Phila-
delphia; Temple University Press, 2005. 
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16 INTRODUCTION TO RURAL LIVELIHOOD AND GOVERNANCE ISSUES

ance characteristics seemed to emerge more strongly in the environmental 
policy sector than in other sectors.15 

Economic and political reforms and, in the broader sense globalisa-
tion, had important implications for the emergence and changing con-
ceptualisations of  governance. The multi-level governance approach 
had clear relevance for the analyses of  rural development and natural 
resource management by widening the scope of  analysis so that vertical 
and horizontal interconnections between actors, stakeholders and institu-
tions could more easily be identified and understood. Such a widening of  
the analysis will also generate insights that can support improvements in 
the area of  policy coherence. 

Policy coherence has, however, mistakenly been narrowed by north-
ern governments to become how their countries can align and coordi-
nate policies regarding trade, development assistance, security etc. vis a 
vis the South. Not yet are northern countries conscious about the need 
for policies that promote coherence across the North-South divide. The 
Millennium Development Goals as well constitute part of  the thinking 
that the North needs to “do something” for the South without placing any 
demands on itself. 

The “Livelihood” Approach

Parallel with the changing conception of  governance that had its source 
in global and national processes, there were also changes as to how best to 
understand rural development from a local perspective. This reflected an 
understanding that household strategies and rural dynamics were linked 
not only to agricultural production but also, increasingly, to a wider pro-
ductive and institutional setting that overlaps with the governance per-
spectives. In addition, the significance and complexity of  the role of  gen-
der in relationship to critical aspects of  livelihoods were acknowledged.16 

Part of  this new understanding was reflected in new research empha-
ses. For instance, in neo-classically oriented economic research a strong 
focus emerged towards understanding rural diversification and the growth 
and variation of  non-agricultural and non-farm incomes in developing 
countries. This research concentrated primarily on: (i) factors that cause 
households to adopt more diverse livelihood strategies, (ii) investigation of  

15 Dryzek, J., The Politics of  the Earth: environmental discourses. Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 1997 and Eckerberg, K. and M. Joas, “Multi-level Environmental Governance: a concept 
under stress? In Local Environment, Vol. 9, No. 5, 405–412, October 2004, p. 407. 

16 Arora-Jonsson, S., Unsettling the Order: Gendered Subjects and Grassroot Activism in Two Forest 
Communities. Doctoral Thesis No 2005:70. Swedish University of  Agricultural Sciences, Uppsala. 
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the asset basis that permits diversification; (iii) the income effects of  differ-
ent forms of  diversification; and (iv) the link between diversification, farm 
output and labour productivity. All these areas are in themselves relevant 
research topics, however the economistic and partial approach pursued 
constrain a broader understanding of  unfolding rural dynamics. 

Towards the end of  the 1990s, the British development agency, dfid, 
was among the first to create a broader framework for analysis of  the 
processes of  household responses and changes unfolding in rural areas, 
i.e. the sustainable livelihood approach. The aim of  the sustainable liveli-
hood approach was also to place greater emphasis on the elimination of  
poverty. Research on sustainable livelihoods draws on three decades of  
changing views of  poverty. In particular, participatory approaches to de-
velopment have highlighted the great diversity in the goals to which peo-
ple aspire, and in the livelihood strategies they adopt to achieve them.17 
In this approach, households and individuals are regarded as economic 
agents who minimise risks and maximise incomes through the use of  so-
cial, human, financial, physical and natural capital. Social and political 
processes are conceptualised as policies, laws, incentives and institutions 
that, to an important degree, are contextual in nature but which unfold 
outside the realm of  households and individual agencies. Culture is re-
garded as a part of  the vulnerability context of  agents. The outcomes of  
livelihoods are defined in normative economic development terms such 
as more income, enhanced well-being, improved food security, reduced 
vulnerability and environmental sustainability.

Although dfid’s livelihood approach is an improvement over the neo-
classical conceptualisation of  rural change, there are still some dimensions 
that are not fully addressed by the framework. In the sustainable liveli-
hood approach, the constraints on, and potential for, development are to 
a large extent seen from the contextual and local perspectives. The ap-
proach tends to be more ‘local’ and ‘survivalist’ in discussing development. 
Other more ‘distant’, but determining issues may not be fully grasped. For 
instance, institutions, policies and laws are discussed, but mainly within 
the framework as to how rural people experience them. It is important to 
recognize that local people may not have full knowledge or experience of  
externally generated arrangements or about structural features at higher 
level that represent constraints on their livelihood development. Also they 
may not consider themselves as agents who can shape institution, laws, 
etc. Experience shows that smallholders often do not dare to question 

17 Ashley, C. And D. Carney, Sustainable Livelihoods: Lessons from experience. Department for 
International Development, dfid. London, 1999, p. 4.
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18 INTRODUCTION TO RURAL LIVELIHOOD AND GOVERNANCE ISSUES

government rules or policies openly. Instead they may do so through ‘hid-
den’ resistance. Hence, consideration of  the governance issue in the sus-
tainable livelihood discussion may provide a broader scope for explaining 
rural development dynamics in a more comprehensive manner.

In general, increased understanding has to be gained on how commu-
nities and rural groups organise and mobilise resources in relationship to 
their ideas and values and in response to external policies and strategies, 
including development assistance.

The articles in this book, and in various other multi and interdisci-
plinary research,18 show that a deeper understanding of  rural dynamics 
and natural resource governance would require an improved approach 
that connects economic, political, social and cultural dimensions and as 
well the linkages between micro and macro levels. Our argument is that 
design and implementation of  strategies to reduce poverty and promote 
broad-based development would stand a better chance of  attaining their 
objectives if  they were based on such insights and knowledge.

Introduction to Chapters 

In Chapter 1, Rune Skarstein presents a comparative study of  production 
and productivity of  food grains in Tanzania from 1976 to 1998, which 
shows that productivity and output in the post-economic reform period, 
1986–1998, was lower than in the pre-reform period, 1976–1985. Hence, 
there are indications that the strategy for liberalising African agriculture 
designed by international financial institutions and supported by most do-
nors is insufficient to trigger growth in a predominantly pre-capitalist ag-
ricultural context. Skarstein argues that agricultural liberalisation, where 
market forces determine prices of  outputs and inputs, cannot increase 
agricultural productivity and promote rural livelihoods in a sustainable 
fashion. Rather, prices should be used as important policy instruments to 
reduce the variability and insecurity faced by rural smallholders. 

In contrast to the view that has dominated research since the 1980s, 
Skarstein underlines the important role of  the state (government) in assist-
ing smallholders to consolidate their holdings and in promoting livelihood-
based poverty reduction strategies. There is clearly a disjunction between 

18 D. Bryceson, “The Scramble in Africa: Reorienting Rural Livelihoods”. In: World Development 
30 (5), 725–39. Benjaminsen, T. and C. Lund (eds.), Politics, property and production in the 
West African Sahel: understanding natural resources management, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 
Uppsala, 2001. Toulmin, C. and J. Quan (eds.), Evolving land rights, policy and tenure in Af-
rica, dfid/iied/nri, 2000, London. Larsson, R., Between crisis and opportunity: livelihoods, 
diversification and inequality among the Meru of  Tanzania. Lund Dissertations in Sociology 41, 
Lund University, 2001.
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the growing demands of  global governance on the one hand and the mar-
ginalisation processes of  the rural sectors in the South on the other. 

Skarstein hints at inherent constraints to the growth of  productivity 
in the Tanzanian rural context. To what extent are the pre-capitalist eco-
nomic and social formations in Tanzania, and in other African countries, 
constraints on economic growth? To what extent does the globalisation 
advanced by international institutions and donors address the perceived 
needs and capabilities of  rural smallholders? Here is a rich field for future 
research.

Belaineh Legesse in Chapter 2 brings up additional complexity related 
to the role of  risks and uncertainties in the lives of  smallholders in an 
Ethiopian rural context. Implicit in the analysis is the interaction between 
changing global conditions and the emergence of  complex livelihood 
strategies at local level. Agricultural risks are perceived in different ways by 
different groups of  smallholders in different contexts. As risk mitigation, 
sustainability and community development are conceptually linked, the 
coping strategies adopted by smallholders need to go beyond economic 
calculation. The livelihood approach, as employed by Belaineh, provides 
a rich and detailed picture of  how poor smallholders cope with a variety 
of  risks in their efforts to meet basic needs. 

Most importantly, Belaineh finds that household responses to risk can 
be conceptualised as risk minimising strategies that are male dominated 
and loss management coping strategies that are basically the domain of  
women. Reducing risks and creating an enabling environment for rural 
economic growth and development thus requires a thorough understand-
ing of  local perceptions, traditional principles, gender aspects and adap-
tive strategies.

Whereas Belaineh Legesse broadens the analysis of  smallholder re-
sponses within a livelihood approach, Mats Hårsmar (Chapter 3) adds yet 
another crucial element, namely the role of  prevailing norms for under-
standing rural and agricultural development. 

Hårsmar’s findings illustrate that norms in respect of  family and other 
relationships are serious hindrances to both economic dynamism and 
income diversification in rural areas. Using income diversification as an 
analytical tool, Hårsmar found that smallholder diversification strategies 
(among the Mossi of  Burkina Faso) are not designed to achieve accumula-
tion. This is because cultural norms, which regulate the system of  land re-
distribution and the organisation of  work, tend to stress subsistence and the 
value of  the security that reciprocal relationships generate, more than the 
individual-based value of  economic accumulation. Importantly, Hårsmar 
also addresses the identity issue linked with subsistence farming in relation 
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to other types of  rural income generation, and its role in holding back rural 
dynamism. These and similar findings may be key to understanding why 
agricultural and economic reforms fail to generate the expected outcomes, 
as documented empirically in the case of  Tanzania (Ch. 1).

Struggles over access to, and control of, land and their implications for 
productivity growth, sustainability and rural livelihoods are critical issues 
in most developing countries. In Chapter 4 Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández analy-
ses the linkages between access to resources and ecological sustainability in 
Chile with some references to Mexico and South Africa. Communal own-
ership, widespread in the semi-desert regions of  Chile, is a specific form of  
resource organisation that has been managed in an ecologically sustainable 
manner. The struggle that the communeros (smallholders) undertook in 
order to gain control of  the common land, suggests that the peasants were 
not passive recipients but actors who, through local resistance, adaptive 
strategies and voluntary organisation, managed to bring about the desired 
changes. The recognition of  the institution of  communal land-holding by 
the Chilean state (a strong supporter of  neo-liberal economics since the 
1970s) adds complexity to the long-standing debate on whether land can 
be commonly exploited in a sustainable manner. Communal land holding 
is not unique to Chile; similar institutions exist in some parts of  Europe 
(Switzerland) and in most parts of  Sub-Saharan Africa. 

In contrast to Chile where only a fraction of  the land resource is under 
the institution of  the commons in Ethiopia, as in most African countries, 
land is under the formal ownership of  the state. There are, however, some 
notable exceptions e.g. South Africa, Zimbabwe and Kenya. Since de-
colonisation and through agricultural intensification and diversification 
associated with economic crises, one of  the critical issues in most African 
countries is access to and control of  land. 

While the issue in Kenya has revolved around ways of  ensuring stable 
land rights for smallholders through the individualisation of  land owner-
ship, Atakilte Beyene’s study (Chapter 5) shows that the Ethiopian state contin-
ues to control land access, distribution and tenure in terms of  user rights. 
The area of  land available to each Ethiopian household is determined 
by the state, and continuous and unpredictable land redistributions cre-
ate a deep sense of  insecurity among smallholders. Moreover, successive 
redistributions have led to the declining viability of  smallholder farms. 
The crisis of  the smallholder farming systems in northern Ethiopia is thus 
largely a result of  a defective tenure system or, in a wider sense, tenure 
governance framework. The effective presence of  the state in land issues 
is regarded as counter-productive and the major strategy used by rural 
smallholders is to circumscribe the powers of  the government. 
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The introduction of  land as private property is becoming a popular 
demand among smallholders in Ethiopia. However it remains to be seen 
whether the push towards private property rights could be used to bring 
about forms of  ownership that would be sensitive and responsive to the 
livelihood strategies of  smallholders, or whether the problems in Ethiopia 
mainly relate to the character of  the state.

Conflict between the legitimate demands of  people to access land 
resources and the authoritarian and interventionist state is best illustrated 
by the case of  Zimbabwe. The central theme of  Lisbeth Larsson Lidén’s 
study (Chapter 6) is the incapacity of  the Zimbabwean state to address the 
issue of  land redistribution in a democratic and sustainable manner. It 
is true that Zimbabwe inherited a system of  land ownership of  extreme 
inequality, whereby approximately 4 500, mainly white, large scale farm-
ers owned about 40 per cent of  the best arable and grazing land, of  
which nearly half  was unutilised or underutilised. In such a setting there 
was undoubtedly strong pressure to introduce land redistribution so that 
some of  the huge commercial farms could be redistributed to smallhold-
ers. However, local land redistribution processes were heavily influenced 
by uneven access to political power, which has become more evident 
since 1997. The government plan to redistribute four million hectares 
was criticised as the rules of  redistribution were skewed in favour of  those 
close to the ruling party. The scope for rural Zimbabweans to influence 
their situation has greatly dwindled compared to the early 1990s when, in 
some parts of  the country (among the Ndebele), civil society had a posi-
tive impact on local governance. 

Larsson-Lidén’s study is a study of  tragic failure. During a period of  
only a few years (between 2000 and 2002), the ruling elite in Zimbabwe 
undermined the institutional frameworks for democracy, sound economic 
decision-making and social welfare previously in place. The country has 
subsequently been immersed in deep crisis.

The emergence of  the democratic global governance framework in 
the early 1990s influenced governments in many countries in the South to 
modify and change agricultural and natural resource governance policies 
and legislation in the direction of  local participation and empowerment. 
In Chapter 7, Kjell Havnevik demonstrates how several villages in Babati Dis-
trict in northern Tanzania made use of  existing local institutions and the 
space created by the new global governance narratives (through their im-
plications on policies and government attitudes) to promote community 
management of  forests from below in close cooperation with higher level 
administrative government structures. Such developments have earlier 
unfolded in many Asian countries and are now increasingly spreading 
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throughout Africa. Interestingly, the same village structures that were le-
galised in the 1970s by the Tanzanian government to enable it to com-
mand development from above are now being used to promote develop-
ment from below. The Babati process, however, is also strongly supported 
by Swedish development assistance. This may imply that future sustain-
ability of  these processes is uncertain.

The Colombian case presented by Anders Rudqvist (Chapter 8) illustrates 
that the outcome of  the decentralisation process that emerged parallel 
with economic liberalisation in Latin America in the 1980s, failed to ad-
dress a number of  restraining factors. These included political and eco-
nomic structures as well as the character of  political regimes and forms of  
governance. The substantive focus of  rural governance in Colombia and 
the South is also distinctive from that in the North. In the South, localised 
forms of  power in relationship to natural resources as a critical element of  
livelihoods appear to be much more prevalent than in the North, although 
the basis for this conclusion is weak.

In Chapter 9, Seema Arora-Jonsson investigates women’s organizing in 
relationship to efforts for local management of  the forests in villages in 
Orissa in India and in a village in northwest Dalarna in Sweden. Finding 
little space for their concerns in village organizations, several women in 
these villages chose to form their own, all women groups. This produced 
different and quite surprising responses in their communities. Arora-Jons-
son shows how men and women in both places drew on what appeared to 
be similar rhetoric and understanding of  ‘development’ and ‘gender’ in 
an increasingly globalized world in order to make action space for them-
selves. She traces how global processes, i.e. those that transcend any single 
place, help to shape state policies, development interventions and markets 
that, in turn, affect spaces for action for women and men. She shows how 
similar processes may both create and close opportunities for women to 
take action in specific contexts.

Emil Sandström’s contribution (Chapter 10) analyses how communities in 
sparsely populated northern parts of  Sweden are striving for increased au-
tonomy. He provides insights into how changing institutional frameworks 
for local governance of  natural resources in several Swedish villages help 
them to influence the management of  local natural resources. Sandström 
argues that the increasing degree of  self-confrontation and reflexivity that 
have emerged with globalisation seem to support agencies and local actors 
in freeing themselves from existing instutional structures. In this setting, 
local governance arrangements emerge not only from policy changes at 
macro level or from changes at the micro level, but rather from the in-
terface where globalisation processes tie into every day life. This tends to 
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encourage people to reflect about how their livehoods are constituted in a 
governance perspective.

Emerging Themes 

What emerge from the research in this book are the following three wider 
themes relating to rural livelihoods and natural resource governance: 

The complexity of livelihood systems, 
risk perceptions and responses to interventions
This theme is connected with the complexity and dynamics of  rural liveli-
hood systems and the variation of  smallholders’ perceptions of  risks and 
their responses to government policies and interventions (Tanzania, Ethio-
pia and Burkina Faso). Several chapters demonstrate in different ways the 
importance of  the normative aspects of  local natural resource governance 
that prevail in the world of  smallholders. African smallholders show wide 
diversity in perception, adaptations and responses to internal and external 
challenges. Such responses often have gendered dimensions. The research 
also demonstrates the inherent weaknesses of  the analyses and strategies 
of  the rural smallholder context by governments and international finan-
cial institutions. Many of  the incentives offered to smallholders through 
such strategies do not seem to enhance agricultural productivity and rural 
development. The failure of  policies to generate broad-based rural devel-
opment is partly related to the deepening economic liberalisation that has 
created highly volatile agricultural price regimes between seasons that add 
uncertainty to smallholders’ investment and production priorities. Partly 
such strategies are insuffciently rooted in an understanding of  the complex 
socio-economic and cultural setting of  rural production and livelihoods. 
The negligence of  existing rural institutions, norms and aspirations make 
external strategies inefficient and often irrelevant for addressing rural peo-
ple’s needs and desire for enhanced certainty.

The crucial issue of access to and control of land
The second theme highlights the role of  indigenous institutions, for-
mal institutions and the state in the governance of  land across conti-
nents (Ethiopia, Zimbabwe and Chile). Most of  the evidence presented 
stresses the important role of  the state in governance of  land in terms 
of  land tenure reforms, land redistribution and resettlement. These 
chapters also bring up the local dynamics and processes that respond 
to state-driven reforms. In addition, the research presented documents 
a great diversity in people-land relationships at farm, household, com-
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munity and various administrative levels. The different chapters point 
to a salient conclusion that land tenure and its related governance is-
sues are crucial and need to be studied in specific historical contexts. 
The findings indicate a need for more nuances in the approach to land 
governance issues and the demand for flexible institutional adaptations 
and solutions. The analyses thus problematise the claim by much of  the 
land related literature that land titling/property rights, or formalisation, 
are necessary preconditions for enhancing the growth potential of  agri-
culture and for strengthening rural livelihoods. This notion has recently 
been manifested in a drive by international institutions and donors in 
the direction of  formalisation of  user and property rights, including 
land, as a key element of  sustainable economic development. Our find-
ings show that formalisation may represent one of  many institutional 
arrangements with the potential to address the issue of  governance of  
land and natural resources.19

Escalating struggles over access to, and control of, land and their im-
plications for productivity growth of  land and labour, sustainability and 
livelihoods do not stimulate nor bring about institutional change at grass-
roots level that can cope with acute development needs. This is partly 
related to the persistence of  a narrow economic structure in many devel-
oping country settings. This lack of  dynamism also tends to have been 
aggravated by development strategies that lack depth in their analysis of  
the rural institutional setting, or even worse they tend to overlook it.20

Global governance creating a space for development from below
The third theme relates to how recent changes in narratives of  global 
governance towards democratisation, decentralisation, empowerment 
and local institutional and gendered responses have created a space 
for development from below. While two cases focus on the situation 
in developing countries (Tanzania and Columbia), the others also in-
clude experience gained in remote areas in a developed country (Swe-
den) and through comparing how women organize in marginal areas 

19 http://legal empowerment.undp.org: High Level Commission on Legal Empowerment of  the 
Poor, Concept Paper, p. 3. September 6, 2005. This drive has been inspired by the contributions 
by the Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto. 

20 Havnevik, K. and M. Hårsmar, The Diversified Future. An Institutional Approach to Rural De-
velopment in Tanzania. egdi Report. Swedish Foreign Ministry, Stockholm. 1999. Havnevik, K. 
with E. Sandström (eds), The Institutional Context of  Poverty Eradication in Rural Africa. Nor-
dic Africa Institute, Uppsala. 2000. Atakilte Beyene, Soil Conservation, Land Use and Property 
rights in Northern Ethiopia. Agraria 395. Swedish University of  Agricultural Sciences, Uppsala. 
2003. Hårsmar, M., Heavy Clouds But No Rain. Agricultural Growth Theories and Peasant 
Strategies on the Mossi Platteau, Burkina Faso. Agraria 439. Swedish University of  Agricultural 
Sciences, Uppsala. 2004. 
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in Sweden and India. This provides some scope for observing different 
trajectories and emphases in local governance and livelihoods in the 
North and South. 

One finding is the importance of  the institutional context and both new 
uses for old institutions and the creation of  new ones for claiming the broad-
ened development space at grass roots level. The effective use of  local institu-
tions by different groups and communities has been necessary for enhancing 
local influence and action in response to changes in vertical and horizontal 
levels of  governance. Another observation is a stronger trend towards decen-
tralisation and participation in the developing country cases as compared 
to the Swedish context. Continued centralisation over time in the Swedish 
setting led to a growing rural democratic deficit. Since the late 1980s, this 
development has triggered strong support for the village-based development 
groups that were part of  the movement, “The whole of  Sweden must live” 
(Hela Sverige skal Leva). It is only during the recent years (since 2001) that 
Swedish official policy has emphasised dialogue and a more participatory 
approach to nature management.21 In Swedish policies towards the South, 
however, this approach has been promoted for nearly two decades.

Women in the South are found to be organising actively for local develop-
ment. Although little work has been done to examine similar issues in a North-
South perspective, the issue of  why grass root institutions in the South appear 
to be stronger compared to their Swedish counterparts could be examined. 
Indications are that rural women in Sweden have difficulties in organising 
themselves around their values and ideas, since the gender issue in Sweden 
tends to be subsumed under an official paradigm of  societal gender equality.

Policy and research implications
Evidence from the 1980s and 1990s shows that the outcomes of  policy 
reforms have not matched the expectations. As early as 2000 in regard 
to social development, unrisd research concluded that, “What emerges 
is a fairly disturbing picture of  initiatives that remain more at the level of  
agency rhetoric than effective implementation; and patterns of  economic 
growth, liberalisation and inequality that continue to obstruct rather than 
facilitate progress in the field of  social development. Furthermore, the 
political momentum and pressures that are necessary for promoting social 
development appear relatively weak, as do the institutions that might mo-
bilize and distribute resources more effectively.”22 

21 Regeringskansliet: En samlad naturvårdspolitik. Sammanfattning av regeringens skrivelse 
2001/02:173. Swedish Government, Stockholm.

22 unrisd: Visible Hands. Taking Responsibility for Social Development. Geneva, 2000. p. i.
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Subsequent studies show that countries pursuing strategies blending 
protectionism, state subsidies to health and education and exports (e.g. 
Tunisia and Vietnam) have been quite successful in promoting economic 
growth and poverty reduction. Countries that have taken the “orthodox” 
imf/World Bank advice have, on the other hand, not managed to attain 
sustainable growth and poverty reduction patterns. These findings emerge 
from the World Bank’s own studies of  reforms during the 1990s. The World 
Bank’s self-critical analysis states, among other things, that the reform pack-
ages placed too much emphasis on static efficiency, overcoming imbalances 
and filling gaps, and too little weight on pursuing long term productive po-
tential. This approach has been coupled with too much eagerness to push 
back the state.23 The policy implications of  these lessons for the World Bank 
and donors seem to be a return to strategies emphasising equity and devel-
opment.24 Such strategies had already been carefully studied by researchers 
from the World Bank itself  and the University of  Sussex in the early 1970s.25 
The continuous re-examination of  development assistance approaches has 
thus led to a return to the development issues of  the early 1970s. This relates 
both to redistribution with growth as well as to the focus on poverty reduc-
tion. The World Bank launched its first major poverty reduction strategy in 
August 1973. These strategies were, however, overtaken by the shift to the 
neo-liberal economic paradigm in the late 1970s/early 1980s.

In an attempt to avoid replicating past mistakes, the International Fi-
nancial Institutions and donors have launched a new development assist-
ance architecture. This puts emphasis on national level government-donor 
dialogues, increasing levels of  budget support, sector-wide approaches 
and basket funding. As to agriculture and rural development assistance, 
the gap filling character of  the policy and strategy elements, however, 
remains. The strategies linked up with attainment of  the Millennium De-
velopment Goals also have a major element of  gap-filling character.26 

In the recipient countries of  the South, the new aid architecture has 
also implied a recentralisation of  development assistance allocations and 

23 Zagah, R.: Economic growth in the 1990s – Lessons from a decade of  reform. World Bank, 
Washington D.C., 2005. See also Matondi, P., The Struggle for Access to Land and Water 
Resources in Zimbabwe. The case of  Shamva district. Agraria 297. Swedish University of  Ag-
ricultural Sciences, Uppsala. 2001 and Hårsmar, 2004, op. cit., for findings from the grass root 
level in Zimbabwe and Burkina Faso.

24 See World Bank: World Development Report 2006. Washington D.C. Draft.
25 Chenery, H., M.S. Ahluwalia, C.L.G. Bell, J. H. Duloy and R. Jolly: Redistribution with Growth. 

A joint study by the World Bank’s Development Research Center and the Institute of  Develop-
ment Studies at the University of  Sussex. Oxford University Press, 1974. 

26 The Global Donor Platform for Rural Development (gpdrp), op. cit and K. Havnevik, Com-
ments on: the gdprd. In Forum for Development Studies, No. 2–2005, Norwegian Institute of  
International Affairs, Oslo, pp. 483–493. undp 2005, op. cit. 
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a move away from local and regional projects and programmes. This lat-
ter shift is likely to decrease the quality of  national level dialogues since 
their insights into dynamics, potentials and needs at grass root level will 
become continuously weaker. Although the volume of  assistance associ-
ated with the new development assistance architecture is still limited, the 
new approach opens for sweeping and generalised strategies for bringing 
about development, with limited contextual insights on local level com-
plexities. This is already beginning to occur through the extensive promo-
tion of  large-scale infrastructural and sectorwide activities by the World 
Bank and other important donors. In a sense this is a replication of  the 
development assistance priorities of  the 1960s – then in a state frame-
work, currently in a market context.

Where such recentralisation and concentration of  development assist-
ance unfolds it might also provide less space for non-governmental and 
civil society-based organisations to influence the path of  development, 
unless democratic processes take stronger roots. Will the World Social Fo-
rums, initiated in 2001, and their spread of  ideas and interconnections of  
organisations and people from the grass roots, be able to enhance rural 
development and natural resource governance from below?27

Our assessments and predictions, based on our long term research 
as well as that conducted by others, indicate that the new development 
assistance architecture and its associated aid priorities will be unlikely to 
break the vicious cycle of  poverty and degradation in the rural areas of  
most countries in the South. By way of  summary there are four major 
areas where our findings and assessments depart from the new develop-
ment assistance architecture and its associated strategies of  relevance to 
agricultural and rural development. 

(i) The new development assistance architecture based on 
national dialogues is unlikely to capture the complexity of  
the socio-economic and cultural features in rural areas of  
the South. Such complexities have a bearing on local strate-
gies for diversification and investment decisions that need 
to be understood if  external support and state policies are 
to have long-term positive effects. This situation makes 
it critically important to support research efforts that can 
provide a thorough understanding of  the character and 
potential of  rural dynamics and natural resource gover-

27 de Sousa Santos, B., Beyond Neoliberal Governance: the World Social Forum as Subaltern 
Cosmopolitan Politics and Legality. In: de Sousa Santos, B. and C.A Rodríguez-Garavito (eds), 
Law and Globalization from Below. Cambridge University Press, 2005, pp. 29–63.
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nance. Our research has shown that gender issues have to 
constitute an important part of  the analysis. In addition, 
the outcome of  such research must be made available to 
governments, policy makers and those responsible for the 
course of  action taken by international instititutions. 

(ii) Rural and associated policies and development strategies 
must be understood in a broader structural and gover-
nance context. This context must on the one hand place 
particular emphasis on the insecurity and uncertainties 
facing smallholders and the rural sector, uncertainties 
that follow from economic liberalisation, pressure on re-
sources, the spread of  disease and the continuous process 
of  change in formal institutions. Also coherence in policies 
and strategies has to be addressed between all levels, i.e. 
the international, national and local. So far countries of  
the North have pushed liberalisation of  agriculture in the 
South without implementing similar liberalisation of  their 
own sectors and economies. Many countries in the South, 
and particularly in Africa, are unable to benefit from the 
“offers” made to them in the wto trade regime. The im-
plications for research are that governance aspects have to 
be more fully integrated into the livelihood research ap-
proach in such a way that coherence between policies and 
interventions are investigated at, and between, all relevant 
levels.

(iii) Policies and development assistance aiming to promote 
rural development and sound natural resource gover nance 
have also to acknowledge that rural poverty cannot be 
resolved by enhancement of  agriculture and natural re-
source governance alone. The widening of  the economic 
basis in poor countries is a necessary requirement for 
livelihoods and productivity growth to improve i.e. be-
come stable and sustainable over time. This is a long-term 
scenario that requires investments in, and development of, 
relevant education and training, emphasis on integration 
of  national and regional economies (that will require some 
degree of  protection) and a conducive policy environment 
to support rural and national development.
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(iv) International financial institutions and donors should try 
to learn more from their failures over the past four decades 
and help, in a genuine fashion, to create space for the peo-
ple and governments of  the South to identify their own de-
velopment paths. One way of  achieving this is to ensure a 
higher degree of  ownership in the South, by governments 
and people, of  policies and strategies.

The notion concerning the need for such ownership has emerged over the 
last few years. This notion has so far, however, mainly entered the papers 
of  policies, strategies and declarations. It has not yet entered the minds 
of  most politicians and officials in international financial institutions and 
donor agencies of  the North. Government officials in the South likewise 
still tend to be more willing to listen to donors from the North, rather than 
the ideas, needs and aspirations of  rural people in their own countries. In 
order for poverty to be reduced in a sustainable manner at a global level, 
such biases and obstructions must be weakened and eventually broken. 
No doubt it will require a long-term struggle and mutual learning process 
where the North and the South have to come together and take responsi-
bility for a common world. Only then can the complex set of  uncertainties 
facing rural and poor people be addressed, so that production and social 
conditions improve. This will help reduce poverty and the environmental 
degradation of  natural and global resources. 

In order to enhance the mutual learning process, this means that more 
of  the research issues must be formulated by researchers in the North 
and the South together, in close consultation with civil society. Identifying 
research issues is an act of  power, and it must be recognised as such. As 
regards Africa, a large number of  the research issues are formulated in the 
North and the research is primarily conducted in and by North institu-
tions. Often the research process includes a short term field research visit 
to Africa. Researchers from many countries of  the South, when participat-
ing in North-based research, are mostly “awarded” a secondary or “data 
collection” role. As well, research initiated and conducted by Africans is 
not informing the international debate, since the research is hardly given 
access to major publishers and journals in the North. According to Ade-
bayo Olukoshi of  codesria, a proper understanding of  African problems 
requires inputs from African researchers; “I do not think that it would be 
accepted by you (the Swedes) that your history was analysed purely by 
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non-Swedish researchers.”28 When research support or assistance is given 
by North institutions, donors, universities and research councils, in par-
ticular to Africa, it is to a large degree aimed at capacity building. This is 
an important contribution, but research support should increasingly aim 
towards creating genuine research partnerships.

It needs to be increasingly acknowledged in North research institu-
tions, by their researchers and research councils, that researchers from the 
South, on becoming equal partners in the research process will most often 
contribute significantly to the enhancement of  the quality of  the research 
undertaken. This is already taking place in research cooperation with 
emerging nations, in particular in East and South-East Asia. But increas-
ingly research funders in the North, together with counterparts in particu-
lar from Africa, should try to create a larger space where their respective 
researchers could collaborate closely through the entire research process. 
The weak research partnership between the North and Africa may be one 
reason why the African crisis is so poorly understood. To attain such ob-
jectives, the minds of  the North research community must be tilted more 
strongly towards the content of  what genuine research partnerships imply. 
Research funding institutions in the North will also be forced to rethink 
and restructure in order to reach out towards a more global, partnership-
oriented research space. These issues can no longer be overlooked, since 
they are now of  global concern.

28 See Jöran Hök’s interview with Adebayo Olukoshi, secretary general of  the African social sci-
ence research network codesria, Dakar. In OmVärlden, Nr. 6 2004. Sida, Stockholm, p. 32. 
(the citation is translated from Swedish by the editors)
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Let me start by describing the stagnation in Tanzania’s smallholder agri-
culture in the late 1970s and early 1980s.29 The first serious setback was 
in 1973/74 and 1974/75, associated with the villagisation campaign, and 
partly with bad weather. In 1976/77, agricultural production recovered 
again, but subsequently there was persistent stagnation until 1983. In the 
period 1976–77 to 1982–83, the average annual growth of  maize and rice 
production was 1% and 0.2%, respectively, while agricultural gdp (crop 
and animal husbandry) increased by only 1.3% per year. With a popula-
tion growth rate of  3.2% per annum in this period, per capita production 
of  the two major food grains declined by 2.2% and 3% per year, respec-
tively.30 Thus, production of  by far the most important staple food, maize, 
dropped from an average of  93.5 kg per capita in 1976–77, to 82.1 kg per 
capita in 1982–83. 

On the other hand, it is notable that in the years 1983 to 1986 – which 
have often been considered as the worst crisis years – there was, accord-
ing to official statistics, actually a strong increase in agricultural produc-
tion (cf. table 1). Maize production rose by more than 17% from the crop 
year 1982/83 to 1983/84, reaching a historical high of  2,093,000 tonnes, 
corresponding to 96 kg per capita of  the population, in the crop year 
1984/85. In the period 1984 to 1986, both maize and paddy production 

29 Smallholders are the main producers of  food crops in Tanzania. In 1994/95, approximately 
88% of  the total agricultural area in Tanzania was under smallholdings, which accounted for 
97.8% of  total maize production, 97.3% of  total paddy production, and almost all production 
of  sorghum/millet in the country (cf. urt 1996: 38, urt 1997: vi-vii). For this reason, the focus 
of  this paper is the impact of  economic liberalisation on smallholder productivity.

30 Maize and rice/paddy are the two most important staple foodstuffs both in terms of  value and 
weight. In 1976/77, maize contributed 43.5% to the total value and 40.2% to the total weight 
of  consumption of  staple foodstuffs. The corresponding figures for rice/paddy in second place 
were 13.7 and 6.3%, respectively (cf. Bryceson 1993: 219). 

The Tanzanian Smallholder under the Yoke 
of Liberalisation – From Bad to Worse? 
BY RUNE SKARSTEIN CHAPTER 1
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increased every year; maize production rose by an average of  10.2% per 
year, while paddy production increased by more than 16% per year (cf. 
also table 1). 

The stagnation in agricultural production in the late 1970s and early 
1980s contributed to Tanzania’s increasing dependency on large imports 
of  the major food grains maize and rice. In the period 1972–1986, Tanza-
nia had net imports of  maize in all years except 1978 and 1979. Total net 
imports of  maize over the whole period amounted to 1,587,1000 tonnes, 
i.e. an average of  105,800 tonnes per year. In the same 15–year period, 
Tanzania was a net importer of  rice every year, with imports amounting 
to 770,000 tonnes over the whole period, corresponding to an average of  
more than 51,000 tonnes per year (cf. Bryceson 1993: 239). There can be 
no doubt that these imports contributed to Tanzania’s mounting balance 
of  payments crisis in the 1980s.

However, the large imports of  food grains up to 1985 were not caused 
by production shortfalls alone. That is indicated by the fact that net grain 
imports rose even in the period 1983–85 in spite of  large production in-
creases. In 1985, the very same year that Tanzania had a bumper harvest 
of  maize (2,093,000 tonnes), net imports of  maize also reached a his-
torical high of  278,000 tonnes. The explanation of  this contradictory de-
velopment is the increase in smuggling to neighbouring countries, which 
accelerated after the war in Uganda in 1979. The increase in smuggling 
was caused by factors on the demand side as well as the supply side. Due 
to disruptions caused by the war, there was a grain shortage and corre-
spondingly very high prices in Uganda. Also in Kenya, grain prices were 
high due to bad harvests. On the supply side, the Tanzanian government’s 
commandeering of  a large part of  the transport fleet, spare parts and 
fuel for the war effort caused a severe disruption to the grain purchases 
of  the National Milling Corporation (nmc). In combination, these factors 
prompted farmers to market their maize through unofficial channels (cf. 
Bryceson 1993: 95).31 It should also be noted that the average annual level 
of  maize production was 9% higher in the “crisis years” 1980–83, than in 
the preceding years 1976–79 (cf. table 1).

Against this background, the extent to which the government could 
have prevented smuggling through a high-price policy may be questioned. 
After all, in the years when smuggling was at its highest, from 1980 to 
1983, the nominal producer price of  maize increased by 120%, while the 
real price (nominal price deflated by the national consumer price index) 

31 For the crop years 1983/84 and 1984/85, the Marketing Development Bureau estimated that as 
much as 75% of  marketed maize and 80% of  marketed rice went through parallel markets (cf. 
Bryceson 1993: 96). 
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rose slightly, by 6.8%, in the same period. On the other hand, private 
traders smuggling maize from the granaries of  the country – in particular 
from Njombe and Mbeya in the Southern Highlands and Arusha and 
Mbulu in the northern part of  the country – offered the peasants bet-
ter producer prices and more punctual collection of  crops than the nmc. 
Most probably, this development was to a considerable extent the result 
of  the increasing inefficiency of  the nmc, which charged high marketing 
margins while real producer prices were stagnating or falling. However, 

Table 1: Production of maize and paddy, ’000 tonnes, and growth rate of agricultural 
GDP, 1976–1998 

Maize Paddy Annual 

growth, 

agri-

cultural 

GDP,%1)Period

Average 

annual 

produc-

tion

Average 

annual 

growth,%

Average 

annual 

produc-

tion

Average 

annual 

growth,%

1976–1979 1575 + 5.9 327 − 8.8 + 1.1

1980–1983 1718 − 1.0 290 + 7.5 + 2.6

1984–1986 2081 + 10.2 443 + 16.5 + 4.7

1976–1986 1873 + 3.462) 356 + 3.652) + 2.712)

1986–1989 2466 − 1.8 620 + 22.4 + 1.6

1990–1992 2261 − 4.1 511 − 20.0 + 0.2

1993–1995 2443 + 8.9 659 + 16.6 + 4.1

1996–1998 2631 − 2.3 799 + 18.7 + 4.1

1986–1998 2452 + 1.123) 622 + 4.95³) + 2.473)

1) For the period 1976–1986, crop and animal husbandry at constant 1976–prices. For the period 
1986 -1998, crop and animal husbandry at constant 1992–prices.
2) Trend growth rate (fitting a least-squares linear regression trend line to the logarithmic annual 
values of the variable), 1976–1986.
3) Trend growth rate, 1985–1998.

The crop data up to 1983 are taken from various publications of the Ministry of Agriculture. The 
data for the period 1983–1985 are from the Crop Monitoring and Early Warning Unit, while the 
data from 1986 onwards are from the Agricultural Statistics Unit (ASU) in the Ministry. The data for 
1976 refer to the crop year 1975/76, and so on.

Sources of data for the period 1976–1986: Bureau of Statistics, Agriculture Statistics 1989, Dar es Salaam 1992, 
table 3.1, p. 8 (for agricultural GDP). Tanzanian Economic Trends, vol. 7, no. 1–2, 1994, table 12, p. 99 (produc-
tion of maize and rice).

Sources of data for the period 1986–1998: Delgado et al. 1999: 148, 160. For an argument for using ASU data, 
especially from 1993 onwards, see Delgado et al. 1999: 101–106.
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nmc’s inefficiency was not only caused by its decaying internal organisa-
tion. In the mid-1980s, approximately 75% of  Tanzania’s lorry fleet was 
in private hands, and since it lacked sufficient transport capacity of  its 
own, the nmc had to hire private transporters at rapidly escalating costs 
(Bryceson 1993: 77, 98). 

The above considerations lead us to the heated debate on “external” 
versus “internal” causes of  Tanzania’s crisis in the 1980s. In the early 
1980s Tanzanian researchers and politicians tended to emphasise exter-
nal causes of  agricultural stagnation, in particular weak demand for ag-
ricultural export crops and correspondingly worsening terms of  trade 32, 
rising interest rates in international credit markets, increased protection-
ism in industrialised countries, the oil price shocks in 1973/74 and 1979, 
the breakdown of  the East African Community in 1977, the cholera epi-
demic in 1978, and the war with Uganda in 1979. 

The “external causes” also included periods of  bad weather condi-
tions. In 1979, poor weather led to a bad maize harvest particularly in 
Arusha, which was then nmc’s major supply region. A few years later, a 
drought which affected large areas in the crop year 1981/82 and floods 
in parts of  the country in the following year, resulted in extremely bad 
harvests with a production of  only about 1,650 thousand tonnes in each 
of  those years.

Another “external cause” of  Tanzania’s economic troubles in the 
early 1980s, which received far less attention, was the dramatic decline in 
foreign aid, including concessionary credits, which was reduced by more 
than 30%, from 701.9 million usd in 1981 to 486.9 million usd in 1985. 
This reduction in foreign aid by 215 million usd, corresponded to 62% of  
Tanzania’s merchandise exports and was 3.2 times larger than the coun-
try’s merchandise trade deficit in 1986. The sharp reduction in foreign as-
sistance compounded the crisis by leading to drastic import compression, 
which had a profound effect on the supply of  implements and inputs to 
the agricultural sector. 

The reduction in foreign aid was mainly due to cuts made by the 
Federal Republic of  Germany, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, 
Sweden and the World Bank (cf. Havnevik et al. 1988: 124–127).33 Most 
probably, these cuts were related to the fact that Tanzania had refused 
to conclude an agreement with the imf on structural adjustment, i.e. a 

32 Indeed, in the period 1977–1985, Tanzania’s commodity terms of  trade declined by 50.8%, 
while the income terms of  trade declined by 64% in the same period (bot 2001: 155).

33 Both in absolute and percentage terms, the World Bank made the greatest cut in disbursements, 
from 97.9 million usd in 1982 to 28.5 million usd in 1985, corresponding to minus 71% (cf. 
Havnevik et al. 1988: 126).
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programme of  economic liberalisation. In October 1985 Nyerere left the 
presidency, refusing to stand for a new term and, in August 1986, the 
Tanzanian government signed an agreement with the imf for support to 
an Economic Recovery Programme (erp). It is noteworthy that as soon as 
Tanzania had adopted the erp, which was designed by the World Bank, 
the Bank increased its disbursements considerably. For 1986 as a whole, 
World Bank disbursements totalled more than 60 million usd, or more 
than twice the amount disbursed in 1985 (cf. Havnevik et al. 1988: 127). 
In the period 1985 to 1990, foreign aid to Tanzania increased consider-
ably every year and, in 1992, the aid inflow reached a historical peak of  
1345.5 million usd, which represented an increase of  176% compared 
to 1985 (cf. oecd 1990: 264; 1995: 183). The aid inflow in that year also 
represented a historical peak of  33% of  the country’s gdp and covered as 
much as 83.6% of  the import bill. Against this background, it is clear that 
foreign aid was used both as a stick and a carrot to make the Tanzanian 
government choose the road of  economic liberalisation. 

On the other hand, without directly denying these external factors, 
many researchers, as well as the donor community and the international 
financial institutions (World Bank and imf), increasingly tended to em-
phasise internal causes. They argued increasingly strongly that the stagna-
tion in Tanzania’s agriculture was mainly caused by wrong policies and 
internal economic structures that suffocated the development of  agricul-
ture. The internal factors which were most often emphasised, included the 
inefficiency noted above of  agricultural parastatals – resulting in delays in 
payments, or no payments at all, to producers, high marketing margins 
and, correspondingly, a lower share of  producer prices in the final prices 
(cf. Ellis 1983; 1988). Other internal factors, which were often referred to, 
were nepotism and rent-seeking by corrupt bureaucrats in the state and 
the parastatal sector, controlled and pan-territorial prices which led to 
“price distortions” discouraging agricultural producers from an efficient 
allocation of  resources, and the development of  an industrial sector which 
stagnated due to its inefficiency and import dependency and became in-
creasingly unable to provide agricultural producers with incentive goods 
(cf. for example Bevan et al. 1989). 

It is noteworthy that the counterproductive effects of  villagisation, 
which both the World Bank and most bilateral donors had applauded in 
the mid-1970s, were rarely referred to. However, several studies indicate 
that villagisation was possibly the most important sole cause of  agricul-
tural stagnation in the period from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s. Large 
numbers of  peasants were removed from their own, well-known produc-
tive environments and settled in areas where they did not know the quality 
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and properties of  the soil. In the old scattered settlements, shifting cultiva-
tion had ensured conservation of  the soil. The new settlements necessarily 
implied more intensive pressure on land resources and soil degradation.

After villagisation an increasingly intensive cultivation pattern devel-
oped around the villages, which could number several thousand inhabit-
ants.34 The average fallow period declined rapidly, while the smallholders 
did not have the necessary resources to conserve land by using chemical 
fertilisers, and walking distances to the fields increased as villagers tried 
to counterbalance the decline in soil fertility by cultivating areas further 
away from the villages. One study of  five villages in Mufindi district, car-
ried out in the early 1980s, shows, “a significant and continuing fall in 
output per hectare of  maize during the three most recent post-villagisa-
tion years. This fall in productivity does not seem to have been caused by 
climatic factors, because. .. the excess rainfall in 1983 did not seem to have 
had adverse effects on crop productivity” (Kikula 1997: 78). In the years 
1981–1983, the average maize yield in the five villages was 18% lower, 
and in 1983 as much as 25% lower than the normal yield before villagisa-
tion (Kikula 1997: 77–80).

Economic Liberalisation

Although internal and external causes were unequally emphasised by dif-
ferent studies, there was considerable agreement on the diagnosis of  the 
crisis and the identification of  its main causes. Such agreement was not 
reached on a prescription of  ways to overcome the crisis. On this ques-
tion there was a gulf  of  disagreement, mainly between two groups. On 
the one hand there was a group, mainly researchers, who argued that the 
crisis problems should be solved by reforming the existing institutions and 
democratising society through political mobilisation from below. They 
wanted to retain a high degree of  economic planning and state interven-
tion, but to reform the whole public sector radically and also reduce its 
bureaucracy. In particular, they argued for control of  foreign trade and 
exchange controls, for protection of  infant domestic industries, for the 
re-strengthening or revival of  customary tenure rights in agriculture, for 
retaining pan-territorial input and producer prices, and for a profound 
democratisation of  the cooperatives, as well as society as a whole.

34 In 1979, there were on average about 1730 inhabitants in each of  the more than 8,000 villages 
(cf. Ellis 1982: 68). This average includes villages with much larger populations. For example, the 
seven villages in the northern flood plain of  Rufiji District had an average population of  about 
4,570 in 1978 (Havnevik 1993: 79), and several villages in the country have had populations of  
more than 10,000. 
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On the other hand, the imf and the World Bank in particular, with 
more or less active support from virtually all bilateral donors, claimed 
that the only solution to the crisis was less state and more market, which 
implied economic liberalisation and the dismantling of  a large number of  
parastatals and generally a dramatic reduction in the role of  the govern-
ment in the economy. In the view of  the imf and the World Bank, the 
Tanzanian system, with considerable state involvement in the economy, 
had led to grave distortions in the pricing and incentive systems. There-
fore, economic liberalisation was necessary to liberate private economic 
initiatives and to “get the prices right”, so that they would reflect relative 
scarcities and ensure the optimal allocation of  resources. Or, as the imf 
phrased it in 1986, referring to the erp,

“... partial attempts at correcting a fundamentally deteriorating economic and financial situa-

tion do not succeed. .. in the absence of  appropriate price signals. (...). .. the main emphasis of  

the programme is to provide to economic agents the appropriate pricing signals and to give them 

the necessary opportunities to act on the basis of  those signals. This should provide incentives 

toward economic efficiency and improved allocation of  scarce resources” 

(imf 1986: 3, 6–7)

What the imf states here, is that “appropriate pricing signals” ensure static 

efficiency, in the sense of  allocating given “scarce resources” in order to 
produce a maximum output in the short term. But the statement does not 
indicate whether “appropriate pricing signals” could also ensure dynamic 

efficiency, through an “optimal path” of  technical progress and growth of  
land and labour productivity in the long term, which is actually the crucial 
problem in Tanzanian agriculture. The World Bank’s structural adjust-
ment programmes, which aim at improving long-term dynamic efficiency, 
also stress the objective of  “getting the prices right”, apparently by assum-
ing that static efficiency will ensure long-term dynamic efficiency.35 

The process of  economic liberalisation, which was ultimately carried 
out from above due to the power of  the ifi:s, had started well before Tan-
zania was compelled to sign an agreement with the imf in 1986. In 1981, 
the government had launched a National Economic Survival Programme 
(nesp) in an attempt to mobilise foreign exchange. In 1982 this was fol-
lowed by a Structural Adjustment Programme (sap), which apparently 
intended to partially meet the demands of  the imf by dealing with the 
economy’s structural problems. In the agricultural sector, the sap aimed 
at higher producer prices, improving input availability, and more efficient 

35 For a discussion of  static versus dynamic efficiency, see for example Bhaduri (1991).
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marketing. And as a matter of  fact, in the 1984/85 budget, the govern-
ment more than doubled agricultural expenditure, removed the subsidy 
on the consumer price of  maize, and announced a substantial devaluation 
of  the Tanzanian Shilling (cf. Gibbon et al. 1993: 52–71). In October the 
same year, the government launched a document on national agricultural 
policy (urt 1982), which contained rather detailed analyses of  the devel-
opment of  agriculture and its sub-sectors, as well as agricultural extension, 
credit and marketing, in the period 1961–1982. The recommendations in 
the policy document could be read as a detailed follow-up of  the section 
on agriculture in the sap.

However, the imf and the World Bank were still not content, and in 
August 1986 Tanzania had to sign the Economic Recovery Programme 
(erp) with the imf. The erp and its follow-up, the erpii: Economic and 
Social Action Programme (erpii esap) in 1989, as well as the Tanzania 
Agricultural Adjustment Programme (tanaa) agreed with the World 
Bank in 1990, and the Enhanced Structural Adjustment Facility (esaf) 
agreed with the imf in 1991, meant decisive further steps in the direction 
of  economic liberalisation. 

By 1987, all weight restrictions on interregional food grain trade had 
been abolished and legal private traders had started to compete with the 
National Milling Corporation (nmc). Pan-territorial pricing was abolished 
and, from the late 1980s onwards, primary societies and cooperative un-
ions (created under the new Act of  1982) were allowed to sell directly 
to private traders. In 1990 individual farmers were also given this op-
tion, hence competition between the parastatal/cooperative system and 
the private sector had become fully legalised. To begin with, the role of  
the nmc was reduced to that of  a buyer of  last resort and manager of  
the Strategic Grain Reserve. However, in 1990, the nmc was in practice 
abandoned, as the Government, through the Food Security Department 
in the Ministry of  Agriculture, took direct control of  the management of  
the Strategic Grain Reserve (sgr). The nmc ceased to buy crops directly 
from the producers in 1991/92. The sgr is currently buying maize both 
directly from producers and from private traders who deliver the pro-
duce to its gowdowns (urt/mdb 1995: 18–20). In 1993/94, more than 
50 private traders were involved in procurements of  cashew nuts in com-
petition with cooperatives, 12 of  whom took over exports of  the crop. 
Private businessmen began to purchase cotton and establish ginneries. In 
1994/95, more than 40 private traders were involved in coffee marketing. 
The procurement and distribution of  agricultural inputs were liberalised, 
and the subsidy on fertilisers had been entirely eliminated (Ponte 1999: 11, 
14; World Bank 1994: 85–92). 
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The transition from a single-tier to a multi-tier agricultural market-
ing system had been completed by 1990 when indicative prices for food 
crops were introduced. By 1992, the private sector had taken control of  
almost the entire grain market (urt/mdb 1995: 21–25). The impact of  
these changes, including the withdrawal of  input- and transport subsi-
dies, was a sharp decline in the profitability of  smallholder cultivation of  
maize in the south-western part of  the country. Maize production started 
to shift gradually back to the northern part of  the country where more 
fertile soils allow cultivation with less dependence on chemical inputs and 
access to the national markets is much easier. This has, in turn, resulted in 
an agricultural depression in the south-eastern highlands of  Rukwa and 
Ruvuma, which was probably a main cause of  the fall in estimated maize 
production in Tanzania after 1989/90. 

Agricultural subsidies are seen by the World Bank as causing economic 
inefficiencies, and the Bank demanded that they should be abolished alto-
gether. For example, the subsidy on fertilisers, which was 45% in 1992/93, 
was lowered to 25% in the following year, and completely removed in 
1994/95 (cf. World Bank 1994: 85–92). Finally, in 1995 Tanzania adopted 
a national land policy, which – despite the fact that all land should still be 
“vested in the President as trustee on behalf  of  all citizens” – left the door 
ajar for the privatisation of  land, through the statement that, “Individuals 
should be allowed to obtain individual titles within an area not designed 
for communal uses, land conservation and other specified village or com-
munity projects” (mlh 1995: 9, 21). 

In the view of  the imf and the World Bank, the rent-seeking character 
of  the state had become a major obstacle to economic development. The 
state therefore had to be forced to withdraw in order to open up space 
for an entrepreneurial private sector, which had been starved of  oppor-
tunities due to the all-embracing character of  the state. The government 
was further obliged to bring about balance in its budget, which implied 
a dramatic reduction in its expenditures and fewer efforts to strengthen 
its revenue side. At the same time, the credit system, foreign trade and 
foreign exchange transactions were liberalised. 

In 1992 – a year when production of  the main food crops dropped 
by 3.3% and agricultural gdp rose by only 0.5% (cf. Delago et al. 1999: 
160) – the World Bank started to celebrate Tanzania’s economic liberali-
sation by asserting that, “the economy is no longer in crisis” (World Bank 
1992: 1). And, in 1995, the imf stated that, “With the support of  the in-
ternational community ... the authorities [of  Tanzania] are transforming 
perhaps one of  the most regulated economies in Africa into one of  the 
most liberalized. More could be done, but a lot has been achieved” (imf 
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1995: 1). We will consider to what extent these assertions can be defended 
by an actual upswing in Tanzanian agriculture in the wake of  economic 
liberalisation. 

The Growth Performance of Smallholder Agriculture after Liberalisation 

We have already referred to the optimistic predictions of  the World Bank 
and the imf, i.e. with economic liberalisation, including “free prices” and 
removal of  input and output subsidies, agricultural producers would re-
spond to the “price incentive”, and start to specialise, accumulate and 
innovate. And indeed, good agricultural harvests – owing to good weather 
conditions – in 1987 to 1989 allowed the ifi:s, as well as bilateral do-
nors and the Tanzanian government, to proclaim that their new agri-
cultural policy was a success, although maize production also fell in that 
period compared to 1986. In the official rhetoric, the immediate positive 
response of  the agricultural producers was linked to the new marketing 
arrangements, especially for food crops, and the restored availability of  
incentive goods. However, from 1989 to 1994, production of  the main 
food crop, maize, as well as the growth of  agricultural gdp suffered a seri-
ous setback (cf. also table 1). 

As table 1 shows, neither the average annual production of  maize 
nor that of  rice was higher over the whole period 1986–1998 than in the 
years 1986–1989. Although paddy production showed a clear positive 
trend in the 1990s, it should be noted that it was marked by strong fluc-
tuations, mainly due to changes in rainfall and floods. For example, in 
1985 it was only 276,000 tonnes, and then soared by more than 50% to 
418,000 tonnes in the following year. In 1996, it reached 807,000 tonnes 
and then dropped by 32% to 550,000 tonnes the year afterwards (cf. 
Delgado et al. 1999: 148). On the other hand, the growth of  produc-
tion of  the main food grain, maize, of  only 1.12% per year over the 
period 1985–1998 was alarmingly low in view of  population growth of  
3% per year in the same period, according to fao statistics (fao 2000). In 
the years 1993–1995, the average annual maize production of  2,443,000 
tonnes was only 19.5% higher than the estimated average production in 
the “crisis years” 1983–1986 of  1,945,000 tonnes, while population had 
grown by almost 30% between the two periods (cf. table 1 and Havnevik 
et al. 1988: 67).

In their report commissioned by the World Bank, Delgado et al. 
conclude that: “Overall agricultural performance in the post-reform 
period has been respectable but not outstanding. We estimate that ag-
ricultural gdp grew 3.5 percent per year over 1985–90 and 3.3 percent 
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over 1990–98, for an average rate of  3.3 percent over the entire period. 
..” (Delgado et al. 1999: 134).36 In my assessment, this characterisation is 
highly disputable. In their calculation of  the growth rate of  agricultural 
gdp between 1985 and 1998, Delgado et al. use only two observations. 
In their “base year”, 1985, agricultural gdp was exceptionally low (there-
fore the increase from 1985 to 1986 was as much as 14.5%), and in the 
final year, 1998, it was exceptionally high (with an increase from 1997 to 
1998 of  15.3%), cf. Delgado et al. (1999: 160). This choice of  endpoints 
also gives an upward bias to the estimates for the sub-periods 1985–90 
and 1990–98. 

If, on the other hand, 1986 is chosen as “base year”, the average an-
nual growth rate of  agricultural gdp over the period 1986 to 1998 turns 
out to be less than 2.5% per year. This demonstrates the arbitrariness of  
using only endpoints when calculating growth rates. For this reason I have 
used all 14 observations and estimated the annual trend growth rates of  
maize and paddy production and agricultural gdp from 1985 to 1998. 
As table 1 shows, the trend growth rate of  maize was only 1.1% per year, 
while that of  agricultural gdp was a modest 2.5% per year, which means 
that, in per capita terms, maize production in particular, as well as agri-
cultural gdp, declined considerably over the period, by 22.5% and 5.5%, 
respectively.37 

It turns out that neither the growth rate of  maize production nor the 
growth rate of  the agricultural gdp was higher in the post-liberalisation 
years than in the “crisis years”, 1980–1986, cf. table 1. In other words, if  
“agricultural performance in the post-reform period has been respectable 
but not outstanding”, that characterisation applies even better to the “cri-
sis years”, 1980–1986. This becomes even clearer when we consider trends 
in agricultural productivity. Table 2 below shows that labour productivity 
of  maize production (measured in kg per economically active person in 
agriculture), as well as production per capita of  the total population, was 
lower in all sub-periods of  1990–1998 than in any of  the sub-periods of  
1976–86. Moreover, while the trend growth rates of  these two indicators 
were positive in the period 1976–1986, 0.66% and 0.25% per year, respec-
tively, they were negative in the period 1986–1998, by as much as -1.94% 
and -2.35% per year, respectively.

36 In June 2000, this report, which was commissioned by the World Bank, was published as a 
World Bank country study, Agriculture in Tanzania since 1986: follower or leader of  growth?, World 
Bank Report No. 20639, Washington D.C., 30 June 2000. 

37 The population growth rate over the period in question was 3.0% per year (fao 2000). 
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Table 2: Labour productivity and production per capita of maize and the five major 
food crops, 1976–1998 

Maize Five major food grains1)

Period

Labour 

productivity2)

Kg per capi-

ta of total 

population

Labour 

productivity2)

Kg per capi-

ta of total 

population

1976–1979 203.9 91.6 343.2 154.2

1980–1983 201.0 88.1 346.3 151.8

1984–1986 218.9 95.6 372.2 162.5

Growth 

1976–1986,

% per year3) + 0.66% + 0.25% + 1.08% + 0.66%

1987–1989 230.6 100.3 363.6 158.2

1990–1992 198.7 85.8 313.6 135.4

1993–1995 197.7 84.1 330.2 140.4

1996–1998 200.3 83.8 320.7 134.1

Growth 

1986–1998,

% per year4) − 1.94% − 2.35% − 1.39% − 1.80%

1) Maize, paddy, wheat, sorghum and millet, accounting for 71% of the value of total staple food 
consumption in 1976/77 and 55% of total food crops contribution to GDP in 1992 (cf. Bryceson 
1993: 219; Delgado et al. 1999: 145).
2) Production in kg per economically active person in agriculture.
3) Trend growth rate 1976–1986 (fitting a least-squares linear regression trend line to the logarith-
mic annual values of the variable), 11 observations.
4) Trend growth rate 1985–1998, 14 observations. 

Sources of production figures: cf. table 1.

Source of population figures: FAO (2000).

It may be argued that the productivity figures for maize could be mis-
leading because the crop composition of  agricultural output may have 
changed after economic liberalisation. In table 2, I have therefore also 
included figures for the five major food grains, which have accounted for a 
fairly stable share of  total food crop production in Tanzania in recent dec-
ades. But the picture remains the same. In all sub-periods of  1990–1998, 
labour productivity and production per capita of  the entire population 
was lower than in any of  the sub-periods of  1976–1986. Moreover, for 
the five major food grains, the trend growth rate of  labour productivity 
was 1.08% per year in the period 1976–1986, but negative, -1.39% per 
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year, in 1986–1998. The trend growth rate of  production per capita of  
the total population was also negative in the latter period, -1.80% per 
year, as against +0.66% per year in the period 1976–1986 (cf. table 2). 
The conclusion is that, in terms of  food grain production and productiv-
ity, the performance of  Tanzanian agriculture has declined considerably 
after economic liberalisation and, in all years in the period 1990–1998, it 
was even poorer than in the “crisis years”, 1980–1983.

Table 3: Maize Yields, 1986–1998 

Year(s)

Crop area

’000 hectares

Yields, kg per hectare

ASU production 

figures

CMEWU produc-

tion figures

1986–87 1530.2 1603.2 1496.1

1988–89 1671.9 1480.8 1634.9

1990–91 1739.9 1313.2 1380.3

1992–93 1728.5 1312.5 1317.3

1994–95 1687.8 1493.8 1396.7

1996–97 1650.7 1624.8 1400.1

1998 2088.0 1285.9 1285.9

Growth 1986–

1998,% per year* + 1.01% − 0.31% − 1.24%

* Trend growth rate 1986–1998 (fitting a least-squares linear regression trend line to the logarith-
mic annual values of the variable), 13 observations.
1986–87 refers to the crop years 1985/86 and 1986/87, and so on.
Estimates of cropped area, which have been made by the Crop Monitoring and Early Warning Unit 
in the Ministry of Agriculture, are probably rather inaccurate for single years, but more reliable in 
showing trends over time.

Source of crop area figures: URT/MAC (1992: 33; 1998: 16; 2000: 14).

Source of production figures, cf. table 1.

In table 3, which shows estimated maize yields for the period 1986 to 
1998, it appears that the trend of  land productivity (yields) for maize is 
much the same as the trend of  labour productivity shown in table 2. Table 
3 also shows that the average maize yield (ASU figures) was lower than in 
1986–87 in all subsequent periods except 1996–97. The main reason for 
this is most probably that, due to high population growth in agriculture, 
smallholders have been forced to cultivate increasingly less fertile land, 
while lacking the means to improve yields on those lands. A comparison 
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of  the figures in tables 2 and 3 leads us to the conclusion that the declining 
labour productivity – at least for the major food crop maize – in Tanza-
nian agriculture is the combined result of  a declining land/labour ratio 
and, to a lesser extent, also declining land productivity.38 

Some Concluding Remarks 

The advocates of  economic liberalisation – in particular the imf and the 
World Bank, as well as bilateral donors – promised that economic liber-
alisation would provide a strong stimulus to Tanzanian agriculture, result-
ing in increasing yields, increased labour productivity, rising agricultural 
production and higher incomes. Available data show that, as far as food 
crop production is concerned, this promise has not been fulfilled. Even 
compared to the “crisis years”, 1979–1984, labour productivity, yields and 
production per capita of  food grains have stagnated or declined. The rea-
sons for this failure may be found in the diagnosis of  the so-called crisis of  
the early 1980s, as well as in the recipe for curing it. 

With regard to the recipe for curing the “crisis”, the experience of  
liberalising Tanzanian agriculture should indicate that introducing “free 
markets” and “getting the prices right” is not at all sufficient for trigger-
ing growth in a predominantly pre-capitalist agriculture which is not even 
surrounded by a developed capitalist environment. Instead of  liberalisa-
tion, prices of  agricultural output and inputs should be considered and 
used as policy instruments and not left to be determined solely by market 
forces, especially not by the forces of  foreign markets.

Comprehensive government intervention, for example to stabilise pro-
ducer prices and consolidate smallholdings, is probably just as indispen-
sable in order to achieve agricultural transformation in Tanzania as it 
was in Continental Europe or in East Asia. There is also a strong need 
for government involvement, among other things in the construction of  
rural roads, irrigation systems and storage facilities, in the establishment 
of  institutions that provide cheap agricultural credits, as well as an agri-
cultural insurance system which can protect the smallholders in years of  
crop failure. Government support may be necessary for facilitating the 
establishment of  farmers’ cooperatives, and it is indispensable for agricul-
tural extension services, experimental stations and agricultural colleges, 
and not least for improving primary education. 

38 Average labour productivity in agriculture can be expressed by the identity 
 (Y/L)  (Y/A) (A/L), where Y is agricultural production, L is labour and A is cultivated area. 

Thus, a falling land/labour ratio, A/L, will reinforce the fall in labour productivity, Y/L, caused 
by declining land productivity (yields), Y/A.
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In my assessment, these issues are not adequately addressed in the 
recent government agricultural policy document, which seems to believe 
that agricultural transformation and productivity growth can be triggered 
by giving more space to private agribusiness, while the government em-
phasises poverty reduction in smallholder agriculture.39 

References
Bevan, D., P. Collier and J.W. Gunning (1989), Peasants and Governments – An Economic Analysis, 
Clarendon Press, Oxford.

Bhaduri, Amit (1991), “Economic Power and Productive Efficiency in Traditional Agriculture”, in: 
Bo Gustafsson (ed.), Power and Economic Institutions, Edward Elgar Publishing, Hants, pp. 53–68.

Bhaduri, Amit, Laurean Rutayisire and Rune Skarstein (1993), Evaluation of  Macroeconomic Impacts of  

Import Support to Tanzania, Report no. 4/93, Centre for Environment and Development, University of  
Trondheim.

bos (1992), Agriculture Statistics 1989, dsm.

bot (2001), Economic and Operations Report for the Year ended 30th June, 2001, Dar es Salaam, November.

Bryceson, Deborah Fahy (1993), Liberalizing Tanzania’s Food Trade, James Curry, London

Delgado, Christopher L., Nicholas Minot and Claude Courbois (1999), Agriculture in Tanzania since 

1986: Follower or Leader of  Growth? revised version, International Food Research Institute, Washington 
D.C., November.

Ellis, Frank (1982), “Prices and the transformation of  peasant agriculture: the Tanzanian case”, ids Bulletin, vol. 
10, no. 4, Sept. 1983. 

Ellis, Frank (1983): “Agricultural Marketing and Peasant-State Transfers in Tanzania”, Journal of  

Peasant Studies, Vol. 10, No. 4, pp. 214–242.

Ellis, Frank (1988), “Tanzania”, in: Charles Harvey (ed.), Agricultural Pricing Policy in Africa – Four 

Country Case Studies, MacMillan, London, pp. 67–104.

fao (2000), The State of  Food and Agriculture – Country Time Series, faostat Diskette, fao, Rome.

Gibbon, Peter, Kjell J. Havnevik and Kenneth Hermele (1993), A Blighted Harvest: The World Bank and 

African Agriculture in the 1980s, James Curry, London.

Havnevik, Kjell J. (1993): Tanzania: The Limits to Development from Above, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 
Uppsala and Mkuki na Nyota Publishers, dsm.

Havnevik, K.J., F. Kjærby, R. Meena, R. Skarstein and U. Vuorela (1988): Tanzania – Country Study and 

Norwegian Aid Review, Centre for Development Studies, Bergen.

ilo (1981), Basic Needs in Danger, draft report, ilo, Addis Ababa.

39 The Agricultural Sector Development Strategy, “proposes further modifications to permit pri-
vate agribusiness to expand investments in primary production directly or through partnerships 
with smallholders, input distribution, produce marketing, and agro-processing. (...) The over-
arching Government objective is poverty reduction and this calls for strategies that are capable 
of  raising the incomes and living standards of  a large portion of  the rural population in the 
relatively near future. (...) At the same time, the macroeconomic reforms rule out the possibil-
ity of  profligate government expenditure or subsidies and limit the role of  the Government to 
policy formulation, the establishment of  a regulatory framework, and the provision of  public 
goods and safety nets for the most vulnerable in society” (urt 2001: vii).

Sida Studies 16.indd 45Sida Studies 16.indd   45 2006-02-21 16:37:252006-02-21   16:37:25



THE TANZANIAN SMALLHOLDER UNDER THE YOKE OF ... • CH 146

imf (1986), Statement by the IMF Representative, paper presented at the meeting of  the Tanzania 
Consultative Group, Paris, 10–11 June.

imf (1995), Statement by the IMF Staff  Representative, paper presented at the meeting of  the Tanzania 
Consultative Group, Paris, 27–28 February.

Kikula, Idris (1997), Policy Implications on Environment – The case of  villagisation in Tanzania, The Nordic 
Africa Institute, Uppsala.

mac/mdb (1995), 1993/94 Industry Review of  Maize, Rice and Wheat, mdb, dsm.

mlh (1995), National Land Policy, dsm.

oecd (1990), Geographical Distribution of  Financial Flows to Developing Countries 1985–1988, oecd, Paris.

oecd (1995), Geographical Distribution of  Financial Flows to Developing Countries 1989–1993, oecd, Paris. 

Ponte, Stefano (1999), “Trading Images: Discourse and Statistical Evidence on Agricultural 
Adjustment in Tanzania (1986–95)”, in: Peter G. Forster and Sam Maghimbi (eds.), Agrarian Economy, 

State and Society in Contemporary Tanzania, Ashgate, Aldershot, pp. 3–25.

urt (1982), The Tanzania National Agricultural Policy, mac, dsm.

urt/mac (1992), Basic Data – Agriculture & Livestock Sector 1985/86–1990/91, mac, dsm.

urt (1994), Report of  the Presidential Commission of  Inquiry into Land Matters. Vol. 1: Land Policy and Land 
Tenure Structure, Ministry of  Lands, Housing and Urban Development, dsm, and Scandinavian 
Institute of  African Studies, Uppsala.

urt/mdb (1995), 1993/94 Industry Review of  Maize, Rice and Wheat, mdb/mac, dsm.

urt (1996), National Sample Census of  Agriculture 1994/95, Tanzania Mainland – Report Volume III: 
Planted Area, Crop Production, Yield Estimates, Agricultural Inputs and Related Characteristics, 
dsm, April.

urt (1997), The Census of  Large Scale Farming 1994/95, Tanzania Mainland, dsm, April.

urt/mac (1998), Basic Data – Agriculture and Livestock Sector 1991/92–1997/98, mac, dsm.

urt (2000), The Economic Survey 1999, The Planning Commission, dsm, June 2000.

urt/mac (2000), Basic Data – Agriculture and Livestock Sector 1992/93–1998/99, mac, dsm.

urt (2001), Agricultural Sector Development Strategy, got, dsm October.

World Bank (1990), Policy Framework Paper, Tanzania 1989/90 to 1991/92, SecM90–83, Washington 
D.C.

World Bank (1991), Tanzania Economic Report. Towards Sustainable Development in the 1990s, Vol. 1: Main 
Report, Report No. 9352–TA, Washington D.C.

World Bank (1992), A Vision for Sustained Growth in Tanzania, paper presented at the Tanzania 
Consultative Group Meeting, Paris 29–30 June.

World Bank (1994), Tanzania – Agriculture, A World Bank Country Study, Washington D.C.

World Bank (2001), Tanzania at the Turn of  the Century – From Reforms to Sustained Growth and Poverty 

Reduction, A Country Study, World Bank, Washington, D.C.

Sida Studies 16.indd 46Sida Studies 16.indd   46 2006-02-21 16:37:252006-02-21   16:37:25



CHAPTER XBY 

In the Ethiopian Highlands agriculture has a low level of  production 
and productivity. The reasons why it remains at a low level include (a) 
the inherently hazardous and risky natural environment (drought, pests, 
flooding, insect infestations, disease, etc.), (b) the risks and uncertainties of  
the socio-political and market context, (c) the policy environment, and (d) 
various institutional, technological and socio-economic factors. The risk 
management strategies of  smallholders are effective, but weakened by the 
upheavals and disasters of  many years. In this situation, risk management 
strategies assume a special importance (Belaineh, 2000). Thus, the ways 
farmers perceive and deal with risk need to be studied in context and 
properly understood.

Some research results from the Highlands of  Ethiopia (e.g. Webb and 
von Braun, 1994; Belaineh, 2000) have hinted that the people affected 
by hazards respond in different ways within the same locality and across 
localities. Thus, from both a practical and academic point of  view there is 
an urgent need to know why some populations are more vulnerable than 
others, as there is a serious gap in our understanding of  how individuals 
manage risks in different contexts. Reducing risks and creating enabling 
conditions for rural economic growth and development require a thor-
ough understanding of  local perceptions, traditional principles and adap-
tive strategies pursued by society under different local perspectives.

Objectives and Research Issues

Smallholders’ risk perception and risk responses have bearings on the type 
of  intervention measures that would be considered in different parts of  the 
country, across households and agro-ecological zones. Establishment of  
policies and development projects, and practical operation plans for risk 

Risk Perceptions, Risk Minimizing 
and Coping Strategies of Smallholder 
Farmers in the Eastern Highlands of Ethiopia
BY BELAINEH LEGESSE CHAPTER 2
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reduction should be tailored to various agro-ecological zones that pose a 
threat to households. The traditional risk management systems (that have 
evolved selectively, learned experientially) and the various risk reduction 
mechanisms employed by smallholders need to be studied.

Smallholder farmers may use different strategies depending on 
many predictor variables. Resource endowments at the household level 
and decision-making characteristics, such as attitudes towards risk, play 
a great role. However, there is no adequate information on why they 
select particular combinations of  strategies. A more complete under-
standing of  the reasons why smallholders develop and use certain risk 
management strategies requires answers to some relevant questions. 
Hence, how farmers perceive different types of  risks, and how the final 
selection of  risk management tools is made in complex situations, need 
to be studied. This understanding might help to increase sustainable 
productivity of  smallholder agriculture and improve the farmers’ cop-
ing ability. The fostering of  local sustainability in the face of  hazards 
also requires such understanding. A greater awareness of  livelihoods 
and diversity would also lead also to better formulated poverty reduc-
tion strategies and policies.

The main objective of  this chapter is to explore the perceptions of  
risks and risk responses of  different groups of  farmers in different socio-
cultural settings. The specific objectives of  this study are: i) to explore 
what the smallholder farmers (various social actors) perceive as risks 
from their own cultural and social perspective; ii) to identify and ex-
plain smallholders’ concerns associated with risk sources and to identify 
cultural meanings and associations linked with different risk arenas; iii) 
to assess the farmers’ understanding and perceptions of  causes and ef-
fects of  risk on agricultural production, their ways of  living, and the 
impacts of  risk on their decision-making processes; iv) to determine the 
probability estimates of  the most important sources of  risk; and v) to as-
sess the tolerance threshold levels and risk responses of  various farmers’ 
groups in different contexts.

In this study the following key questions are addressed. What are 
hazards? For whom? How do the smallholders perceive risks? Are there 
differences in perceptions of  risk and risk responses among various so-
cial groups? Which risks are most prominent in different groups? What 
is the probability that a given hazard will actually occur? What are the 
tolerance threshold levels for different risk types? Might there be differ-
ences in the threshold levels among different social groups and between 
women and men?
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Geographical Setting and the Context

Ethiopia, with a surface area of  around 1 million square kilometres40, is lo-
cated in the Horn of  Africa and is bordered in the north and northeast by 
Eritrea, in the east by Djibouti and Somalia, in the south by Kenya, and 
in the west and southwest by the Sudan. It lies between latitude 30N to 
180N and longitude 33 to 480E. One dominant feature is the Highlands, 
which lie between 1500 and 4000 metres (moa, 1984). The Ethiopian 
Highlands represent around 45 per cent of  all highland areas in Tropical 
Africa (Jahnke and Getachew, 1983). 

Map 1. Map showing the Highlands of Ethiopia (Source: based on Amare, 1980). 

The Eastern Highlands of  Ethiopia (see Map 1) cover about 22 per cent 
of  the country’s surface area and are inhabited by approximately 10 per 

40 Ethiolist homepage, October 1999
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cent of  the total population (csa, 1986). The Eastern Highlands consist 
of  complex agro-ecological areas characterised by heavy population den-
sity, a high ratio of  cash to food crops, unpredictable rainfall, and areas 
that support a population that is, in general, highly food insecure (dppd, 
1999). Storck et al., (1997) contend that one typical trait of  the climate in 
the Eastern Highlands is varying weather conditions. 

In this region, a mixed farming system, where crop and animal 
production are highly integrated, is a typical feature (Bezabih, 1992; 
Belaineh, 2000). Diversified varieties of  annual and perennial crops 
and mixed livestock herds are managed and operated by smallholder 
households to meet their diversified objectives (subsistence, cash gen-
eration, etc.), including risk reduction. According to fao/wfp41, this 
region is a food deficit region but cash earnings permit food purchases 
from outside.

Terminology

The terminology used in this chapter has been chosen to fit the theoretical 
approach used to guide the study of  perceptions of  and responses to risks 
in the Ethiopian context (for details see Belaineh, 2000). 
 Risk: Risk is defined as the combination of  the 

consequence(s) of  and the frequency with which a single 
risk or a combination of  risk variables occurs. 

 Uncertainty: Events for which no reliable probability can be 
estimated or events for which consequences are not known 
(imperfect knowledge of  the future).

 Hazard: The intrinsic property of  a dangerous event with a 
potential for harm to human health or to the environment.

 Disaster: A hazard experienced by society as doing great harm.

 Consequence: The consequence is the result of  the hazard, 
should it occur.

 Frequency: The expected value of  the number of  times the 
specified consequence will occur in a specified time.

41 Homepage 1998:16 of  30

Sida Studies 16.indd 50Sida Studies 16.indd   50 2006-02-21 16:37:262006-02-21   16:37:26



CH 2 • RISK PERCEPTIONS, RISK MINIMIZING AND COPING ... 51

 Smallholder farmers: Refers to farming households that are 
subsistence-oriented, characterised by exclusive use of  
family labour, operate on small farm sizes and are inte-
grated into the market economy to a small extent.

Methods

Participatory Rural Appraisal (pra) techniques were used to facilitate the 
collection, presentation and analysis of  information. In each village, surveys 
were carried out for one week, during which information was collected on 
crop and livestock production, risk perceptions and varying responses to 
risks. Five to six interactions were made in each village with different ac-
tors. More than 235 members of  the community from six villages, i.e. three 
villages from each selected district, were included in the study. Participants 
included elders, different categories of  farmers including young farmers, 
and women. The involvement of  such a wide range of  participants was ar-
ranged through the Ministry of  Agriculture (moa) personnel at the district 
level in collaboration with development agents in order to stimulate discus-
sion and develop a broad picture of  local activities. 

The participatory methodology evolved during the course of  the study 
but essentially comprised the following techniques. Meetings were held 
with key informants and with different social groups (focus groups) using 
a structured checklist. Wealth ranking was done with different groups of  
the community (women, young people and the elderly; poor, medium 
(moderately poor) and less poor42 etc.) to construct household typologies. 
Transect surveys and direct observations were made in order to gain a bet-
ter understanding of  households’ risk management strategies in different 
contexts and agro-ecological settings. 

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

Looking at livelihoods provides a rich and detailed picture of  how poor 
families reduce (ex ante) and cope with (ex post) a variety of  risks in meet-
ing their basic needs. Households can have several possible sources of  
income and other resources that constitute their livelihood. A range of  
on-farm and off-farm activities, which together provide a variety of  ex-
change entitlements for food and cash, maintain livelihood systems. A 
household’s total resources are based not only on its productive activities 

42 ’Less poor’ is used in this chapter as the terms ’rich’ or ’wealthy’ do not fit the ’reality’ in the 
Eastern Ethiopian context.
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and endowments, but also on its legal, political and social position in so-
ciety (Sen, 1981; Swift, 1989; Drinkwater and McEwan, 1992 quoted by 
wfp, 1998). 

Livelihood systems incorporate the present situation, and the short-
term and long-term perspective. The objective is not only to preserve cur-
rent patterns of  consumption, but also to avoid destitution or sacrificing 
future standards of  living through better risk management and adaptive 
strategies. The risk of  livelihood failure determines the vulnerability of  a 
household to income, food, health and nutritional insecurity. The concept 
of  livelihoods enables us to broaden our understanding of  household food 
security and vulnerability – as ‘livelihoods also imply a complex web of  
risk diversification, social networks and coping strategies’.43

According to Ouden (1997 quoted by Eyob, 1999), livelihood best ex-
presses the idea that individuals and groups strive to make a living, at-
tempt to meet their various consumption and economic necessities, cope 
with uncertainties, respond to new opportunities, and choose between dif-
ferent options. Perceptions are related to their objectives and strategies re-
lated to their livelihoods, and their actions are also guided by perceptions. 
So there are diverse livelihoods. The conceptual framework for livelihoods 
analysis (Figure 1) is thus used for assessing such diversified and complex 
livelihoods.

Figure 1 also shows the interactions between the various components 
of  livelihoods of  households, and the fluctuating environment in which 
the households undertake various farming activities and make decisions. 
This framework also enables us to understand the relationships between 
various components of  livelihoods. Ellis (2000:28) claims that this frame-
work is a version of  the ‘assets-mediating-processes-activities’ framework 
that is utilised in various different guises by researchers concerned with 
poverty reduction, sustainability, and livelihood strategies. The mediating 
processes refer to the translation of  a set of  assets into a livelihood strategy 
composed of  a portfolio of  income earning activities that is mediated by 
a great number of  contextual social, economic and policy considerations. 
Livelihood strategies are dynamic, as households respond to changing 
pressures, surprises and opportunities and they adapt accordingly. House-
holds adopt various types of  risk responses in the face of  fluctuations in 
income and food availability. 

As the environment in which activities are performed is variable (not 
only subject to variation within known limits, but also unstable, i.e. the 
boundaries are themselves subject to variation – hence uncertainty), ele-

43 wfp homepage, 1998

Sida Studies 16.indd 52Sida Studies 16.indd   52 2006-02-21 16:37:262006-02-21   16:37:26



CH 2 • RISK PERCEPTIONS, RISK MINIMIZING AND COPING ... 53

ments shown in this conceptual model are subject to risk and uncertainty. 
A recognised limitation of  a representation of  this type of  a process as 
complex as rural livelihood formation is that ‘it is difficult to capture the dy-
namics of  livelihood systems that in practice involve innumerable feedback 
and complex interactions between components’ (Ellis, 2000). Despite this 
limitation, Ellis (2000:45–7) also claims that this framework suggests a way 
of  organising the policy analysis of  livelihoods that identifies main compo-
nents and encourages thinking about the critical links between them. Thus, 
this framework is used to look into risk perceptions, and risk reducing and 
coping strategies of  smallholder farmers in Eastern Ethiopia.

Slovic (1992:149) argued that ‘societal response to hazards is multide-
termined and thus needs to be studied in a multidisciplinary perspective’. 
In similar vein, Renn (1992:78–79) claims that ‘it has become evident that 
an integrative framework is necessary to capture the full extent of  the 
social experience of  risk and to study the dynamic processing of  risks by 
various participants.’ These arguments are quite relevant in the context of  
smallholder farmers’ risk analysis. Hence, a wide theoretical framework 
that combines a psychometric paradigm (based on the primacy of  indi-
viduals), cultural theory (based on the primacy of  groups) of  risk and a 
farm structure model (i.e. farm and farmer characteristics) is used to guide 
this study. Integrating these perspectives would appear necessary for the 
analysis of  risk experience and the prescription of  a more informed risk 
management policy. It is most certainly the case that information process-
ing (cognition), personality, social, economic, and cultural factors interact 
to determine individual and societal risk perceptions and response to risk. 
However, there is no single theoretical framework that enables the under-
standing of  such interactions and complexity.

Results and Discussion

The main results to be discussed here are the smallholder farmers’ risk 
perceptions and responses to risks. However, to put the risk perceptions 
and risk responses of  farmers in a context, we need to begin with the issue 
of  household typologies. Hence, varying perceptions of  ‘wealth’ by differ-
ent groups are stated. These are presented and discussed as follows.

Household Typologies
Following the wealth ranking exercises with various actors and discussions 
with key informants, a household typology was constructed. Differences 
in perceptions of  how to classify farmers were observed between males 
and females. These differences are presented below.
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Women’s view of household typology: food availability as a measure of wealth

As food availability and stable access are both critical to household food 
security, women farmers and housewives from the villages of  Babile and 
Kersa unanimously used Household Food Security (hfs) as a defining cri-
terion of  wealth and stratification of  households. Their classification is 
based on the number of  months of  self-provisioning (household’s ability 
to feed itself) of  food in different seasons. According to the women, a 
household’s access to food is determined by its means of  procuring food 
(produced, purchased, and gathered), and the social mechanisms that 
buffer households from periodic shocks. 

Accordingly, households that can meet their food requirements 
throughout a given year, i.e. from December to December, without pur-
chasing from markets and/or without facing food shortages are classified 
as less poor farmers. Those who face household food deficiency for two or 
three months are typified as medium farmers, and all others who produce 
food for nine months or less are poor farmers. This measure of  “wealth” 
correlates with other forms of  asset ownership (mostly oxen), access to 
resources and capability to undertake non-farm/off-farm activities.

In addition the number of  cows and small ruminants owned by a 
household was also considered to be important. This is because women 
often have access to these animals and the ‘power or right’ to sell or ex-
change them and/or their products. It is an issue of  entitlement, too.

Men’s views of household typologies

Unlike the women’s views that were homogeneous across the two study 
sites, men in Babile and Kersa had differing views on the criteria to be 
considered in classifying farm households. Nonetheless, the men mostly 
all agreed that the number of  oxen and cattle owned, the amount of  land 
devoted to cash crops such as t’chat 44 and ground nuts, and the type of  
expenditures they could afford to pay, were the important points to be 
considered in classifying the households.

For the men, the classification is not static. Rather, it is context and time 
specific and would hold only during the good year(s) or if  there are no suc-
cessive droughts and/or crop failures in the area. If  there are recurrent crop 
failures or losses of  livestock due to different hazards, there might be no dif-
ferences among different farmer classes i.e. the gap between less poor and the 
poorer will approach zero or be reduced to a bare minimum. The criteria used 
by men in Babile and Kersa are provided in Tables 2 and 3, respectively.

44 T’chat (Catha edulis Forsk.) is a mildly narcotic, stimulant perennial crop which is produced under 
an intensive production system. The young tender leaves and succulent twigs are chewed for 
their stimulating effect. For most of  the farmers, t’chat is the predominant cash crop.
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Table 1. Criteria Used by Women to Classify Farm Households in Babile and Kersa. N= 
6 – 10 persons in each village.

Less poor Medium Poor

produce about 10 qt* 

of sorghum and produce 8 qt 

of maize

Own:

3–4 goats

a donkey

cow(s)

chicken

produce 6 quintals of sorghum 

and 4 quintals of maize

Own:

2 goats and some chicken

a donkey

a cow

Months of food shortage:

July and August**

produce 1–2 quintals of sor-

ghum, and no maize

Own:

No goats, no donkey, no cow

Off-farm and non-farm activi-

ties are crucial.

Months of food shortage:

June, July and August (Rainy 

Season)** and some more 

months

Notes: * Qt stands for quintal. A quintal is equivalent to 100 kilograms.
** Chambers (1993) noted that “for agriculturalists in the tropics, the worst times of year are the 
wet seasons, typically marked by a concurrence of food shortages, high demands for agricultural 
work, high exposure to infection. In this season, poor and weak people, especially women, are vul-
nerable to deprivation and to becoming poorer and weaker”. Most of the points put by Chambers 
were observed in the two districts.

Source: Author’s Summary of Group Exercises, Babile and Kersa, July – August 1999.

In addition to the points mentioned in the Tables above, the quality 
of  the t’chat plot and the variety of  t’chat planted on it in Kersa, and the 
number of  citrus trees (mangoes, papaya, guava, etc. owned per house-
hold) in Babile were identified as very important criteria in the classifica-
tion of  households. 

Perceptions of Risks
Smallholder farmers’ perceptions of  risks are diverse, dynamic and com-
plex. There are differentiated perceptions among various household ty-
pologies shown above under different socio-economic, cultural and envi-
ronmental settings. These are presented below.

Perceptions of ‘Good’ and ‘Bad’ Production Seasons: The Starting Point

The poor and the better-off  farmers have widely different perceptions of  
the production seasons. The varying perspectives are presented as follows.

Poor Farmers’ Perspectives

Poorer farmers have their own insights and perceptions of  what is meant 
by a ‘good’ agricultural production season and a ‘bad’ season. During the 
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Table 2. Criteria used by men to classify households in Babile. N= 7–11 farmers in 
each village

Household 

typology Characteristics

Less poor Family members will not starve throughout the year; can store grains 

that are sufficient until the next harvest.

Own:

2 pairs of oxen or more, 4–5 cows, allocates about half a hectare of 

land to groundnuts, and can also afford to supply food and drink from 

home when organising ‘Guza’.1)

Can:

Purchase household needs and afford paying social financial obliga-

tions whenever necessary. Can send children to school.

Medium Produce food crops are sufficient for 8–9 months (September to May), 

have the capability to purchase from the market and meet the defi-

ciency, whenever the need arises.

Own:

Pair of oxen, 1–2 cows, about ¼ ha of groundnuts. 

Can:

Pay social financial obligations and household needs from sales of cere-

als. Majority can send children to school.

Poor (the

 majority)

Produce food crop that may sustain for about 6 months.

Own:

No cash crops, 0–1 ox, no cows, late planting is common. Off-farm and 

non-farm activities are extremely vital.

Very poor May have access to land, but cannot make use of it due to lack of 

‘power’. No livestock at all. Food is insecure through out the year. 

These are aged people with no support, orphans, disabled, and some 

female-headed households. Access to ‘wild foods’ and fuel woods are 

crucial.

Notes: 1) Guza is a traditional labour and oxen arrangement made during peak periods.

Source: Author’s Summary of Group Exercises, Babile, August 1999.
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Table 3. Criteria used by men to classify households in Kersa. N= 8–11 farmers in 
each village

Less poor Medium Poor

Own:

Two oxen,

One donkey,

One or more cow(s),

½ hectare (ha) of t’chat or 

more, and 

at least 1 beehive.

Lives in:

tin-roofed house.

Own:

1 ox,

may or may not own a donkey,

a cow, and

about ¼ ha of t’chat.

Lives in:

tin/ thatch-roofed houses.

Own:

No oxen,

No donkey,

No cow,

No plots of t’chat,

Relies on sales of fuel wood

Lives in:

thatch-roofed houses (usually 

in bad condition).

Source: Author’s Summary of Group Exercises, Kersa, July 1999.

Table 4. Summary of farmers’ criteria to differentiate a ‘good season’ from a ‘bad sea-
son’. N = 25 – 30 respondents from each village

Type of 

Season

Characteristics 

of seasons Reasons

Good season Would permit production of sufficient 

food crops to meet household’s food 

consumption requirements for 10 

months (September to June) 

adequate rainfall for crop production, 

and for good growth of pasture, no 

insect pests and disease infestations

Fair season If possible, produce cereals that 

would be sufficient for six months 

(September to February), sorghum 

would avoid being green harvested, 

maize would be green harvested, 

and haricot beans play a role of filling 

in the gap till sorghum is ripe and 

harvested 

average rainfall, less army worms 

and pest and disease infestations

Poor/bad season Sorghum is harvested green, nothing 

is directly stored, the harvest may 

support the family for 1–2 months

shortage and/or late onset and/or 

bad distribution of rainfall, serious 

infestation of pests and diseases, par-

ticularly serious attack of army worm

Source: Author’s Summary of Group Exercises, Kersa and Babile, July – August 1999.
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discussions it was learnt that there is no ‘good season’ per se for resource-
poor households. They say: “every season and year is the same for us – all 
the time it is the same for the poor”. 

Less Poor and Medium Farmers’ Perspectives

Less poor and medium farmers understand ‘good’ and ‘bad’ seasons in 
different ways. All seasons are not similar for them. They differentiate. 
The following points (see Table 4) were identified and agreed upon to 
distinguish a ‘good season’ from a ‘bad season’, by less poor and medium 
farmers in both districts.

Sources of Risks: Differentiated Views

Under the harsh environmental conditions of  Eastern Ethiopia, agricul-
ture is exposed to different types of  risk from multiple sources. In this re-
gard, an attempt was made to identify different types of  risks as perceived 
by different social actors in different localities.

Less poor and Medium Farmer Groups’ Vision

The less poor and medium farmer groups (12–15 respondents in each vil-
lage) felt that there are different sources of  agricultural risks. Discussions 
with the members of  these groups in both districts elicited a wide list of  
risk sources and also revealed that some risks are very important to them. 
These are presented as follows.
 Production risk: This phenomenon comes in the form of  

drought occurrence (unreliability of  rainfall in terms of  
amount, timing and distribution), flooding (Kersa), pests 
and diseases, weeds, hail/storm/frost (mostly in Kersa), 
heavy winds, wild animals such as monkeys, baboon, wild 
pigs and wart-hogs, and birds. Soil fertility decline was 
also mentioned as an emergent perceived source of  risk in 
Kersa district.

 Market risk: Comes as a result of  price fluctuations in food 
crops, cash crops (t’chat and vegetables in Kersa and 
groundnuts in Babile) and livestock.

 Political risk: Originates from social conflicts and war. Espe-
cially the less poor farmer groups in both districts consider 
this phenomenon to be important. The perception is that 
violent conflict may lead to loss of  meagre assets.
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 Technological risk: Farmers concerned about technological 
risks associate the issue with the use of  externally supplied 
inputs such as the improved seeds, fertilisers and chemicals 
they get through the Extension Department of  the moa. 
There is a general fear of  incurring a great loss as a result 
of  unpredictable weather conditions, increases in prices of  
farm inputs and high output price variations.

 Institutional risk: Most of  the less poor farmers who produce 
t’chat and vegetables (particularly in Kersa) emphasised 
that Government policies are external sources of  risk. They 
perceive that changes in the sales tax on t’chat and vegeta-
bles would lead to far-reaching implications on their future 
income levels. Decisions of  the Government on export duty 
to the markets in Djibouti and the [possible] closures of  the 
illegal trade routes to Somalia are also perceived as having a 
negative consequence at the household level. 

Poor Farmers’ Perspectives

In addition to the crop and livestock production risks mentioned by the 
less poor and medium farmer groups, poor farmers mentioned a risk (in-
stitution-related risk) associated with share cropping – their fear of  losing 
tenure rights on their land leased to less poor farmers, who have better 
‘bargaining and lobbying power’.

In addition, personal risk (health risk) is perceived as important to the 
poor since the cost of  medication has currently escalated. It is also be-
cause the poor are more vulnerable to sickness and disability. Chambers 
(1989) argues that work-disabling conditions are the pivotal events that 
further impoverish households. The poor farmers were indeed found to 
be very worried about their health and physical condition. The worry 
goes beyond the cost of  medication and treatment. Health problems may 
result in a shortage of  labour and lack of  harmony among the family 
members, that possibly has an effect on farming operations and, at worst, 
to the dissolution of  a family.

Still, there is another source of  risk for the poor that originates mainly 
from owning plots in marginal areas. Marginal areas are affected seriously 
by risks associated with wild animals. This becomes a serious source of  
risk, particularly when a need to seek an off-farm/non-farm job arises. It 
also becomes very difficult to manage a plot of  this type if  coupled with 
poor health of  family members. The poor farmers also mentioned market 
risk, which arises as a result of  price fluctuations for food crops. These 
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price fluctuations also affect poor households severely because they sell 
some crops at harvest time to meet some of  their pressing cash needs, and 
are forced to repurchase grain late in the season when the prices are very 
high. This is especially true for women-headed households. In addition, 
lack of  access to non-farm/off-farm employment opportunities, especially 
during the critical periods, is also mentioned as a potential risk in the lives 
of  the poorer households.

Women’s Perspectives

Interestingly enough, women in both districts consistently identified 
health problems faced by the head of  a household (refers to men) and 
drought as the most serious sources of  risk. There is also another health 
risk, which women consider as crucial. That is the extreme case: when 
the husband dies. That is a cultural or tradition-related risk that may 
enter the broader institution-related risk category. As a woman does not 
have inheritance rights or transfer entitlements to her husband’s plots 
of  land and other possessions, there is a risk of  being taken over as a 
wife [(in)voluntarily] by a brother-in-law after the death of  her husband. 
Otherwise there is a risk of  losing entitlements to farm plots, her chil-
dren and other possessions.

Women farmers (household heads) also mentioned lack of  labour and 
oxen as other sources of  crop production risk to them as they lead to late 
planting of  crops and consequently to yield reduction to certain extent 
or complete loss. Reasons given for possible yield reductions or losses are 
many. Some of  the reasons include lack of  moisture in mid-season, bird 
attacks as the crop matures late, pests and the like as a consequence of  
lagged farm operations.

The Youth Groups’ Perspectives: Loss of hope?

Youth groups in both districts perceive that scarcity of  arable land is the 
major source of  risk, though the extent of  concern is different in the two 
districts. They contend that:

“We are pushed to the marginal, bushy and hilly areas which are demanding in terms of  

labour, less productive and prone to attacks by wild animals. We wish that we could get 

educated and leave farming”. 

(Source: Author’s Field Notes. Babile, August 1999).

In their view, managing these fields entails additional work for them, obvi-
ously obliging them not to attend the formal schools, and/or dropping out 
just to take care of  the fields. They believe that this threatens the future 
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Table 5. Perceived sources of risks by different actors in Eastern Ethiopia 

Poor Less poor 

& medium

Women Youth

production risks (poor 

performance of crops 

due to drought, pests, 

insects, weeds, wild 

animals, etc)

production risks (poor 

performance of crops 

and livestock; land 

management)

production risks (poor 

food security situa-

tion with emphasis on 

drought; inadequate 

supply of labour)

production risks (lack 

of access to land due 

to increased land 

scarcity; wild animals 

and birds on marginal 

lands)

–

political risks (social 

conflicts and war may 

lead to loss of assets)

political risks (pos-

sible loss of life due 

to social conflicts 

and war)

–

market risks (higher 

prices at purchase)

market risks (lower 

prices at sales)

market risks (higher 

prices at purchase; 

lower prices for 

livestock products 

at sale)

market risks (lower 

inter-seasonal price 

variation reducing 

their profit margins)

human risks (health of 

household members)

–

human risks (hus-

bands’ health both 

physical and mental; 

harmony within the 

network)

–

institutional risks 

(share cropping; pos-

sible loss of tenure 

rights)

institutional risks (gov-

ernment policies, i.e. 

taxes, subsidies, ille-

gal trade routes, etc)

institutional risks (loss 

of entitlement due 

to death of husband; 

divorce; share crop-

ping; possible loss of 

tenure rights)

institutional risks 

(preservation of for-

est and bushy areas 

limiting encroach-

ment; government 

policies i.e. taxes, 

subsidies, illegal 

trade routes, etc)

–

technological risks 

(use of high yielding 

external inputs)

– –

Source: Author’s summary of focus group discussions, Kersa and Babile, July-August 1999.
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living conditions of  their children too, through minimising the chance of  
leaving agriculture. A summary of  differentiations in risk perceptions by 
different social groups is provided in Table 5.

Perceptions of Causes of Agricultural Risks

The different actors have many perspectives on sources of  risk and their 
consequences. Different social groups see the environment in which they 
are operating in different ways. Perceptions are diverse except for the 
possible causes of  drought. The varying perspectives and views are pre-
sented below.

Perceptions of Causes of Drought

According to Scoones et al., (1996) ‘farmers do not have one overriding 
scientific model of  cause, effect and response; they have multiple percep-
tions and so multiple responses’. It is true that perceptions of  drought in 
both districts are different among different groups. The farmers do not 
view causes and ensuing effects of  drought in the same way.

Regarding the frequency of  occurrence of  drought, the same view was 
obtained in both districts from all groups. Generally, it is understood by 
the farmers that drought has become a recurring phenomenon in both 
districts. Farmers hinted that the duration of  the rainy season matters. 
It matters because it may vary by as much as a month or more, adverse-
ly affecting yield and drought conditions. Farmers have also very good 
knowledge and awareness of  the impact of  untimely rains and inadequate 
distribution of  rain.

The perceived causes of  drought are multiple. In connection with 
this, Scoones et al., (1996) in their work with farmers in Chivi district, 
Zimbabwe, found that ‘drought is not perceived as a chance event, but 
explained in terms of  particular cause-effect relationships. Different peo-
ple offer different interpretations, but all attempt to derive order from 
apparent chaos’. In agreement with their findings, farmers from different 
social groups, in both districts, gave different explanations of  the causes 
of  drought. The reasons offered by different groups are mostly concerned 
with religion and are ritual-bound. The diversified views of  the groups are 
presented in the following sections.

Punishment from God: Compelling Perception of Farmer Groups and Women

In both districts, with the exception of  the youth groups, the most impor-
tant reason offered for the cause of  drought was that it is a punishment 
from God. They say, ‘it is an Act of  God.’ This view is the same in both 
districts. They reason that people are becoming more sinful, with fewer 
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moral values, and corrupt (referring to local and district level officials). 
People have started collecting interest on money and on the grains they 
lend to their fellow men during bad days.

Another point concerns the ‘dichotomy’ of  t’chat production. During 
the various discussions, farmers in Kersa consistently stated that t’chat is 
the most important cash crop in the area. They believe that t’chat makes 
a difference among households. Larger plots planted with a better variety 
of  t’chat in the areas accessible to irrigation water generate higher in-
come. A contrary view, however, was that “drought and famine” started 
to occur repeatedly in the study areas after they started planting the shrub 
– referring to t’chat – on a large scale. It seems as if  there is a ‘negative’ 
attitude towards an expansion of  this cash crop. 

Views of Youth Groups

The youth groups had mixed feelings about the causes of  drought. On 
the one hand, they shared the concerns and views of  farmers from both 
religious denominations. On the other hand, they also mentioned that 
droughts occur repeatedly simply because of  the actions of  people. To 
them, deforestation and failure to replant the trees are the main causes of  
drought recurrence in their areas.

This view is a reflection of  the respondents’ educational exposure i.e. 
information derived from formal schooling. It shows that education has an 
impact on perceptions of  causes of  drought and also on ways of  reasoning.

Perceptions of Causes of Insect Pests and Disease Infestation

Farmers understand that there are periodic diseases and pest attacks on 
both plants and animals and that they can have a devastating effect on 
production. They give a long list of  the human, animal and crop pests and 
diseases prevailing in their areas.

They perceive that stemborer, armyworm and storage pests are the 
most important ones. Infestation by stemborer is perceived as becoming 
frequent while that of  armyworm is hard to predict. They also say that 
we share the produce with store pests (e.g. weevils), hinting at the magni-
tude of  post-harvest losses in the food-supply chain. Perceptions of  why 
insect pests and diseases have started to occur frequently are the following. 
These were the most commonly heard reasons: Allah’s discomfort with 
our sins and the way we are behaving towards Him, erratic rainfall and 
drought (which they believe have increased in frequency), and late plant-
ing of  crops for various reasons.

Perceptions of  causes of  pest infestations are diverse. The main causes 
mentioned by farmers at the different villages include: they rained from 
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the sky, they were just created and inbred from the soils, they came to the 
villages with relief  food, and the recent wind brought with it some of  the 
pests from Kenya.

A group of  less poor farmers in Babile (Kito village) touched upon 
another dimension concerning the damage caused by crop pests and dis-
eases. Their agreed perception is that, as long as there is good rainfall in 
terms of  timing, amount and distribution, crop pests and diseases cannot 
be a problem. They reasoned that if  there are good rains, the crop grows 
vigorously, that vigour enables the plants to withstand the infestations. 
Infestation is a problem only when it is coupled with drought. They say 
that if  drought and insect pest infestation occur together i.e. a combined 
risk variable, it is devastating.

Perceptions of Causes of Weed Infestation

There are different perceptions of  infestations by weeds. The less poor 
farmers perceive that weeds are mostly a common problem of  ‘lazy’ farm-
ers. In both districts, the expression: “he does not even uproot the weeds 
from his fields” has a bad connotation and indicates the sluggish nature 
of  certain farmers. 

But, from the resource-poor farmers’ point of  view, there are reasons 
for not weeding the fields on time or not at all. They say, ‘weeds live with 
us’. When they migrate seasonally during periods of  stress to other areas 
in search of  food and jobs to feed their families and to save lives, they do 
not have time to keep up weeding activities on their own plots. When they 
come back the fields are full of  weeds, which are hard to control for the 
coming year(s). Moreover, their current food security status, health and 
physical condition were also mentioned as important points.

Some farmers put the question: “Is it possible for someone to pull out 
a single weed from the soil without eating?” There is an understanding 
that the allocation of  less time (losing own-labour entitlement) to one’s 
own fields mostly resulted in a weeds problem. Hence, there is a shift of  
vulnerability to another season as a consequence of  short-term focus on 
consumption management. As to the perceptions of  the cause, almost all 
groups agree that the noxious weeds came with food relief  aid and/or 
with Somalian tanks during the Ethiopia-Somalia war.

Estimates of Probability of Occurrences
The general perception is that the frequency of  all hazards has increased 
in recent years. However, the views of  the farmers are diverse with re-
spect to specific cases. Some say drought occurs in their area every three 
years and others say every four years. All farmers in both districts perceive 
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that the frequency of  disease and insect pest occurrence has increased 
over time. All farmers agree that insect pests and diseases of  various types 
occur in both districts every year, with the exception of  armyworm, which 
occurs every two years. Farmers also agree that the level of  damage varies 
from year to year, depending on weather conditions.

Perceptions of Consequences
An attempt was made to understand the consequences of  various types 
of  risks on yield levels and generally on rural livelihoods. Some farmers 
indicated the possible consequences of  each and every source of  risk. For 
instance, they were of  the view that drought might cause a yield loss of  
50–100 per cent depending on its severity. This is mainly due to the stunt-
ed growth of  the crops or to making the crops vulnerable to pests and dis-
eases. Another perceived consequence is that it would be tough to plough 
the fields, during and after the drought period, particularly for those with 
no access to oxen. Some others mentioned the perceived consequence of  
pests and diseases. They said that during severe infestations the loss due 
to crop pests and diseases could be up to 100 per cent – particularly that 
of  armyworm.

However, the majority of  the farmers wished to explain the conse-
quences in general terms, i.e. losses due to all possible reasons. In this case, 
farmers did not want to be specific. Of  course, it would also be hard for 
them to isolate the effect of  each variable on the final output. The general 
consensus is that yield losses could be up to 75–100 per cent.

Perceptions of Tolerance Threshold Levels
It is understood, through this study, that the ‘critical requirements’ of  ag-
ricultural production in these two districts are freedom from drought, and 
from infestations by weeds, insect pests and diseases. Tolerance threshold 
levels to these critical events, however, vary from place to place and among 
different actors. Differences in the endowment base, access to productive 
resources and exchange entitlements elicit different tolerance threshold 
levels. Some social groups are inherently more susceptible to hazards than 
others. Sometimes acute problems faced by the poor are ‘good moments’ 
for the better off, in many respects. Higher interest rates and cheap labour 
can be obtained when the poorer reach an intolerable limit. It is complex, 
and the spatiotemporal context matters. Crop failure offers another op-
portunity for the better-off  farmers. Thus, it is hard to explore threshold 
levels for different actors in these situations.

Associated with the diverse nature of  risk perceptions by different 
social groups, perceptions of  threshold levels are also felt to be diverse 
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among different actors. The poor, the less poor, the medium and women 
have different perspectives of  upper tolerance limits for crop losses. 

Views of the Less Poor and Medium Farmers

Viewed from the perspectives of  the less poor and medium farmers (who 
are of  course few in number, in both districts), a certain percentage of  
yield losses for two production years and one production year respectively 
can be tolerated. Reasons for the differences are mainly due to differences 
in possessions, savings (cash, grain stores, durables, livestock) and access. 

For members of  these groups, unless crop failures occur repeatedly, 
a single season crop failure may not necessarily lead to food shortages or 
hunger. These people may have some retained output from past harvests. 
Households that belong to these groups can handle shocks better than the 
poorer households because they generally have more assets at their disposal. 
They also have better access to credit and other support systems. Although 
determining the risk tolerance limits for the identified critical requirements 
proved to be difficult in group discussions. It was suggested that medium 
farmers can tolerate a loss of  up to 5% for a single season while the less poor 
farmers can tolerate a loss of  up to 10% for two successive seasons.

Views of the Poorer Farmers

The poorer farmers perceive that they live on a knife-edge every produc-
tion year. They believe that there are no safe threshold limits for them as 
they are always in a high-risk situation. As discussed above, poor farmers 
do not see any year as a ‘good year’. Hence, they unanimously said that 
any shock could not be tolerated, even for a single production season, 
though they always adapt to surprises. The food and income supplies of  
the poor are always uncertain and they are often vulnerable.

In both districts, yield losses at any level are not acceptable to the poor 
farmers. Ironically, the upper tolerance limit is considered as a zero per cent 
yield loss. Various discussions with the poor people revealed that they are 
already at the critical stage. Even in ‘good’ years, in many poorer house-
holds there is seasonal hunger, usually in the months just before the coming 
harvest i.e. June, July and August (see Table 1). The poor cannot hold grain 
in storage (food and seed), even in the ‘good years’. Hence, vulnerability 
is structural rather than transitory for the poorer farmers (living on fragile 
and marginal agro-ecological zones) and for women-headed households.

Women’s Perspective

There is a growing recognition that there are differences between men 
and women in their needs, vulnerabilities, capacities and coping strate-
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gies. It is also recognised that women are more vulnerable to hazards. 
Roles played by women in the farming systems are also different. Thus, 
women have different vision of  threshold levels. Their perspective is very 
important here, as they are also traditionally responsible for feeding the 
whole household.

With regard to risk tolerance levels, most of  the women agreed with 
the poor farmers’ perspectives. This is so, because, for the women, hfs 
means availability of  food to meet household food needs throughout the 
year. It is believed that adequate food production is the basis on which the 
households build their food security and that it should also be sustainable. 
Hence, households’ food stocks are very important for women to ensure 
an adequate supply of  food for the members of  the household. Ensuring 
a continuous supply implies the hesitation to accept risk. Thus, women 
cannot tolerate any level of  crop yield loss, even for a single season.

Responses to Risks
The pattern of  coping with risk, largely determined by the pre-crisis char-
acteristics of  individual households, involves a succession of  responses 
to increasingly severe conditions (Jodha, 1975; Cutler and Stephenson, 
1984; Shipton, 1990 cited in Webb and von Braun, 1994). It is true that 
there are a series of  responses, and these responses to risks are diverse 
and area- and time-specific. They are context-specific. Generally, they are 
complex as they involve household level agricultural and non-agricultural 
and natural resource-based and non-natural resource-based adjustments, 
and beyond household level support. Walker and Jodha (1986) state that 
traditional methods of  handling risk can be divided into risk minimising 
practices and loss management mechanisms. Their division matches the 
observed risk responses in the study areas. Hence, the local responses of  
the households are presented in this paper, under the following two major 
sub-headings.

These are: 
• Risk Minimising Strategies (ex-ante), and 
• Loss Management Strategies (ex-post).

It would be useful to understand how farmers behave to reduce risk before 
the actual hazards occur to minimise the consequences depending on their 
perceptions, accumulated knowledge and experience (actions for reducing 
the effects of  risk, mitigating seasonality and variability), and how they act 
after sustaining losses. In relation to this, Webb and von Braun (1994) also 
argue that coping with risk involves ‘a progressive narrowing of  options 
that leads from broad attempts to minimise risk in the long term through 
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actions designed to limit damage caused by a crisis, to extreme measures 
aimed at saving individual lives’. 

Figure 2. Diagram of risk minimising and coping decisions in Eastern Ethiopia. 

(Income Management; Voluntary) (Consumption Management; Involuntary)

Risk Minimising Coping

Time

Loss

Male Dominated Women's dominated

(On-farm adjustments) (Off-farm/non-farm survival portfolios)

One interesting and important point that has emerged from the present 
study is that decision-making on risk minimising strategies (ex-ante) is 
dominated by men, whilst decisions on loss management strategies (ex-
post) are widely made by women. Men and women play different social 
roles in the formulation and execution of  different types of  coping and 
adaptive strategies in the tireless struggle for survival.

This simple model shows that there is a series of  responses and that they 
involve a succession of  actions, i.e. rural and non-rural livelihood strategies. 
The responses are determined by the specific characteristics of  individual 
households, i.e. resource base and gender differentiation in this case. The 
exact position of  ‘loss’ on the line is fluid as it moves back and forth depend-
ing on the severity of  hazards and ex ante endowments. The ‘mobility’ of  
the loss line in space and time reveals the complexity, diversity and differ-
entiated nature of  rural livelihoods. A detailed account of  actions taken by 
smallholder farmers to maintain their livelihoods under these two ‘repre-
sentations’, i.e. before and after loss sustenance, is provided below.

Risk Minimising Strategies

People who live in conditions which put their main source of  income at 
recurrent risk will develop self-insurance strategies to minimise risks to 
their hfs and livelihoods (Longhurst 1986; Corbett, 1988). Risk minimis-
ing practices are adjustments to production and resource use before and 
during a production season. These involve such practices as diversification 
of  resources and enterprises; reliance on some ecologically well adapted 
crops and animals, and adjustments within cropping and livestock sys-
tems. These strategies are presented as follows.
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Livelihood Diversification
Ellis (1997), as cited in Hussien (ed), defines livelihood diversification as 
the ‘process by which rural families construct a diverse portfolio of  ac-
tivities and social support capabilities in their struggle for survival and in 
order to improve their standards of  living’.

Livelihood diversification in these districts includes both on-farm and 
off-farm activities which are undertaken to spread risk. Included in this 
strategy are activity diversification (crop-based, livestock-based with time 
and space dimensions), environment-based diversification and more radi-
cal migratory strategies as deemed necessary (mostly the sale of  wage la-
bour and opportunistic movement of  animals). Diversification contributes 
positively in the study areas to livelihood sustainability because it reduces 
proneness to stress and shocks by reducing variations in income and food 
availability.

Differentiation in Livelihood Diversification Strategies

Farmers pursue different kinds of  diversification strategies (see Figure 3). 
As a concept, diversification is broad. In the real world, it has many di-
mensions: vertical, horizontal, temporal and spatial. Some of  these di-
mensions are voluntary (pull factor), while others are responses to ‘force 
majeure’ (push factor). 

Farmers pursue a variety of  crop-centred forms of  diversification. 
They include the choice of  crop varieties with varying maturation pe-
riods (temporal), crops and cultivars with different inherent character-
istics to environmental differences (spatial, horizontal and vertical), and 
livestock-centred diversification. Cropping activities are diversified in 
many aspects. To spread risk across their farm activities, many house-
holds grow a range of  crop varieties and species, even on a single plot, 
including food and cash crops, both early-maturing and late-maturing 
varieties. Multiple cropping and intercropping different types of  annual 
and perennial crops is one such strategy. The following model exhibits 
the livelihood diversification strategies pursued by rural livelihoods in 
Eastern Ethiopia.

Multiple cropping (sometimes in Kersa) and planting crops in dif-
ferent locations with varying microclimates, either on their own plots or 
through local arrangements (sharecropping/leasing), and growing a wide 
range of  varieties of  a single crop, are other ways for farmers to diversify 
production in both districts. Farmers know that certain crops respond to 
poor rainfall conditions in certain ways, i.e. due to differences in moisture 
requirements, and that the likelihood of  such conditions, at least on the 
basis of  past experience, is of  a certain magnitude. 
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Livestock production is also diversified in many ways. Exclusively in 
Babile, observed livestock-centred diversification includes herd diversifi-
cation, opportunistic herd splitting, and dispersed grazing. 

Households in the two districts also try to diversify their income sources, 
mainly as a response to severe shocks and stress. However, better-off  house-
holds are able to diversify in more advantageous labour markets than the 
poor. All in all, experiences from Eastern Ethiopia reveal that livelihood 
diversification reduces proneness to risks and future vulnerability. Hence, it 
is argued in this paper that it should be facilitated instead of  undermined.

Use of Ecologically Well-adapted Crops
In addition to diversifying their portfolio of  activities, assets and incomes, 
farmers in both districts try to reduce risk through relying on ecologically 
well-adapted crops such as sweet potatoes and sorghum. Selection of  the 
‘most suitable’ crop enterprises is one of  the major farm decisions in the 
process.

Sweet potato: a security crop

Sweet potato is grown as a security crop in all villages due to its drought 
tolerance, high yield per unit area and its storability in soil for quite a long 
period of  time without perishing. There is also ease of  establishment from 
vine cuttings and compatibility within the existing farming systems. It is 
dubbed a security crop because it serves as a security and fall-back when 
the food reserves from cereals dwindle. Its reliability under varying cli-
matic conditions and adaptation to the areas of  low soil fertility has made 
the sweet potato an increasingly attractive crop to many farmers.

Farmers in both districts call the sweet potato ‘The Red Cross’. The 
reasons are that the tubers are used as a staple food and the leaves as an 
animal feed during the adverse wet season (June, July and August) i.e. the 
period from onset of  rains up to the [green] harvest. Thus, the sweet po-
tato is extremely important in these farming systems.

Sorghum: a ‘resurrecting’ crop

Sorghum is the major staple crop in both Kersa and Babile districts. Farm-
ers honour the role of  sorghum in their livelihoods. Sorghum grain can be 
prepared to make ‘Injera’.45 It can be also boiled into porridge or gruel. 
Some cultivars can be parched and eaten. It can also be harvested green 
and consumed during severe food shortages.

45 Injera is a sour dough type Ethiopian flat bread that is usually made of  “Teff ’’ (Eragrostis teff) 
and/or barley and/or sorghum. These cereals are ground into flour, fermented for some days 
and then made into injera.
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Figure 3. A Model of Livelihood Diversification Strategies in Eastern Ethiopia

Note: V and I refer to voluntary and involuntary measures, respectively. R indicates the complemen-
tary, supplementary and competitive relationships between livestock and crop enterprises. AEZ 
stands for agro-ecological zone.
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Due to its good adaptation to the agro-ecosystems, its vital impor-
tance in stabilising the household food supply and its extreme tolerance to 
drought: farmers call it a ‘resurrecting’ crop. Some farmers also dubbed 
it a ‘camel crop’. They claim sorghum dies and is resurrected seven times 
in a season. The compensatory vegetative growth of  this plant is also re-
markable compared to maize after a short dry period.
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Another advantage of  sorghum is that its seedlings can be transplanted 
from better portions of  the plots and/or neighbouring areas and they can 
survive well. The yield of  the transplanted crop is reported to be slightly 
lower than that of  the non-transplanted plants.

Other Risk Reducing Strategies

Higher Seeding Rates: A Viable Strategy 

Both sorghum and maize plants are transplanted in both districts, al-
though transplanting maize is not very common. The survival rate of  
transplanted sorghum seedlings is high, while the survival rate of  trans-
planted maize plants is very low. 

Increasing the seeding rate of  major crops (sorghum and maize) on 
favoured portions (spots) of  their plots (which they believe to be fertile or 
better in water holding capacity), is the first step in the whole farm plan-
ning process. If  such crops are densely sown farmers are in a position to 
get seedlings that may be transplanted later in case of  rainfall shortage at 
the early stages, thus achieving a good stand of  crops later. If  there are no 
better spots in one’s plots, the social norm encourages the neighbouring 
farmer(s) to give the seedlings to those who need them. It is a moral and 
social obligation. In addition, higher seeding rates enable the farmers to 
produce animal feed. 

Share Cropping: A ‘Risky Way of Managing Risk’

Poorer households (mainly female-headed) cannot cultivate their plots 
on time, or even at all, due to lack of  oxen, labour and/or seeds. Thus, 
the poor households make arrangements with farmers who possess the 
required capital and ‘opulence’. In Kersa, the land is usually leased for 
three production years to overcome these shortcomings. The common 
arrangement in Kersa is to share the final produce at harvest as specified 
in the agreements. In Babile, however, informal markets in land are not 
common, as land scarcity is not yet a serious problem.

One major risk associated with this arrangement is a risk of  losing 
tenure rights on the plots due to ‘fuzzy’ property rights. There are tenden-
cies for the resource-rich farmers to hesitate to give back the plots. The 
reasons are, they often say, that they were merely removing heavy weeds 
from the fields during the first year and, towards the end of  the contract, 
they claim that the manure or fertilisers applied to the soils have not yet 
been fully exploited. However, whatever the risk, the old, sick and female-
headed households have no other better option than to submit to the bet-
ter-off  farmers or starve.
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Low External Input Agriculture as a Risk Minimising Strategy

It is true that some better-off  farmers from both districts are gradually 
shifting their production strategy towards high external input agriculture. 
They focus on such strategies due to the encouragement of  extension 
workers and the major drive from the Sasakawa Global 2000 (sg-2000) 
Package Program.

However, as crop failure due to the erratic nature of  rainfall (in terms 
of  timing, intensity and distribution) and pest infestations is common in 
both districts, farmers are highly pessimistic about the use of  the yield-
enhancing inputs that are widely advocated by the Government. Farm-
ers perceive that yields that can be obtained through the use of  external 
inputs are better during good years, but that intensification in agriculture 
would increase risk in the bad years. The highest risk is the risk of  failing 
to pay back the money (input credit) during the harvest period as laid 
down in the agreement. Even in ‘good years’ farmers have been forced 
to sell their produce and/or livestock (including oxen) during the harvest 
season (at lower prices) to pay back the credit, leading to asset reduction 
and increased vulnerability. Lack of  liquid assets to guarantee repayment 
in case of  crop failure is a serious problem. A down-payment of  25 per 
cent and repaying the remaining 75 per cent during the stress period (ex-
ceptionally) is hard. Lack of  market outlets and market infrastructures, 
coupled with high price variations spatially and temporally, are some of  
the disincentives that make the use of  externally supplied inputs difficult.

Fertilisers, particularly Urea, are perceived as having a burning effect 
on the crop, and the associated risk of  yield loss is extremely high during 
drought periods. Farmers argue that they will lose two things if  they use 
Urea when there is moisture stress. One is the forgone yield that they per-
ceive would have been better without the fertiliser, and two, the cost of  the 
fertiliser they have incurred. Avoidance of  some activities or technologies 
is another form of  risk reducing strategy. The goal is, clearly, to minimise 
the extent of  possible downside consequences.

Destocking and Changing Mix of Livestock Species

Animals lend an element of  stability to the production system by helping 
to buffer the fluctuation in crop yield or income from variations in climate 
and prices. But, as a response to the diminishing area for private and com-
munal grazing, farmers in Kersa district have voluntarily reduced animal 
numbers to ‘carrying capacity’ in respect of  the available area. This is a 
forced strategy in Kersa district where the ‘cut and carry’ feeding system 
is currently prevailing due to the shortage of  grazing areas. In addition, 
farmers focus more on small ruminants compared to the larger ones. The 
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reasons for this are the shortage of  grazing area, early parturition and 
easy disposal of  the small ruminants during food shortages.

A Shift towards Cash Crops

A transition from subsistence to cash cropping is observed in both dis-
tricts, if  to a different extent. The area allocated to t’chat has increased 
tremendously in Kersa over recent years. In Babile, the area allocated to 
groundnuts is second to sorghum and the trend is increasing. The shift 
towards cash crops might have a far-reaching implication on the food se-
curity situation in the long run due to increased supply over time, high 
price volatility and demand-side uncertainties of  various natures.

Exchange Arrangements

Labour and oxen shortages often result in delays in farm operations. To 
overcome this problem, there is a social organisation of  production or a 
labour exchange arrangement named ‘Guza’46, consisting of  10–40 peo-
ple, organised as a unit in order to cultivate the land or harvest the crop 
during peak labour periods. Normally, it is a source of  additional labour 
mainly for the better-off  farmers, as the organiser has to provide the fel-
low farmers with food, coffee, milk and t’chat.

However, at times, if  the farmers believe that some are poor, each 
farmer brings his/her own food, coffee, and t’chat. This arrangement is 
also possible for old people (with no support), the sick and female-headed 
households. There are also cases in which a single ox is borrowed for a 
certain period of  time in exchange for two quintals of  sorghum at harvest. 
Taking care of  some animals (belonging to better-off  farmers), including 
oxen, in exchange for the temporary right to use the draught power, is also 
practised. But, this is quite risky as the owner is fully entitled to get his/her 
animals back at any time.

Managing Water and Feed Shortages, Soil Fertility Decline, Weeds, Pests & Diseases

Farmers harvest water during the rainy season by collecting run-off  (par-
ticularly in Kersa district) which is used both for human and livestock 
consumption (it lasts 3 to 4 months), depending on the amount of  water 
harvested and quality of  the ponds in terms of  seepage rate, size of  the 
ponds, location and the like. This enables them to minimise risks of  not 
getting water during the dry season and reduces the time lost in searching 
for water (3 to 4 hours, two ways). In Babile, there is an opportunistic and 
regular (sometimes) trekking of  animals when water shortages prevail.

46 Guza is a traditional labour and oxen arrangement made during peak periods.
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The type of  cropping systems the households undertake and the avail-
ability of  grazing area (private or communal) normally determine the feed 
type. The feeding sources vary depending on the seasons. During the long 
dry periods securing animal feed is a major constraint in both districts. 
However, households overcome feed shortages in various ways.

In Babile, if  there are inadequate amounts of  grass (pasture) and 
thinned plants, farmers trek the animals to hillsides or bushy areas to over-
come the problem of  feed shortage. This requires additional labour, as it 
cannot be left to children only. If  the problem grows worse, farmers move 
the animals to unaffected areas.

In Kersa, however, the situation is slightly different. The shortage of  
grazing areas is acute. Usually, households act in various ways to over-
come shortages. Weeds of  different types, leaves of  trees, sweet potato, 
maize and sorghum, thinned plants, crop residues and cut grass are often 
used to feed the animals at different periods. During the severe feed short-
ages, farmers use different feed sources including dug out roots of  various 
types of  weeds, burnt leaves of  cactus, roadside grazing, sacred areas/
grave-yard grazing, leaves of  various types of  trees, and dried leaves and 
stalk of  maize and sorghum. 

In both districts, there is a long tradition of  using diversified soil and 
water conservation practices such as crop rotation, applying manure and 
having fallow periods (though the latter is disappearing in Kersa and also 
declining in Babile) in order to maintain soil fertility. Farmers also widely 
use stone-bound stabilisation, terracing, and tree and forage crop planting 
in order to conserve soil. Farmers in both districts have developed various 
measures of  soil fertility maintenance based on their accumulated knowl-
edge, experience and perceptions of  the constraints and, of  course, the 
resources they have at their disposal.

However, it was noted that soil fertility management is also location- 
and context-specific. The poor cannot manure the fields due to lack of  ac-
cess to manure itself  as well as lack of  access to donkeys for transportation 
to distant plots. Labour (application) could also be considered as another 
shortcoming for the female-headed and poorer households – even if  ac-
cess to manure and means of  transportation are secured.

Pests and diseases are among the major constraints in both districts. 
They inflict serious damage on the crops and animals. To reduce risks 
originating from weeds, insect pests and diseases, there are many tradi-
tional mechanisms. Visual threshold levels, based on past experience, are 
commonly used to trigger various actions. Density of  weeds and insect 
pests where action must be taken to prevent the population reaching eco-
nomic damage levels, are clearly known to the farmers.
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In the eternal struggle for survival and success, farmers use various 
types of  medicinal plants and local healing methods to overcome prob-
lems of  human and animal diseases. To overcome crop pest problems 
farmers use many methods. They cut and eliminate the affected plants. 
They also rub parts of  the leaves affected (in their view it is possible to kill 
some insect pests by rubbing, though it is labour-intensive). In addition, 
they kill some pests by putting fine soils and/or Urea (fertiliser) in the 
typical apex of  the plants (the logic of  both soil and Urea application is to 
suffocate and kill the pests). Some farmers kill pests using sticks and care-
fully targeting the insects while they are still in the stems of  the plants. A 
few farmers in Kersa also mentioned that they use chilli pepper for pest 
control. They grind it, mix it with water, store it for three days or so, and 
then apply it on affected leaves or use it in the store (underground pits). To 
them, it is particularly good at controlling weevils both in the fields and in 
the stores. If  things go beyond the control level, seeking God’s blessings for 
protection from insect pests and healing from diseases are quite common. 
Some better-off  farmers also use different types of  externally supplied 
technologies such as herbicides, pesticides and insecticides to overcome 
the problem.

Loss Management Strategies

Loss management strategies, as used in this chapter, include farmers’ cop-
ing strategies for lower-than-expected crop production caused by natu-
ral hazards. Some of  the strategies are depicted in Figure 4. Reductions 
in crop production can be compensated for by various means. Basically, 
these can be categorised into natural resource-based and non-natural re-
source-based strategies. Some are changes in diet, off-farm and non-farm 
(non-rural, basically) income, sales of  assets (labour and non-labour as-
sets), and migration (human and animal). However, it is worth mention-
ing that the loss management activities are greater in magnitude and also 
require good health, good physical condition, energy sufficient for work 
and, above all, access and entitlement. 

Off-Farm/Non-Farm Income Diversifying Strategies
Diversity in coping strategies is itself  a strategy employed within and be-
tween households. Children, men and women are all involved in diverse 
coping activities. Varieties of  income-diversifying off-farm and non-farm 
activities include the following: t’chat trading; retailing food grains, small 
ruminants and vegetables; sales of  ‘injera’ and bread; involvement in 
smuggling; selling labour in kind; working as carriers of  smuggled items 
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and trafficking; sale of  leaves and grass; sale of  fuel wood, timber and 
charcoal; working as housemaids in the towns; borrowing/lending money; 
sales of  material assets; leasing plots; extended social networks; participat-
ing in Employment Generation Schemes (egs), Local Level Participatory 
Planning and Appraisal (llppa); production and sale of  traditional goods 
such as local baskets made of  bamboo, sisal, grass and clay pots, clay pans; 
and cleaning of  grains in flour mills (in the nearby towns) are the widely 
used strategies. 

Some of  these activities require initial capital (start-up financing) to 
start with, ‘graduation requirements’ or acquaintanceship with the em-
ployers, thus making them inaccessible to the poorer households and lim-
iting their options for a more diversified income portfolio. Also, the most 
remunerative of  these strategies are accessible to a few better-off  farmers, 
well endowed with good productive resources and good networks. Almost 
the entire above-listed income-diversifying portfolio of  activities is within 
the domain of  women (except charcoal making and cutting timber), in-
creasing the workloads of  the rural women. One point worth noting is 
that the daily survival strategy of  households is likely to undermine the 
long-term sustainable use of  natural resources and their conservation. 
From this it can be established that poverty is one of  the cause of  natural 
resource degradation.

Local Credits: Two Dimensions
Local credit has two dimensions. It is a pull factor for the better-off  farm-
ers while it is a push factor for the poor and female-headed households. 
Firstly, there are cases in Kersa where farmers sell their animals in an-
ticipation of  future food shortages and buy cereals at lower prices. These 
farmers store the grains they purchased at lower prices and they lend them 
to the poorer farmers during the period of  crisis at higher interest rates. 
The interest rates are very high (sometimes exceeding 300 per cent); often 
depend on the price of  the grain at the time of  delivery and the time of  
repayment. This is the first version of  a credit-based coping strategy. The 
second is that poorer households survive on borrowed grains or money 
during periods of  crisis. However, many farmers complain that the price 
is about Birr 47 250 per quintal when they borrow and it is only worth 
about Birr 75 when they pay back. This implies that they have to pay back 
slightly more than 3 quintals of  grain at harvest for a single quintal of  
grain borrowed.

47 1 usd is equivalent to 8.56 Birr (May 2002).
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Livestock sales: Depletion of Already Meagre Assets

Sale of  livestock is an important shock-absorbing mechanism (consump-
tion smoothing) after sustenance of  losses. However, it leads to a reduction 
in assets and increases the future vulnerability of  the households. The 
terms of  trade between livestock and food grains also decline tremen-
dously during periods of  food shortage due to an increase in sales of  live-
stock (market saturation) leading to a lower exchange entitlement. This 
was witnessed in both districts during this research programme.

Intentional Loss of Appetite: Self-Deprivation from Food 

T’chat generally has a deep cultural meaning to the farmers in the East-
ern Highlands of  Ethiopia. People normally chew t’chat as a stimulant 
to produce excitation and to banish sleep and fatigue. However, it was 
learned during the fieldwork that farmers chew any quality of  t’chat dur-
ing periods of  food shortages to reduce their appetite for food so they can 
skip meals. They argue that it helps to skip a meal or two so that they can 
reduce food consumption. 

Summary and Conclusions

Risk perception of  households is differentiated, dynamic and complex. It 
is also a critical aspect of  risk management. In fact, the way households 
manage risk is important as it leads to a ‘good’ or ‘poor’ coping ability. 
Hence, studying risk perception is important, as it is the premise on which 
any strategy to improve the livelihoods of  the rural poor has to be found-
ed. Solutions to the prevailing problems may thus depend on the varying 
perceptions of  different actors. Measures towards reducing the likelihood 
and seriousness of  hazards have also to build on these responses. 

Rural poor households have been responding to various types of  pres-
sures on their livelihoods for many years. Traditional responses have been 
the key to survival. There are wide perspectives and knowledge in manag-
ing various types of  risks. Any effort to assist the poor towards developing 
sustainable livelihoods and livelihood strategies that are both less vulner-
able to hazards and more resilient in the face of  future hazards has to 
build on the diverse traditional risk-reducing and coping mechanisms and 
indigenous knowledge systems. 

In sum, if  rural development is to be the engine for combating pov-
erty in rural areas of  Eastern Ethiopia, efforts need to be based on local 
perceptions, local knowledge and local responses. It is believed that this 
will serve as a solid basis for developing sound strategies that are socially 
beneficial and sustainable since risk mitigation, sustainability and commu-
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Figure 4. An Iconic Model for Coping with Involuntary Risks in Eastern Ethiopia
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nity development are conceptually linked. Thus, the practical linkages be-
tween these concepts are crucial in sustainable community development.
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It is a widely accepted argument that land tenure systems per se do not 
hinder increases in agricultural productivity. The causal chain: introduc-
tion of  private ownership that serves as collateral, which provides credits 
for investments, is not the only possible way forward. Evidence from a 
number of  African countries has shown that it is rather the predictability 
of  the system than its very character that influences the development of  
productivity and thus prospects for economic growth. 48 

“…at least in rainfed cropping areas, indigenous African tenure systems have so far been 

flexible and responsive to changing economic circumstances. Where population pressure and 

commercialization have increased, the indigenous tenure systems have autonomously evolved 

from a system of  communal property rights towards one of  individual rights. Controlling 

for differences in land quality and farmer characteristics, there is at best a weak relationship 

between individualization of  land rights and land yields in the regions surveyed.” 49

However, an ongoing study of  peasant diversification strategies under-
taken in Burkina Faso leads to the argument that customary land dis-
tribution systems might influence productivity growth negatively, but 
through other mechanisms than those discussed hitherto, through fore-
gone dynamic effects. When land distribution forms part of  a larger 
strategy to secure livelihoods, productivity gains may be foregone, even 
if  the land distribution system as such does not impede investments in 
higher productivity.

48 Migot-Adholla, Shem, Hazell, Peter, Blarel, Benoit and Place, Frank, 1991: “Indigenous Land 
Right Systems in Sub-Saharan Africa: A Constraint on Productivity?” in the World Bank Eco-
nomic Review, Vol 5, No 1, Washington DC, pp. 155–175.

49 Ibid, p. 156.
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The Setting: Why Diversification Matters

In areas characterised by uncertainty, peasants opt for strategies that 
decrease variability in their consumption. Given that households are as-
sumed to be risk averse, their responses to income instability ought to be 
some of  the following:
a) participating in the credit or insurance markets;
b) receiving transfers from other households, i.e. utilising the 

social safety net;
c) selling assets; or
d) diversifying income sources. 

In low-income countries, credit and insurance markets are typically char-
acterised by moral hazards and information problems. Furthermore, they 
tend to covariate with crop output since most households face the same 
kind of  problems at the same time. The tendency is therefore that these 
markets tend to be severely underdeveloped and, if  they exist, they tend 
not to be an option for the majority of  the peasants. 50 

Social safety nets are often of  fundamental importance, but seldom of  
a size that make them viable as full scale options in times of  harvest fail-
ures. Reasons for this may be found in the covariance phenomenon cited 
above, as well as in the partial breakdown of  traditional values in times of  
commercialisation and modernisation. 

The selling of  assets may be an absolutely essential strategy. The result 
of  such a strategy will, however, be that long-term growth is hindered, 
since assets are essential for any attempt at accumulation of  resources.

This builds up to an argument about the centrality of  income di-
versification in situations of  uncertainty. By putting eggs in more than 
one basket peasants increase their chances of  achieving a minimal level 
of  success also in years of  hardship. Diversifying strategies of  different 
kinds would therefore be expected when peasants attempt to avoid un-
bearable losses.

However, according to portfolio theory there is a balance to be struck 
between diversification and specialisation. While absolutely essential, risk 
reduction may come at the detriment of  agricultural growth:

”A less than perfect correlation between the returns of  assets allows for gains from diversi-

fication by reducing risk costs, although the gains in risk reduction diminish as the number 

50 Binswanger, H, 1986: “Risk Aversion, Collateral Requirements and the Markets for Credit and 
Insurance in Rural Areas” in P Hazell, C Pomareda and A Valdes (eds) Crop Insurance for Agricul-
tural Development, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, Maryland.
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of  assets increases. In contrast, economies of  scale, which reduce average cost as production 

increases, favour specialisation.” 51

Agriculture in the West African Sahel region is highly uncertain. Manage-
ment of  scarce natural resources is put under stress by increasing popula-
tion pressure and shifting climatic conditions. For the last four decades, 
rainfall has been scarce, declining and erratic. Agricultural specialisation 
in this region is furthermore hindered by the following factors:
i) the existence of  only one short cropping season per year
ii) badly functioning markets for agricultural labour
iii) low labour productivity in agriculture
iv) lack of  irrigation
v) poor soils

With this background, peasant income diversification appears to be fun-
damental for any agricultural development in this region. Income diver-
sification in this sense should be understood as the simultaneous under-
taking of  activities that are of  both farm and non-farm character. The 
question that arises is how such a diversification may be combined with 
processes of  accumulation. In a study from the early 1990s, based on sta-
tistics from the first half  of  the 1980s, Reardon, Delgado and Matlon 
dwelled on these issues in Burkina Faso. 52 They studied farm households 
in three agro-ecological zones, in order to find out whether diversification 
was more widespread in areas of  greater hardship, as would be expected. 
However, their results were somewhat surprising. They found diversifica-
tion to be more important in the two extreme zones, the “Sahelian” in 
the north and the “Guinean” in the southwest. In the “Sudanian” agro-
ecological zone they found not only total incomes, but also the level of  
diversification to be lower than in the harsher Sahelian zone.

They also established that diversification in the Sahelian zone was 
driven by attempts at reducing risks, while the kind of  diversification they 
found in the Guinean zone was mainly driven by attempts to develop 
downstream market activities and find niche markets in a situation where 
credits were basically lacking, i.e. a strategy aimed at overcoming entry 
barriers into more profitable activities. The situation in central parts of  
the country was left unexplained.

51 Robinson L J and Barry P J, 1987: “The Competitive Firm’s Response to Risk”, Macmillan 
Publishing, New York, p. 142.

52 Reardon, T, Delgado, C and Matlon P, 1992: “Determinants and Effects of  Income Diversifica-
tion among Farm Households in Burkina Faso” pp. 264–295 in The Journal of  Development Studies, 
Vol 28, No 2, January.
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Household statistics published in 2001 indicate that this picture has 
changed. The new information is stratified by province rather than by 
agro-ecological zone. It turns out that agricultural production does not 
follow rainfall levels only, which means that in the Sudanian zone there 
are great differences in production. The western part of  this zone is one 
of  the most prosperous agricultural areas of  the country. With this break-
down of  statistics, it turns out that diversification is inversely related to the 
per capita level of  agricultural production. Some irregularities remain, 
but when non-agricultural incomes and transfers are added together a 
fairly smooth distribution of  shares appear, where only the northern and 
the south-western regions differ from the general pattern. Thus, the more 
cereals that are grown per capita in an area, the smaller the level of  in-
come diversification. Diversification may thus therefore more clearly be 
understood as a strategy to reduce risks in cultivation. 

In the early 1980s there were two competing tendencies. In the fragile 
northern areas income diversification was used as a safety strategy. But in 
the south-west it was used more as a strategy to overcome entry barriers 
into economically more dynamic areas. At the time, the highly populated 
central parts of  the country took an in-between position, where it was 
impossible to decide which of  the strategies that was more prevalent. The 
2001 figures indicate that the security strategy has become the order of  
the day in almost all of  the country.

But what has then happened to possibilities for agricultural growth, for 
accumulation? Have such options become less probable? In order to find 
out more about that a study of  income diversification behaviour is being 
undertaken with a special focus on the central, highly populated, “Mossi 
plateau”, which forms part of  the Sudanian agro-ecological zone. The 
region is labelled after its ethnic majority, the Mossis. In this region pov-
erty is more prevalent than in other areas. It is also here that the effects of  
climatic change are most clearly felt, since the northern areas have been 
exposed to small and irregular rains for a longer period of  time. 

A combined quantitative-qualitative method has been used where 
three villages have been studied. The analysis leads to the conclusion 
that the driving factor behind peasant income diversification is a com-
bination in which a high household propensity to change is a necessary 
underlying factor. This factor needs to be combined with access to at 
least two productive factors such as land, work force or capital. This 
means that a certain build-up period is necessary in order for diversifica-
tion to materialise. Entry barriers of  some kind are thus involved, even 
if  the major hindrance to diversification is to be found in the propensity 
to change.
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It is also evident that income diversification is directly related to in-
creased economic dynamism. The interplay between factors that cause 
income diversification thus also contributes to agricultural growth. It is 
therefore particularly interesting to investigate the dynamism created in 
those areas deemed to be the most expansive in the Burkinabé agricultur-
al sector: dry-season growing of  vegetables, cotton and livestock. A look at 
vegetable growing would also provide an argument about the importance 
of  water availability for the choice between diversification or specialisa-
tion strategies.

Does Water Make the Difference?

In a dry country like Burkina Faso, access to water is absolutely essential. 
Does this factor then explain why economic dynamism occurs? In order 
to find out about this, some 31 interviews 53 were made in the village of  
Korsimoro, where the existence of  a large dam has made the cultivation 
of  vegetables possible throughout the entire dry season. When travelling 
through the Burkina countryside, the landscape changes drastically as one 
gets close to the dam in Korsimoro. Suddenly the brown, red, sandy col-
ours change into different shades of  green, as the onion, tomato, corn and 
rice fields become visible. The impression is that one has suddenly moved 
to another part of  the world, so drastic is the difference.

In Korsimoro the social structure is somewhat different from ordinary 
Mossi villages. The people cultivating vegetables around the dam have, 
in most cases, moved here just with that specific purpose in mind. Many 
of  them only live here during the dry season. Others commute to nearby 
villages on a daily basis. Generally, the houses of  cultivators are situated 
at varying distances from their vegetable gardens, and work is most often 
organised in other constellations than along pure family lines. The most 
common way of  organising the work is to create peasant organisations 
that negotiate with the original inhabitants in the area for the right to use 
a piece of  land close to the dam.

Another system is that individual strongmen negotiate the right to use 
the land, and then engage a number of  peasants to do the actual cultiva-
tion. It is immediately obvious that those with rights to the lands very, 
very seldom cultivate vegetables on more than a fraction of  the land they 
control. They do however retain their land for the cultivation of  cereals 
in the rainy season. No market-based transfers of  land were observed in 

53 The 31 interviews concerned 31 production units. Since, on some occasions, more than one 
person was interviewed from each production unit, the total number of  interviewed persons 
amounted to 54. 
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Korsimoro, only the practice of  lending land. No fees were involved in 
this lending, even though most expected some kind of  gift, in cash or in 
kind, after the cultivating season.

The organisation of vegetable gardening
These groups are usually formed after an official call at the Korsimoro 
market at the end of  the rainy season. Whoever has the ability to work 
one or more vegetable plots, and has the means to pay the fee for the 
motor pump, may join the group. Often the potential members come 
from distant villages or places such as Loumbila, Ziniaré, Soubeira, 
Boulsa – places sometimes more than 50 kilometres away. This was es-
pecially the case after the unsuccessful cereal harvest in the year 2000. 
Many opted for the first time for the cultivation of  vegetables during 
the dry season, presenting arguments such as “we have no other ac-
tivities to undertake this time of  year”, and “we could not stay without 
doing anything”.

When a group has been formed, a general assembly is held. On that 
occasion decisions are taken on the number of  members that will be al-
lowed, the fees that will be charged for the use of  the motor pump and the 
vegetables that will be grown. All those groups that were surveyed through 
the interviews were cultivating the same crops on all their plots. This prac-
tice turned out to be somewhat strange, since no coordination – with the 
exception of  the cultivation of  haricots verts – is undertaken in the buying 
of  farm inputs, in the actual cultivation, or in the marketing phases of  the 
production chain. Every member works on an individual basis except for 
the irrigation system.

Gardening plots of  the same sizes are also distributed at the general 
assembly. If  some members have more resources, they may cultivate more 
plots than others. But a balance is upheld, so that every member gets at 
least one plot, and all those wanting to become members may enter the 
organisation. When asked about how this is done, all respondents were 
at first vague in their responses, arguing that land is usually available for 
everyone who would like to cultivate. When further questions were asked, 
however, a picture emerged of  a deeply rooted system for land distribu-
tion that is inherently conflict-avoiding.

We will discuss these seemingly strange systems for resource distribu-
tion more in detail further on. At this stage we will only note that group 
membership is highly valued. Even in cases where confidence in group 
leadership is very low, people choose to enter and to stay in these groups. 
One factor that influences this decision is the possibility to have access to 
irrigation through the group.
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Irrigation is undertaken through the use of  motor pumps. Water is 
piped up to water points, from which irrigation channels are drawn. The 
flow of  water is directed through the creation of  mud barriers. When 
channels around the vegetables are sufficiently filled, water is allowed to 
continue to the next few rows of  plants. Schedules for places, days and 
times for irrigation exist and are basically followed. A three-day circula-
tion scheme is most common. However, on account of  the good availabil-
ity of  water, no strict application of  these schedules is maintained. People 
may occasionally irrigate their fields on different times without sanctions.

In the beginning of  the dry season many opt for the cultivation of  
haricots verts. This cultivation is undertaken on contract with ucobam 
or other companies that supply the peasants with seeds and other farm 
inputs. The costs of  these inputs are withheld from the price the peasants 
receive when the harvest is sold. A “tieing” system is thus used. It often 
takes a long time before the payments arrive in the hands of  the peasants. 
The haricots are exported, often to France at Christmas time, and the 
profits are calculated on the total income achieved.

When this contract farming is finished, the groups are free to cultivate 
what they would like. Most of  them opt for the cultivation of  onions or 
tomatoes; almost no variation on this theme exists in the whole Korsimoro 
area. The only example found of  a more varied cultivation was under-
taken by an original inhabitant of  the village, who started to cultivate 
vegetables some 15 years ago, and who has been original ever since in his 
cultivation decisions. It may already be noted that this peasant was the 
most prosperous in our sample.

The general trend in Korsimoro vegetable cultivation is that enormous 
expansion has taken place since the dam was constructed in 1984. Rapid 
expansion has taken place particularly in the last five-year period. At the 
time the fieldwork was done, around 70 different motor pumps could be 
found around the dam, each serving at least 50 plots of  60 m2.

Seeds and pesticides are bought from vendors who come regularly to 
the area. It is hard for new vendors to establish themselves. And it is even 
harder to establish new seed varieties. Peasants are very careful about the 
selection of  varieties. Among the ten groups (at least) covered in the in-
terview material (“at least” because some were members of  more than 
one group), only one group was trying new and improved seed varieties. 
According to the vendors themselves, peasants are only ready to try new 
varieties when their harvest has really failed. Even when samples of  new 
varieties have been distributed free of  charge, they have been ignored.

In the same way as cultivators in other areas on the Mossi plateau, the 
Korsimoro cultivators also stick to certain varieties. Onions is the most 
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prevalent crop, followed by tomatoes, and they both come in certain va-
rieties, sold by vendors from nearby Kaya. Other vendors have tried to 
establish themselves in the area but have failed because of  the faithfulness 
of  customers in their relations to vendors.

When harvested, the crops are generally sold at the marketplace in 
Korsimoro. Buyers come with lorries in order to buy onions and tomatoes 
for sale in other parts of  the country, in neighbouring Togo and Ghana. 
The sale of  tomatoes is extremely dependent on these big customers ar-
riving from neighbouring countries, since the harvest rots quickly. Onions 
are easier to store, and may therefore be sold for longer periods at the 
local market. This is the main reason given for many cultivators preferring 
onions to tomatoes.

Even though cultivators have organised themselves in groups, no com-
mon initiatives are taken in order to search for markets. Some groups 
keep in contact with the buyers from neighbouring countries in order to 
tell them when the harvests are getting ripe, but no contracts are involved, 
except for the cultivation of  haricots verts. 

Prices vary strongly over the season, from some 20 000 f cfa for a box 
of  50 kg tomatoes in the beginning of  the season. It decreases to perhaps 
7 000, in order to rise again to some 12 000–14 000 as the buyers arrive 
with their lorries. At the end of  the season prices may rise to 20 000 – 25 
000 f cfa again. In spite of  these price movements it is rare to see culti-
vation being planned in order to take advantage of  the periods of  highest 
prices. No one in our sample used that kind of  planning. The argument 
advanced was that “one has often plans that seldom are realised. Uncer-
tainty is too great and you have to be careful”.54

The lack of  forward planning is also visible in the prevalence of  a 
rough calculation system. The most common way of  finding out wheth-
er the cultivation is profitable or not is based on counting the number 
of  50-kg boxes produced. If  the price stays in the range 12 to 20 000 
f cfa, the first box is needed to cover expenses for seeds, the second 
for fertilizer, the third for the cost of  the motor pump etc. Five to six 
boxes are needed in order to cover all the costs. The boxes thereafter 
constitute the profit. Given that the price interval is very rough, this is 
a rough method of  calculating. It means in practice that the producer 
has a very rough idea of  his or her minimum price when selling at the 
market place. In addition to this there is the fact that most producers 
have very limited possibilities for storing the harvest. This contributes to 
making the producers obliged to accept almost any price that is offered. 

54 Interviews during fieldwork.
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It is therefore not surprising that most cultivators in our sample regard 
the level of  income from vegetable cultivation rather as a matter of  good 
or bad luck, than a result of  careful planning.

Land distribution
A further interesting area is the issue of  land distribution. In the Mossi 
culture, conflicts over land should be avoided by every means possible. 
The way people relate to the land is an issue that ought to be developed 
much further, but it is sufficient to say that those who like to work the 
land should not be refused access to land, according to prevailing norms. 
These norms are especially strong when family relations are involved. If  
someone proves that he or she is related to a special village, he or she 
should not be refused access to land there.

Even if  “strangers”, i.e. people not related to the village, come to ask 
for land, they should be given access, if  the possibility exists. The exist-
ence of  such a norm is clearly seen in villages where dams have been con-
structed, as in Korsimoro. The availability of  water during the dry season 
greatly increases the value of  the land surrounding the dam. But, as we 
have discussed, traditional patterns of  land distribution are still upheld, 
and investment opportunities for individuals are thereby foregone.

Formally, the Burkinabé government is the owner of  all land. This 
principle was made law by the revolutionary government of  1984 (law No 
84/050/cnr/pres adopted August 1, 1984), and it is still in force. The 
idea was to give land to those who were working on it, and to decrease 
the influence of  land chiefs and customary land rights. 55 But this formal 
system is still not applied in a setting like the one in Korsimoro. It is still 
the customary land distribution system that predominates.

It happens occasionally that individuals try to accumulate fields in 
order to expand their cultivation, but this is a rare phenomenon. The most 
prevalent pattern is that land is borrowed, and that a gift of  some sort is 
offered to the person holding the right to the land. There is, however, no 
such thing as a fixed level for the size of  the gift. The gift is something 
that serves to uphold social relations, and it might even be withheld if  the 
cultivator lacks the means of  giving it. When asked about the possibility 
of  renting land, a large group of  respondents in the survey disagreed. The 
land should rather be lent free of  charge, in the opinion of  43 per cent. 
A majority would however agree to a fee in the vicinity of  5 000 francs f 
cfa (about 7 us dollars) to be paid for the use of  the land.

55 Goama, Arouna Nakoulma, 1998: “Enjeux fanciers, production agricole et état nutritionnel des 
populations rurales dans le centre du Burkina Faso”, FERAI, Lausanne.
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Those who most often are in need of  new land to cultivate are young 
people setting up their households, and “strangers” migrating in search 
of  land. The normal principle applied is that these strangers and young 
couples may negotiate with those who control the land. The land under 
negotiation is usually not the best, and the conditions for the use of  this 
land are furthermore not very stable. If  someone borrowing this marginal 
land really manages to increase the fertility of  the soil and get good har-
vests, he or she runs the obvious risk of  losing access to them. The person 
with the original right to the land may very well reclaim it. When asked 
whether they thought that a young couple borrowing land from someone 
else would be able to produce higher yields on land that they fully control-
led, not less than 66 per cent agreed, fully or partly. 31 per cent disagreed 
with the statement.

Hence, as a conclusion, we may say that water availability does not 
change the basic structure of  cultivation. The dry season farming of  veg-
etables does not develop into a profit earning specialisation for those in-
volved. It stays an integral part of  prevailing livelihood strategies, and 
water availability has thus not much contributed to increased accumula-
tion of  resources, or any change in investment behaviour.

Discussion of Critical Areas

Land use and distribution
Since the dam was constructed in Korsimoro in the mid-1970s, the value 
of  the surrounding land has greatly increased. This land could then be 
used for the profitable production of  vegetables. In spite of  this, no market 
exchange of  land has begun, even though a long time has passed. Few of  
the original inhabitants around the dam grow vegetables on more than a 
small scale, and few outside private investors have appeared. Land is still 
lent to groups and individuals asking for the right to cultivate during the 
dry season. But no charges are involved, with the exception for the cultur-
ally traditional gift that is given after the harvest.

How can this be understood? Those in control of  the land are volun-
tarily giving up either income from vegetable cultivation on a larger scale, 
or the fees that could be gained by renting the land they control. The 
members of  groups are voluntarily relinquishing possible expansion into 
larger areas of  cultivation in order to allow other people to join them in 
their production, thus increasing competition on the market. What is the 
reason for such decisions?

The answer the cultivators give is that they lack resources to cultivate 
larger areas. Since they cannot afford to buy a motor pump on their own, 
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they need to remain in the group, they claim, and to follow the rules of  the 
group. Where those in control of  the land are concerned, the argument 
is the same. It is impossible for one household to manage the labour-in-
tensive irrigated cultivation of  vegetables on the large area they use for 
growing cereals. There is a lack of  the means to buy a motor pump, and 
a lack of  labour, it is argued. On the other hand, by lending the land they 
get the advantage of  having their lands automatically fertilized, which 
increases their cereal harvests.

This line of  reasoning develops into an argument on entry barriers 
hindering small-scale peasants from expanding into larger scale cropping. 
When asked why they did not use the credits that are actually available 
in order to overcome at least some of  these entry barriers, the normal 
argument given by the farmers was that people in general are very ap-
prehensive about getting into debt. It is argued that there is social pressure 
not to build up debts.

However, there are some weak links in this line of  argument. Why 
do those who are in control of  the land abstain from charging a fee 
from those who use their land? And why isn’t there a difference in will-
ingness to take on risks – and thus loans – between different individu-
als? Why haven’t at least a few individuals been able to accumulate 
some more resources in order to expand during the years the dam has 
existed? Or, to put it differently: why aren’t the differences between 
individuals greater?

When going beyond the answers given initially, a different picture 
emerges. Through repeated questioning and through information from 
key informants we got to know that there is a strong norm and a strong 
practice that conflicts over access to land should be avoided: “If  you get 
into a fight over lands, your harvest will fail“ was one way of  putting this. 
“If  someone refuses to lend land to a person asking for it, one questions 
whether this person really is a Burkinabé. Burkinabé people are always 
generous when it comes to lending land”, was another comment. 

There are two dimensions of  this norm. One is the taboo-like percep-
tion that something bad would happen to you if  you do not follow the 
norm: your harvest will fail or you will fall sick. This might happen either 
automatically or through the use of  black magic. People that have had 
quite an amount of  education also share this belief. It is thus a deeply-
rooted perception. The other dimension is that a person who refuses to 
lend available land to those in need who ask for it is not encouraging 
social relations. And an isolationistic approach of  this type is not highly 
regarded. If  such a person gets into some trouble later, there would not be 
others around to help him or her out.
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Through this second dimension, we are approaching something that is 
also more of  a general perception: it is a good and highly valued thing to 
develop relations with others. In times of  hardship one needs the assistance 
of  others. And through behaviour in good times, one prepares the way one 
will be treated when in trouble. This is something that becomes obvious 
through the way people treat their cereal harvest, through their practice of  
giving gifts, through their way of  organising themselves in groups, as well as 
through their way of  treating the question of  access to land.

When a conflict over land arises between young men, they turn to 
their fathers in order for the elders to negotiate a solution on their behalf. 
If  there is no older people available in the family one turns to the village 
elders, and ultimately to the land chief  in order to have the dispute settled. 
The land chief  has a more deeply rooted relationship with the land than 
others. He is a descendant of  the family that first settled in the area and 
carries therefore the original right of  using the land. This right and the 
land chief ’s relationship with the land have religious dimensions.

The roots of  the land allocation system are to be found in the history 
and mythology of  the Mossi people. Descendants of  the princess Yennen-
ga, the Mossi, are held to originate from Gambanga in the north of  what is 
today the country of  Ghana. While most other people drew their lines of  
authority either from age or seniority in their presence on a special tract of  
land, the Mossi invented the concept of  “naam”, a force emanating from 
God which made it possible for some to give commands to others. 56

This concept made it possible for the Mossi to be conquerors, given 
that they did not have to obey the authority that emanated from the land. 
They were thus not bound to specific tracts and, with the help of  their 
superior warrior capabilities, they were able to take control of  what is now 
called the “Mossi plateau” in the 15th century. The original inhabitants of  
the plateau were soon integrated into what became Mossi society. How-
ever, the divide between conquerors and conquered has remained, and 
even today it is still possible to distinguish the “men of  power” (nakombse) 
from the “men of  the land” (tengbiise). It is still the latter category that 
produces land chiefs and upholds the linkages to the land in a way that is 
consistent with their animist beliefs. 57 

Land is thus still allocated according to principles that are rooted in 
both history and mythology. We are faced with a strong institution in that 
its basis is both religious beliefs and tradition.

56 Savonnet-Guyot, Claudette, 1986 : « Etat et sociéte au Burkina – Essai sur le politique afric-
ain », Karthala, Paris, p. 86.

57 Laurent, Pierre-Joseph, 1998: “Le don comme ruse”, Karthala, Paris, pp. 35ff.
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The role of relations
We met the same kind of  ambivalence on several points: is the behaviour 
we met guided by the efforts to overcome entry barriers into more profitable 
activities, or is the behaviour guided by the search for upholding relations? 
This is a relevant question regarding the distribution and use of  valuable 
land around the dam in Korsimoro (problems to cultivate vegetables on a 
larger scale due to lack of  resources or due to a norm that aims at building 
social relations), regarding the choice of  crops (entry into marketing oppor-
tunities, or following the behaviour of  others), and regarding membership 
in organisations (a means of  obtaining access to motor pumps or a means 
of  upholding relations). The same question could also be seen to be relevant 
regarding the decision to sell or retain the harvest of  cereals.

However, there is one new important element that has to be intro-
duced into the discussion. In Mossi society the practice of  giving gifts 
plays an important role. A traditional fable might serve as an introduction 
to this theme:

A hyena was walking along the road together with a hare. The hyena was bringing a goat, 

but noticed that the goat had problems walking because of  an injured paw. “I’ll cut it off  for 

him,” the hyena said. The hare remarked that the goat would have even greater problems in 

walking on only three legs, but this didn’t stop the hyena. The paw was cut off  and became a 

delicious morsel, which made the hyena long for more. Soon nothing else but the liver remained 

of  the goat. At this point the hyena realized that he had not shared anything with the hare.

“Here,” he said, “I’ll give you a gift, which I hope will please you.”

“Here, take the goat’s liver,” he said and handed over the last and best piece of  the goat.

The hare thanked the hyena, took the liver, but said to himself: “this might spur conflicts 

between us. It would be better not to eat it now, in case I have to return the gift.” He hid the 

liver behind his ears.

It didn’t take long before the hyena reminded him: “Don’t forget that I have given you the 

liver of  my goat.” 

“I won’t forget that. And as a matter of  fact I still got it,” the hare said, taking it out from 

behind his ears.

“But eat it then, I beg you,” the hyena said.

The hare put the goat liver behind his ears once again.

Sometime later the hyena remarked that the hare had found something to eat.

“You’ve got a very nice calf  there. Didn’t I give you the liver of  my goat?”

“In fact you did. But if  you are hungry you may very well have it back. I’m not really 

hungry,” the hare replied.

“No, not at all, I only ask you to eat it before it get spoiled.”

But the hare just put the goat liver back behind his ears. 58

58 Laurent, J-P, 1998, p. 232.
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This fable tells us something about the role of  gifts in Mossi society. A gift 
is part of  what may be described as a symbolic economy. Once the gift is 
given and accepted, it binds the recipient to the giver for a long time. And 
since it is the symbol of  giving, rather than the more prosaic value of  the 
gift, that counts, these bonds go deeper than gifts and counter-gifts. Even if  
a counter-gift of  the same value is given, the bonds remain. The receiver is 
obliged to help the giver out of  any trouble, if  the possibility exists.

But as the actions of  the hare show, this symbolic economy is also used 
with artifice. Through cool calculation this giving or receiving of  gifts 
is used in order to get personal advantages. Pierre-Joseph Laurent even 
shows how giving gifts with artifice is seen as a virtue, a proof  of  intel-
ligence. This giving of  gifts appears in very different walks of  life. When 
someone is to see the chief  regarding a problem or affair, a gift is always 
brought, the size of  which is decided by the importance of  the matter. An-
other area of  giving gifts concerns marriages. Apart from the bride price 
given on wedding day, the marriage as such may also be used as a gift. A 
traditional system called pogsiure binds three different lineages together. 
One lineage gives a girl for marriage to another family. If  the firstborn 
child of  this girl is a boy, it is given back to the giving family. If  it is a girl it 
is given away for marriage to a third lineage. This third lineage then has to 
return the firstborn child to either of  these families depending on whether 
it is a girl or a boy. 59 

At funerals or at weddings everyone who has been invited is expected 
to give a gift to the family concerned. The size of  these gifts determines 
the way the guest is treated during the ceremony, and afterwards. Who is 
present at a ceremony and what kind of  gift he or she has given is carefully 
noted, even if  the number of  participants may amount to many hundreds 
of  people. After the ceremony the family discusses these matters for a 
long time, in order to remember all those who were present. This process 
lays the foundation of  future relationships. It is very important to uphold 
relationships between different families and lineages on these occasions. 
The bonds created are not only bonds between individuals, but also more 
importantly between lineages and groups.

Further examples of  the practice of  giving gifts in order to create bonds 
may be found in the way strangers are received. A stranger, who is highly 
esteemed, is always given a gift in return for a visit. The character of  the 
gift depends on the status of  the stranger. There is, however, a difference 
between giving gifts to those who are close and giving them to strangers. 
Gifts to strangers fall more into the category of  artifice, of  tactics. Here it 

59 Ibid, p. 233.
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is clearly expected that the returns produced by the bonds created should 
be greater than the gifts given, thus producing a “profit”. 60 

It is through this system of  giving gifts that reciprocal dependencies are 
created. Through this system of  symbolic exchanges, otherwise marginal-
ized persons in society may be integrated. The practice is thus to be seen as 
part of  a social security system. But given the widespread use of  artifice in 
these activities, it might as well be interpreted as being a rational strategy. 
Given that the profitability of  agricultural investments are often quite low, 
it may very well be a more profitable “investment” to give gifts to relatives, 
friends or even strangers. In case of  trouble the returns on these “invest-
ments” may be substantially higher than the returns you may get from agri-
cultural markets. With the exception of  gifts to strangers, it has to be noted, 
however, that such returns presume hardships of  some kind. Without prob-
lems, you will not be able to reclaim the “returns” you are entitled to. It is 
thus not the kind of  investment one undertakes with the aim of  accumulat-
ing resources, but rather of  avoiding devastating losses.

One illustration of  how this thinking works in a daily life situation arose 
when a young, newly married couple became the victims of  thieves. While 
on a short honeymoon, all their belongings, and all the gifts they had re-
ceived at the wedding, were stolen. A Westerner reacted to this event by 
starting to talk in terms of  a “catastrophe” for the couple, but was correct-
ed by a relative of  the young couple. “This is not a big problem. They have 
each other, and they’ve got lots of  friends. These friends will help them out. 
They will soon have everything they need again,” he said. 61

The understanding of  how Mossi peasants generally reason may be 
enriched through the results of  a study undertaken by George Sam in 
one of  the provinces at the Mossi plateau (Bazega). In concentrating on 
the role of  religious belief  and production, he found that 80 per cent of  
all animists use the practice of  making ritual sacrifices in connection with 
sowing. No less than 63 per cent in his sample also agreed with the follow-
ing statement:

“Since our lives are in the hands of  God, of  our forefathers and of  
the powers of  the lands, it is they who are responsible for the result of  our 
cultivation.” 

The peasant thus often regards himself  to be under the divine powers, 
and accordingly places the responsibility for success or failure in cropping 
outside himself  or herself. 62

60 Laurent, J-P, p. 241.
61 Source: fieldwork.
62 Sam, George, 1991: “Logique paysannes et modernisation agricole au Burkina Faso“, p. 74.
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In the general view of  Mossi peasants there are also dimensions of  
disregard towards people who enrich themselves, especially if  they do it 
in a way that does not distribute their resources to relatives and others in 
their immediate neighbourhood. If  such examples of  enrichment occur it 
is not uncommon that different forms of  black magic are used in order to 
marginalize the person seen as enriching himself. 63

Conclusion

We have argued that norms on the way relationships should function in-
directly constitute hindrances to both economic dynamism and to income 
diversification of  a form that rationally spreads risks between farming and 
non-farm activities. Of  course gift giving, the cultivation of  cereals, cattle 
breeding and vegetable growing may be specifically regarded as income 
diversification. Risks are spread over different activities that also comple-
ment each other in other respects. Manure from animals may be used 
to increase cereal yields; vegetables may be used to enrich the intake of  
nutrients. In particular the role of  gift giving is instrumental in developing 
a security system.

But diversification, understood in this way, is different from what we 
were looking for from the outset. This type of  diversification is an intra-
farm diversification, aimed at strengthening core farm activities: the grow-
ing of  cereals and cattle breeding. Furthermore, it is not a strategy that 
aims at accumulation. The objective is to strengthen the core activities, 
but not necessarily to expand these activities, at least not above a fairly 
moderate level, where subsistence farming still dominates. In that sense it 
breaks with the logic of  optimising the spread of  risks between different 
independent activities.

Furthermore, the argument that we have developed is that choices re-
garding patterns of  growing vegetables, systems for land distribution, and 
for the organisation of  work in groups, are all better explained through 
the perspective of  being guided by cultural norms. From this perspective, 
the upholding of  a customary system for land distribution – through ne-
gotiations and upholding of  relations and through gift giving – is not per 
se a hindrance to increasing productivity in vegetable production. How-
ever, since it serves as a part of  a security system, one result is nevertheless 
that these customary systems hold back productivity growth. The vegeta-
ble sector is not developed to its full potential, more efficient allocations 
of  resources are possible.

63 Laurent, 1998, p. 240 and discussions with key informants during fieldwork.
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All in all, this means that the general strategy of  Mossi peasants is nei-
ther one that aims at specialising with the objective of  accumulating nor 
one that aims at farm or non-farm income diversification with the objective 
of  optimally reducing risks. The order of  the day is rather securing on-farm 
diversification that aims backwards, towards self-subsistence farming.

At the same time, tendencies for a more market-oriented approach 
to vegetable gardening are clearly there: tying arrangements regarding 
the growing of  haricots verts, a few individual entrepreneurs entering the 
scene, and the development of  an input and output market. However, all 
these aspects are clearly marginal in a setting such as Korsimoro, where 
people’s sense of  belonging still highly influences the way vegetable grow-
ing is organised. 

What could this then mean for the question of  land distribution for the 
future? According to the argument of  Migot-Adholla et al (1991), popula-
tion pressure and commercialisation would bring indigenous land distri-
bution systems to evolve in a more individually oriented direction, even 
if  outright private ownership is not necessary for increasing productivity. 
Given that population pressure is there, and that commercialisation is in-
creasing, a development of  this type could be expected.

However, what this field study has clearly indicated is that the custom-
ary system is still what is practised – in spite of  access to water over nearly 
two decades, in spite of  macro economic reforms in agriculture in general 
and the active promotion of  vegetable growing in particular for at least 
ten-twelve years. 64 The introduction of  another land tenure system is 
dependent on a change in overall peasant livelihood strategies. As long as 
relations continue to play an overriding role in their economic behaviour, 
adherence to customary land tenure systems will continue. What we see is 
a situation where land tenure systems do not evolve as such, but rather as 
an integral part of  a changing process in overall peasant livelihood strate-
gies. In Korsimoro, it seems as if  these strategies tend to be moving in the 
direction of  increased security, with the objective of  strengthening the 
subsistence parts of  cultivation. The expansion of  market exchange that 
is taking place in the vegetable sector is more of  an add-on to this than 
something that is changing basic livelihood strategies.

64 Adjustment programmes approved by the Bretton Woods institutions have been in place since 
1992 in Burkina Faso. In spite of  some disagreement over the pace of  parastatal privatisation, 
the reforms have been deemed to be implemented in a good way.
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Throughout history agriculture has been the basic way of  obtaining the 
means for survival and reproduction of  humankind. The pivotal means 
for that survival and reproduction has predominantly been the land. As 
such, land can be the object of  some, if  limited, forms of  ownership. 
Apart from public or state ownership, we currently have two main forms 
of  land ownership: common (communal or res comunes) and private, with 
some forms in between.65 

Although in modern times the tendency has undeniably been towards 
private property, natural resources managed under the institutions of  
the commons exist everywhere in the world: from Japan to Switzerland 
(McCay and Acheson (eds.), 1996; Ostrom, 1999; Stevenson, 1990), and 
from South Africa (Hendricks, 1990) to Chile (Gallardo, 2002), etc., and 
hence in different socio-political contexts and material conditions, con-
firming the scientific relevance of  this marginal, but global, management 
solution of  land resources. Paraphrasing Braudel (1981:111), I would say 
that the variations of  the same form of  property, i.e. the commons, are 
numerous, but they are always imposed by local conditions, material and 
geographical, mountainous in some cases, but not in others.

The aim of  this paper is to present and discuss a variation of  commu-
nal land management – the communal land ownership of  the 200 agri-
cultural communities66 of  Chile’s semi-arid Norte Chico – both in relation 
to other examples of  commons and to private property. 

65 This chapter is an extract of  parts of  my book Communal Land Ownership in Chile: The agricultural 
communities in the commune of  Canela, Norte Chico (1600–1998), 2002, Ashgate, London (isbn 0–
7546–1268–6). The extract has also been published in Argentina by Anuario, Centro de Estudios 
Historicos Profesor Carlos S. A. Segreti, Cordoba, 2003, Anos 2002–2003, No. 2–3, pp. 41 a62. 
isbn: 987–20848–0–7, issn: 1666–6836.

66 In 1992, 169 of  the 200 communities 14,884 registered comuneros (cipres, 1992:15–16), and an 
approx. population of  100,000 people.

Resource Sustainability Through 
the Institutions of the Commons: 
The Case of Chile’s Semi-arid Norte Chico65

BY GLORIA L. GALLARDO FERNÁNDEZ CHAPTER 4
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During recent decades, the question of  rural poverty and the ecologi-
cal environment has become the concern of  governments, international 
organisations and scientists since mankind and its agrarian production 
practices have serious consequences for the ecological balance of  the 
planet. The commons of  the agricultural communities of  Norte Chico 
– occupying approx. 1 million hectares or 25% of  the region’s land area 
– represent a resource management solution which is found in a fragile ec-
ological area, at the same time that poverty threatens these communities, 
presenting a difficult dilemma. But do the resources that are communally 
managed constitute a more problematic solution for both the environ-
ment and reproduction of  these communities than private ownership of  
the estates and small peasantry? The empirical evidence seems to sug-
gest a negative answer. Nonetheless, as pointed out in the contribution on 
the commons of  McCay and Acheson (1996:9), the ecological problems 
ascribed to common property may be more connected to colonialism, 
capitalism and industry than to the commons themselves.

What then is communal land management? Communal land is not just 
a form of  owning the land, it is also a way to produce and to reproduce 
the peasantry. Thus, ownership itself  is always attached to social subjects, 
constituting, as a form of  agricultural social production, a socio-economic 
organisation or institution.67 An agricultural community is, in this way, 
an institution organised under the form of  communal land management, 
whose multiple members are landowners.

As a first definition, in the case that I will be examining here, this 
form of  ownership can be characterised by the coexistence of  communal 
and private land property within the limits of  one bigger landed unit. 
In a permanent and undivided form this belongs to all the commoners 
(comuneros)68 registered in that community. It is the specific inter-weaving 
into one unit of  two forms of  properties, which together could be con-
ceived as contradictory, which gives shape to the singular socio-economic 

67 I subscribe here to the difference between the concepts of  institution and organisation discussed 
by Brante and Norman (1995:33–43). Institutions are defined as rules and habits that govern our 
behaviour and thinking, supplying individuals with conventions, norms and etiquette, and also 
with motives, preferences and goals. Institutions also include ideology, i.e. values and ideas of  
how reality is and should be. Institutions contain self-confirming and self-producing mechanisms. 
Institutions not only standardise our behaviour but also our thinking and perception of  the world. 
When institutions become systematised and formalised in law, they become organisations.

68 A comunero is the a person who, by being the owner of  a plot (hijuela) of  land – generally flat and 
irrigated – within the geographical limits of  the agricultural community, becomes a member and 
co-owner of  that community. This implies that by selling his hijuela, he loses his status as comunero, 
that status being transferred to the new owner. The person who has the status of  comunero then 
has the right to use the rest of  the communal property made up of  the common land. It is the 
private property made of  the hijuelas that gives the status of  comunero to its owner. Comunero can 
be men or women. However, most of  them are men. I will use the term comunero in its masculine 
form, but it does not exclude women.
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organisation that forms this institution, or what is known in Chile as the 
agricultural communities of  Norte Chico. However, the communal land 
is the most basic element of  this institution, its most specific feature, dis-
tinguishing it, as a form of  property, both from private property – whether 
large like the latifundium in Latin America or small, like the minifundium of  
the small peasantry – and open access.

The concepts of  latifundium, hacienda or fundo are commonly used in 
Chile to denote a large landed estate. The concept of minifundium refers 
to small landed estates. Historically the minifundium has its roots mainly in 
the latifundium.

Theoretically, the form of  communal land that is attached to diverse 
peasant agricultural communities is conceived in different and varied 
ways. It is, for example, commonly conceived as a “remnant” of  the past 
– even though paradoxically, it never simply ends with the passage of  
time. It is also considered as an example of  the small peasantry, more 
or less synonymous with a reservoir of  labour force, either for the rural 
estates or the urban zones. The borderlines between these conceptions, 
“pre-capitalist”, “small peasantry” or “labour reservoir” are not very 
clear. What seems to be clearer is that communal land ownership is com-
monly conceived in a rudimentary way and without empathy for its own 

Table 1. Land ownership in an agricultural community of Region IV 

Type of 

exploitation Duration Ownership Denomination

Semi-private:

1. Agricultural 

exploitation

Permanent A. Land granted by 

the community

Individual enjoyment

Determined period B. Land granted by 

the community

Rain-fed plot

Communal:

2. Pastoral 

exploitation

A. Undivided property 

of all communeros

Common land

Temporary B. Undivided property 

belonging to several 

communities

Common Enclosures

Source: Gallardo, 2002, made on the basis of Figure X-9 from CIDA, 1966:131.
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peculiarity. I would suggest that it is not only theoretically and empirically 
a relatively abandoned form, but also a misunderstood one.

In other contexts, communal ownership has been even considered as rep-
resenting the “tragedy of  the commons” and thus confused with open access. 
The latter, in fact, stands not for property, but for the absence of  it (Steven-
son, 1991:52). In this chapter, I discuss part of  the Latin American discussion 
since the study case I base this paper on has developed in that context. 

The Latin American Empirical-theoretical Context

In Latin America diverse examples of  communal land management and 
ownership are generally included within the small peasantry or latifun-

dium.69 This is the case in Astorga (1985:100) and Pucciarelli (1985:56) 
with the communal land ownership of  the Mexican ejido, and in Gómez 
(1989:6) and Rivera (1988(a): 45) in Chile both with the Norte Chico’s 
agricultural communities and the Chilean Mapuche Indian communi-
ties. Bengoa (1988:192) adopts a somewhat similar position. Referring to 
the tradition of  common grassland in Chile, he identifies the agricultural 
communities of  the Norte Chico with the minifundium when he affirms that 
in the region the small peasants have maintained the hills as commons 
since colonial times. The Chilean authors adhere to a line already drawn 
in the 1950s by Borde and Góngora, who mostly consider the agricultural 
communities as latifundium.

If  the commons are, implicitly or explicitly, reduced to minifundium, it 
is not difficult to understand that the form still lacks a proper conceptual 
framework in spite of  the fact that it has gained legal recognition; a rec-
ognition that the agricultural communities, being as old as the latifundium, 
long lacked in the Chilean legislation. In this sense, it could be postulated 
that the Chilean social sciences are lagging behind the juridical and leg-
islative fields and their concepts, instead of  serving them with an under-
standing of  the social form. 

69 By the small peasantry, in the Latin-American case minifundium, I mean firstly: the group of  agrarian 
producers that, principally, due to scarcity of  land, base their production and reproduction mainly, 
but not exclusively, on subsistence agriculture. This is a form of  primitive agriculture which often 
has “… a minimum of  potential development for the agriculture in commercial scale” (Baraona et 
al., 1961:178). The peasant and his family dedicate most of  their active time to produce for their 
own consumption (Stavenhagen, 1979:207–208). Securing the sustenance of  the small peasantry 
and their family is difficult due to the lack of  irrigated land, and in addition other factors come into 
play: the traditional and precarious techniques and conditions of  production which reflect poor 
development of  the productive forces, their marginality and dependency on the urban centres 
of  economic and political power. Being the minifundia in the neighbourhood of  the latifundia, or 
other strong types of  large enterprise (agricultural or not) – often in control of  credit, commercial 
exchange and the local authorities – the small property exists in a tight relation with them. They 
serve commonly – but not always – as a reservoir of  labour in a position of  subordination (Borde 
and Góngora, 1956; Baraona et al., 1961; Albala et al., 1967).
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Baked, so to speak, into the minifundium or small peasantry, the “surviv-
al” of  the Norte Chico’s agricultural communities, and their communal 
land management, is by extension, explained in terms of  the lack of  inter-
est of  (big) landlords in the marginal land occupied by the small peasantry 
(Borde and Góngora, 1956; Baraona et al., 1961; García, 1973; Rivera, 
1988(a), etc.).70 

According to García (1973:99), because the agricultural communities 
and the minifundia in Latin America, in general, are to be found in “zones 
of  refuge” (i.e. marginal land), they can no longer withstand the pressure 
of  the latifundia ‘s hunger for land. If  this were so, the struggle for land 
would not exist in these areas. However marginal the land, the struggle for 
its ownership – between landowners and/or capitalists and the peasants 
– is not as, for example, García (1973:99) believes, uncommon. If  land-
lords and small peasants (read also commoners) share the same natural 
environment, marginal or not, the struggle for land between these two 
groups can hardly be absent. How could it otherwise be when landlords 
and peasants share the same natural environment?

No matter how marginal the land, the struggle for its ownership be-
tween the latifundistas and comuneros has not, as Pascal (1968:69) has con-
firmed, been uncommon in the Norte Chico. The struggle for the land of  
the ex-fundo Espíritu Santo, a part of  the agricultural community Canela 
Baja that was seized during the 1800s, is another example that confirms 
the opposite of  what García maintains. Although of  limited scope, the 
Espíritu Santo conflict turned into an armed confrontation, resulting 
in the murder of  one of  the comuneros’ leaders and the death of  another 
(Gallardo, 2002). The struggle illustrates that the peasants are not passive 
recipients of  “modes of  production” but real actors; that, through local 
resistance, adaptive strategies and voluntary organisation, the peasantry 
can induce changes that affect their existence.

Where the character of  the struggle for the land is concerned, there 
seems to be an unwillingness, or lack of  capacity, to recognise its relation-
ship with the defence of  the institution of  communal land itself. Referring 
to the case of  Espíritu Santo, cida (1966:137) points out in its study of  
Chilean agrarian structure that, in respect to these conflicts, the internal 
organisation of  the agricultural communities, above all in their struggle and 
conflicts with the latifundia, corresponds more to a resource in the struggle 
for survival than to a form of  economic management. Borde and Góngora 

70 Both Borde and Góngora (1956) and Baraona et al., (1961) have also supported another view: 
that the latifundia try to pre-empt the land of  the minifundia when specifying that the latter is often 
subjected to the hostility of  these stronger types of  properties in the struggle for land or water 
(See also Gallardo, 2002).
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(1956:205)71 were even reluctant to recognise the agricultural communities 
as a specific type of  social organisation. Where can the line be drawn be-
tween the strategies for survival and economic management?

These conflicts have without doubt contributed not only to the cohe-
sion and strengthening of  the community links, but also to a collective 
consciousness in the defence of  the comuneros’ interests against the lati-

fundistas. In this way, the struggle for the land is a contributory element in 
the crystallisation of  the communal land ownership as a form of  socio-
economic management. The struggle for Espíritu Santo, as an example of  
the struggle for land between communities and latifundia, is an important 
device in an understanding, not only of  the effects these conflicts have on 
the agricultural communities for their legal recognition, but also of  the 
law and, not least, the political establishment’s resolution of  a long discord 
between the communities and the latifundia in the Chilean Norte Chico.

Feder (1978:44) provides a theoretical perspective that goes against 
García’s view. According to Feder, landlords are not only interested in 
the poor and marginal land of  the minifundia, but their expansionism is 
a deadly threat to it, for many reasons. Land concentration is a necessity 
for the expansion of  capitalist agriculture. Even though production costs 
are higher on poor land, the price of  the land increases all the time due to 
population growth, and the demand for agricultural products grows. The 
longer the process of  modernisation of  agriculture, the more remunera-
tive it is to bring poor land under production. According to Feder, it is pos-
sible to maintain that modernisation is a way of  utilising poorer resources, 
even though this process has its limits. So not only is capitalism interested 
in putting under its dominion that land which still is not under production 
– independent of  its quality, of  whom it belongs to and its form (private 
or communal) – but so is the peasantry, which does not give up its land 
without resistance. The expansion of  modern commercial agriculture to 
northern Chile during the last few decades is a clear example of  Fed-
er’s view, constituting a clear threat to the institution of  the commons of  
Chile’s semi-arid Norte Chico. As long as social scientists persist in failing 
to recognise the peculiarity of  the form of  the commons, we are leaving 
the door open for liberal and conservative ideological arguments and their 
closely associated political solutions of  state intervention or privatisation 
which underlie the now famous “tragedy of  the commons” (McCay and 
Acheson, 1996:5).

Theoretically, the small peasantry’s non-transition from formal to real 
subordination under capitalism is commonly explained, implicitly or ex-

71 See also Gallardo, 2002.
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plicitly, almost exclusively in relation to capitalism’s needs and dynamics. It 
is argued for example that capitalism reinforces pre-existing non-capitalist 
modes of  production, or even creates new ones (Kay, 1980:115–116); that the 
small peasantry is even “necessary” to capitalism (Astorga, 1985:102), etc.

The explanations of  the survival of  the peasantry in societies “in tran-
sition” to capitalism in terms of  the lack of  interest of  the big landlords, 
partially has its parallel in the discussion of  the survival of  the peasantry 
in the advanced economies. Their non-disappearance is also explained 
here, implicitly or explicitly, almost exclusively in relation to capitalism’s 
needs and dynamics. It is argued for example, that capitalism accommo-
dates agricultural petty production (Alanen, 1991:325). If  dynamics are 
recognised, it is not the peasants’ own, but “… a matter of  external con-
straints shaped by highly abstract capitalist forces.” (Jonsson and Petters-
son, 1989:543). It is certainly difficult to see the peasant struggle at all, as 
they are seen politically as conservative, or by Alanen, (1991:325), as petty 
bourgeois. 

Yet, we know today that traditional or non-wage relations of  produc-
tion have not only survived, but, according to some authors, have also re-
vived and even increased (Mann, 1990:1–2; Jonsson, 1992:192–193). The 
peasantry – the bearers of  traditional agrarian relations of  production 
– still exists, not only in the so-called Third World countries, but also even 
in highly advanced economies. The same goes for communal land man-
agement. As a steadfast natural resource management solution, the com-
mons have not only not disappeared in Third World countries, but they 
also exist in the European Alps, confirming the relevance of  this marginal, 
but global socio-economic institution. So having, on one hand, the form 
of  communal land ownership as a sociological common denominator in 
different material and geographical contexts, we have, on the other, the 
social aspects resulting from their specific history. While the first stands for 
the general, the second stands for the particular.

Peripheral, but though by no means less global, communal land man-
agement is not only a form which is not usually associated with modern 
capitalist societies. Furthermore, the development of  communal land own-
ership of  the Chilean Norte Chico’s communities from private property, 
does not correspond with the general tendency towards private property 
during the colonial or postcolonial era. To conceive, however, within the 
context of  the present modern society, communal land ownership as pre-
capitalist relations of  production, “remnants”, “anomalies”, “paradoxes” 
or “incongruities”, though convenient, does not say very much about the 
peasant societies themselves, except by reducing them to a one-sided view 
of  the small peasantry. What is lost there is the specificity of  the commu-
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nal form itself, its constitution and the historical process of  this particular 
form of  agricultural social institution.

If  we do not conceive communal land ownership as a minifundium, but 
as a form of  its own, then two questions should arise: what is the form, and 
how has it developed? Therefore, let us distinguish analytically between 
two main dimensions regarding land tenure72 – to use a broader term than 
property -: (1) form of  land ownership, and (2) historical development. 

Even though form, origin and emergence (read historical develop-
ment) are inseparable in reality it is possible to separate them conceptu-
ally. The form has certainly to develop out of  something before it becomes 
established. There is, in my view, a difference between, on one hand, the 
question of  the form and, on the other, origin and emergence. 

Let me first take the common denominator: the communal form. As 
a form of  property, the agricultural communities of  the Norte Chico 
share many characteristics with other communities in different coun-
tries. This is first of  all the communal land ownership/tenancy and the 
characteristics and prerogatives it allows, as compared in Latin America 
to the latifundium.73 The individual plots of  land within the communal 
land are another such characteristic. With some exceptions, the exploi-
tation of  both the communal and private production spheres is usually 
individual. This is to say, what is communal is the ownership of  the land 
and its management, rather than its exploitation, or to express it with 
Lewis’ (1960:27) words the “land holdings are worked individually rather 
than collectively.”

72 The concept of  tenure is broader than the concept of  ownership. Tenure does not necessar-
ily involve property, but access to it. Therefore, when I refer to the general agrarian structure, 
tenure is more appropriate, as it includes access to land by other ways than direct ownership. 
However, the concept of  property is here the appropriate one when dealing not only with the 
agricultural communities, but also the latifundia and minifundia as it deals in fact with ownership, 
and not only access. Within the agricultural communities and from their perspective, both his-
torically, factually and legally, the concept of  tenure is also appropriate. Tenure will also be used 
when, for example, it is not possible to define with certainty that it is ownership, or when the 
legal definition is not very clear. See also Stavenhagen’s (1970:x) and cida’s (1966:vii) definition 
on land tenure or agrarian structure.

73 Without trying to be exhaustive, the form of  communal land ownership diverges from the mini-
fundium in that it offers the advantages of  the common land which the minifundium lacks. This 
permits the advantage of  transhumance for the cattle, something which is not possible within 
the minifundium (Cañón, 1964:112). If  the land of  the agricultural communities was divided into 
minifundia, it would be almost impossible to productively use the hills of  the common land for 
cattle raising. This may be one of  the main reasons for the development of  communal land 
ownership as a resource management solution, i.e. the material conditions. Communal land 
also makes possible the temporary cultivation through the system of  “lluvias” (land plots), on the 
hills, – increasing the area available for exploitation by every individual – while the minifundium 
is always compelled to use the same reduced soil. Common land also gives the comuneros a source 
of  firewood, hunting, medicinal herbs and material for construction and fences. Compared with 
private property – whether large or small – communal land ownership is also more static, as it 
has several limitations in respect of  mortgage, sale and inheritance. At least to some extent these 
limitations protect the commons from the overall expanding market forces.
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Let me now address the question of  the historical development of  the 
form. Regarding the historical origin of  the form, I suggest that the agri-
cultural communities of  the Norte Chico differ in a special way. Here we 
find their historical peculiarity, and another neglected problem: knowl-
edge about the origin of  this institution is still precarious. Within the Chil-
ean and Latin American context, not only has communal land owner-
ship been theoretically misunderstood, but also its historical specificity. In 
other words, because the historical specificity of  the commons of  Chile’s 
semi-arid Norte Chico is not known, they can also be reduced to some-
thing else than what they are.

However, there are no systematic answers to the question of  the origin 
and development of  this institution. The knowledge about the commons 
of  the agricultural communities is still fragmentary and seldom historical-
ly documented empirically in archival sources. The information that has 
emerged in the last few decades about the communities does not exactly 
come from social sciences. If  it does at all, it is not derived from the socio-
historical questions that should come up after examining the development 
process of  the Norte Chico’s agrarian structure. This process gave rise to 
the large private land estates (latifundium or haciendas), on the one hand, and 
the agricultural communities with their commons, on the other, as agrar-
ian development paths. 

Studies on land tenure in Chile (Borde and Góngora, 1956; Baraona et 
al., 1961; cida, 1966), and more specifically on the communities of  Norte 
Chico, indicate that the communities have their origin mainly in the co-
lonial land grants (mercedes de tierra) (Cañón, 1964; cida, 1966, Albala et 
al., 1967; iren, 1977/78; Castro and Bahamondes, 1986, Santander, s.a.; 
Bengoa, 1988). Unlike Cañón (1964:46), these studies do not, however, 
conceive the development of  these communities from the perspective of  
a conversion of  private property to communal land ownership. At least, 
none of  them seem to see anything special in this particular conversion. 

Reviewing the literature on the origin of  the communities, the few 
references are to other regions of  the country, especially the Valle Cen-
tral (Borde and Góngora, 1956), or the Valle Transversal (Baraona et al., 
1961). The few studies that deal with the agricultural communities of  the 
Norte Chico, are generally written by agronomists (Cañón, 1964), geog-
raphers (Aranda, 1971), official institutions (iren, 1977/78; conaf, 1981), 
international or other organisations (cida, 1966), and are mainly con-
cerned with problems of  natural resources, poverty, marginalization and 
land tenure structure. Due to increasing poverty, periodic drought and 
ecological problems, in the late 1980s and the 1990s, the interest in the 
agricultural communities has been renewed in different disciplines, inside 
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and outside the academic world. These areas have gained interest also 
among different kinds of  organisations (governmental and non govern-
mental), many of  which, in one form or another, are working with them. 
The number of  papers on the agricultural communities has increased 
considerably. Most papers, however, deal with diagnostics of  the present 
situation, its problems – mostly through pilot studies – and proposals to 
solve them.

The interest of  sociologists has been rather weak. Albala et al. (1967), 
or Pascal (1968)74 – probably one of  the first sociological works on agri-
cultural communities – concentrates more on power relations between, on 
the one side, the latifundium, and on the other, the minifundium and the com-
munities. Castro and Bahamondes (1983) have written about mechanisms 
of  subsistence, and peasant differentiation (s.a.) within the agricultural 
communities. Their 1986 paper deals with the rise and transformation 
of  the agricultural communities’ communal management, which also is 
the focus of  my interest. Despite this increasing interest there is, however, 
no systematic attempt to answer the question of  their origin and develop-
ment, the empirical knowledge about this issue still being, as suggested 
above, fragmentary. 

Gallardo (2002) was the first attempt to aim at empirically filling that 
gap about this form of  land ownership and agrarian social production for 
this region in Chile. My hypothesis is that these agrarian collectives are 
the outcome of  a long development process resulting from the colonial, 
Spanish institution of  land grants, once owned by Spanish conquerors 
and colonialists. However, there is a widespread belief  among academi-
cians and laymen, including many comuneros75 that the agricultural com-
munities came into being in marginal land given to low rank soldiers. To 
start with, it is a historical contradiction to postulate, on the one hand, 
that the agricultural communities came into being from land grants (mer-

cedes de tierra) and, on the other hand, that the land was given to low rank 
soldiers, since the grants were given to the most outstanding conquerors 
and colonialists. So, not only were these people not of  low social rank in 
the colonial hierarchy but, on the contrary, they were of  relatively high 
position. Secondly, what this argument seems also to take for granted, is 
that what today is marginal or poor land was also so in the past. Several 

74 In the work of  Pascal, published by icira (1968), only Pascal appears as the author, who thanks 
Albala and Ruíz for their participation in the investigation. In the monographic thesis (1967), writ-
ten for the Universidad de Chile, to obtain the title Licentiate in Sociology all the three above-men-
tioned persons appear as authors. The versions are slightly different. For this reason I sometimes 
use the latter in my paper (it was the first paper I had access to), and sometimes the former.

75 Se for example: Revista Análisis: “Canela, capital de la pobreza” Ivan Badilla, Año xiii, no. 357, 
12–18/11/90.
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studies show that the Norte Chico was, until the middle of  the 1800s, cov-
ered with vegetation (Bengoa, 1988: 215–217). Nonetheless, considering 
that cattle-raising prevailed as one of  the main economic sectors during 
the whole colonial period, and that the Norte Chico’s mountainous land-
scape favours a grazing economy, the area being composed more of  cattle 
estates (estancias) than agriculturist estates (haciendas), it is hard then to im-
agine that the hills would have been considered without value. “Without 
value” for cultivation purposes, perhaps, but hardly for a grazing economy. 
Moreover, although one characteristic of  the majority of  the agricultural 
communities is a mountainous environment, there are even communities 
which are located in the borders of  some of  the region’s rivers, showing 
that the commons also arise on plains and irrigated land areas. 

So, not only did the latifundium and minifundium come into being from 
the colonial institution of  land grants in the Norte Chico of  Chile, but 
also alongside them, as a peculiar form in between, were the commons 
of  the agricultural communities. They arose, furthermore, from private 
property, becoming a hybrid, neither latifundium nor minifundium but, as an 
institution in its own right. 

Though not originally intended by the Spanish Crown, the land grants 
evolved into private ownership soon after they were distributed, first in 
the form of  cattle ranches (estancias) and then, with the introduction of  
agriculture, in latifundium or haciendas. If  both the latifundium and the ag-
ricultural communities in the Norte Chico have a common origin in the 
land grants, only the gradual de facto conversion of  certain landed private 
properties into agricultural communities, with time, changed the 1600s 
land tenure structure from private property into a mixed system. During 
the 1700s this started to combine both private and communal land owner-
ship. The historical process of  land formation in the Norte Chico is thus 
paradoxical because, as the general tendency of  the grants, and also of  
encomiendas,76 was towards private property, here the communally owned 
land developed out of  private property. 

The major question concerning land stemming from the land grants 
is thus why only certain properties, or portions of  them, evolved into agri-
cultural communities, while others remained private. Why did some prop-
erties continue in private hands? With the exception of  the agronomist 
Cañón (1964:46), this issue has not been explicitly contemplated from the 
perspective of  a process giving rise to two paths of  agrarian development: 

76 While the grants constituted the main legal mechanism for access to land, “The only legally 
valid title for the occupation of  the soil…” (Borde and Góngora, 1956:30), the encomiendas, on 
the other hand, constituted the main mechanism for access to the available labour force of  the 
local population.
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the private latifundium, on the one hand, and the communally owned ag-
ricultural communities, on the other. To express it in Durkheim’s terms 
(1984:xxxviii; Preface to the Second Edition): “So persistent an institution 
cannot depend upon special contingent and chance circumstances.” The 
same can be suggested about the origin/s and development of  the present-
day two hundred agricultural communities of  Chile’s Norte Chico.

However, the thesis that the agricultural communities have their 
main origin in the land grants does not invalidate other possible origins. 
According to Santander (s.a.: 1) this is a problem without a solution, 
partly because of  the singular form in which the question is made, which 
presupposes that all agricultural communities have one and the same 
historical origin.

Nonetheless, it is important to distinguish between factors that explain 
the origin of  this agrarian form from those which explain its formation, 
even though these, as already suggested, are certainly related. Seeing or-
igin and development in the light of  the development of  the agrarian 
structure in the Norte Chico, and relying on the hypothesis of  the various 
origins of  the agricultural communities, the most outstanding feature of  
this process must be that, in spite of  having different origins, various prop-
erties evolved in only one form of  land management: the communal. This 
process would point towards other factors as important in this historical 
development: why, in spite of  the diversity of  origins, the communal land 
ownership form of  the agricultural communities started to take shape as a 
natural resource management solution in a predominantly, but not exclu-
sively, mountainous ecological area.

So, to return to our theme regarding the form which all communities 
share, historically as far as origin and emergence are concerned, they also 
diverge. Although origin and emergence are interwoven, by origin I mean 
the “starting point” of  a community. By emergence I mean the develop-
ment process during which the community is constituted or formed. This 
would point out the many and varied circumstances that led to the shap-
ing of  the form. Some examples of  present communal land management 
are, contrary to what one may commonly believe, not residues or rem-
nants of  a pre-colonial or pre-capitalist period, or some type of  ‘original’ 
American or African forms of  land ownership. Quite the opposite, they 
are the result of  political factors. Other examples of  communal land own-
ership, on the contrary, are the result of  long historical processes.

The difference between the origin and emergence of  the form may 
be relevant for the stability of  the form over time, and therefore, also 
in relation to how the individual involved may perceive it. Communal 
land ownership which is a result of  a spontaneous developing process, in 
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comparison to an imposed form, should in theory, as a social institution, 
have more solid grounds than an imposed one, and therefore considerable 
stability as a form over time. We could also make a distinction between 
imposed and spontaneous forms. The fact that some forms are imposed, 
however, highlights another aspect; the imposed forms are not so much 
communities, as reserves or homelands.

Within the imposed form, the way it is imposed may also be important 
for how production is organised, and how the individuals perceive access 
to land. Seen from their point of  view, the actors may experience the 
imposed form, either by force or as a result of  a legal decree, as beneficial 
to them, or not. The implications of  the social aspects resulting from the 
particular history of  the form are not only psychological or political, but 
also of  importance for the ecological environment, and, thus, for all of  us. 
The lack of  security in tenure among landholders, for example, does not 
constitute a fertile ground to introduce programmes of  change in order to 
protect and improve the environment in the long run. 

To illustrate the global form of  the commons of  the Norte Chico’s ag-
ricultural communities, as well as their specificity regarding the question 
of  their origin, I will make some brief  contrasting comparisons in these 
two respects with some other examples of  commons: the Mexican, the 
South African and the Mapuche Chilean communities. I would suggest 
that, belonging to a Third World country, the Norte Chico’s agricultural 
communities paradoxically show more similarities with the Swiss Alps and 
also the now extinct English open field system, regarding origin and emer-
gence, than with the examples from Mexico, South Africa and the Chil-
ean Mapuche communities. However, it is not possible here to expand 
that comparison (see Gallardo, 2002). 

It is necessary to introduce two methodological considerations before 
continuing. The first is that when I use the term contrast above, I do not 
mean I am performing a proper comparison in the sense of  following 
all the aspects, step by step, in other examples of  commons, but rather 
that I am taking those that, from the point of  view of  the purpose of  my 
study, are relevant. Therefore, it is important to understand that when I 
take the case of  South Africa, I am not looking for the most representa-
tive example of  communal land management in the African continent, 
but an example that serves my purpose of  incorporating the political di-
mension – the imposition of  the form – into the question of  the origin 
and emergence of  some forms of  communal land ownership. The second 
consideration is about the necessity of  keeping in mind the analytical dis-
tinction between form and history. While some of  the differences between 
communal and private land ownership refer to the form – our common 
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sociological denominator – others refer to history, the same being valid 
for the similarities.

Three Examples of comunes: Mexico, South Africa and Chile

Let me start with Mexico and South Africa. In spite of  the fact that they 
are part of  two different continents, the Mexican and South African forms 
of  communal land ownership have something in common in how they 
came into being. Both forms are imposed, and the result of  political fac-
tors, not residues of  a pre-colonial or pre-capitalist period, or some type 
of  ‘original’ Indian or African form of  land ownership. 

The Mexican ejido is a legal figure for land tenure, established by the 
post revolution constitution of  1917. As Pucciarelli (1985:56) indicates, the 
‘ejidos’ minifundium is not a product of  a social process of  appropriation of  
natural resources.77 The small peasant plots originated from the agrarian 
allotment of  1936 under the government of  Cárdenas, the first president 
who tried to make land distribution effective. The Mexican ejido78 is the 
land expropriated through the Agrarian Reform and distributed among 
the peasants:

The ejido is obtained by “donation”, a donation on behalf  of  the State, of  the lands expro-

priated from the latifundia and with surfaces greater than the maximum established by the 

agrarian laws, to attend the demands of  groups of  peasants that lack land.

(Warman, 1985:7; emphasis original)

According to Stavenhagen (1979:214), in Mexico, by creating the ejidos, 
the agrarian reform modified the nature of  collective land ownership. 
However, the lands of  the communities of  Mexico are outside the market 
laws (Warman, 1985:7). In other words, the land cannot – or at least could 
not – be sold, rented, transferred or seized. The land is a form of  property, 
but not a form of  merchandise, a means of  production, but not capital, a 
source of  income, but not of  revenue (Stavenhagen, 1979:219).79 

The commons of  Norte Chico differ to some degree with the Mexican 
ones because the comuneros can now, according to the law, sell, in individual 

77 Here we see how the ejido as a form of  communal land management is reduced to the minifundium.

78 The difference between the Mexican ejido and other communities, which also exist in Mexico, is 
not very clear legally in matters of  form. Nonetheless, the difference has to do with the manner 
of  obtaining the land, and the way it is administered: “In most cases, the only difference between 
the ejido and the private lands is that the first cannot be mortgaged nor sold, nor distributed by 
inheritance” (Krantz, no. 1, Vol. 4:95).

79 See for instance, Tepoztlán: Village in México by Oscar Lewis, 1960 where he distin guishes between 
the ejido, communal land and private property.
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form, at least the lands in personal possession, within the same community, 
or to a third party, provided that they are private individuals. The commons 
of  the Norte Chico have in common with the Mexican communities and 
ejidos the fact that once the right to become a member of  the community 
has been established, this right is transmitted only to a single person, which 
means that individual possessions cannot be divided by inheritance.

Let me now take the example from South Africa. Since, at least until 
the last days of  the Apartheid, about half  of  the African population was 
compelled to live in the reserves, it seems that the communal system of  
the South African reserves was more extensive than the Mexican case. 
However, communal land ownership in South Africa is disguised within 
the Apartheid system in the reserves. The organisation is based on the 
division of  the land into residential, arable, forestry and grazing areas. 
Where individual possessions are concerned, the form expresses a kind of  
duality between the formal-legal and the factual practice. Communal land 
ownership in the reserves is based on the principle of  one man, one lot. 
Formal-legally, under the system of  quitrent, the Africans in the reserves 
are virtual tenants on state-owned land, paying their annual quitrent, or 
local tax (Hendricks, 1990:2). In that sense, since the peasants have to pay 
for the land, which is individually registered in the name of  the family 
head, the land is revertible to the State, and the peasants are tenants of  the 
State. The de facto, communal tenure is, according to Hendricks (1990:65), 
a facade, being ‘a form of  individual tenure under the commonage sys-
tem’ since the registered plots are heritable, which means that descendent 
groups are able to hold the original plots in perpetuity.

Regarding the precedents of  the South African system, the situation 
seems to be not very different from the Mexican one, in the sense that they 
are definitely not to be found in the African pre-colonial period. Accord-
ing to Hendricks, the communal land tenure in the reserves corresponds 
to a distorted version of  the previous system: “… it is [a] vaguely remi-
niscent of  the pre-colonial system of  land allocation.” (1990:Abstract). 
“Colonial” capitalism constrained communal access to land and created 
reserves, replacing communal land tenure with a regimented form of  land 
tenancy. Millions of  black workers “have been displaced from the urban 
and rural white claimed areas and [on the other] they retain a semblance 
of  access to means of  production in the reserves” (Hendricks, 1990:4).

This short examination indicates an important difference between 
the Norte Chico’s communities and the Mexican and the South Afri-
can ones, where with their divergent origins are concerned. The Norte 
Chico’s agricultural communities are not properties especially granted to 
a certain type of  social group as communally owned. Their constitution 
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into agricultural communities is de facto, resulting from private colonial 
property. Consequently, they are neither collectives created by legal de-
crees, nor a product of  mainly urban, political decisions. They existed in 
spite of  a hostile environment, where Chilean law did not recognise any 
other form of  ownership than the private (except those forms created by 
the State itself, as is the case with the Mapuche communities). Thus, as 
opposed to the Mexican and South African cases, the commons of  the 
Norte Chico constituted a form a long time ago that was recognised by 
the State only post-factum.

As suggested above, there is a difference between obtaining access to 
a form of  property through a top-down political decision and to obtain 
legal recognition for an already existing form.80 There is obviously also a 
difference between the Mexican and South African cases. In the first, the 
communities get access to the land through a political reform that intends 
to be progressive, while in the second, this form is imposed by and answers 
to, first of  all, other social interests than those of  the group that has to live 
in the reserves: the Apartheid system. So, if  from the point of  view of  the 
involved actors, the first corresponds to a type of  non-repressive imposi-
tion, the second corresponds to a repressive, racist imposition.

The above suggests that the Mexican ejidos and the South African re-
serves, in terms of  their creation, resemble more the Mapuche indigenous 
communities of  southern Chile, than the agricultural communities of  the 
Norte Chico. As the reserves of  South Africa, the Mapuche communities 
and its communal land management are also a political creation, a prod-
uct of  the republican laws that confined the Mapuches to live in reserves. 
The communal property of  the agricultural communities of  the Norte 
Chico, arising from private property, which also originated in the colonial 
period, appears first, as a result of  a spontaneous process, a combination 
of  specific, ecological, economic, social and historical factors, and second, 
not as a system imposed from above, rather from below. Third, from the 
perspective of  the territory occupied by the South African reserves, its 
tenants do not originally come from them, but have been displaced from 
other areas to the reserves. This cannot be said to be the case of  the in-
habitants of  the commons of  the Norte Chico, as they were not located 
there by force.81 

80 Certainly, it can be argued that from the moment any legal recognition becomes law, it also 
becomes imposed from above. This does not mean, however, that this law is not, as well, a result 
of  a bottom-up political struggle searching for legitimisation, as is for example, the case with the 
Norte Chico’s communities.

81 However, this does not mean that there may not be cases where the comuneros may have their ori-
gin among indigenous people from different areas who were moved by force from their original 
places, mainly through the encomienda system.
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Let me now take the case of  the Mapuche communities, located in the 
south of  Chile. Communal land property in the Mapuche communities 
encompasses both cultivation land as well as land for shepherding, the 
usufruct being individual (cida, 1966:128). According to cida (1966:81), 
in the five Provinces (from Arauco to Llanquihue) where 98.9% of  the 
Mapuches were concentrated in the 1960s, there were a total of  3,048 re-
serves with a total of  322,916 persons. The area was of  565,931 hectares, 
giving a media of  1,8 hectares per capita and 0,4 of  cultivated land.

Apart from their form of  communal property, the most outstanding 
feature of  these communities is their ethnic identity, with a language and 
a culture of  their own. Peasants of  Mapuche origin constitute approxi-
mately 20% of  all peasants in Chile (Rivera, 1988(a): 41), approximately 
70,000 households (Rivera, 1988(a): 166), or some 350,000 persons (based 
on 5 persons per household). The total indigenous Mapuche population 
in Chile is estimated at almost one million (ine; 1992). The Mapuche are 
“… the only peasant group that presents a certain degree of  organisa-
tion, based on interest derived from their ethnic specificity…” (Campaña, 
1985: 38–39). On the origin of  the Mapuche communities, all authors 
agree that their community organisation does not constitute a conserva-
tion of  pre-Hispanic traits, but that their origin, or to be more exact, their 
creation:

Constitutes a republican interpretation of  what was believed was the collective land tenure 

of  the Araucanian [Mapuche], a product, on one side, of  the incomprehension of  the effec-

tive forms of  the Araucanian land tenancy and of  their social and public organisation and, 

on the other, of  the intention of  confining them to determined areas, much more scanty that 

those they were originally possessing.

(Baraona et al., 1961:126)

In this sense, they would not be “… more than a creation of  our [Chilean] 
laws” (Baraona et al., 1961:124). This is, as well, the implicit sense in cida’s 
specification of  these communities, inasmuch as cida states that they are 
reserves or confines, i.e., an artificial creation by the centres of  the econom-
ic and political power, and not an original organisation of  the Mapuche 
people. According to Rivera, the Mapuche peasant community:

… was thoroughly transformed in its economy and social organisation because of  its 

confining and compulsory settlement (between 1890–1910); from being collectors and 

extensive cattlemen into farmers of  subsistence minifundium. 

(Rivera, 1988(a): 45)
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Dieterich confirms the same for the rest of  Latin America, indicating, that 
indigenous collective property:

… was constituted through the adjustment and pragmatic-legislative modification of  the 

structures of  possession and pre-Columbian property to the needs of  the Spanish Crown. 

(Dieterich, 1978: 198)

The recognition and partial conservation of  the indigenous, collective prop-
erty was fundamentally compatible with private property, for which the in-
digenous communities constituted, mainly, a labour reservoir. Though the 
right to the land of  the communities was, in theory, inalienable, their lands 
were subject to the voracity of  the landowners, and these, with the passing 
of  time and until today, have been reduced to a minimum. Consequently, 
in Latin America, most of  the present examples of  commons, including 
the indigenous agricultural communities, are to a great extent an artificial 
creation. In this sense, their community formulas, whether colonial or post-
colonial, do not have many pre-Hispanic antecedents.

Taking into consideration the impact of  European colonialism in sub-
Saharan Africa, the situation there does not seem to be very different. In 
his review of  the land question, regarding the “purity” of  some customary 
African tenure systems, Havnevik suggested that we have to accept that:

… colonialism created a new conception of  tradition that did not reflect past historical 

relations and further that colonial authorities did not freeze African societies in a timeless 

world of  tradition and custom /---/ Colonial policy rather did shape the way in which 

rights of  access to land and labour were defined… 

(Havnevik, 1997: 7)

Summarising, the commons of  the Norte Chico are peculiar historically 
in comparison to the other communities mentioned, as they are the prod-
uct of  a more spontaneous development process resulting from a colonial, 
Spanish land institution, mainly the land grants, once owned by Spanish 
conquerors and colonialists. So what conclusions can be drawn after such 
a long period of  time from the historical specificity of  the commons of  the 
agricultural communities that are relevant for the question of  the form?

Differentiating the Form of Communal Land Management from the 
latifundium and the minifundium

Although, in Chile, communal land ownership shares a common origin 
in the colonial land grants with both the latifundium and the minifundium 

Sida Studies 16.indd 119Sida Studies 16.indd   119 2006-02-21 16:37:342006-02-21   16:37:34



120 RESOURCE SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH THE INSTITUTIONS OF ... • CH 4

– forms that together make up the Norte Chico’s tri-modal agrarian struc-
ture82 – it represents, I would suggest, an institution, which is qualitatively 
different both from the latifundium and the minifundium. Communal land 
ownership represents, historically, not only another pattern of  develop-
ment, but also another form of  organising ownership and production, 
different both to the latifundium and minifundium. Let me take an analogy.

The difference between latifundium and minifundium is not a quantitative 
divergence between private properties of  dissimilar extensions of  land, but 
a qualitative difference between types of  agriculture and between ways of  
life. The latifundium is not only a form of  property, but also an economic 
system that constitutes the base of  the ruling oligarchy. The minifundium, 
for its part, constitutes not only a property of  reduced extension, but also 
another socio-economic institution (Stavenhagen, 1979: 226–7). Such is 
the case with the agricultural communities. Indeed, many characteristics 
of  the minifundium are also peculiar to the agricultural communities, but 
this is not to say that the agricultural communities are minifundia.

Considering the land possessions of  the comuneros of  the agricultural 
communities of  the Norte Chico individually, they could be considered as 
minifundia. Yet this is only possible if  we ignore their most specific feature, 
the communal land. If  individual size were one criterion for including 
the agricultural communities within the minifundium, in their totality many 
of  them would definitively be bigger than the neighbouring haciendas or 
fundos. However, among the agricultural communities there are large-scale 
differences, ranging from 37,5 to 102,312 hectares.83 Obviously, the size 
should be put in relation to the number of  comuneros belonging to the com-
munity. In the examples mentioned they are 7 and 200 comuneros, which 
give 5,3 and 511,5 hectares per capita respectively.

However, the issue of  the size relates to a very central matter: that the 
agricultural communities, keeping their territorial integrity in a perma-
nent, undivided form, historically avoided their conversion into latifundi-

um. Many agricultural communities have also remained large productive 
units, not totally dissimilar to that of  the estates (haciendas), which many 
of  them, in fact, originally were. Therefore, if  the minifundium is the his-
torical result of  the subdivision of  the land, the agricultural communities 
are the result of  not being divided up. In that sense, I would suggest, 
that the communal land ownership of  the agricultural communities is 
a resource management solution, which acted as a brake to the process 

82 See Bruce, John, July, 1998:2.
83 Of  a total of  158 communities about which iren reports in 1977, 17.7% had up to 1,000 hec-

tares, 72.7% between 1,000 and 10,000 and 9.5% over 10,000 hectares (iren, 1978, Vol. I:39). 
See also iren, 1977 (2) Catastro, pp. 23–27.
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of  “minifundisation” – the atomisation or fragmentation of  the land in 
the Norte Chico. Therefore, to consider the agricultural communities as 
minifundia misses this very important process leading to this communal 
management solution. 

Stevenson’s (1991) approach to communal land ownership is an im-
portant contribution to conceiving the existence of  communal land own-
ership neither as archaic, pre-capitalist or irrational, nor inferior to the 
other today predominant land ownership, the private, but just another, 
traditional, though not less valid, form of  appropriating the resource of  
land. The agricultural communities belong to those self-governing, self-or-
ganised and long-enduring Common Pool Resource institutions, as prob-
ably Ostrom (1999) would call them. I can now round up the discussion by 
taking Stevenson’s (1991:46) synoptic definition of  common property as: 

… a form of  resource management in which a well-delineated group of  competing users 

participates in extraction or use of  a jointly held, fugitive resource according to explicit or 

implicit understood rules about who may take how much of  the resource.

Stevenson’s contribution helps to comprehend the specificity of  our com-
mon denominator, communal land ownership, as a specific social form of  
organising resources and production, or to paraphrase Braudel again, as a 
regulated and rationalised social answer to mainly two determining natu-
ral factors: the topographic relief  and the seasons. The approaches used 
by Braudel and Stevenson allow, within a new empirically based frame-
work for the context under discussion, a conceptualisation in which com-
munal land ownership, instead of  being reduced to vestiges of  the past, or 
to the small peasantry, arises with power not only as an institution of  its 
own, but also as an institution that historically is a result of  a socio-eco-
nomic process which parallels the consolidation of  private property, being 
as old as this. The agricultural communities do not appear as a dispersed 
number of  individual peasants, but as communities, that commonality 
being given by what the private, individual, small peasant of  the minifundia 
lacks: the co-ownership of  land. Not only is communal land ownership as 
a management resource solution different from the minifundium, but what 
is more, it is also a way of  avoiding it. Therefore, the final legal recogni-
tion in the early 1990s on behalf  of  the state has come to stabilise the 
form against its fragmenting into scattered minifundium, or small peasantry, 
reaffirming it as a socio-economic management solution. It also means 
the legalisation of  the form and its conditions of  reproduction.

However, the fact that common property is marginal compared to pri-
vate property does not mean that we are witnessing the last vestiges of  a 
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form that is dying out. On the contrary, as we have seen, it still exists here 
and there, all over the world, in spite of  capitalist expansion. Moreover, 
perhaps because of  that, in the advanced globalisation of  this century and 
further plausible globalisation of  the next, common property may appear 
as a real alternative for the solution of  urgent environmental problems, 
perhaps expanding this form of  natural resource management institution 
beyond the agricultural world, to include some of  those precious natural 
resources on which the survival of  future generations depends, for exam-
ple the oceans and the air.
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Apart from its economic value, land has peculiar properties compared to 
other productive assets, such as livestock. First, land is a finite resource 
and it cannot be reproduced. Its ownership, therefore, symbolises wealth, 
social status that relates to security in one’s livelihood over a long-term 
perspective. Second, land is the most obvious factor through which rural 
areas are linked to external forces, such as the State. In many areas, farm-
ers have been relatively independent of  the market, as well as the com-
mercial and monetary economic systems. Thus, adjustments to these sys-
tems only marginally influenced the peasant system. However, land-based 
institutions such as land tenure, land reform, land-based tax systems, etc., 
have penetrated most in rural Ethiopia. In a broader sense, the land-re-
lated institutions have been mechanisms whereby political decisions have 
been channelled from the State to the local level. Control over ownership 
of  the land, has, therefore, been a political issue that has involved interests 
of  a powerful actor, the State.

In such a context, dynamics, change and the transformation of  institu-
tions that govern the land are far from independent and neutral. This chap-
ter attempts to highlight the significance and effects of  government land 
tenure policies on the distribution of  the land, land-holding patterns over 
time, and factors that determined landholdings. Through highlighting the 
historical, political and economic backgrounds that have shaped access and 
property rights, the continuity of  certain features that hindered progress 
and change in tenure institutions are explored. Effects of  such processes on 
management of  natural resources and on agricultural development, as well 
as institutional improvements at the local level, are identified. 

The case study refers to the Tigray region located in northern Ethio-
pia. Two localities, namely Mishig and Selekleka, were studied during the 
period May 1999 to April 2000. Mishig is located in the central part of  

The Politics of Land Rights and the 
Smallholder Farmers in Northern Ethiopia 
BY ATAKILTE BEYENE CHAPTER 5
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Tigray. It is located in a relatively remote mountainous area where the 
nearest ‘town-market’ is located at a distance of  21 kms. Altitude varies 
considerably over short distances and any flat land is used to produce 
crops. Selekleka, on the other hand, is located in the western part of  the 
region and is very close to a market place, is flatter in topography and 
has relatively better availability of  arable land. Information was collected 
from 196 households and their properties, including 555 farm plots, dur-
ing the 1999/2000 cropping season. 

Perspectives in Land Tenure Change 

Theoretically, changes in institutions that define property rights of  re-
sources are conceptualised as a function of  increased scarcity due to fac-
tors such as population pressure and new market opportunities (Boserup 
1965).84 As population density increases, access to and acquisition of  re-
sources become stricter – as a result of  which institutions change accord-
ingly until the change reaches the ultimate stage. This stage is normally 
identified by prevalence of  secured and defined property rights regimes. 
These regimes of  property institution are usually conceived as positive for 
the management of  natural resources and economic development.

However, the theory has limitations in explaining all the institutional 
changes. One of  these limitations is that its deterministic perspective does 
not hold in many circumstances. Tenure systems do not solely evolve in re-
lationship to systemic factors of  population, land scarcity and technologi-
cal development, and the conditions cannot determine the discourse be-
cause the process through which institutions evolve is not an autonomous 
one. As Baland and Platteau (1996) indicate, under conditions of  land 
scarcity, uncertainty in respect of  land rights occurs. In such conditions, 
land disputes intensify, litigation costs increase and social unrest may con-
tinue, all of  which, in the long run, leads to inefficient use of  resources, 
thereby contributing to natural resource degradation and poverty. At best, 
therefore, a theoretical perspective of  this type is mainly useful as being 
indicative of  the preconditions that may be useful for introducing changes 
that facilitate institutional changes to resolve institutional constraints. 

Although it is fairly clear that the preconditions, such as scarcity of  
land, are insufficient factors to induce institutional change, discussions on 

84 Boserup’s hypothesis states that relative land scarcity leads linearly to a change from common to 
private landed property. ’It was assumed … that arable land would remain free for everybody 
to occupy and use as desired, as long as the population in a given territory was small, but that a 
class of  private landowners would appear as soon as good agricultural land had become scarce’ 
(Boserup 1965:78).
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how to proceed from such contexts (where such preconditions dominate) 
are highly diffused. For instance, for some authors (e.g. Bruce and Migot-
Adholla 1994, Bruce 1993), the existence of  the preconditions is described 
as incentives for the State to intervene to introduce individualisation of  
property rights. This sounds a straightforward approach, but only if  one 
presupposes that the State facilitates institutional change that is compat-
ible with individualisation of  property rights. However, as this study will 
discuss further, the major problem in this view is the detachment of  the 
State from the processes and changes that take place at the local level. 

Another perspective, widely discussed in the African land tenure lit-
erature, emphasises cultural practices (as in customary tenure institutions) 
as ‘problematic’ for resolving local constraints through the concept of  in-
dividualisation. Features such as multiple and overlapping user rights over 
the same piece of  land, fuzzy territorial boundaries, and lack of  or fail-
ing authority, are mentioned as primary reasons in discussions concern-
ing limitations in enforcing or choosing tenure regimes (e.g. Berry 1993). 
Property relations are considered as being determined by tradition (social 
relations and cultural beliefs) rather than by the market.85 It holds that 
these traditions do not fit the notion of  private ownership. This perspective 
emphasises the conflict between customary and formal tenure systems to 
make its case. By relating to colonial history, initiatives taken by the State 
to individualise land in Africa are seen as failures in that they were im-
posed from above, which has not reflected the reality of  African context. 
An African perspective defends the customary tenure system as dynamic 
and responsive to changing conditions. Non-state interference in customs 
is perceived as the solution. The perspective seems to dominate discussions, 
particularly in respect of  sub-Saharan African cases. Yet, such perspectives 
are too general and have limited relevance to the case studied.

The Problem Context

In the case of  the study area, political decisions have played crucial roles 
for the way in which the particular forms of  institutional set-up and their 
priority in a system determine the course of  the changes. There is ample 
evidence that agricultural growth and efficient management of  natural 
resources are dependent on the political, legal and administrative capa-

85 The major implication of  this is multi-sided. One is that clarity in defining property rights (which 
is the basic and essential attribute needed in agricultural development) cannot be achieved. Af-
rican tenure systems are communal, meaning that all attributes of  ’ownership’ are thought to 
reside in the ’tribe’, the ’lineage’, the ’clan’ or similar units. Another is that the cost of  enforce-
ment for individualisation is very high.
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bilities of  rural communities to determine their own future and to protect 
natural resources and other economic interests. The lack of  this power is 
translated into insecurity and lack of  responsibility over the management 
of  natural resources. 

Although the State is the major source of  the problem, the nature of  
the problem does not correspond to the generalised description of  the 
tenure problem in Africa. First, the nature of  the problem has not been 
one of  contradiction between customary and modern systems in the sense 
that these systems compete. State-intervention, as it has been experienced 
in Ethiopia, has not been one of  introducing formal titles or support-
ing institutions that define individuals’ property rights. Neither has it ex-
posed local people to external risks where they could lose their land. It 
has mainly been concerned with reforming landholdings that focussed on 
redistribution of  the land among the smallholders. This study indicates 
that effective state-control over ownership of  the land has undermined 
or hindered local conditions that could have encouraged a greater degree 
of  individualised ownership of  the land. Thus, the problem lies in land 
tenure reform on the part of  the State. 

The State in Ethiopia has also been strong in that the rules and cus-
toms of  the local people have not hindered its interference. There are 
no reports showing that State policies have been cautious or considerate 
towards customary rules during the last three decades. Regardless of  the 
bad or good implications that could be derived from the radical reforms 
undertaken, there is one fact that cannot be ignored: State intervention 
has created its own discourse. The State has been effective in defining ac-
cess, distribution and tenure terms of  user rights. In simple terms the area 
of  land each household holds today is determined by the State. Similarly, 
the definition of  the composition of  households entitled to access to land 
and other detailed decisions are determined by the State. A process of  
this type is most likely to have influenced people’s attitudes and views on 
property, access and ownership. In this context, the issue of  failing author-
ity or lack of  conditions to enforce such institutions cannot be regarded 
as hindering factors (a point supported by empirical results in section 2.2). 
Nor is it a case where a ‘go-back-to-customary-rules’ type of  perspec-
tive can easily be justified, as the issue is not one of  conflict over tenure 
regimes. In a sense, while the State is the major source of  the problem, 
it is also the factor that has the potential to facilitate the progress of  in-
stitutions that guarantee security in property rights through facilitating 
individualisation. 

Finally, the resource that has been the centre of  intervention, in this 
case study, is arable land. Of  all the possible categories of  land resources, 
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arable land has shown specific properties that would have demanded spe-
cial treatment in institutional arrangements. In the first place, the small-
holder farming system has been a settled farming system. Therefore, 
historically, unlike other land use categories, user-rights of  arable land 
have been mainly defined at household level. Generally, it is irrelevant 
to assume multiple user rights over arable land in the smallholder farm-
ing system. Arable land is used to produce cereal crops and trees, and a 
defined household has claims to such services. The 1975 land reform and 
subsequent policies have further effectively eliminated kin-based tenure 
systems that were sources of  some multiple claims. Therefore, in contrast 
to the common problem discussed in most African land tenure systems, 
risks of  overlapping and multiple claims over the same land could not be 
problems in the study area. In the study area, every household was able to 
undisputedly identify each and every bit of  arable land it held.

With these distinctions remaining in focus, the core problem in the 
Ethiopian context is on how to strike a balance between issues of  distribu-
tion and entitlement on the one hand, and issues of  efficiency, develop-
ment and growth, on the other. These two dimensions have appeared to 
have contradicted each other rather than complemented each other. The 
policy, which gives primacy to distribution, seems to discourage growth 
and accumulation. Thus, definition of  the objective of  the institutions 
that govern access, rights and use of  land resources depends on resolving 
these two competing dimensions. 

In poor economic conditions where the majority of  the population 
depends on the land, poverty is part of  the whole issue as it necessarily 
influences which perspective to emphasise. Lack of  access to land may 
mean an issue of  immediate survival. A distinguishing feature here is that 
this ‘poverty’ issue has gained political attention, one which politicians 
hope to address through distribution of  user rights to the land through a 
range of  political measures, such as land distribution, restriction of  land 
transfers, etc. Indeed, in contemporary Ethiopia, protecting the ‘poor and 
vulnerable’ is the dominant political thinking that has shaped the prevail-
ing land policy. 

However, it is also crucial to think in terms of  a long-term perspective 
on ways to escape the vicious circle of  poverty. This is particularly ap-
pealing in light of  the growing population pressure, limited availability of  
land, ever shrinking and diminishing holdings, poor economic perform-
ance over the time, slow changes in technology, and the broad role and 
expectation vested in agriculture in economic development. Indeed, it is 
important to emphasise that household landholding has evolved to a level 
where it is hardly sufficient to sustain the household.
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Historical and Political Context of Land Tenure

Traditional institutions of land tenure
Until the Land Reform of  1975, traditional land tenure systems existed. 
Two major forms of  land-based relationships, that were more stable 
and more relevant institutions for understanding agrarian relations, 
were the risti and gulti systems (Tenkir, 1996). The risti institution con-
cerned conditions of  access to land.86 It was an institution of  individu-
als that had direct user rights over the land. It was more a bottom-up 
institution that was accountable to the people who used it (hence rural-
based). One important feature was that the State did not interfere in 
this particular institution. 

The risti ownership was a type of  corporate ownership system that 
emphasised descent (Hoben 1973, Bruce 1976).87 According to this sys-
tem, all descendants (both male and female) of  an individual founder or 
occupier were entitled to a share. Risti was hereditary, inalienable, and 
inviolable. It designated continuity in the possession of  land in respect of  
both individually operated and clan lands. The risti institution granted a 
usufruct right. No user of  any piece of  land could sell his or her share out-
side the family or mortgage or bequeath his or her share as a gift, as the 
land belonged not to the individual but to the group of  descendants. 

With the growing pressures arising from population growth, the risti 
institution faced many limitations and strains. One was claims from ex-
tended families living in urban areas, who had better access to resources 
and legal systems, and became critical potential claimants of  rural areas. 
This posed risks to the villagers, as they appeared to lose litigation (Alula 
and Fassil 1983:147, cited by Teketel 1998:90). 

In response to such pressures, some spontaneous internal changes took 
place within the risti system in southern and eastern Tigray. As Bruce 
observed, the transition was from a risti (inheritance-based) tenure to a 
residence-based tenure, known as chiguraf-guoses or ‘village’ tenure (Bruce 
1976). According to Bruce, the chiguraf-guoses stopped the urban elite from 
gaining access to rural land. 

Although indicative of  local dynamics, the change from kin-based to 
residence-based tenure systems in itself  was not significant in tackling the 

86 They had distinct functions. The gulti institution, on the other hand, was a polity-institution 
that was imposed on the land users. It served state structures where individuals were entitled to 
extract surplus from the land users for their services. Thus, unlike the risti, the gulti institution had 
no role in defining user rights. Both institutions were indigenous.

87 There are differences in the terms used to translate risti into English. For example, Cohen and 
Weintraub (1975) use kinship while Joireman (2000) uses lineage-based tenure system.

Sida Studies 16.indd 130Sida Studies 16.indd   130 2006-02-21 16:37:362006-02-21   16:37:36



131CH 5 • THE POLITICS OF LAND RIGHTS AND THE SMALLHOLDER ...

very problem of  the tenure institution. The residence-based system was 
potentially open to similar traps of  the risti. Under the new tenure system, 
allocations were made to new households as needed. The new institution, 
in principle, had to allocate land to village residents regardless of  their oc-
cupation and capacity. Furthermore, it had to accommodate immigrants 
into cultivation in the village, which, by implication, was also an incentive 
for people to settle in the village. Finally, it had to respond to the demo-
graphic changes in the village. The village land had to be redistributed at 
intervals to accommodate young landless individuals, usually once every 
four to ten years (Bruce 1976). In this process the division of  lands held 
by individuals in the common village took place. In such allocations, re-
ductions were normally made from those who held a lot of  land and the 
institution sought to maintain relatively equal land distribution among the 
households. 

Many crucial features in the properties of  the system can be noted. 
First, the institutions were very poor in respect of  security of  property 
rights. They continuously endangered the security of  property rights of  
the individuals who already held land. Second, they encouraged fragmen-
tation and successive reduction of  individual farm holdings. The long-
term effect of  such practices was fragmentation of  landholdings into tiny 
plots operated by individual households. And third, the risti system pre-
cluded the emergence of  land-based social differentiation. The system in 
general did not favour practices of  permanent land ownership and trans-
fers of  land. All these factors did not provide the incentives to invest and 
innovate, and undermined processes of  accumulation that might have 
contributed to the scaling up of  agriculture.

At the expense of  these, however, the system sustained the privileges 
of  the majority of  the population who had direct access to the land, and 
played a distributive role. Regardless of  social background, whether noble 
or peasant, individuals were entitled to claim land as long as they could 
prove their blood relations with the original owner. The overwhelming 
bulk of  land, the principal means of  production, was under peasant con-
trol, as were the associated means of  production, mainly oxen and labour 
(Hoben 1973, McCann 1988).

State intervention and institutionalised insecurities

The 1975 Land Reform

On March 4, 1975, the State introduced a land reform programme. The 
government nationalised rural land, forbade the hiring of  wage labour 
on private farms, and granted each peasant family so-called “possessing 
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rights” to a plot of  land not exceeding ten hectares. The key elements of  
the land reform of  1975 were: 
• All rural land was nationalised with 'any person willing personally to 

cultivate land allotted sufficient land for his maintenance and that of  

his family,' though not exceeding 10 hectares;

• No person may be allowed to use hired labour, excepting a woman 

with no other means of  livelihood;

• No person shall sell, exchange, or transfer land acquired through pro-

visions of  the reclamation; and

• Any tenant or labourer shall have possessory rights over the land he 

presently tills (Akalu, 1982). 

The reform applied throughout the whole country, particularly to the ce-
real producing, settled farming system of  the highland area. Thus, the 
reform was rough and indiscriminate to the differences and contexts. As 
many indicate, the reform sounded more relevant to the context that pre-
vailed in the south: the north was largely simply subsumed into a unitary 
policy (Cohen 1980:373). In the north, where the risti institution dominat-
ed, the distribution was egalitarian before the revolution, and differences 
in holdings and tenancy were also very slight (Pausewang 1983). Thus, the 
purpose of  reform was least clear for the northern region. 

In addition to its lack of  sensitivity, the land reform introduced the 
following changes. First, it terminated the traditional institutions of  land 
access, including the risti and chiguraf-guose. Second, what emerged as the 
most significant change of  the whole policy change was the abolition of  
dues, which had been onerous in parts of  Tigray under the gulti system. 
Third, the State took control of  the process of  access to land. Fourth, it 
made land state property. Finally, as part of  the revolutionary govern-
ment’s broader political economy agenda, it became strongly involved in 
restructuring and organising the rural institutions. The establishment of  
Peasant Associations is perhaps the one that penetrated most rural organi-
sational frameworks. Producer Co-operatives and Service Co-operatives 
were others. The power and responsibility vested in these organisations 
changed the importance and role of  traditional institutions. Key rural is-
sues, such as administration of  land, tax collection and provision of  serv-
ices were controlled by these new state-initiated and state-organised rural 
organisations. They played a significant role in implementing various state 
programmes. 
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Land distribution in Tigray: the principles applied

Initially, the reform could not be implemented in most part of  Tigray 
for security reasons since most parts of  Tigray were under the control of  
the government opposition front, tplf (Tigray People’s Liberation Front). 
However, tplf itself  was an advocate of  land reform in areas it control-
led. The tplf, which started an armed struggle in 1975 in Tigray, waged 
war for 17 years against the government. During this period, both par-
ties controlled Tigray. In the late 1980s, the whole region fell completely 
under tplf control. Throughout the struggle, both parties implemented 
their own versions of  land reform. As the land issue was part of  the po-
litical agenda of  both parties, it was politicised. As the areas controlled 
by military forces shifted from one party to the other, land redistribution 
schemes carried out by one party were often undone and re-done by the 
other party.88 As far as Tigray is concerned, much of  the influence on 
rural land issues came from the tplf as it won the final war. The condi-
tions and practices set by the tplf for the distribution system were based 
on the principles indicated below. 

These conditions were applied in the rural areas in Tigray and all 
rural land has been subject to redistribution. The number of  redistribu-
tion schemes undertaken and the specific year of  redistribution vary from 
locality to locality depending on tplf’s control over the rural area con-
cerned. According to Young (1997:109), the earliest redistribution took 
place in 1978 in the eastern part of  the region. Subsequently, frequent 
redistribution schemes have taken place in all parts of  Tigray. 

Conditions, principles and practices of rural land distribution in Tigray

1. A person needs to reside as a farmer in a village to get land from the village. The minimum number 

of years of residence required for eligibility to claim land was two years. This did not apply, however, 

to government employed village residents (such as teachers, agricultural extension workers, health 

workers, etc). 

This principle implied that the social, cultural, economic and political backgrounds of individuals were 

irrelevant for land distribution. Women were treated as having equal status. It also required non-dis-

crimination in property-sharing upon divorce. Also, the capability of individuals had no relevance for 

land allocation, as individuals were entitled to land regardless of their ability to cultivate.

2. Age of individuals was specified and categorised into units for the purpose of land allocation. In 

most cases the minimum age qualification as an adult for land distribution was 22 years for a male 

and 15 years for a female. Adults receive equal shares (a local unit called gibri) and four underage 

88 As Young (1997:93) indicates, the Derg implemented land redistribution near towns garrisoned 
by the army. When the tplf took control of  such areas, they were reversed and new distributions 
were conducted.
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children are counted as one adult. The share allotted to an adult household member is one-half of 

a gibri (a local land unit). The sum of two adult household members, therefore, makes up one gibri. 

Two underage children receive a quarter of a gibri. 

3. At the time of redistribution reference was made to individual members of a household, particu-

larly the husband, wife and adult sons/daughters had titles to the land allocated to the household.

4. Area and quality of the land were considered during land distribution. For the purpose of land dis-

tribution, a local system of land quality measurement was used to divide the land into units. In Tigray, 

arable lands are classified into three categories based on their soil depth, reguig (deep), makelay 

(medium) and rekik (shallow). These classifications are closely related to the fertility of soils and as-

sumed that deeper soils were more fertile (see Mitiku 1995, 1996). Area size and quality of the land 

were considered to define the unit, called gibri, for distributing land.89 Distance to and location of 

plots were also considered in most villages. Individuals were allotted both close and distant plots.

Source: Constructed from interviews of farmers by the author. 

The 1995 Constitution 

The change in government in 1991 has not brought about a change in the 
land tenure. Land continues to be a public property where land users are 
entitled to usufruct rights. Land marketing and permanent land transfers 
are prohibited. These issues were further consolidated in 1995 when they 
were incorporated into the constitution (supreme law of  the land), which 
states that, 

‘The right to ownership of  rural and urban land, as well as all natural resources, exclu-

sively vested in the State and in the peoples of  Ethiopia. Land is a common property of  the 

Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of  Ethiopia and shall not be subject to sale or to other 

means of  exchange’.

(Proclamation No. 1/1995, Article 40, No.3)

Concerning the conditions to land access, it made it a citizen’s right that 
any Ethiopian who wants to earn a living has the right of  access to land:

‘Ethiopian peasants have right to obtain land without payment and the protection against 

eviction from their possession’.

(Proclamation No. 1/1995, Article 40, No.4)

89 Area and soil depth as used to define the unit gibri (Mishig’s case). 
 

Category of plot soil depth Dimensions (m) Area (m2) 
 Deep 30 x 30 900
 Medium 50 x 29 1,450
 Shallow 50 x 50 2,500
 

Note: The actual size of  gibri varied from one village to another depending on the area available 
and population density.
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The policy is essentially both protectionist and egalitarian. In this context, 
land redistribution schemes, insecurity of  property ownership and land 
transfer are all issues of  relevant concern in contemporary Ethiopia.

The basic concepts or arguments underlying the constitution (dis-
cussed in a background paper) 90 are the non-reproducibility of  land by 
any means. It argues that human labour, effort and hard work do not cre-
ate land. Land existed before the creation of  humankind. It further states 
that individual ownership allows the owner to sell and transfer the land 
through which he can derive benefit for which he did not toil and work. 
Guaranteeing land to emergent and future people is another justification. 
Failing to do this is perceived as inviting economic and social crisis. Fi-
nally, state/public ownership is perceived as a means of  protecting not 
only individual farmers, but also minorities and disadvantaged nationali-
ties from displacement by economic forces. 

Registration and certification

The government of  Tigray introduced a programme of  land certifica-
tion and registration in mid-1998. Through this programme, rural ar-
able lands were registered and households were provided with certificates 
that identify the land they hold. The registered land includes all of  their 
holdings regardless of  the means they use to access it such as through 
redistribution or inheritance. In that respect, the registration is complete. 
The certificate consists of  all the basic information one needs to identify 
the land. It identifies the holder (by name and address), information about 
family size, landholding (number of  plots, soil fertility and area size), loca-
tion of  plots (markers and/or names of  people who hold plots adjacent to 
the plot), three witnesses (who testify the plot was allocated to the person 
during the last land redistribution), approval of  local authority and the 
holder, and date of  issue (see Appendix). 

The programme has covered most of  the farmers. During a two-year 
period (mid-1998 to August 2000), eighty per cent of  the region’s total 
households received verified certificates (Woyin, 5 Tahisas, 1993 Eth. Cal. 
[December 2000] 25th year No 422). 91 Given the fragmented holdings of  
the household farms, dispersed settlement patterns where most people live 
in remote areas, poor access roads, and the large number of  households 
(which is about 602,000), the accomplishment of  the task in such a short 
period of  time is not simply a result of  a well organised administrative 

90 Basic Constitutional Concepts: a background paper presented for public discussion (unofficial 
translation), by the Constitutional Commission, 1993 (see p. 14–15). 

91 The reason given for not certifying the remaining 20% was primarily due to the border conflict 
with Eritrea (ibid).
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undertaking. It tells much more about the structure of  holding and user 
rights of  the arable lands among the smallholders. In other words, the 
smallholder farming system already confirms the existence of, at a mini-
mum, defined boundaries of  arable land that are identified by a specific 
user, mainly a head of  a household. 

These are positive steps towards addressing the basic problem of  the 
region. However, such an effort is not sufficient to address the issue. The 
basic issue is about clarity in respect of  security and property ownership. 
While the regional states do not have the right to make any changes in 
ownership, the overall objective of  the initiative taken in Tigray is short 
of  the authority to define property ownership. Without clear ownership 
rights, certification in itself  may not be important.

The certification process was also a tendency to terminate further 
redistribution of  the land. Although the legal, institutional and admin-
istrative provisions are not clear; the regional government stated that 
there would not be any further land redistribution. The reasons for this 
are diverse, but the main one was that current holdings are already 
too small for further sub-division. Again, with the unclear stand on 
property ownership, there is no good reason that shows that the current 
holding will revert, as the policy does not allow permanent land trans-
fer. The complexity of  the problem is more than that. It is a question 
of  reversing current problems associated with the holding structure, 
namely towards consolidation and de-fragmentation of  the holding. 
Thus, even if  there are some positive signs (such as terminating further 
redistribution and certification of  holdings), fundamental problems still 
remain: issues of  property ownership and permanent land transfer are 
still of  concern. 

Structuring Impacts of Tenure Policies 

Access means and tenure term
The process of  redistribution of  land has key effects on some important 
aspects including means of  access, holding terms/durations, distribution 
of  land across family sizes, and administrative and geographic units. The 
empirical results of  this study show that the land policy has made freehold 
the dominating means of  access to arable land. It accounted for 79.6 per 
cent of  all fields (555 fields) operated by 169 households in the studied 
villages in the year 2000 (see Figure 1). Rented and sharecropped plots 
accounted for 13.5 per cent and inherited plots accounted for the rest, 6.8 
per cent of  the total number of  fields. If  we narrow down the means of  
access that entitle the household to hold the land (as opposed to operating, 
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which is a shorter-term contract among the villagers), freehold accounted 
for 92 per cent and inheritance 8 per cent.92 

Figure 1 The means through which land is held in Mishig and Selekleka in the year 2000.

The wide coverage of  the freehold through land redistribution has meant 
that the number of  years of  tenure the household has over specific plots 
has been subjected to interruption. Hence, the freehold system is more 
like a government leasehold system. As the result from the two study vil-
lages shows, the number of  years (with no interruption) people had under 
freehold tenure system were in three distinct categories. These were be-
tween 9 and 10 years; 12 years; and 22 years (see Figure 2). In the village 
of  Mishig, about 42% and 35% of  the fields had 12 and 22 years of  
continuous freehold tenure terms in the year 2000. In other words, 77% 
of  the plots have either 12 or 22 years of  holding duration. In the village 
of  Selekleka, 65% of  the plots had 9 or 10 years of  continuous freehold 
in 2000. In both villages, 72% of  all the plots cultivated by the 169 small-
holders had only a maximum of  12 years of  continuous holding by the 
households. 

The distinct nature of  the patterns displays two typical aspects of  land 
access in the context of  Tigray. One is that the duration of  tenure terms 
over arable fields has predominantly been a function of  land redistribu-
tion. That is, political forces played a determinant role rather than an eco-
nomic role. The other crucial aspect was that arable land has been subject 

92 This is in contrast to the common case in many parts of  Africa where customary tenure systems 
cover a half  or two thirds of  a country tenure system (e.g. Zimbabwe 50%, Malawi 67%). 
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to almost a complete reshuffling. These aspects destabilise the continuity 
of  user rights of  a specific person to a specific land. Finally, tenure dura-
tion that entitles people to continuous user rights over the same land was 
rather short. 

Beyond such common aspects, the two villages had differences in 
years of  redistribution. In Mishig, the effects of  two major redistribu-
tion schemes were still noticeable in the holding duration: from the years 
1978 and 1988. In Selekleka, on the other hand, one major redistribution 
scheme has determined the contemporary duration of  land holding: that 
in 1990/91. That was despite the fact that land had been redistributed 
earlier (a major redistribution in 1978) in Selekleka. Unlike Mishig, how-
ever, there were no fields that escaped reshuffling in the last redistribu-
tion in Selekleka. The reason for this was mainly because both villages 
happened to fall under the two opposing parties: the Derg and the tplf. 
Mishig is located in a remote area and has been under tplf control for a 
long time. Both redistribution schemes were conducted under the supervi-
sion of  the tplf. The redistribution in 1988 was seen more in terms of  ac-
commodating landless individuals, as a result of  which the redistribution 
scheme affected those people who were suspected of  holding more land. 
Their land was reshuffled and subtracted to accommodate the landless. 
Those who were regarded as having average or less than average amounts 
of  land were not subject to such a reshuffle and continued to own the 
same land (resulting in 22 years of  continuous holding of  the same land). 
This gave the village of  Mishig the advantage that some of  the originally 
distributed fields escaped the redistribution in 1988.

Selekleka on the other hand is located near a town and was under 
Derg control. With Derg’s withdrawal from the region in the late 1980s, 
tplf took control of  the area and redistributed the land in 1990/91. Dur-
ing this redistribution scheme, the previous redistribution that took place 
under the Derg was considered ‘incorrect’. For this reason, almost all land 
was reshuffled and the proportion of  fields that escaped the reshuffle was 
negligible (see Figure 2). 

In a policy framework that upholds land redistribution, it is difficult 
to maintain complete protection over land ownership. However, the 
particular practices undertaken in the studied villages could have been 
practised somewhat differently: merely reducing the land held by people 
who had more land instead of  reshuffling all the land. That is a strategy 
for a successive reduction of  areas without reshuffling all of  the original 
holders. This would have reduced the degree of  tenure insecurity among 
the people. 
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Figure 2 Number of years of plot holding tenure, in the year 2000.

It is also important to mention that, during the redistribution schemes, 
there was no consideration of  compensation. Individuals that might have 
invested in land improvement were at risk and the process discouraged 
investment in and protection of  the land. 

Distribution, equity and scarcity
In general, the size and quality of  land people received from the redis-
tribution schemes have been, to a large extent, a function of  the size and 
quality of  the land, and the demography of  the population in individual 
villages. In simple terms, village land was redistributed among the people 
(with the qualification indicated in section 2.2) who live in the village 
territory. For these reasons, the area of  households’ landholding varied 
significantly from village to village. As Figure 3 shows, households in Se-
lekleka have larger areas compared to those in Mishig, despite having 
the same family size. The per capita distribution of  land also depicts a 
similar trend. 

Another feature was that the distribution of  land across family size. 
The land redistribution schemes have considered family size seriously. As 
Figure 3 shows, there is a significant and strong positive correlation be-
tween size of  family and area allocated (with r = 0.55; p<0,01). However, 
the per capita land allocated consistently decreases as the size of  the fam-
ily increases (r = -0.47 & -0.57 for Mishig and Selekleka respectively; both 
significant at 0.01 level). 
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This disparity is one of  the crucial features with important implica-
tions for understanding most of  the critical issues of  the farming system, 
including insecurity, fragmentation, and diminution of  holdings. This is 
discussed in the following section. 

Figure 3 Pattern and relation of gross land (of household) and per capita land across 
family size in Mishig and Selekleka areas in year 2000.

*number of households in Mishig; **number of households in Selekleka

Pearson Correlation, r Mishig, N=96 Selekleka, N=73

Family size * Gross area 0.55 0.54

Family size * Per capita area - 0.47 - 0.57

All r values significant at 0.01 level (2–tailed)

Discontinuity of the ‘Farm’ and the ‘Family’: an Impasse in Development

One typical property of  natural resources management is its long term-na-
ture. This is true both of  the processes of  degradation itself  as well as of  the 
protection and improvement of  natural resources. Thus, to a large extent, 
the current state of  the land is an outcome of  intergenerational interac-
tion. If  contemporary problems are to be explained properly, consideration 
of  trans-generation issues that contribute to the degradation of  the land is 
necessary. One aspect of  this is to understand how user rights, ownership, 
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control and use of  resources are transferred across generations. Based on 
theoretical and empirical grounds, the household and its farm are the basic 
units of  social and land use systems. Continuity and stability of  these units 
are crucial conditions for sustainable development. This section attempts to 
explain how these conditions relate to the tenure institutions, in particular 
the long-honoured rule of  division and redistribution of  the land.

This effect of  the disparities is linked to the fundamental component 
of  the farming system: behaviour of  the household. The hypothesis here 
is that the disparity between area per household and area per capita has 
driven households to follow the strategy of  establishing households of  
smaller size and not the strategy of  a consolidated and big-sized family. 
The disparity noted above is useful to explain the internal dynamics. 

The disparity between area per household and area per capita ex-
plained above is an effect of  both the land policy and change in household 
composition. One of  the key conditions used in redistributing land was 
that it set more land units for individuals who stood as household heads. 
On the other hand, regardless of  age, unmarried individuals who lived 
with their parents in the same house received half  of  what they could 
claim if  they stood as independent heads of  household even without mar-
rying. In this context, it is advantageous for members of  the household to 
establish their own households as soon as possible. This is the very cause 
of  discontinuity and instability in the farming system as a whole (Figure 4 
shows the general model). The following further explains this in relation 
to household developmental stages.

Traditionally, a young couple start with limited resources partly inherited 
from their parents through marriage gifts. Under the risti system, individuals 
could enlarge their holdings by litigating for a share of  the land once held 
by any of  their ancestors in different areas (Hoben 1973). The couple has 
to gradually expand their holdings. In this expansion, marginal and unoc-
cupied lands were used to be potential sources some decades ago. Then, 
the system did not restrict holdings of  previously uncultivated land or land 
which was not common property such as grazing areas. In the current situ-
ation, such options do not exist. This is mainly due to population pressure. 
However, what had also been considered as open or ‘free’ or marginal areas 
have now been put under strict closure by the State and the possibility of  
gaining access to such areas by land-hungry individuals has come to a stop. 

As it moves up in its development process, the household expands. It 
has more children; hence a larger labour force (particularly when they 
are more than 15 years old), and more other assets, such as livestock. At 
this stage, besides managing the farm it holds, the household’s econom-
ic activities diversify and its members are more likely to work on other 
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farms (such as sharecropping). As the household moves on, it enters a 
stage where it starts to disintegrate. The first sign of  this is when most 
of  the mature offspring move out of  the household. With this move, the 
resources of  the household are divided including the land, which loses its 
continuity as ‘the farm’. As the original parents become old and tired, and 
the rest of  the offspring move out of  the household, the household further 
declines. When the parents die, the rest of  the resources are further shared 
among the children and the cycle goes on. 

Figure 4 A model depicting developmental stages and disintegration of a typical hous-
ehold in Tigray. 

Establish
Disintegration &

reorganisation

Accumulation & 

consolidation

High stage Disintegration

Hh assets 

divided & 

distributed

‘Original’ hh 

diminishes and

ceases to exist

Adult

offsprings

establish 

their own hh

Marriage

Reproduction

Aged heads of the hh

Apparently, there is no such thing as an enduring farm. This is an impasse for 
natural resources management and agricultural development for a number 
of  reasons. One is that it perpetuates a cycle of  continuous division of  the 
land. Strategic economic development and long-term decisions, such as con-
solidation and ‘conservation’ of  the farm, have been institutionally contained, 
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thus the practice of  redistributing land and the successive fragmentation of  
the land. Another effect is erosion of  authority over the farm. The main fea-
ture in the system is that the process sustains social conflict, competition and 
struggle over access to the land. Last, but not least, there is the effect of  value 
systems over the land. As indicated earlier, the continued cycle of  redistribu-
tion of  the land has partly been driven by the poor living conditions of  the 
people, which draw most of  the land into economic value. With this process 
the potential of  value systems that favour symbolic aspects of  the land, such 
as inherited land symbolising continuity of  family roots, are severely eroded. 
Spaces of  the village area which proved to have such symbolic values are ones 
that exhibit the most significant superiority on the current feature of  the land 
on a number of  parameters including soil productivity, overall importance, 
soil depth, attention in management, etc (see Beyene, 2001).

Conclusion

In general, the farming crisis in the smallholder farming system of  Tigray 
is largely a crisis about defective tenure systems that have deep historical 
roots. One crucial aspect of  rural land tenure in Ethiopia is that it has 
been concerned primarily with the access aspect of  tenure issues. This 
objective has not only competed with, it has also undermined other, per-
haps more relevant, issues such as ownership rights and security of  prop-
erty, and the possibility of  permanent land transactions. A questionable 
feature of  the practice is the following. Most of  the forces that emphasise 
rights of  access to land have roots in the rhetoric of  ‘securing’ a minimum 
means of  livelihood for every individual. Among the smallholder farmers, 
ownership of  land that is based on internal reproduction processes and 
the capabilities of  individuals has not yet been realised. 

The challenge to the smallholder today is about security or halting fur-
ther land redistribution. Although the political initiative taken to stop further 
redistribution is commendable, it is, in many aspects, a ‘too-late’ decision 
that has lacked vision. This is to say that the potential to further redistrib-
ute holdings of  the household has reached its limit. Today, the majority of  
the farmers state that it has become difficult to use traditional technologies, 
such as grass-strips of  soil conservation structures, which were an effective 
means of  sustaining land use in the region. The next fear they mentioned 
was that further re-division of  the tiny plots would pose limitations to using 
the oxen-plough technology. Thus, what is at stake is the reversal of  this 
structural feature that has been perpetuated by the land tenure policy over 
the last three decades. Consolidation of  holdings and scaling-up of  the farm 
are some ways that determine the possibility for individuals to consider pro-
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duction for marketing, earning currency, and reproducing and accumulat-
ing wealth. This brings the issue of  transfer rights as a crucial dimension 
of  the tenure institution, which, in the current context, seems impossible to 
change as it is incorporated into the nation’s constitution. 

Appendix: Land Registration Format of the Tigray National Regional State

TIGRAY NATIONAL REGIONAL STATE RURAL LAND OWNERSHIP 
CERTIFICATE

Name of owner (including grand fathers name) .................................................................................

Zone ......................  Woreda ................................. Tabia ............................... Village .....................

Number of household members during land distribution ....................................................................

Last land distribution year ......................................  Number of plots obtained ..................................  

Serial 

No. 

Name of place 

where land is 

located 

Type of land 

(deep, medium, 

shallow) 

Area of land 

(timad) 

Boundaries of the 

plot 

Re-

mark 

1 East .......  North .....

West ......  South .....

2 East .......  North .....

West ......  South .....

3 East .......  North .....

West ......  South .....

4 East .......  North .....

West ......  South .....

5 East .......  North .....

West ......  South .....

Land registrar Members of team who participated 

at the last land redistribution scheme

Approved by the committee

Name

Signature

Date

1.

2.

3.

Signature

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Signature

 

Translated from Tigrigna (original) by the author
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CHAPTER XBY 

Land Policies of the 1980s and 1990s

There is broad support for land redistribution in Zimbabwe, both 
among international donors and among Zimbabweans themselves, as a 
means to alleviate poverty (dfid, 2000: 1; Rutherford, 2002). Since inde-
pendence and the signing of  the Lancaster House Agreement in 1980, 
various measures have been taken by the donors and the Zimbabwean 
government itself  to redress poverty in the Communal and Resettle-
ment Areas and to come to terms with the unequal access to land by 
peasants and smallholders in comparison with large-scale commercial 
farmers.93

However, there have been many obstacles to redressing the unequal 
distribution of  land and achievements have been poor in terms of  im-
proving rural incomes and livelihoods. In the late 1980s, it was found, for 
example, that resettlement in some cases had a negative impact on women 
settlers whose livelihoods tended to deteriorate (dfid, 2000: 1).

Until 1992, the large-scale commercial farmers’ land market was based 
upon white settler conquest and land expropriation. It was protected 
against state or civil expropriation by the Bill of  Rights entrenched in the 
Lancaster House Constitution of  1980. The constitution also laid down 
that, during the first decade of  independence, the Government of  Zim-
babwe was restrained from pursuing a vigorous land reform programme. 
The legal framework for land acquisition was then grounded on free mar-
ket principles. At that time, land acquired by the State was mostly that 
which farmers voluntarily put up for sale at prices determined by the land 

93 I have received valuable comments from Associate Professor Tekeste Negash, Högskolan Dalar-
na, and from Professor Kjell Havnevik, Department of  Rural Development Studies, Swedish 
University of  Agricultural Sciences.

Land Reform, Food Security 
and Grassroots Movements’ 
Scope for Survival in Zimbabwe93

BY LISBETH LARSSON LIDÉN CHAPTER 6
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market, while expropriated land had to be promptly paid for at market 
prices in scarce foreign currency (Moyo, 1993: 81). 

During the 1990s, the Zimbabwean Government introduced several 
new land policies. The National Land Policy of  1990 recognized the need 
for commercial farms but emphasized the necessity to relieve land pres-
sure in communal areas by speeding up land acquisition. The 1992 Land 
Act allowed the government to acquire land, to limit the size of  the farms, 
and to introduce a Land Tax. 

The Land Act of  1992 was intended to enable the government to plan 
for and target the type, location and scale of  land it required for a new 
land reform programme. It was expected to increase access to prime lands 
for new settlers, to broaden the scope of  agricultural enterprises feasible 
in the resettlement areas, and to improve the efficient use of  prime lands. 
Moyo shows that by far the largest proportion of  the farms designated 
by mid-1993 were in the marginal regions, suitable for extensive ranch-
ing and lower value crops which peasants had slowly been producing ef-
fectively. The designations also relied on a few large farms for the bulk 
of  the land identified for transfer. The proportion of  lower quality land 
designated was estimated at over 75 per cent, suggesting that prime land 
in more favourable regions remained untargeted (Moyo, 1993; Larsson 
Lidén, 2000: 82–83).

Although large farmers produced the bulk of  exports, cotton exclud-
ed, numerous rural households have been food-insecure for long periods 
of  time, while some urban food and industrial crops, such as oilseeds pro-
duced by large farmers, have never been reliably supplied. This suggests 
that increased use of  fertile arable land is a primary objective for food 
security, domestic industry and expanded exports with increased partici-
pation by black smallholders. Although large farmers have benefited from 
extravagant subsidies in the past, land and capital markets have failed to 
deliver optimal land utilization in the large-scale commercial farm areas. 
From that viewpoint, state intervention in the land transfer process is nec-
essary, addressing new forms of  land policies and their implementation. 
There is a need for a more efficient national distribution of  landholdings, 
given the widespread demand for land and the absence of  economic alter-
natives to farming for the majority of  black Zimbabweans. Existing land-
holding patterns in the large-scale commercial farm areas, and communal 
and state lands, as well as finance market distortions, have in fact acted as 
barriers against the optimal distribution and use of  land (Moyo, sapem, 
June, 1993). The importance of  state intervention should be seen in rela-
tion to the need to establish formal local level institutions for participation 
from below. These institutions would provide the necessary arrangements, 
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allowing a majority of  Zimbabweans to take part in processes of  policy 
making and implementation.

In the latter half  of  the 1990s, the Mugabe regime evidently faced 
mounting anger over the lack of  change in the unequal land distribution 
pattern in the country, suggesting that appropriate channels for influence 
by broader sections of  society were lacking. It became obvious that the 
rural poor were not those who benefited most from redistributed land but 
rather the African commercial farmers and people with political connec-
tions. Despite periodic election promises, 70 per cent of  the most fertile 
land of  Zimbabwe was owned by 4,500 large-scale commercial farmers. 
It was estimated that land reform at the end of  the 1990s had resulted in 
the resettlement of  an estimated 70,000 black families to 3.5 million hec-
tares of  land (Moyo, 2000, as referred in Moyo et al., 2000). 

The demand for land remained extreme, posing a threat to the capac-
ity of  the State and to the legitimacy of  the ruling zanu-pf party. Other 
threats were strikes in 1996 by civil servants who formed an alliance with 
the Zimbabwe Congress of  Trade Unions, known for its confrontational 
record. There were also protests by intellectuals, students, the urban mid-
dle classes and the war veterans. The Mugabe leadership faced major 
challenges in 1997, with war veterans demonstrating violently and with 
internal zanu-pf criticism. Mugabe’s tactics in this tense situation were to 
ally with the veterans. The new political alignment between Mugabe and 
the war veterans led to economic chaos as he conceded to the veterans’ 
demands for compensation in late 1997 (see below and Alexander, 2003).

In this heated context in 1997, a major attempt to speed up the reset-
tlement exercise was made. The government gazetted a list of  1,471 farms 
intended for compulsory acquisition, in total 4 million hectares. Within the 
next few months, many of  these farms were de-listed for various reasons. 
As a response to a donor conference on Land Reform and Resettlement 
held in Harare in September 1998, the government instead initiated an in-
ception phase which concentrated on 118 farms voluntarily offered for sale 
(Moyo, Rutherford and Amanor-Wilks, 2000: 183). The government’s in-
ability to come to terms with the slow implementation process led to illegal 
farm occupation, with 15 major invasions in commercial farm areas in 1997 
and 1998 (ibid.), suggesting that other channels for expressing grievances 
among landless people in communal areas were not within their reach.

As opposition grew to the weak performance of  resettlement, a refer-
endum to amend the constitution was held in February 2000. In the new 
draft constitution, as a result of  pressure from war veterans, a clause was 
included on compulsory land acquisition, obliging Britain to pay for land 
confiscated by the Zimbabwean state. The referendum “marked a water-
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shed” in Zimbabwean politics. It turned into a battle between zanu-pf 
and the opposition movement, with a majority of  votes rejecting the draft 
constitution. There were other issues at stake in the referendum, not only 
the land issue but also a clause empowering parliament to establish the 
Media Council with powers to regulate and censor the press (Alexander, 
forthcoming; Larsson Lidén, 2000: 56). Some observers suggested that 
the reason why the referendum was rejected was not because land reform 
was unpopular but because there was a commitment to extend presiden-
tial power (Bush & Szeftel, 2000: 179; The Economist, April 22, 2000). 
In turn, the war veterans and some leading members of  zanu-pf saw the 
outcome of  the referendum “as a rejection of  the opportunity to seek 
political redress on the land question” (Moyo, Rutherford and Amanor-
Wilks, 2000: 183). The rejection of  the constitution was followed by land 
occupation. In the run up to the parliamentary elections in June 2000, oc-
cupation spread rapidly. In July 2000, the Zimbabwean government for-
mally announced the so-called “fast track” land reform programme. The 
intention was to acquire farms from the large-scale commercial farmers 
for redistribution to black smallholders in a short time span. The number 
of  farms that were listed for acquisition grew from initially approximately 
3,000 farms to 4,874 farms by January 2002, covering 9.23 million hec-
tares of  land (Human Rights Watch, March, 2002, 2002:10). Land oc-
cupation was still an outstanding feature of  the run-up to the presidential 
elections in March 2002.

By the end of  the year 2002, there were increasing signs of  a famine 
affecting several countries in Southern Africa. Zimbabwe was one of  the 
most severely affected countries. There was a fear that the impact of  the 
drought would have devastating consequences. It was estimated that 7 
million people would be in need of  food aid, half  of  the 14 million people 
in need in the region as a whole. Poor rains were only part of  the disaster. 
Other factors with an impact on the insecure food supply situation were 
political instability, failing governments, hiv⁄aids and war (The Econo-
mist, June 1, 2002; eiu, December 2002; irinnews.org, 2003). 

In the case of  Zimbabwe, politics has played a major role in aggra-
vating the crisis. With the implementation of  the fast track land reform 
programme in Zimbabwe in 2000, supporters of  the ruling zanu-pf 
party invaded large-scale commercial farms and land was seized with an 
ineptly managed resettlement exercise. It led to a scarcity of  seeds and 
other inputs and, combined with poor rains and the spread of  aids, it 
severely constrained the productivity of  the rural labour force. It discour-
aged farmers from planting and harvesting. The Mugabe government 
took advantage of  the scarcity of  food by keeping food from suspected 
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supporters of  the opposition, Movement for Democratic Change (mdc). 
Physicians for Human Rights, a relief  group, reported that when anyone 
registered for “food for work” schemes or bought cheap maize from public 
warehouses, officials asked for zanu-pf party cards (The Economist, June 
1; June 29, 2002; eiu, December 2002: 14). 

From 2000 and onwards, President Mugabe’s desire to hang on to power 
has further damaged the economy. Food production has collapsed, and the 
price of  maize meal, the country’s staple food, is fixed and artificially low 
which, in turn, makes few commercial farmers willing to plant the seeds 
(The Economist, March 16, 2002). In the late 1980s, and seen in retrospect, 
Zimbabwe was heralded by commentators as a success story and, for 20 of  
the last 22 years, has been regarded as one of  the exceptions among African 
countries with poor records of  reducing poverty and increasing agricultural 
production. Zimbabwe’s literacy rate is the highest in Africa, over 80 per 
cent, and there is an established black middle class. Throughout the 1990s, 
there were an independent media and a vigorous civil society and, until the 
beginning of  2002, also an independent judiciary and a relatively sophis-
ticated, well-diversified economy. In addressing the damage Mugabe has 
caused to his country, one commentator puts it the following way:

“In little more than two years, …. Mr Mugabe has neutered the judiciary, plundered the 

treasury and beggared the economy”.

(The Economist, March 9, 2002)

According to Saunders (referred in Palmer, 2002: 5), there have been 
deepening attacks on all autonomous institutions with no close links to the 
ruling party or the state. Structures created during the 1980s and 1990s in 
support of  the engagement between government and civil society have 
been disrupted by government action, for example there is no longer con-
fidence in the Supreme Court and the High Court, as Mugabe has re-
shuffled court members. True national civic organizations covering both 
rural and urban areas can no longer be identified. With the exception of  
zanu-pf and possibly the labour movement, for many of  these organisa-
tions there is no other option than to go underground. Other reasons are 
that the cost of  running non-governmental organisations has skyrocketed 
due to the economic crisis in the country, thereby destroying their capacity 
to remain strong. Donors seem unwilling to help. Saunders concludes that 
once institutions wither they are very difficult to rebuild (ibid.).

Below some of  the events before the signing of  the Abuja agreement 
and the run-up to the presidential election held in March 2002 are traced 
and analysed. 
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The Abuja agreement and its aftermath
Since the beginning of  the year 2000, the political and economic crisis in 
Zimbabwe has escalated, with the land reform programme as one of  its 
most outstanding features. This chapter aims to address three different 
levels: the global, the national and the local, of  relevance for an overview 
of  the ways in which the land reform process has been dealt with by top 
politicians, international observers and international media, juxtaposed 
with the experience of  ordinary Zimbabweans.

At the global level, an agreement was signed in Abuja in September 
2001 between uk Foreign Minister Jack Straw, the Zimbabwean Foreign 
Minister, Stan Mudenge, and African leaders led by the Nigerian Presi-
dent, Olusegun Obasanjo. In the agreement, the Abuja Accord, the fol-
lowing statements were made: 

”land is at the core of  the crisis in Zimbabwe and cannot be separated from other issues…

such as the rule of  law, respect for human rights, democracy and the economy. A programme 

of  land reform is crucial to the resolution of  the problem”.

”Reform must be implemented in a fair, just and sustainable manner, in the interest of  all 

the people of  Zimbabwe, within the rule of  law and constitution of  Zimbabwe”

”The crisis also has political and rule of  law implications, which must be addressed 

holistically, and concurrently. The situation poses a threat to the socio-economic stability 

of…the continent at large”.

”The orderly implementation of  land reform can only be meaningful and sustainable if  

carried out with due regard to human rights, rule of  law, transparency and democratic 

principles. The commitment of  the government is crucial” 

(Africa Research Bulletin, 2001.Vol. 38, (9))

In Abuja, the un Development Programme (undp) was commissioned 
by the government of  Zimbabwe and the committee of  Common-
wealth foreign ministers to assess the overall implementation and re-
settlement exercises of  the fast track land reform programme in Zim-
babwe. The intention was also to make proposals for a framework for 
future implementation of  the programme that could involve interna-
tional partners. The mission by undp took place from 13 November to 
5 December 2001, and, in January 2002 it issued its interim report on 
Zimbabwe entitled Zimbabwe, Land Reform and Resettlement: As-
sessment and Suggested Framework for the Future, Interim Mission 
Report (undp, 2002).
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When assessing the land reform process, the mission stated that the 
process was not participatory enough, that there was a lack of  transparen-
cy, and that rural communities were not sufficiently involved. In selecting 
beneficiaries priority should have been given to those in greatest need and 
those who already possessed some experience of  agricultural production. 
The implementation process and land redistribution were seen as “fluid 
and varying in terms of  settlement dynamics at the local level” (ibid., p 
16). The mission concluded that the government ought to be clearer on 
policies of  acquisitions and de-listings in order to avoid confusion. It was 
also concluded that there is “a serious shortage of  capacity and trained 
personnel to undertake preliminary valuation of  farms” (ibid., 17).

Fast Track Land Reform at National Level

Only two months after the signing of  the agreement, it became obvious 
that Mr Mugabe, the president of  Zimbabwe, had no intention of  ending 
the intimidation of  opposition politicians sympathising with the Move-
ment for Democratic Change, mdc, and its leader Morgan Tsvangirai. 
The mdc was established in September 1999 by leaders of  the Zimbabwe 
Congress of  Trade Unions. Among those assisting in its creation were so-
cial democrat labour advisers from Scandinavia (Africa Research Bulletin, 
2002. Vol. 39, (3)).

Neither did Mr Mugabe and the ruling zanu-pf have the intention 
of  ending violent and illegal farm invasions. In addition to the above evi-
dence of  erosion of  democratic practices and principles, there was also 
autocratic abuse of  the media and disregard of  the courts. 

Tensions between government and war veterans
During the 1990s, there were growing tensions between the government 
and veterans of  the Zimbabwean liberation war, a war fought with the 
objective of  attaining freedom and land. Tension is related to conflict over 
land. At independence in 1980, there were 60,000 male and female ex-
combatants of  the liberation movement. About one third of  them were 
integrated into the national army while the rest of  them were demobi-
lized and awarded a small pension, and minimal other assistance. In April 
1989, the Zimbabwe Liberation War Veterans’ Association (wva) was 
formed, and two years later the government opened negotiations with 
the veterans’ group, which managed to push for legislation in its favour. 
The administration of  the compensation to the veterans was, however, 
alleged to be corrupt and inefficient. Senior zanu officials had claimed 
larger payouts while those in real need were neglected. In August 1997, a 
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commission of  inquiry was appointed to look into the allegations. This, in 
turn, provoked a split in the wva between those who supported and those 
who opposed the investigation. One month later, at a Zanu-pf summit 
meeting, Mugabe announced the decision to make a once-only payment 
of  50,000 Zim dollars to each veteran, in addition to 2,000 Zim dollars 
per month pension for life. It was unclear how the State would pay for this 
commitment but apparently some war veterans became interested in con-
tinued zanu-pf rule. One of  the key figures leading the land invasions in 
the beginning in 2000 was Chenjerai Hitler Hunzvi who, by –mid-1999, 
appeared as leader of  a wva faction close to the government (Human 
Rights Watch, March, 2002: 8). 

At a later stage, political analysts have described the war veterans 
as a government within the government; and without their backing, Mr 
Mugabe faced the risk of  losing the presidential election (Africa Confi-
dential, Vol. 42, No 20, 2001). It was anticipated that the government-led 
fast-track land reform programme initiated in the beginning of  the year 
2000 would have detrimental effects on the Zimbabwean economy (eiu, 
March 2001; Exportrådet-Landrapporter, 2001). It was the government’s 
intention, through the fast track, to redistribute 5 million hectares of  
commercial farmland to small-scale farmers but, according to the undp 
mission, there had been a considerable overreach and slippage in plan-
ning and implementing the programme. The mission estimated that the 
cumulative designations of  farms that had been gazetted for the Fast 
Track programme amounted to about 9.2 million hectares, almost dou-
ble what was originally planned. This means that, with the inclusion of  
earlier acquired land, close to 80 per cent of  the large-scale commercial 
farming sector’s land had been set aside for resettlement purposes (undp, 
Interim Mission Report, 2002, p 23). However, there are serious doubts 
that sufficient financial means are available to subsidize and provide the 
settlers with training, inputs and infrastructure. Such facilities are deemed 
important for maintaining the level of  productivity found in large-scale 
commercial farm areas. The undp mission states the necessity of  imple-
menting a land reform programme in a manner that will generate sus-
tainable increases in per capita income since, in Zimbabwe, at least 50 
per cent of  the households still live below the poverty line. The mission 
estimates that, when the resettlement programme has been completed, 
at most an additional 10 per cent of  the rural urban households are likely 
to have gained access to productive land assets, thereby enabling them to 
pursue more remunerative livelihood strategies. At present, the mission 
finds that “the foundation for achieving a better livelihood on a sustained 
basis is tenuous” (ibid. p 24).
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To facilitate the fast track land reform, the government has forced 
through two bills, which make it possible to confiscate commercial farm-
land without compensation and to legalize the right of  farm occupants to 
continue occupying the land without the risk of  being evicted. The first 
bill was enacted on April 6, 2000, with the insertion into the Constitu-
tion of  a new section 16 A. It was followed by the President’s issuance 
of  the Statutory Instrument No. 148A of  2000, which was a significant 
amendment to the Land Acquisition Act of  1992 (Human Rights Watch, 
2002:10; undp, 2002: 25–26). 

A top-down process
Besides having severe macroeconomic impacts on the country, the fast 
track land reform falls short of  democracy, transparency and account-
ability. It is a top-down process with little participation from below and 
without public control, and the process does not allow for authorities to be 
held responsible. It is highly politicised with representatives of  the govern-
ment making statements indicating that only zanu-pf supporters will be 
allocated land. There are no obvious criteria used in the process for allo-
cating land. Another burning issue is what will happen to farm workers on 
the commercial farms. Most of  them are not Zimbabweans even though 
they have lived in Zimbabwe for several decades. It has already been es-
timated that 30,000 farm workers have been displaced, while several sur-
veys indicate that the number of  farm workers in Zimbabwe ranges from 
300,000 to 400,000 (undp, 2002: 35; Rutherford, 2001: 641, 648). 

There is also the risk that the fast track land reform programme will 
have serious environmental impacts due to the new settlers’ lack of  farm-
ing experience and resources (Exportrådet, landrapporter, 2001:14). 

A testimony of human rights violations
Human Rights Watch (Vol. 14, No 1, March 2002: 41) found a polarised 
debate on the reasoning behind the introduction of  the fast track land 
reform programme in Zimbabwe. All parties involved in the debate agree 
that land inequality must be redressed by land redistribution, but they 
differ in their views on what may have caused the current political and 
economic crisis. The opposition movement, mdc, sees the fast track land 
reform programme as politically initiated by the government and zanu-pf 
in order to stay in power and to combat a viable electoral opposition led 
by mdc, rather than a sign of  a zanu-pf concern for land equality. The 
government and the ruling zanu-pf party, on the other hand, blame the 
international donor community and the ex-colonial power, Britain, for 
playing a prominent role in the breakdown of  the negotiations on land 
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reform. The argument is forceful, as donor preferences for a redistribution 
process founded on market values have hindered rapid progress in land 
reform. Addressing political issues such as the skewed land ownership 
structure as the main reason for harsh economic conditions and inequal-
ity is a winning concept for any political party.

Human Rights Watch’s report is a testimony of  the human rights vi-
olations that have accompanied the fast track land reform programme. 
Ordinary Zimbabweans resent the discrimination in regard to land al-
location where redistribution has been more in favour of  members of  
zanu-pf and already influential people rather than of  the most needy. 
The report also shows the haphazard way in which the land resettlement 
process takes place, with insufficient support for the resettled population. 
It raises serious concerns that high levels of  vulnerability will be created 
among resettled people and that poverty will simply be relocated. There is 
ongoing violence against farm workers, farm owners, rural dwellers living 
in communal areas adjacent to occupied farms, and against supporters of  
the opposition movement. The resettlement process has been dominated 
by war veterans and militia supporting the ruling party. In many cases the 
police have turned a blind eye when the rural militias have committed acts 
of  political violence. 

The government has presented the crisis in Zimbabwe as a racial one, 
stating that its current policy is to redress the injustices of  the legacy of  
past colonial expropriation. International media have tended to focus on 
attacks on white commercial farmers while justifying demands for full 
market value compensation for land, which is expropriated in the process. 
At the same time, more serious crises on the African continent have been 
ignored. This plays into the hands of  racial arguments such as the ones 
used by the government. However, the people most seriously affected by 
disregard of  the rule of  law during the implementation of  the fast track 
land reform programme are the poor, rural, black Zimbabweans who are 
less likely to obtain the appropriate means for escaping violence and se-
curing their livelihoods. The fear is that a land reform process aimed at 
rectifying past injustices may well create new injustices that will be more 
difficult to come to terms with in the future. Human Rights Watch con-
cludes that 

”…the competing claims of  commercial farmers, farm workers, new settlers, and the State 

to land must be arbitrated by an impartial tribunal with authority to adjudicate disputes 

over land and allocate title fairly. The international donor community should give generous 

assistance to efforts to ensure a sustainable settlement to the land question in Zimbabwe.”

(Human Rights Watch, 2002: 42)
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The presidential elections
The presidential elections in Zimbabwe took place from 9 March to 11 
March 2002. Before and during the election there were many reports of  
violence against opposition supporters, and the arrests of  election observ-
ers and monitors make it impossible to judge the voting procedures as free 
and fair. In the cities the voting was seen as chaotic, poorly organised and 
slow. These chaotic conditions were evidently part of  a plan to restrict the 
urban vote, which would go overwhelmingly in support of  the leader of  the 
Movement for Democratic Change, mdc, Morgan Tsvangirai. The out-
come of  the elections will neither be accepted by the Zimbabwean public 
nor by key international observers as representing the will of  the elector-
ate. Mr Mugabe is said to have chosen a multi-faceted strategy to secure 
re-election, a strategy which began with the intimidation of  the opposition 
following the June 2000 parliamentary election and which was stepped up 
drastically three months before the election in March 2002 (eiu, Country 
Report, March 2002, p 13). As a result of  the violence, a climate of  fear 
was created among opposition supporters, which severely restricted cam-
paigning by the mdc, particularly in rural areas. In addition to the intimi-
dation strategy, Mugabe adopted several other strategies:

• Control of  Zimbabwe’s state-owned media.

• Preventing would-be supporters of  the mdc from register-
ing as voters. 

• Disenfranchisement of  urban voters by reducing the 
number of  urban polling stations and increasing the bu-
reaucracy associated with voting, thereby ensuring a low 
turnout of  urban voters, who would presumably vote in 
favour of  mdc.

• Provision of  an additional 664 polling stations in rural 
areas, combined with a reduction in the number of  interna-
tional and local independent electoral observers and moni-
tors. This enabled the government to boost the pro-Mugabe 
rural vote. According to Amnesty International, more than 
one thousand people were arrested during the election, most 
of  them polling agents and civil society election observers. 
Zimbabwe Electoral Support Network, zesn, estimated 
that, in almost 50 per cent of  the polling stations in rural 
areas, there were no opposition officials to observe the vot-
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ing. zanu-pf youth militia were present at most rural polling 
stations, leading to an intense atmosphere of  intimidation 
and, although unproven, ballot box stuffing.

• A zanu-pf special trained youth militia was highly active in 
carrying out the political violence before and during the elec-
tions. Training camps were established by the government, 
the first in the Mount Darwin area in Mashonaland Central. 
Many of  those who were recruited for training were unem-
ployed and poorly educated rural youths who were eager to 
find employment in Zimbabwe’s harsh economic climate. 
Human Rights Forum estimated that, by February 2002, 
there were 120 camps across the country with a trained youth 
militia of  approximately 20,000 youngsters. The Amani 
Trust, an organisation that helps victims of  violence, indi-
cates that the camps were much-feared centres where tor-
ture, beating and intimidation of  opposition supporters took 
place. The militia and the war veterans worked together to 
intimidate and often just frighten the population at large, in 
some cases close to polling sites (eiu, Country Report, 2002: 
16, 17, Kamete, 2002: 35). The police had been given instruc-
tions not to take action against the militia.

Draconian legislation in early 2002, three new draconian governmental laws 
were passed by parliament. 

The Public Order and Security Act 2002 circumscribes freedom of  assembly. 
It replaces the old Rhodesian Law and Order Act of  1960, best known for 
its suppressive means against African Nationalism. The new law is seen as 
even harsher and more severe than the old law. The freedom of  the public 
to gather is restricted in the sense that the police are given the power to 
declare a gathering of  more than two people illegal and the police are 
authorised to arrest anyone who disobeys this rule.

According to the law, it is also an offence to denigrate the president, 
the army, the police and other offices of  the state.

The Access to Information Act 2002 is intended to restrict freedom of  ex-
pression as it gives the government, especially the minister of  information, 
wide-ranging powers to control both local and foreign news media. The 
minister, and the media council he appoints, may shut down newspapers 
and ban journalists from working.

With the General Laws Amendment Act 2002, the government is authorised 
to have complete control of  the election process. According to the law, all 

Sida Studies 16.indd 158Sida Studies 16.indd   158 2006-02-21 16:37:402006-02-21   16:37:40



CH 6 • LAND REFORM, FOOD SECURITY AND GRASSROOTS ... 159

local election monitors must be members of  the civil service, instead of  
members of  independent civic groups as before. The only body author-
ised to run public education programmes on elections is a government-
appointed Electoral Supervisory Commission. 

A poll condemned by many observers

A preliminary report on the election issued by the Commonwealth ob-
server mission strongly criticised the state-sponsored violence, repressive 
legislation and lack of  transparency of  the voting procedures. It conclud-
ed that the conditions in Zimbabwe before and during the elections were 
such that the outcome did not adequately reflect the will of  the electors. 
According to the report, there was evidence that the paramilitary youth 
groups systematically intimidated those whom they suspected of  being 
mdc supporters. Two Zimbabwean organisations, the Zimbabwe Elec-
toral Support Network (zesn) and the Crisis in Zimbabwe Committee, 
together representing more than 250 church and other civic groups, were 
equally critical of  the election results, which they rejected on the grounds 
that they were not free and fair. The report of  the parliamentary forum of  
the Southern African Development Community (sadc) came out strongly 
against the violence, the intimidation, the conduct of  the police, the vot-
ers’ register, the freedom to campaign, the number of  polling stations and 
access to the public media.

To conclude, will this mean that there are no prospects of  a more 
democratic outcome of  policy making in Zimbabwe in the future, in 
which political leaders will be more inclined to defend democratic prin-
ciples, values and norms and allow the citizens to actively participate in 
and exert an influence on everyday public policy? There is no clear-cut 
answer to this question. Some analysts would argue that, if  the mdc leader 
Morgan Tsvangirai had won the presidential elections in March 2002, a 
more favourable road to democracy would have been adopted. Soon after 
the election, the mdc stated that its intention was to legally challenge the 
results which, according to them, were rigged. The high profile South Af-
rican advocate, Jeremy Gauntlet, who has previously represented highly 
esteemed persons such as Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu, was hired 
by mdc for bringing the case to the Supreme and High Courts in Septem-
ber 2002. However, the successful outcome of  the legal action is in doubt 
since last year Mugabe ensured that the Supreme Court consisted of  a 
majority of  government supporters. Fifteen months after the mdc petition 
was filed, a date for the presidential election hearing remained to be set 
despite the fact that the mdc leader urgently applied for the High Court 
to do so (Daily News, 4 July, 2003). 
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In the wake of  the presidential elections, what are the prospects for a 
land reform programme being democratic, fair and transparent from the 
perspective of  people on the ground?

The Local Arena

This question leads us to the third level of  our analysis, the local arena 
where we expect rural people to have a bottom-up perspective. One im-
portant precondition to stipulate is that:

The overall institutional arrangements need be such that they enable 
rural people to control and influence public policy. Institutions should 
ensure the holding of  free and fair elections from the lowest to the high-
est echelon of  governmental decision-making organs. Free and fair elec-
tions prescribe universal suffrage without exclusion of  certain groups due 
to attributes such as race, sex, financial and social status or literacy. The 
institutional arrangements should also ensure the actual right of  all citi-
zens to express their opinions openly, in speech, in writing and in various 
media, to organize parties and other associations and to engage without 
hindrance in political activities in the form of  meetings, demonstrations, 
strikes, etc. The next question to address is whether the organizational 
freedom allows the autonomous grassroots associations to elect their own 
leaders and decide on the content of  their policies themselves. 

I would now like to turn to empirical evidence from 1998, just before 
the escalation of  the land conflicts. At this time I was engaged in fieldwork 
in Zimbabwe with the purpose of  finding out more about the existence 
of  the above institutional arrangements and grassroots organizations at 
the local level. Two districts were compared, Shamva in Mashonaland 
Central and Nyamandlovu in Matabeleland North. Theoretically, a test 
was made of  Putnam’s hypothesis which states that differences in civicness 
of  a district, mainly understood as the degree to which different organi-
sations horizontally organize citizens in the villages, will help to explain 
differences in outcomes and performance of  the services provided by local 
authorities. In the case of  Shamva and Nyamandlovu it related to land 
acquisition procedures.

The comparison revealed a conspicuous difference between member-
ship rates in local associations between the two districts. In Nyamandlovu, 
where the majority of  the people are of  Ndebele kinship, 80% belonged 
to an association of  one type or another. In Shamva, where the majority 
of  the people are of  Shona kinship, 52% belonged to an organisation.

Not only were villagers in Nyamandlovu more organised, they were 
also elected to various representative bodies within the organisations. Sev-
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eral local leaders could be identified who were engaged in pushing for a 
fair and transparent process of  land acquisition and redistribution. Within 
the Rural District Council, a land committee had been formed which was 
composed of  landless representatives from one location and of  villagers 
from one village in Nyamandlovu. These same representatives were also 
occupants of  plots in one resettlement scheme. After having identified 
plots as vacant they decided to occupy them. They accused the resettle-
ment officer and some of  the councillors of  resettling their own relatives 
and friends instead of  local people. Local leaders asked for fairness and 
transparency. The Rural District officials became involved in rectifying 
some of  the misdeeds of  the resettlement officer and the councillors.

In Shamva the scenario appeared somewhat different. Local authorities 
had chosen another solution to squatting. In 1996, the police evicted squat-
ters who had settled on grazing areas. According to one squatter family, 
squatters had not received any support from the local authorities in their 
demands for land. The only support given was from the kraalheads. Local 
authorities in Shamva also addressed the squatter issue as illegal. The ac-
quisition process here was market-driven and there was even an illegal land 
“market” in Communal Areas, which increased the costs of  survival for the 
landless who have no free family land rights in Communal Areas.

I used small samples in my study, which would not permit conclusions 
on the state of  affairs in other districts in Zimbabwe, but they gave sup-
port for putting more emphasis on the role of  formal local institutions 
when exploring preconditions for a fair and transparent procedure for 
land acquisition. 

The findings of  the study supported Putnam’s hypothesis that a com-
pact civil society has a positive impact on the performance of  local gov-
ernment in making it more efficient as a service provider. In Shamva there 
were signs of  an ongoing process of  increased social differentiation in 
Communal Areas. This process seemed to be reinforced by a combination 
of  strong commercialization, even illegal, and weak government perform-
ance and low levels of  association life. The fieldwork thus showed that 
social differentiation tended to diminish when local institutions discov-
ered appropriate ways of  handling a collective action problem. The find-
ings from Shamva and Nyamandlovu suggest that, in less commercialized 
communities where rural people tend to rely on social networks, infor-
mal and formal organisations, social differentiation was less pronounced 
(Larsson Lidén, 2000: 188).

When villagers in Nyamandlovu started jointly to handle the issue 
of  land, my investigation revealed that their behaviour was governed by 
norms such as fairness, transparency and equity. The solidarity and co-
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operative spirit of  the villagers was facilitated by an institutional structure 
which made it easier to communicate. The officials at various levels of  the 
government structure were willing to listen to the wishes of  the villagers 
of  Nyamandlovu. The villagers were encouraged to express their views 
and their protests were taken seriously and dealt with in order to redress 
some of  the grievances. The villagers’ ability to act as a collective unit was 
facilitated by the institutions they had created themselves on a voluntary 
basis, for example the land committee.

Conclusion

In sum, if, in coming years, democracy is to prevail in Zimbabwe, it will 
have to allow for grassroots movements to become even stronger, enabling 
the fostering of  democratic values and norms and increased participation 
from below. These movements differ from the war veterans who cherish 
authoritarian principles and practices. A democratic development would 
be in accordance with the Abuja Accord, and also in accordance with the 
aspirations of  many civilians in Zimbabwe today.

However, the prospect of  democratic development is in doubt for years 
to come, or at least as long as an authoritarian regime such as the one led 
by Mugabe remains in power, presumably for another six-year period, un-
less he decides to retire. If  Mugabe retires there is no guarantee the leader 
or regime that replaces him will be more inclined to stick to democratic 
principles, respect for human rights and transparency. In little more than 
two years the authoritarian regime has undermined an institutional set-up 
beneficial for democracy, for sound economic decisions and social welfare, 
created after independence in 1980, that was successful throughout the 
1980s and the 1990s. These institutional arrangements constituted the 
pointer for a democratic way forward. As long as there is no commitment 
on the part of  the government to carry out a land reform with due regard 
to human rights, rule of  law, transparency and democratic principles, eco-
nomic decline will continue, with deteriorating living conditions for the 
majority of  the Zimbabwean people. In the foreseeable future it is likely 
that little attention will be paid to address the grievances of  food-insecure 
rural households in communal and resettlement areas where land short-
ages are becoming more severe and where livelihoods are deteriorating.
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CHAPTER XBY 

Background, Objective and Approach

Early in January 2003, I arrived in Babati district in northern Tanzania. 
I had visited the area and adjacent districts in late 1999 in connection 
with the evaluation of  the Swedish-supported Land Management Pro-
gramme (lamp) (Havnevik et al. 2000). During the visit to Duru village 
and various forests in the area, I had seen positive developments, particu-
larly related to village-based forest management. During an evaluation of  
13 Norwegian-supported natural resource management projects in 2000, 
my colleagues and I could observe willingness among local people and 
positive tendencies towards local participation and sustainable develop-
ment (Havnevik et al. 2001). 

In the broader context of  my research in Tanzania for more than two 
and a half  decades, I was curious to find out why things seemed to suc-
ceed in one area (local forest management in a particular locality), and 
not in others. In my macro-analysis I had found it useful to distinguish 
between the period of  the post-colonial model of  development, from 
1960 to around 1980, and that of  economic and political reform, from the 
mid-1980s onwards (Havnevik 1993). In the latter phase, my interest was 
principally in understanding the institutional context of  rural develop-
ment in Tanzania (Havnevik and Hårsmar 1999). This analysis once more 
underlined the fact that poverty remained entrenched in the rural areas 
(ibid. chapter 2 and Odén 2003). However, the analysis also indicated the 
role of  institutions as a key to understanding the existence of, or lack of, 
rural dynamics, not only at the local level but also in the local–national 
level relationship. 

My ongoing research and participation in the above evaluations and 
further reading indicated that processes were taking place that could ad-

Successful Community-based Forest 
Management in Northern Tanzania: 
Reflections and Theoretical Implications
BY KJELL HAVNEVIK CHAPTER 7
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dress local empowerment and forest- and land degradation in some areas 
of  Tanzania. This brought me back to Babati the second time.

The objective of  my visit was to identify why community-based forest 
management had been successful in Babati district, whether the positive de-
velopments that could be observed in early phases had the possibility of  being 
sustained in the future, and what this would imply for the understanding of  
local, and local-national dynamics and the role of  future interventions.

In Babati district there are two different institutional contexts for com-
munity-based forest management, one revolving around Village Forest 
Reserves (Duru-Haitemba) and the other around joint forest management 
by villages and the government (Ufiome Forest Reserve). The origin of  
Duru-Haitemba dates back to 1994, while Ufiome was initiated in 1998. 
While Duru-Haitemba falls under the Babati district council and the re-
sponsibility of  the District Forest Officer, Ufiome, being an important 
national forest reserve, falls under the Catchment Forest and Mangrove 
Management Office of  the Forestry and Beekeeping Division in the Min-
istry of  Natural Resources and Tourism.

Due to the different ownership system and timing of  the two systems, 
I decided, in consultation with the District Forester, to visit villages in each 
of  the two types of  management systems, Ayasanda and Riroda villages in 
Duru-Haitemba, and Mamire, Mutuka and Gallapo villages that are in-
volved in the Ufiome management scheme. In addition, a visit was made 
to Himiti village, which became involved in forest management in 1998. 
Interviews were held with district chairpersons, village executive officers, 
sub-village heads, members of  village forest committees, officials at district 
level, district forest officers and technical advisory officers. Subsequently, 
interviews were held with the head of  the Forestry and Beekeeping Divi-
sion and the head of  the Catchment Forest and Mangrove Management 
Office in Dar es Salaam.

Later, in Sweden, interviews were held with people who had been in-
volved with the early phases of  Sida’s programme of  support to Babati, 
the Forest Trees and People Programme, the forerunner of  lamp. The 
objective was to capture the history, developments on the ground in the 
villages, and the views and attitudes of  officials at district and national 
level, as well as those of  people involved in relevant donor activities.

Further, the legal and policy processes relating to the forestry sector 
were analysed in order to assess their linkages to the developments in 
community-based forestry in Babati district. Important milestones in this 
respect are the Forest Policy of  1998, the Community-Based Forest Man-
agement Guidelines of  2001 and the Forest Act of  2002. Material, con-
sultancy reports and research reports, of  relevance to the developments 
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in forestry in Babati, were also consulted. But first let me report on the 
findings in the field during the first two weeks of  January 2003.

For the visits to the villages I was accompanied by the District Officer, Ba-
bati District Council, who also acted as translator. Most interviews took place 
in the village government offices, at which representatives of  village leadership 
and elected members of  the forest committees were present. Some interviews 
took place in the forests and, in two villages, a visit was made to a village water 
project in the forest areas. In most cases the village and its representatives were 
informed in advance of  our coming, but in some cases this was difficult.

Field Findings

Duru-Haitemba
Since 1994, eight villages in Babati district have been managing their own 
forests, known as Duru-Haitemba. These forests, of  about 9 000 ha, rep-
resent a few of  the remaining areas of  natural woodland in the district 
outside the gazetted Forest reserves, Ufiome, Bereku and Nou.

The Duru-Haitemba forest is typical Miombo woodland and, during 
the 1980s, it was under government management. Towards the end of  the 
decade, both the size and quality of  the forest were declining (Rwiza 2002 
and village interviews). Agricultural encroachment, overgrazing and ex-
cessive wood harvesting for both timber and charcoal could not be halted 
under the existing management regime (Rwiza, 2002).

The Forest Trees and People Programme, ftpp, was greatly concerned 
about the destruction of  the Duru-Haitemba forest and wrote a letter 
to the District Natural Resources Officer (dnro) in 1990 in which it was 
proposed that Duru-Haitemba be gazetted as a National Forest Reserve. 
This letter remained with the dnro for more than two years without any 
action being taken. It was not until early 1993 that a technical team from 
the Regional Forestry Programme came to Babati to make an inventory 
that could be the basis for gazetting Duru-Haitemba as a forest reserve 
(Kavishe, personal communication January 2003).

The technical team ended up with a plan for the demarcation of  the 
national forest reserve that was unacceptable to the villagers. They want-
ed part of  the forest, which, according to the team’s proposal, would be 
inside the national forest reserve, to be outside the reserve and thus acces-
sible to them. The villagers also argued that it was their forest. However, 
realising that the government was intending to gazette the forest, the vil-
lagers responded by adopting a policy of  “getting as much as they could 
out of  the forest in terms of  forest products before the gazetting of  the 
forest was implemented” (Rwiza, 2002).
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The situation in the forest became untenable, and eventually, in the 
face of  a request from the District and pressures from the villages (village 
interviews 2003), the Forestry and Beekeeping Division agreed to allow 
local management of  the Duru-Haitemba forest. However, at this stage 
there was limited, if  any, experience of  community forestry.

The process of  local management of  the forests started with a meeting 
of  district foresters, the rural development advisor of  lamp and villag-
ers, to review the history, use and current condition of  the forest (Rwiza, 
2002 and Kavishe, personal communication January 2003). They came 
to the conclusion that “sustainable management of  the forest could only 
be secured by giving ownership and control of  the forest to the people 
themselves (Rwiza, 2002 and village interviews January 2003). 

The process of  local management of  forests took an important step for-
wards in September/October 1994 when technical staff  from the District 
and a consultant, Liz Wily, started the detailed work of  planning for local 
management. The focus was first to work intensively with three of  the eight 
villages in Duru-Haitemba, i.e. Riroda, Duru and Ayasanda (Wily, 1994). 
Early reconnaissance had made it clear to all parties that “forest manage-
ment would be most workable if  it began on a village rather than ward or 
area basis” (ibid., 7). The villages selected were also relevant insofar as they 
had different characteristics as regards leadership, population size and area. 
Gradually local management of  Duru-Haitemba spread to the remaining 
five villages: Endagawe, Hoshan, Endanachen, Gidas and Bubu. 

Interviews in January 2003 in Ayasanda and Riroda confirmed the 
villagers’ earlier concern about the degradation of  the forest and its vari-
ous impacts. In Ayasanda, however, the forest was considered to be public 
land under the management of  district foresters, and villagers did not 
feel responsible for it (village interview Ayasanda). Interviewees in Riroda 
villages stated that the forest benefited only a few that were given permits 
and licences from higher administrative levels. They realised that villagers 
could also damage the forest and that the village government would have 
the capacity to deal with offenders. The villagers believed that they had 
the ability to manage the forests themselves, one reason being that the 
number of  villagers as such would amount to many more people than one 
representative of  the government (village interview Riroda). By involving 
themselves, villagers could themselves reap the benefits, including envi-
ronmental protection.

The interviews clearly showed that, in the early process of  community 
management, the villages had received important support from district 
forest officers, representatives of  lamp and its predecessor ftpp, and some 
consultants. During the discussion of  experience of  forest management 
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between villagers and outsiders, the processes and inputs to put in place 
a realistic framework for local management of  forests emerged. Firstly, 
there was a need for a management plan that had to be translated into a 
legal framework, a by-law, for each individual village. Further, a system of  
village enforcement of  the rules and regulations had to be instituted. The 
understanding of  all parties to the process was that the management plan, 
the by-laws and the enforcement system had to be developed in a partici-
patory process. It is important to note, however, that the institutional and 
legal aspects relating to the village had already started to be put in place 
after 1975 (see below). 

The process of  formulating a management plan came about when the 
District Forest Officer and villagers entered the forest together and identi-
fied boundaries and problems. In Riroda, the process actually started with 
the by-law, a sort of  protection document. Subsequently the management 
plan was formulated (village interview Riroda). When problems of  for-
est degradation were identified, villagers themselves suggested rules and 
regulations for the management plan. A planning team in which members 
of  the village and the District Forest Officer took part formulated the 
management plan. The villagers on the planning committee were most 
often subsequently elected to the village forest committees. The manage-
ment plan was discussed in the sub-villages and decided upon by the Vil-
lage Council before being presented to the District Council. Subsequently 
the process of  formulating by-laws took place. Here the District Forest 
Officer assisted the village in formulating them according the rules in the 
relevant laws and regulations. The District Council approved the by-law 
for Riroda village on June 30 1995 but, at that time, it had already been 
observed in the village for about a year.

The forest committees were normally elected for three years. In 2003, 
Ayasanda village was electing its third committee since the start of  com-
munity-based forest management. The committee was composed of  12 
members, of  whom, in addition to the village chairman and the village ex-
ecutive officer, two came from each of  the five sub-villages. The commit-
tee elects its chairman. The village chairman in Ayasanda had been the 
same person since 1987. At least two important aspects were emphasised 
in most interviews as crucial for local forest management, i.e. the village 
as a legal and institutional entity and good leadership in the village. In one 
interview it was stated that, “Having a bad leader is as good as having no 
village” (village interview Ayasanda, January 2003).

In the management plans the forests were zoned and fines were gradu-
ated according to the severity of  the breach of  regulations. The zoning of  
the forests included free use, use by permit, and banned uses. In addition to 
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fines, the villages also received income from visitors. In Ayasanda village the 
accumulated fines between 1994 and 2000 amounted to Tsh 85 000, whereas 
the income from visitors amounted to Tsh 360 000 during the same period. 
In January 2003, there was no money accruing from fines. The total sum of  
fines up to January 2003 in Riroda village was Tsh 143 000. In the village the 
problem of  offences against the by-laws was being reduced and, at the time 
of  the interview, referred to only in one of  the nine sub-villages.

The money from fines and visitors is kept in bank accounts held by the 
respective village forest committees. In addition to stipulating fines, the 
by-laws also provide the village with the possibility to demand compensa-
tion for forest or environmental destruction associated with any breach of  
the rules. The management plan further stipulates the way in which the 
money from fines and other incomes should be used. In Riroda the money 
should be used to buy food for patrols, to buy paint to mark boundaries, 
and to meet costs associated with bringing culprits to court. In Ayasanda 
village it had been agreed that income beyond Tsh 200 000 could be 
used for development of  the village. This had resulted in the building of  a 
school latrine (Tsh 100 000) and a classroom (Tsh 100 000), both of  which 
were seen during our visit.

When offenders are unwilling or unable to pay the fine or compensation 
demanded by the village according to the by-laws, the village can take the 
culprit to court. Riroda village had won one case in the district court. The 
interviewees argued that when villagers see that community forest manage-
ment has the support of  the District, “people see it as a big thing and fear 
that they cannot win a case”. Ayasanda village had sent four offenders to 
court. However, the village tries to avoid it as fines meted out in court accrue 
to the court and not to the village. Therefore, they try to resolve the conflict 
at the village level. The representatives of  Ayasanda felt that the court had 
acted in a fair way in the cases they had brought before it. 

The experience of  the village around Duru-Haitemba stimulated other 
villages to initiate community-based forest management. The leadership 
of  Himiti village contacted the District Forest Officer in 1998 for assistance 
to initiate village-based forest management. People in the village had seen 
increasing signs of  gully erosion, but it was also realised that there were 
people in the village with the awareness and capacity to handle erosion on 
their own individual land. The village leaders decided to take an initiative 
to obtain support from the District Council (village interview Himiti). 

The District Forest Officer took people from Himiti to villages that 
had started community-based management in 1994 and a study tour 
of  the successful agro-forestry programme, Hifadhi Ardhi Shinynanga 
(hashi), in Shinyanga region, was also organised. What was learnt from 
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the visits was communicated to other villagers. Study tours or workshops 
were frequently organised by the District Forest Officer and lamp to ex-
pose villagers to successful and less successful experiences of  others. A 
forest committee was formed in 1998 and a new one was to be elected 
in 2003. Himiti was on the same course towards management that the 
Duru-Haitemba villages had chosen four years earlier. 

Ufiome
Mount Ufiome is one of  the highest mountains in Tanzania (2 397 m). 
Most of  the mountains in Tanzania are forested, including Ufiome. 
Ufiome was declared a forest reserve by the Colonial government in 
1932. It covers about 5,600 ha and on its upper part a number of  per-
ennial streams and rivers feed into Lake Babati on its western side. Ac-
cording to Rwiza (2002b), tens of  thousands of  people depend directly 
upon Ufiome for water, including people in Babati town, on the edge 
of  the lake. 

In the late 1960s, Ufiome Mountain was still well forested, but in the 
mid-1990s much of  the wet and dry forest of  Ufiome had disappeared. 
The remaining forest has been degraded due to both legal and illegal har-
vesting of  timber. In the late 1970s, the government decided to close the 
Ufiome Forest Reserve to all harvesting of  wood (Rwiza, 2002b). Timber 
exploitation continued in spite of  the closure of  the forest. 

Since Ufiome Forest reserve lies outside the adjacent villages circling 
the mountain, the approach adopted in Ufiome was to establish Village 
Forest Management Areas, jointly between villages and the government. 
Experience gained from the Duru-Haitemba Village Forest Reserve had 
a great impact on the Ufiome joint management scheme. In this scheme, 
however, it was the representative of  the extension office of  the Forest 
and Beekeeping Division that contacted the villages to involve them in 
the management of  the Ufiome National Forest Reserve (Gallapo village 
interview). Ufiome was part of  the National Catchment Forest Reserve 
under the Catchment and Mangrove forest office in the Forest and Bee-
keeping Division (fbd). Ufiome and three other catchment forest reserves 
had been selected for a pilot development of  joint forest management 
between the government and the villages. 

The process for establishing joint forest management areas around 
Ufiome Mountain followed the patterns at Duru-Haitemba. Boundaries 
were defined; management plans were developed and later translated into 
by-laws. Subsequently, patrol systems were organised and graduated fines 
established. The fbd extension officer responsible for catchment forest 
and based at Babati District Council collaborated closely with the dis-
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trict forester in the establishment of  the Ufiome joint forest management 
scheme. Forest committees have been established in all the villages in-
volved, Gallapo, Nangwa, Halla, Ayamango, Endakiso, Mutuka, Mamire 
and Maisaka.

In all villages and the Duru-Haitemba, Himiti and the Ufiome joint 
management scheme, receipt books for fines, compensation and income, 
payment vouchers, cash book records and petrol books (in some villages), 
were in place. They appeared well maintained on all our inspections, pro-
viding detailed information on aspects related to patrols, fines, compensa-
tion, payments, costs etc. It was stated that the books were made available 
to every villager wishing to consult them.

Outcomes and conditions of community-based forest management

Outcomes

A number of  concrete outcomes had emerged in both types of  communi-
ty-based management schemes, although different in degree. The types of  
outcomes, some of  which were physically observed in the field and others 
learnt about through interviews, could be organised in the following way.

Improved vegetation cover

• Vegetation cover in the forests has increased (Ayasanda, 
Himiti, Riroda, Mutuka, Mamire, Gallapo)

• Illegal tree harvesting has declined (Riroda, Gallapo, Mutuka)
• Fewer incidences of  fires or no incidences of  fires in forests 

(Mutuka, Gallapo)

Climate and water improvement

• Climatic improvement, better regularity of  rains (Ayasanda)
• Springs in forests have returned or have become perma-

nent (Ayasanda, Himiti, Mamire, Mutuka, Gallapo)
• Establishment of  village water project (Riroda, 

Gallapo/Halla)

Soil fertility and erosion improvement

• Recovery of  soil fertility, less run off  (Ayasanda, Riroda)
• Gully erosion is healing (Himiti, Riroda)
• Wind erosion has decreased (Himiti)

Availability of  wood products and tree planting has improved

• Increased tree planting in village (Riroda, Mamire)
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• Availability of  wood products has improved, e.g. it is easier 
to find firewood, to harvest branches for brick kilns, to find 
building materials, and school desks are made locally etc 
(Ayasanda, Himiti, Riroda)

Livestock related changes

• Shift to stall-feeding of  cattle (Mamire, Riroda, Gallapo)
• Some people with cattle have moved away from village 

(Mamire)

In all the villages visited the response was that the improvements shown 
above had been evident, although to a different degree, after the initia-
tion of  community-based forest management. Examples of  most these 
outcomes could be observed during the field visits to the six villages and 
the adjacent forests. Both water projects, based on improvement of  water 
sources, were in the process of  being constructed in early 2003. These 
projects would improve the availability of  drinking water for village 
households in Riroda, Gallapo and Halla villages (the latter two villages 
co-operated on one water project). The increased availability of  wood 
products had led to reducing the time spent by women on collecting fire-
wood. A woman from Himiti cited one example: the time required for 
collection of  household firewood had declined from 7 to 3 hours on the 
days she collects firewood. Improved availability of  wood products had 
also improved the possibilities for house construction and income genera-
tion from brick making.

The closing of  the forests to livestock, which was part of  all the man-
agement plans, has had two impacts: a tendency, although not strong, to-
wards stall feeding of  cattle, and the moving away from the area by people 
with large livestock herds that could not longer find available grazing. It 
must be assumed that such movements will lead to problems of  grazing 
in other areas. During our visit to the water source for the Gallapo/Halla 
water scheme, located in Halla village management area, we observed 
clear signs that cattle had recently entered the forest, contrary to the regu-
lation in the management plan.

One impact of  the process of  community-based forest resource man-
agement that is of  interest to note is its gradual positive character once the 
first phase of  forest closure has been completed. It may be that a gradual 
accumulation of  benefits of  this type from cbfm represents strong and 
continuous incentives for villagers to respect the management plan and 
associated by-laws. The overall decline in fines accruing to the villages also 
indicated the increasing adherence to forest rules and regulations.
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Another reflection is that the socio-economic system of  the area was 
not in any severe crisis at the beginning of  community-based forest man-
agement in the area. Indications are, however, that the years between 
1991 and 1994 were dry and led to growing problems for villagers in the 
area, including a reduced food surplus, transportation and government 
services (Lindberg, 1996, p. 73–74). The study made by Lindberg, how-
ever, specifically focuses on the conditions in the villages of  Mamire and 
Mutuka, which entered the Ufiome joint forest management scheme in 
1998. However, the negative changes in precipitation and other aspects 
during 1991–1994 certainly also had a negative effect on the villages that 
were to enter into the Duru-Haitemba scheme in 1994. The successful 
completion of  the first phase of  painful adjustment to the closure of  for-
ests indicates that it had come after a period of  setbacks in climatic and 
other factors, and that the overall conditions in the area seemed to have 
started to improve at the beginning of  the Duru-Haitemba scheme.

The following societal and institutional conditions were mentioned 
during interviews as important for successful forest management: i) so-
cial capital in the area, people respect and tolerate each other, ii) virtue 
of  working hard, iii) the village as a distinct legal and juridical unit, iv) a 
system of  village governance regulated by law, and v) the importance of  
good village leadership. 

Various types of  support reported to be of  importance included: support 
from the district forester and catchment forester of  fbd in designing the 
management plan and developing by-laws, workshops and study visits, fa-
cilitation in conflict resolution, assistance in bringing cases to district courts, 
and various types of  support from development cooperation programmes 
such as vehicles and infrastructure, the stall-feeding project, water projects, 
and process of  establishing management plans and by-laws. 

Various Analyses of Community-based 
Forest Management in the Babati Area

One of  the foremost actors in the Babati cbfm experience since 1994 has 
been a consultant, Liz Wily, who has been intensively involved as a stake-
holder, observer and analyst. She has kept in close contact with district 
foresters in a number of  Tanzanian regions and together they have for-
mulated their views on why cbfm in Babati, as well as in some other areas 
of  Tanzania, has been successful (Wily et al., 2000). This group spelled 
out the distinguishing features of  the Tanzanian approach compared to 
the experience of  other African countries. It is claimed that there are four 
important distinctions of  the Tanzania cbfm approach: 
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(i) It develops a system that enables the communities to fully 
enforce their forest management regime and in a way that 
requires the courts to take action should a person chal-
lenge village authority by breaking any of  the forest rules 
or regulations.

(ii) These rules may exclude non-community members from 
accessing the forest.

(iii) The approach further aims in a genuine way at devolv-
ing forest authority and management to the local level. 
It clearly goes beyond just involving communities in the 
management regime of  the government.

(iv) The approach focuses directly on the issue of  resource 
ownership and it takes the view that community ownership 
of  the forest represents the fundamental stake that a com-
munity may have in a forest and supports this development 
accordingly (Wily et al., 2000).

Kajembe, Monela and Mvena, in their analysis of  the Duru-Haitemba 
experience (Kajembe et al., 2002), also observe a paradigm shift. In brief, 
Kajembe et al. state that the success of  cbfm in Duru-Haitemba is at-
tributed to “clearly defined boundaries; congruence between rules and 
local conditions; good collective choice arrangements; elaborate conflict 
resolution mechanisms; clearly defined resource property rights; the rights 
of  villagers to devise their own institutions that are not challenged by ex-
ternal government authorities; and villagers’ ability to develop a common 
pool resource institution where the benefits to be gained from collective 
action are greater than opportunity costs” (ibid., p. 5).

They also state that respondents in the villages, “indicated improve-
ment in the relations between forestry staff  in the district and local com-
munities as a result of  the paradigm shift where foresters have changed 
from policemen to facilitators or technical advisors” (ibid., p. 7). It is also 
noted that the villagers themselves launched a highly dynamic process 
of  reviewing all aspects of  forest management in order to identify what 
was required to restore the forests (ibid., p. 9). As to the role of  external 
players, Kajembe et al argue that they: “played a crucial role to kick-
start, guide and facilitate the empowerment process. Imposition of  rules 
by government officials was not possible, giving the community level of  
empowerment” (ibid., p. 10).
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As to the asset and ownership structure of  Duru-Haitemba, Kajembe 
et al. argue that, before the 1994 cbfm initiative, “there was no mean-
ingful asset structure to elicit community participation. Therefore, only 
very partial forms of  local participation existed” (ibid. p. 10). A critical 
element of  cbfm at Duru-Haitemba was that it “addressed the issue of  
control and authority on the forest resource and also facilitated restruc-
turing of  these to provide the most fundamental of  incentives for full and 
proper responsibility to conserve the forest” (ibid.). The implication of  
the experience of  Duru-Haitemba is that: “a group of  proprietors can 
develop a cpr (Common Property Rights) institution if  they are confi-
dent that the cpr is either theirs or they can exercise clear control over 
it” (ibid.). Duru-Haitemba shows the potential to shift from a centralised 
to a decentralised forest management model, “from unilateral, top-down 
decision making to a participatory, bottom-up decision making process; 
and from externally imposed rules to self  induced regulatory rules” (ibid., 
p. 11). Kajembe et al thus closely follow the type of  arguments that Os-
trom has developed for analysis of  successful, enduring, self-organising, 
community-based management institutions (Ostrom, 2000 and Ostrom, 
Gardner and Walker, 1994).

Ostrom argues that consistent findings from a wealth of  empirical 
research often show that: “when the users of  a common-pool resource 
organise themselves to devise and enforce some of  their own basic rules 
they tend to manage local resources more sustainably than when rules are 
externally imposed on them” (Ibid., p. 15). 

In Ostrom (1999, p. 35–36), the design principles of  the long-endur-
ing common-pool resource institutions specified include: Clearly Defined 
Boundaries; Congruence; Collective-Choice Arrangements; Monitoring; 
Graduated Sanctions; Conflict-Resolution Mechanisms; and Minimal 
Recognition of  Rights to Organize. 

In addition to these design principles, Ostrom (1992) and Baland and 
Platteau (1996) argue that there is considerable consensus regarding the 
character or the attributes of  resources and of  appropriators in order for 
the likelihood of  self-governing associations to be formed.

Ostrom and others are clearly aware that many of  the above variables 
are affected, at times strongly, by the larger political regime in which the 
resource users and the resource are embedded. “Thus, the probability of  
participants adapting more effective rules in macro regimes that facilitate 
their efforts over time is higher than in regimes that ignore resource prob-
lems entirely or, at the other extreme, presume that all decisions about 
governance and management need to be made by central authorities. If  
local authorities are not formally recognised by larger regimes, it is dif-
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ficult for users to establish an enforceable set of  rules. On the other hand, 
if  rules are imposed by outsiders without consulting local participants in 
their design, local users may engage in a game of  “cops and robbers” with 
outside authorities (Ostrom, 1999, p. 7–8).

Ostrom and others have tried to show that the conventional theo-
ry of  common-pool resources, based on Hardin (1968) and others, and 
which argues that external authorities are required to impose new rules 
on those appropriators that are caught in a system of  producing exces-
sive externalities on themselves and their environment, is just a special 
theory of  a more general theoretical structure (Ostrom 1999, p. 22). The 
second overall objective is to develop this general theoretical structure 
for common-pool resources. The design principles and the discussion of  
the character of  the resources and appropriators are seen to represent 
an important base for a theoretical construct of  this type, but important 
theoretical problems related to size and heterogeneity still remain, ac-
cording to Ostrom (ibid., pp. 18–22).

The questions that emerge, however, are whether such types of  ana-
lytical frameworks are able to capture the full width and critical aspects of  
the process of  community-based forest management, and, in this particu-
lar case, in Babati district. 

The national, historical and institutional context of CBFM in Babati
In order to understand the causes of  Babati cbfm and the relevance of  
the analyses and approaches (see above), there is a need to obtain a deep-
er grasp of  the context of  the Babati experience, both historically and 
institutionally.

Institutional and legal conditions

Major changes of  relevance for the institutional context of  rural devel-
opment and forest and natural resource management can be identified 
in the Tanzanian context. During the period 1969 to 1975, two-thirds 
of  the rural population were physically moved into new settlements, and 
increasingly with force. In 1975, the government adopted the Villages and 
Ujamaa Villages Act. This Act stipulated that the villages were the lowest 
institutional level for development and established a village governance 
system in terms of  village assemblies and village councils. The Act also 
established the village as a multi-purpose co-operative unit and, in 1976, 
the autonomous co-operative movement was banned by law.

The commandeering character of  the Tanzanian state in the 1970s led 
to a system of  instructing and forcing the rural population and smallhold-
ers as regards crops and natural resources, including the forests. This led 
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to a great deal of  resentment on part of  the rural population. Increasingly 
they came to feel that the land and the forests were not theirs, but rather 
belonged to the state. Another important outcome was that many of  the 
extension staff  in the Ministries of  Agriculture and Natural Resources 
came to realise that the commandeering approach could not establish a 
context of  mutual trust and learning between government officials and 
villagers. Many government field staff  thus realised that a different ap-
proach was required to bring about sustainable agricultural- and forest 
management and development.

As to forests, the commandeering approach of  the state increasingly 
led to an attempt to “protect” the forests against the people. This was 
reflected in the establishment of  national forest reserves and expansion of  
national parks, wildlife reserves etc. This increasingly encroached on the 
traditional lands of  rural smallholders and pastoralists. It was estimated in 
1989 that about 40 per cent of  the Tanzanian land area was under direct 
state control and management, of  which 15 per cent was forest reserves 
(tfap 1989 quoted by Mafwenga 1995, p. 12–13 and annex 1). By 1990, 
more than 540 individual forest reserves had been officially established, 
covering 132 000 square kilometres (sq km). In spite of  this increase in for-
est reserves, problems in the management of  forests intensified during the 
1980s. This was partly related to increased pressures on the forests caused 
by worsening conditions for agriculture and the decrease in financial re-
sources available to support the management of  forests. 

A major change of  policy with potential repercussions for forest man-
agement emerged with the Local Government Act of  1982. This Act es-
tablished the devolution of  power from central to local level, including 
the possibility for villages to enact their own by-laws. It also made the 
Village Assembly the supreme policy-making body of  the village. Such 
by-laws would come into effect after being approved by the full District 
Council. They could also be enacted to assist villages to take control over 
and enforce the management of  natural resources on their land, including 
forests. However, during the 1980s, the lingering dominance of  the state 
did not create a political climate in which villages and district councils 
could effectively use the potential for management from below.

With the development of  the multi-party system during the period 
1992–1995, the Eight Constitutional Amendment, Act. No. 4 was ap-
proved by the government. This Act enabled the introduction of  the 
multi-party system and established electoral laws, which provided the 
legal basis for dividing villages into sub-villages (vitongoji). Many villages 
had grown since their establishment and a need had emerged for sub-divi-
sion in order to bring about improved governance. The legal possibility 
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of  sub-dividing villages also provided an important basis for community-
based forest management. 

The Local Government Reform Programme (lgrp) that was launched 
in 1996 aimed at the district level and not the sub-district level. Village 
institutions were only addressed in a scanty and passing manner in the 
programme, in spite of  its importance for rural development and natural 
resource management (Shivji and Peter 1999, p. 36). However, according 
to Shivji and Peter, there is “a genuine appreciation of  the centrality of  
the village in local governance”. In particular, the Ministry of  Regional 
Administration and Local Government were eager to integrate the levels 
below the district in the wider process of  democratic reform and local 
government (ibid. 37). In their study, Shivji and Peter (1999) attempt to 
recommend ways in which this could be done and specify those laws 
and regulations that would need to be abolished or modified to enhance 
stronger democratic governance at village level.

The Land Acts of  1999 are also of  major importance for the stabil-
ity of  village and rural land tenure. The Village Land Act brings about 
a clarification of  customary land rights as definite granted rights of  oc-
cupancy. It further stipulates a procedure for ways in which customary 
rights of  occupancy can be obtained. Centralisation of  land allocations 
is spelled out, except for allocations made by the Village Council. Village 
land is shielded by various mechanisms and a possibility is provided for 
more gender awareness and representation of  women in land allocation 
committees, including joint village land titles.

As to forestry, a new National Forest Policy was presented in 1998. 
This underlined the devolution of  responsibilities and the sharing of  
benefits from natural resource management between the state and local 
communities. In addition to this emphasis, the private sector’s role in for-
est management is encouraged, for example through the establishment 
of  so-called specialised agencies. The need for local people’s control 
over land and natural resources is underlined in the context of  “partici-
pation and empowerment”. What is interesting to note in the Tanzanian 
Forest Policy, and in particular its sections on community-based natural 
forest management, is how closely they have been informed by the prac-
tical experience on the ground, in particular that of  Duru-Haitemba 
since 1994. 

The next step of  importance for cbfm was the issuing of  the “Com-
munity-Based Forest Management Guidelines” in 2001 by the fbd of  the 
Ministry of  Natural Resources and Tourism. These guidelines spell out 
in detail the steps for initiating and consolidating community-based forest 
management with references to the experience of  Duru-Haitemba. 
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In April 2002, the National Assembly passed the Forest Act. The con-
tent of  this Act as regards cbfm supports the practices on the ground, as 
well as the content of  the 1998 Forest Policy. Overall in the Tanzanian 
cbfm context there is thus a situation in which practice on the ground has 
informed policy and policy has, in turn, been the basis of  the Act. This 
implies that the practices that were initiated in cbfm in the mid-1990s, 
which have hitherto lacked legal backing, have now received it. Still, how-
ever, in late 2004, benefit-sharing mechanisms related to forest manage-
ment were not in place. 

In one part of  central government, i.e. the Forestry and Beekeeping 
Division in the Ministry of  Natural Resources and Tourism, there was 
limited understanding in the 1990s for a participatory approach to restor-
ing forests, in spite of  their continuing degradation throughout the coun-
try (Mtuy, 1992, p. 3–4). Even as late as in 1995, when the Sida-supported 
Regional Forestry Programme in Arusha and Singida Regions wanted to 
inform about the significant improvements of  forests in the regions based 
on the new participatory, community forest approach, the former Direc-
tor of  Forestry appeared unimpressed (Notes from Seminar 24th May 
1995, p. 8, paper by Mtuy read in his absence).

A change of  leadership in the Forest and Beekeeping Division was 
subsequently made in 1996, aligning the Ministry with important devel-
opments on the ground. These had, as indicated above, emerged most 
significantly during 1994.

The role of Swedish assistance to Babati and the forestry sector 

The Swedish government, through Sida, had been one of  the dominant 
supporters of  Tanzania forestry development. As early as in the 1970s, 
Sweden provided support for the creation of  forest plantations for the 
production of  wood for industrial purposes, mainly in order to replace 
the rapid reduction of  resources in natural forests. Since the mid-1970s, 
Sida has also provided support to community forestry and, since 1981, 
this support has been concentrated mainly to semi-arid parts of  Dodoma, 
Singida and Arusha Regions (Swedforest Consulting 1990, p.1). Swedish 
support during the 1980s was also channelled to establish a functioning 
community forestry service in the areas selected for support. Emphasis 
gradually shifted from the creation of  village woodlots to the planting of  
trees around homesteads and in the fields, and agroforestry. 

However, support was also increasingly given to projects that pro-
moted natural re-vegetation as a way to fight erosion and create for-
ests capable of  providing wood and other forest products (Njau and 
Warfvinge, 1988, p. 3–4). Sida’s major support to soil conservation 
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through re-vegetation approaches was initiated as early as in 1973 
through the hado project, i.e. soil protection in Dodoma. Other soil 
conservation measures, including physical structures on farmland and 
the planting of  trees and grass, also formed part of  the programme. 
These activities were, however, not necessarily linked to the areas in 
which Sida supported community forestry. However, these activities 
and other projects provided an important experience for technical 
assistance personnel and Tanzanian project and extension personnel 
(personal communication Rwiza 1999 and 2003, and Westman 2003). 
Most importantly, it led to a realisation of  the limitations of  the com-
mandeering approach, the need to understand better the role that in-
digenous knowledge could play, and the need for more participatory 
engagement by villagers and rural people. 

From the late 1980s onwards, the “protective” forest management 
strategy gradually weakened but elements remained in Swedish assist-
ance even during the first half  of  the 1990s. The Regional Forestry Pro-
gramme that Sida had been supporting in Dodoma, Singida and Arusha 
and which, from the beginning, was concerned with community forestry, 
had a new component added in 1993. This aimed at enhancing the man-
agement of  natural forests. “It was then simply assumed that the intention 
with a natural forest management component within the Regions was to 
establish a number of  forest reserves, the more the better, which were to 
provide, somehow, multiple use benefits for the local communities” (Notes 
from seminar 24th, 1995, p. 9).

The activities indicate that an alternative approach to community for-
estry and soil conservation emerged during the second half  of  the 1980s. 
In 1987 Sida launched a small project in Babati, emphasising commu-
nity forestry, as part of  eight projects in Asia, South America and Africa. 
These projects formed part of  the Sida/fao programme “Forest, Trees 
and People” (ftpp). The mandate of  ftpp was to test innovative methods 
and ideas in small pilot projects and reflect on ways of  spreading and 
scaling up the activities at a later stage. The staff  of  the Babati ftpp, 
both Swedish and Tanzanian, had long experience of  community forestry 
activities and extension in other parts of  Tanzania. This programme was 
also designed to interact closely with neighbouring branches of  commu-
nity forestry and adjacent sectors in the country in question. According 
to Njau and Warfvinge (1988, p. 11), the ftpp in Babati district “gives 
support to community forestry, soil conservation and related fields in a 
commendably innovative manner and also carries out studies in a range 
of  topics, most of  which are concerned with the management of  trees and 
woodlands by villages and peasants”.
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For the ftpp activities, the village, as an institutional legal entity, was 
very important and project activities were introduced to the villages 
through its leadership. Although the programme was under the Com-
munity Forestry Division, Dar es Salaam, it was linked with the Natural 
Resource Division at district level and also reported on its development 
to the District Natural Resources Officer. The District Commissioner at 
that time supported the ftpp activities strongly, but the capacity of  func-
tional officers in the district was weak. This created a space for ftpp to 
use extension staff, including forest staff, at lower levels, for example the 
ward level. In this way, staff  at lower levels acquired important experi-
ence from participating in the ftpp approaches (personal communication 
Rwiza 2003, Westman 2003 and Gerdén 2003). 

From 1990 onwards, however, ftpp was merged into the Babati Land 
Management Programme (lamp). This latter programme had its origin 
in a number of  seminars conducted in Arusha region in 1985–86, organ-
ised by the Swedish-supported Regional Soil Conservation Unit based in 
Nairobi. A search was initiated to locate some pilot projects related to soil 
conservation, and active lobbying from the District Commissioner of  Ba-
bati at that time, Lt. Col. A. Tarimo, led to the selection of  Babati district 
as a location for a pilot project (Orgut, 1995, p. 5 and personal commu-
nication with Lt. Col. Tarimo, January 2003). A rather conventional and 
production-oriented pre-feasibility of  1988 (Ibid.) was soon superseded 
by a joint Tanzanian-Swedish revision mission that proposed the docu-
ment, which came to be the basis for the lamp programme (Swedforest 
Consulting, 1990). 

The experienced team conducting the 1990 study went for a proc-
ess-oriented approach, although it was seen to require more time to gen-
erate results than an output-oriented approach. One of  the reasons for 
the process-oriented approach was the team’s opinion that the “key for 
development of  rural areas is to be found within the villages” (ibid., p. 15). 
One important premise for the whole programme was that: “A mobilisa-
tion by the villagers themselves of  their own resources is a must. Thus, the 
villagers will have to plan and implement development projects, mainly 
with their own resources” (ibid.). At the end of  1990, the ftpp project in 
Babati district was merged into lamp. It was decided that lamp should 
have a district-wide approach. 

Change of approach and attitudes in forest-related development

The commandeering emphasis of  the forest and soil erosion programmes 
of  the 1970s and 1980s necessitated a new approach. Both external and 
Tanzanian project personnel had learnt, from concrete experience, that 
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sustainability in forest and soil management could not be attained through 
directives, force and protection of  resources against the people. As such, 
personal experience from a number of  programmes was important for a 
change in attitudes and approaches. In Babati and other areas, for exam-
ple the hashi programme in Shinyanga, district technical and extension 
staff  at lower levels had been exposed to new and experimental approach-
es that respected local knowledge and worked with villagers in a process 
of  mutual learning. Through my own co-operation in the field with some 
of  these staff, I could experience how, in their relations with villagers, they 
showed respect, listened and discussed without any trace of  arrogance or 
a top-down approach. 

This attitude I also found later at the central level of  forestry admin-
istration in Tanzania, in the Division of  Forest and Beekeeping Develop-
ment. The director himself  clearly underlined that forest management 
could not be undertaken sustainably without the participation and con-
tribution of  the villagers and that the participatory approach had the full 
support of  the central level (interview January 2003, director of  fbd). The 
director of  fbd took up his appointment in 1996 (and remained in his 
position until 2005). Other personnel at central level (interview January 
2003 with the head of  the Catchment Forest and Mangrove Office) por-
trayed the same positive attitude towards participatory and mutual learn-
ing approaches. A few years earlier, the former head of  this office had 
shown a negative attitude towards this approach (Havnevik et al., 2001). 
Thus the change of  attitude towards forest management and, in particu-
lar, the importance of  cbfm, has permeated both important sections of  
the administration of  the district in Babati and central government levels. 
Thus, in the case of  Babati, the aspirations and attitudes at village, district 
and central level go hand in hand to strengthen cbfm.

Similar positive experience as that in Babati has emerged as regards 
community forestry in Kiteto district (Sjöholm and Luono, 2002) and 
agroforestry in Shinyanga region (Havnevik et al., 2000 and Mlenge, 
2002).

Understanding CBFM in Babati District

In this section, I will discuss some of  the elements and perspectives that 
need to be given more emphasis for an understanding of  the dynamics 
of  the forest management programmes in Babati district, both regarding 
Duru-Haitemba and Ufiome.
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The question of resource ownership
Wily et al. (2000) emphasise most strongly the necessity of  ownership of  
the resource as a pre-condition for sustainable management. Kajembe et 
al. tend to argue in the same direction, but seem to be content that the 
group of  proprietors “can exercise clear control over it (the resource)”. 
Ostrom, on the basis of  extensive empirical studies, focuses in her design 
principles more on the form of  organisation of  the users, emphasising 
that self-organisation of  common-pool resources tends to lead to a type 
of  management of  the resources that is most sustainable. The experi-
ence gained from Babati district, which includes two different types of  
forest resource tenure, i.e. village ownership and joint management of  the 
resource, may indicate that it is not full ownership of  the resource that is 
the critical issue. Although a definite assessment may be premature, de-
velopments in Ufiome, compared with Duru-Haitemba, indicate similar 
evolution within both tenure forms. Perhaps the building of  mutual trust 
between district and external personnel and villagers has been more criti-
cal for the outcomes than the ownership of  the resources per se.

This may indicate that Wily et al. and Kajembe et al. place too little 
emphasis on the role of  external actors, district functional staff  and vari-
ous project development staff, in bringing about the new forest paradigm. 
On the basis of  the above findings, these staff  may be said to have been an 
integral part in the development of  the paradigm shift per se. This relates 
partly to the approach and the mutual learning processes they initiated 
in relation to forest management activities prior to the Duru-Haitemba 
process, and partly it is linked to the important role they played in close 
co-operation with villagers in developing the initial management plans 
and by-laws and subsequent support to the governance process. The sup-
port provided by district and central government levels as well as by do-
nors and churches was regarded by villagers as essential for the way in 
which cbfm developed. 

Boundaries and governance systems
Ostrom’s approach emphasises the role and virtue of  groups for self-or-
ganisation in their management of  pool resources. This relates strongly 
to the issue of  clearly defined boundaries and collective choice arrange-
ments, i.e. part of  the governance system. What emerges in the Babati 
context, however, is that the boundaries, the governance system of  the 
management unit and the legal framework supporting it, have to a large 
extent been developed by the state. This state design of  village manage-
ment and governance has been imposed on the traditional systems of  ten-
ure and governance and, in many places, has undermined it. This is what 

Sida Studies 16.indd 184Sida Studies 16.indd   184 2006-02-21 16:37:422006-02-21   16:37:42



185CH 7 • SUCCESSFUL COMMUNITY-BASED FOREST MANAGEMENT IN ...

the Tanzanian villagisation process was all about. In the Tanzanian and 
Babati case, it is therefore not so much an issue of  how groups organise 
according to their own rules and regulations, but how they make use of  
the imposed system, i.e. boundaries, regulations and laws, to bring about 
positive change.

The case of  Babati must thus focus to a much larger extent on the 
continuum of  the local village – central government relationship and at-
tempts should be made to understand its content, structure and dynamics 
and how these are conditioned by external forces and pressures.

Vertical institutional linkages; micro – macro relationships
Both Ostrom and Kajembe et al. emphasise the importance of  the insti-
tutional and organisational space for local and endurable natural resource 
management institutions to emerge and develop. Ostrom points to the 
rights of  appropriators to devise their own institutions and states that this 
is not challenged by external government authorities. She refers to the 
situation where macro regimes that facilitate the efforts of  local groups to 
design their own rules and organisation improve the probability that such 
self-organising groups will come into being. But the scope of  these design 
principles does not embrace the possibility that the macro regime itself  
has the capacity to generate rules that allow for sustainable local manage-
ment of  pool-resources to come about. Ostrom, however, also emphasised 
a design principle related to autonomy: “By nesting each level of  organi-
sation in a larger level, externalities from one group to others can be ad-
dressed in larger organisational settings that have a legitimate role to play 
in relationship to the smaller entities” (Ostrom 1999, p. 17). Neither does 
this expansion – in relation to the realm of  autonomy – create the possibil-
ity that higher level organisation in themselves design the rules. It seems 
that the experience of  Babati cbfm does not fit the opportunity space that 
Ostrom’s design principles relate to. 

Kajembe et al. acknowledge the role of  external players in kick-start-
ing, guiding and facilitating the empowerment process related to cbfm 
in Babati. However, there is no discussion in their analysis of  how the 
boundaries and governance systems have been generated historically from 
above. This would have been necessary in order to make an assessment of  
the Babati case in relation to the analytical breadth of  Ostroms’s design 
principles.

What emerges from the empirical investigation of  cbfm in Babati is 
that not only are boundaries and important aspects of  the local govern-
ance system and rules to a large extent designed by higher level institu-
tions, but that such institutions have also been instrumental, together with 
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villagers, in exploiting this framework for sustainable natural resource 
management. Such support not only comes from higher administrative 
levels, it also comes from external organisations interested in assisting such 
sustainable management.

Rules and enforcement
Both Kajembe et al. and Ostrom’s design principles place an emphasis on 
issues related to congruence, monitoring and graduated sanctions. The 
legal support for cbfm put in place by the Tanzanian state does not, in any 
way, prevent design principles of  this type from being put in place. With 
the support of  district technical officers and the courts, villagers have been 
able, through their own discipline and good leadership, to make use of  
the potential of  the regulatory and legal frameworks in this respect. The 
reason why this has been so successful in many Babati villages may be 
that social capital exists in the area and that people respect and tolerate 
each other. The district is known for its ethnic heterogeneity, which has 
continuously changed. Perhaps this has led to respect and tolerance, for 
the common good of  the people in the area. 

Good leadership seems to be an integral part of  a just system of  rules 
and enforcement governance. The continuity of  good leadership was 
stated to be a critical factor since the benefits of  natural resource man-
agement changes necessarily take time to emerge. There were examples 
among the Duru-Haitemba villages of  long-term tenure in many impor-
tant leadership positions.

It is also important to note that the Tanzanian village governance sys-
tem also consists of  personnel appointed by higher levels, i.e. the district. 
The Village Executive Officer, veo, is paid by the district council to as-
sist the elected village leadership to run village activities. It was found 
that veo:s with experience of  positive forest-based development in some 
villages were transferred to villages that had embarked upon similar ac-
tivities (e.g. the transfer of  the veo from Gallapo to Mutuka and the veo 
from Duru to Mamire). What seemed to threaten the contribution of  the 
veo:s was the consistent lack of  payment of  their salaries by the district 
council. Overall the leadership issue at village level seems to be crucial for 
the future sustainability of  the community-based forest activities.

The pre-conditions for the self-organised natural resource management groups
Another element of  importance for assessing the preconditions and po-
tential for local cbfm is the state of  the socio-economic or broader liveli-
hood context within which the local groups are operating. Ostrom refers 
to this in the discussion of  the characteristics of  resources and attributes. 
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Her discussion, however, is mainly linked to the resource, which is to be 
managed, and not to the livelihood system itself  and its status. She argues 
that one of  the attributes of  the appropriators is that they “must be de-
pendent upon the resource system for a major portion of  their livelihood 
or important activity” (Ostrom 1999, p. 9), and “that there is a scope for 
a feasible improvement of  the resource” (ibid.). 

The second proposition relating to the resource attribute has proved 
to be fulfilled in the case of  Babati cbfm. However, the first attribute re-
lating to appropriators does not imply that Ostrom considers the status 
of  the overall livelihood system as such as an important pre-condition 
for the emergence of  local management processes through self-organis-
ing groups. The question that is important in this respect is whether the 
resource and livelihood system has access to additional resources that can 
act as a buffer to the reduction in resource availability during the early 
phases of  the new natural resource management system. Since the liveli-
hood systems are open, this mechanism can also come about through the 
squeezing out of  activities and/or groups, for instance cattle herders in 
the Ufiome scheme (interview Mamire). 

In spite of  the drought period from 1991 to 1994, there is no indica-
tion that Babati district can be designated a system in severe crisis. On the 
contrary, “In most years, Babati district produces a substantial surplus for 
export to other parts of  the country. The District is regarded as one of  the 
country’s breadbaskets” (Mwalyosi and Mgale, 1987, pp. 9–10 quoted in 
Lindberg, 1996, p. 38 footnote). 

This assessment of  Babati district may imply that the stimulus to change 
in the forest sector came at a time when the socio-economic system was 
not yet in crisis although, as a result of  drought, problems had been ac-
cumulating for some years. This implies that the driving forces for change 
are not of  a Boserupian character, i.e. that endogenous change will come 
about once a system is driven to its limit (Boserup, 1965). In Babati the 
limit had not yet been reached, a surplus was still available, and the major 
driving force seems to have been a combination of  local, village-based 
forces, and higher level administrative capacities that set important parts 
of  the system on a different path. One could say that these driving forces 
in co-operation found a way to utilise the existing institutional framework 
so that sustainable resource use was ensured.

A fuller understanding of  the potential for change based on local em-
powerment, thus needs to be posited in the context of  the whole livelihood 
system of  the area and changes in the micro-macro relations dynamics
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Conclusions

The success of  community-based forest management in Babati district 
does not seem to conform to the seven design principles suggested by Os-
trom. Neither does the issue of  resource ownership, as proposed by Wily et 
al., provide a critical part of  the explanation for developments. Kajembe 
et al. basically focus on whether the seven design principles suggested by 
Ostrom have been fulfilled, without conducting a more in depth analysis 
of  how the boundaries and the governance system were created. 

Based on the above observations and analyses, the Babati case for suc-
cessful community-based management is rather a variant in which central 
level government has designed and imposed the major boundary and gov-
ernance principles of  the system over time. Village members have subse-
quently, and in close co-operation with higher administrative personnel 
and external resource persons, made maximum use of  these underlying 
institutional and governance conditions. This could be done because the 
socio-economic system in which the forest activities unfolded was not yet 
in deep crisis, and could provide the surplus resources required that could 
sustain it through the first period of  resource reduction resulting from the 
new sustainable management system. 

If  the community-based forest management activities can be sus-
tained, they might represent a case that may require a rethinking of  the 
attempts to develop a more generalised theory on sustainable manage-
ment of  common-pool resources. Important issues that need to be further 
considered in this context are the character of  local-central government 
linkages and the role of  the initial status of  the socio-economic or liveli-
hood system. However, the issue may also be raised of  whether theories 
pertaining to an understanding of  the sustainable management of  com-
mon-pool resources can be removed from the broader analysis of  society 
and state-peasant or rural people relations.
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CHAPTER XBY 

This chapter starts with a brief  discussion of  the concept and practice of  
different forms of  decentralization. Colombia and Bolivia are the most 
important examples of  countries in Latin America where decentralization 
reforms were carried out through devolution and underpinned by far-
reaching legislation. In the sections below we focus on Colombia, describ-
ing the social, political and economic framework for decentralization and 
exploring the dynamics and consequences of  the decentralization reform 
in this context. Particular attention is given to poor and marginalized cat-
egories of  people in rural areas.

Decentralization as Concept and Practice

Decentralization could simply be defined as the transfer of  part of  the 
powers of  the central government to regional or local authorities, whereas 
centralization involves the concentration of  powers to the central govern-
ment. Types of  decentralization determined by function include political, 
administrative, fiscal, and market decentralization. These various types 
draw attention to the multidimensional character of  decentralization and 
the need for coordination of  different aspects. There is frequently overlap 
or ambiguity in the definitions of  these aspects or functions but precise 
definitions are less important than the establishment of  a comprehensive 
and coherent approach. Political, administrative, fiscal and market decen-
tralization normally appears in different forms and combinations across 
countries, within countries, and even within sectors.94

A fundamental argument often advanced in favour of  centralization 
is the need for national unity and coordination. For example, certain 

94 What is Decentralization? Decentralization Thematic Theme, World Bank, Washington D.C. 2001. 
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environmental problems frequently require measures and regulations 
that go beyond local and regional levels or even beyond the nation state. 
Similarly, equitable distribution and allocation of  national or public re-
sources and services to peripheral or marginalized regions may require 
central management. Decentralization, in contrast, is viewed as an in-
strument that promotes and broadens the scope for diversity, variation 
and representation. Some economists also justify decentralization on the 
grounds of  allocative efficiency. They argue that decisions on public ex-
penditure that are taken by a level of  government closer and supposedly 
more responsive to a local constituency are more likely to respond better 
to the demand for local services than similar decisions taken by a central 
government.

Both centralized and decentralized forms of  administration co-exist 
in different political systems and what is required is generally to find suit-
able combinations of  the two modes of  political or administrative organi-
zation. Under appropriate conditions, different forms of  decentralization 
can play an important role for enhancing development and broadening 
citizen participation in developing countries. It may help alleviate the 
bottlenecks in decision-making caused by central government planning 
and control of  key economic and social activities and it may increase 
central government officials’ awareness of  and sensitivity to local condi-
tions and needs. 95

Still, decentralization is far from a universal remedy and may involve 
serious disadvantages. Decentralized organizations or functions are not 
always efficient, particularly with regard to standardized and routine serv-
ices. They can result in the loss of  economies of  scale and control over 
scarce financial resources by central government. In addition, weak ad-
ministrative or technical capacity at the local level may have negative ef-
fects on the effectiveness and efficiency of  public activities such as service 
delivery in certain areas of  a country. The outcome of  decentralization 
also depends crucially on power relations and prevailing types of  political 
regimes and forms of  governance. 

For example, in countries where patron-client relationships, corrup-
tion, lack of  transparency and participation are problems at the central 
level, in many instances the situation tends to be even worse in some re-
gions or local areas. If  this is the case, decentralization alone, instead of  
being a solution, becomes part of  and aggravates the problem. 

95 Ibid.
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Types of Decentralization

Administrative decentralization involves the redistribution of  authority, 
responsibility and financial resources for public service provision among 
different levels of  government. It transfers the responsibility for planning, 
financing and management of  public functions from the central govern-
ment to field units of  government agencies, subordinate units or levels of  
government, semi-autonomous public authorities or corporations, or area-
wide, regional or functional authorities. There are three major forms of  
administrative decentralization namely deconcentration, delegation, and 
devolution. Each of  these forms has its own distinguishing characteristics.

Decentralization by deconcentration is the weakest form of  decen-
tralization and involves redistribution of  functions and authority to lower 
levels (regional, local) of  government, generally within an organization or 
authority (ministry, public institution, etc.). The objective is to bring goods 
and services closer to the users while administrative and political control 
or power remains at the central level. Deconcentration may be very lim-
ited, only shifting responsibilities from central government officials in the 
capital city to those working in regions, provinces or districts, or it can 
create a strong field administration or local administrative capacity under 
the supervision of  central government ministries.

Delegation is a more extensive variety whereby central governments 
transfer responsibility for decision-making and administration of  public 
functions to semi-autonomous organizations not entirely controlled by 
the central government, but ultimately accountable to it. Among such 
organizations are public enterprises or corporations, regional develop-
ment corporations, transportation authorities, special service districts or 
special project implementation units. These organizations normally have 
a great deal of  discretion in decision-making and may be exempt from 
constraints on regular civil service personnel or authorized to charge users 
directly for services.

Finally, decentralization by devolution entails the transference of  
power, functions and resources from central level (government) to pub-
licly elected bodies and actors at regional and local levels. Devolution and 
deconcentration are thus different processes where devolution is much 
more far-reaching in terms of  decentralization. Some authors even ques-
tion classifying deconcentration as a form of  decentralization. Devolu-
tion usually transfers responsibilities for services to municipalities that 
elect their own mayors and councils, raise their own revenues, and have 
independent authority to make investment decisions. In a devolved sys-
tem, local governments have clear and legally recognized geographical 
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boundaries over which they exercise authority and within which they per-
form public functions. It is this type of  administrative decentralization 
that underlies most political decentralization.

With respect to natural resource management and the environment, 
the arguments for and benefits of  decentralization as well as the role of  
different levels of  government depend on the function of  decentralization. 
The management and utilization of  natural resources have implications 
for sub-national, national and supra-national territorial units due to the 
diverse costs and benefits associated with how and where they are man-
aged. If, for instance, the function refers to compensation for resources 
where exploitation of  resources by one community can lead to negative 
externalities for another, higher levels of  government (central or interna-
tional) need to be brought in. One example is the rich countries compen-
sating poorer countries for maintaining forest reserves in order to slow 
ozone depletion. 

Another case where the function requires intervention by central 
government would be specific resource management such as rangeland 
management where the minimum unit for sustainable management is 
too large, or the resource users cannot be clearly identified. Most other 
natural resources could probably be managed at a decentralized level. 
Still another function would be the implementation of  an environmental 
strategy where central government would create conditions for large-scale 
adoption of  successful local efforts and facilitate coordination between 
local units. In this case local communities would perform daily resource 
management, levy user charges, enforce compliance and manage finan-
cial resources, etc. 

Decentralization in Colombia

An important point of  departure of  experience of  decentralization in 
Latin America is the centralist tradition that characterizes many Latin 
American states. Noteworthy current exceptions are the federal states of  
Brazil and Mexico. In Colombia, the issue of  centralism or federalism as 
a guiding principle for political organization, government and representa-
tion has been a crucial and controversial political matter in the course of  
various periods of  Colombian history since independence in the 1830s. 
The position held in this political debate and struggle also constituted one 
of  the distinguishing characteristics of  the two traditional political parties 
in the country, the Conservative and Liberal parties. The conservatives 
defended a centralist outlook and the liberals a federal organization of  
the state. On balance and in practice, however, centralism has been the 
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dominating form of  state organization in Colombia, particularly during 
the second part of  the last century.

As a consequence of  the neoliberal Washington Consensus of  the 1980s 
and the ensuing structural adjustment and privatisation programmes im-
posed continent-wide in the same decade, a wave of  decentralization re-
forms swept over a large part of  the continent. Some of  these opened up 
new avenues, arenas and instruments for citizen participation and popular 
participation in politics and reforms but, in practice, the overall results of  
the reforms have been disappointing in terms of  expanding and intensify-
ing citizen participation. One main reason for the unsatisfactory outcome 
was that the reforms failed to consider restraining factors such as prevail-
ing political and economic power structures as well as the character of  
political regimes and forms of  governance. 

The decentralization process and the Constitution of 1991
Limited attempts to decentralize were made in Colombia as early as in the 
1960s by the Lleras Restrepo administration but, on the whole, the gov-
ernment remained highly centralized until the 1990s. Lleras’ reforms as 
well as decentralization efforts made by subsequent administrations only 
involved deconcentration, i.e. decentralization of  functions and authority 
to lower levels within a given institution (e.g. ministry, parastatal). Geo-
graphical, historical and economic factors were in fact more significant as 
causes of  the present economic importance of  some regions and cities or 
their political influence, than any effects of  decentralization policies. The 
most significant advances of  decentralization are relatively recent and oc-
curred in the context of  the “municipalisation” of  rural development that 
is taking place in various Latin American countries.

The current decentralization process started with the decision of  the 
Colombian government to revise the Constitution in 1991. This was the 
decisive moment in a process started in 1986 by the passing of  a decentral-
ization law making local autonomy an important part of  the institutional 
landscape of  the country. Important innovations brought about by the 
new Constitution were that mayors and governors of  departments (prov-
inces) would be elected directly through universal suffrage, and that new 
mechanisms and fora for citizen participation would be created. Overall, 
this decentralization occurred through devolution, i.e. the transference of  
power, functions and resources from the central government to publicly 
elected bodies and actors at the regional or local level.

The objectives and driving forces behind decentralization were two-
fold. One principal influence was the neoliberal economic policy of  the 
1980s, introduced to Colombia partially through the policies of  the Be-
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lisario Betancur (1982–1986) and Virgilio Barco (1986–1990) administra-
tions, and fully by the Cesar Gaviria government (1990–1994) from the 
mid-1980s and onwards. One of  the main objectives of  these policies 
was macroeconomic adjustment, among other things through “privatisa-
tion” of  the economy by reducing the traditional responsibilities and in-
terventions of  the state in public sector activities. From this point of  view, 
decentralization was largely conceived as a means for privatisation and 
reduction of  the size and importance of  the public sector. 

Other theoretical arguments used by international development in-
stitutions maintain that less centralized decision-making would make na-
tional public institutions more effective, and that it would make local gov-
ernments and civil society more competent in the management of  their 
own affairs. As noted above, reality is generally much more complicated 
than the arguments want to admit or can foresee due to their disregard for 
political and economic power structures. The other, opposite or comple-
mentary view held in Colombia, considered decentralization as a means 
to end the two-party monopoly of  political power, increase citizen par-
ticipation and provide the means and forms by which government and 
public institutions could be held accountable for their governance and 
administration. In other words, the vision was to strengthen democracy 
by incorporating the many hitherto excluded categories of  people, social 
forces and movements in the political life of  the nation.

According to this perspective, the new Constitution was intended to 
bring about a process of  transition from formal “representative” democ-
racy towards “participatory” democracy.96 This view was represented by 
a wide variety of  social actors and forces in Colombia ranging from in-
stitutional to insurgent ones. Constitutional reform, decentralization and 
genuine participation were seen as a potential road to institutional renewal 
and legitimacy for the political system. The convergence of  these two ap-
proaches to decentralization created the political space and will enough to 
allow the passing of  the reform. Furthermore, the aggravation of  the inter-
nal armed conflict in the 1980s and the beginning of  the 1990s had the ef-
fect that the new Constitution also came to be considered as an instrument 
to facilitate peace negotiations and the reaching of  a peace accord. 

Constitutional reform, participatory democracy and peace negotiations
One of  the main objectives of  the National Constituent Assembly was 
to create scenarios and juridical instruments whereby peace could be at-

96 Primarily reflected in articles 103 and 106 of  the 1991 Constitution, but also in articles 23 (the right 
to petition), 40 (the right to elect and to be elected) and 74 (the option to access public documents). 
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tained. In fact, article 22 of  the Constitution states that “peace is a right 
and an obligatory duty” and various additional articles were formulated 
containing multiple mechanisms to promote peace by means of  partici-
patory democracy. To understand the reasons for including peace and 
peace-building efforts in the work of  the Constituent Assembly, let us just 
briefly outline the historical roots and causes of  violent political conflicts 
in Colombia.

The two-party system and the internal armed conflicts

Political violence has roots far back in Colombian history and this histori-
cal legacy is often mentioned among the causes of  contemporary violence 
in Colombian society. The Thousand Days War (Guerra de los Mil Días, 
1899–1902) between Liberals and Conservatives, ending with the defeat 
of  the Liberals and the establishment of  a new conservative regime, is an 
early expression of  conflicts, which would persist in subsequent decades. 
The two traditional parties represented the interests of  different sectors of  
the elite, the Liberals those of  the industrial and mercantile bourgeoisie 
and artisans, and the Conservatives those of  the large landowners. 

The dominating landowning and mercantile classes upheld their posi-
tion through family, clientelist and local networks, seeking to avoid the 
threats to their interests posed by free elections which, based on differ-
ent parallel networks, legalized and legitimised the regime and the public 
power. The large landowners, and the mercantile and industrial groups 
that have led the parties over the years have often ignored party differences 
and worked together when their interests and their control of  society have 
been threatened by outside interests or internal crises. The economic, so-
cial and family ties that bind the subgroups and factions of  this power elite 
together also provide a common ground and ample opportunities for co-
operation. This pattern of  common interests, relationships and coopera-
tion has also been a consistent attribute throughout Colombian history.

In the late 1940s, party collaboration broke down and latent political 
and social conflicts erupted into violence as the conservatives attempted 
to consolidate power by means of  authoritarian methods, after almost two 
decades in opposition. The progressively sectarian confrontation between 
the conservative right wing and a leftist liberal mass movement headed by 
Jorge Eliécer Gaitán led to the assassination of  Gaitán (April 9, 1948) and 
subsequently to a period of  extended urban and rural violence between 
conservatives and liberals from the end of  the 1940s until the end of  the 
1950s. Rough estimates indicate that 180 000–200 000 people were killed 
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during the course of  this period.97 Violence receded under a transitional 
military regime (1953–57) and a power-sharing pact, the National Front, 
worked out by the leadership of  the traditional political parties. The Na-
tional Front started in 1958 and lasted until 1974. It reflected a special 
relationship between the traditional parties and a peculiar notion of  po-
litical democracy.

The National Front was a constitutional mechanism to monopolise 
all political and administrative power in the public sphere, and to divide 
it equally between the two traditional parties. It established alternation 
of  presidential power every four years and equal and full representation 
of  both parties (50–50 per cent) in the executive, legislative and judicial 
branches of  government as well as at local and regional levels. Other par-
ties or movements were excluded. The National Front governments could 
maintain relative social and political stability as well as enhance the domi-
nation of  the two-party elite. This was achieved, however, at the expense 
of  closing the roads to genuine democratisation and inclusion, and allow-
ing poverty, and social, gender, ethnic and regional gaps to continue to 
increase. National Front governments met considerable popular opposi-
tion, discontent and mobilisation over the years, but the opportunities to 
establish an opposition within the framework and rules of  the prevailing 
system were severely restricted. As a consequence, some segments of  the 
dissident popular forces resorted to armed struggle. Various guerrilla or-
ganizations were established during this period. 

farc (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) originated as 
a peasant defence movement limited to specific areas during the period 
of  political violence in the 1940s and 1950s. The eln (Ejército de Lib-
eración Nacional) guerrilla organization initiated an armed struggle in 
Magdalena Medio and adjacent areas in 1965. eln was a national lib-
eration movement inspired by the Cuban revolution, with a nationalist, 
anti-imperialist and anti-oligarchic political discourse and programme. 
Originally, eln gave priority to guerrilla struggle in rural areas but, from 
the mid-1970s, this strategy was modified. More importance was now ac-
corded to parallel political organization and work in urban areas. farc is 
currently the most important guerrilla movement, controlling large parts 
of  the Colombian countryside, while eln is in control of  considerably 
smaller areas. A less significant guerrilla movement is the epl (Ejército 
Popular de Liberación), which originated as a Maoist armed movement. 

97 German Guzmán Campos, Orlando Fals Borda, Eduardo Umaña Luna, La Violencia en Co-
lombia, Estudio de un proceso social, Vol.2, Punta de Lanza, Bogotá, 1977, Paul Oquist, Vio-
lence, Conflict and Politics in Colombia, Academic Press, New York, 1980. This was the “clas-
sical” period of  generalized political violence in Colombia referred to as La Violencia.
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In the course of  the 1980s, the conflicts between large landowners, 
industrial capitalists and merchants on the one hand, and the guerrilla 
movements, trade unions and peasants on the other, grew more acute. The 
conflict was aggravated by an increase in the international demand for 
illicit drugs and a subsequent increase in drug production and trafficking, 
which occurred in the same period. Many drug traffickers invested their 
economic surplus in land and extensive cattle-raising and, in the 1980s, 
drug traffickers, large landowners and some regional and local politicians 
promoted the creation of  the first paramilitary groups. Throughout their 
existence, paramilitary and “self-defence” groups have enjoyed the tacit 
support and collaboration of  the Colombian military, including some of  
the highest ranked officials. Even joint military operations have frequently 
been undertaken.98 The remarkable expansion of  paramilitarism in the 
course of  the last decade has been associated with a process of  displace-
ment of  smallholders, land concentration and transformation of  cultivated 
land into extensive livestock operations. The regional paramilitary organi-
zations are now united in a national umbrella organization, auc (Autode-
fensas Unidas de Colombia), and have demonstrated their intentions to 
gain political influence in Colombian representative political bodies.

The increasingly intensive and violent confrontation between the guerril-
las on the one hand and the army and paramilitary forces on the other, with 
the civilian population usually caught in the middle of  the conflict, has led to 
the present situation where the Colombian regions are fragmented into ter-
ritories dominated by one armed group or another. The conflict has focused 
on the struggle for land and control over territories, particularly over periph-
eral, but strategically important, coca and opium poppy producing territo-
ries. The support of  the civilian population for any of  the parties in conflict is 
a prerequisite for territorial control or expansion. The population, therefore, 
constantly remains drawn into the conflict as victims or collaborators.99 It is 
estimated that the internal warfare has displaced 1.5 million people at one 
time or another since 1985. Fifty per cent of  the displacements have occurred 
since 1996, with the number still expected to swell.100 

98 See for example, Human Rights Watch, The “Sixth Division”, Military – Paramilitary Ties 
and U.S. Policy in Colombia, New York, September 2001. “Sixth Division” is a phrase used in 
Colombia to refer to paramilitary groups. Colombia’s Army has five divisions, but many Colom-
bians regard paramilitaries as so fully integrated into the army’s battle strategy, coordinated with 
its soldiers in the field, and linked to government units via intelligence, supplies, radios, weapons, 
cash, and common purpose, that they effectively constitute a sixth division of  the army.

99 As from the mid-1980s the yearly rate of  violent deaths has been about 70 per 100 000 inhabitants.
100 For a comprehensive and detailed documentation of  involuntary displacement in Colombia, see 

Codhes (Consultoría para los Derechos Humanos y el Desplazamiento) and unicef Colombia, 
Un País que Huye, Desplazamiento y violencia en una nación fragmentada, Bogotá, May 1999.

Sida Studies 16.indd 199Sida Studies 16.indd   199 2006-02-21 16:37:442006-02-21   16:37:44



DECENTRALIZATION, INEQUALITY AND INTERNAL CONFLICTS ... • CH 8200

Causes of political violence 

The causes of  political violence are, of  course, manifold but various di-
mensions of  inequality are frequently referred to by those social scientists 
that have analysed the Colombian development process. Key dimensions 
of  the highly visible inequality in Colombia are: unequal access to capi-
tal, land and natural resources; unequal access to political power; and 
unequal access to education, health and employment opportunities. We 
will not enter into a detailed analysis of  these aspects in this paper. A few 
indicators and statistics may suffice to illustrate this line of  argument.

According to recently available data from the National Planning De-
partment,101 about 24 million Colombians (out of  42.3 million) live in rel-
ative poverty on less than 2 usd a day, and 9 million live under conditions 
of  extreme poverty, on less than 1 usd a day. In rural areas the situation is 
even more critical. According to an investigation undertaken by the Co-
lombian Auditor’s office (Contraloría General de la República)102 in 2002, 
82.5 per cent of  the rural population have incomes below the poverty line 
and extreme poverty in rural areas affects 40 per cent, double the national 
average. Land concentration has reached a level where 53 per cent of  the 
arable land is in the hands of  less than 1.08 per cent of  the landowners.

The level of  inequality has thus reached staggering proportions. When 
neoliberal economic policies were introduced in 1990 under the Gaviria 
administration, the most affluent 10 per cent of  the population earned 
40 times more than the poorest 10 per cent. After 10 years of  neoliberal 
economic policies, this gap has increased considerably. In 2002 the afflu-
ent group earns 60 times more than the poorest decile. In the financial 
sector, the 10 largest financial groups control 75 per cent of  the business 
in the sector.

Political clientelism – a key obstacle to decentralization and participation 
One of  the most essential determinants of  the prospects of  decentraliza-
tion and the future stability of  the Colombian social and political system 
is political clientelism, defined as “the private appropriation of  public re-
sources for political objectives.”103 With the modernisation process during 
and after the National Front, the national level party organizations dimin-
ished in importance relative to regional and local levels. The latter gained 
in autonomy and the election campaigns became periodic moments of  

101 Daniel Samper Pizano, Se reventó el “pobrómetro”, El Tiempo, Bogotá, February 13, 2002.
102 El Tiempo, La problemática social que recibe el próximo gobierno, Bogotá, June 15, 2002.
103 Francisco Leal Buitrago, Andrés Dávila L., Clientelismo, El sistema político y su expresión re-

gional, Tercer Mundo Editores, Bogotá, 1994. 
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unification of  national and regional levels of  party organization. Now, 
a seeming and restricted form of  “party discipline” occasionally mani-
fests itself. This primarily happens when weak national party authori-
ties coincide with, or express the interests of, powerful regional leaders. 
Furthermore, it constitutes the new, sporadic and erratic way whereby 
party politics is connected with broader, national political decisions. The 
reproduction of  parties and party politics has descended to the regional 
level. This shift also implies a disconnection from the national political 
problems as well as fragmentation and dispersion caused by the diverse 
regional priorities and realities. 

Earlier forms of  patron-client relationships (e.g. caciquismo, gamon-
alismo, patronazgo, etc.) partly subsist, but modern political clientelism is 
distinguished by the involvement of  the state as supplier of  public funds 
and other resources that are appropriated and utilized by politicians to 
implement and maintain clientelist relations. These politicians have as-
cended through their ability to develop vertical and horizontal networks 
of  relations for the interchange of  a variety of  favours. Clientelist politi-
cians are able to distribute such favours through their access to public re-
sources. Political clientelism has been a key factor in the formation of  the 
“caste” of  regional politicians with national level ambitions called clase 
política.104 The progressive expansion, diversification and modernisation 
of  the state apparatus under the National Front and afterwards involved 
central, departmental and local governments, but also included a huge 
complex of  parastatal agencies, which, in terms of  resources and staff, 
was on a par with the volume of  the rest of  the public sector. This ex-
pansion process resulted in a maze of  administrative relations within the 
state, which progressively institutionalised the disorder while the political 
system became more consolidated. Actually, the formal “disorder” of  the 
state also constitutes a precondition for effective clientelist utilization of  
public resources.105 The limits between legal and illegal use of  economic 
resources became diffuse, and illegal use difficult to detect. 

The expansion of  the payroll of  the state rested on the compulsory bu-
reaucratic parity of  the two traditional parties. Additionally, the two-party 
monopoly on recruitment to the state bureaucracy became a means of  
recruitment and capture of  voters. The clientelist appropriation of  pub-
lic resources extends into virtually all kinds of  activities where the state 

104 Francisco Leal Buitrago, Andrés Dávila L., Clientelismo, El sistema político y su expresión re-
gional,  Tercer Mundo Editores, Bogotá, 1994.

105 Jaime Castro, La cuestión territorial clave de la guerra o de la paz, La Revista, El Especta-
dor, Bogotá, 26 de mayo 2002, Orlando Fals Borda, Feudos y Regiones, un tren en marcha?El 
Tiempo, Bogotá, 14 de noviembre, 2002.
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directly or indirectly intervenes in the allocation of  public resources, be-
cause one or the other of  the two parties tends to function as a mediator 
in this process.106 The weakness of  national party organizations and disci-
pline has caused progressive factional fragmentation of  the respective par-
ties, so these increasingly appear as factions struggling to increase the size 
of  their respective pieces of  public resources. All professional politicians 
who want to position themselves at the forefront in the regional processes 
of  electoral capital accumulation create a party faction. Therefore, any 
decision that entails transference of  public resources comes to depend on 
a deal with a political party, a faction and its leader.

The strength of  the state and its institutions depends on their capacity 
to intervene among opposing social actors to defend public or collective 
interests. The successful fulfilment of  this role tends to fortify the legiti-
macy and authority of  the state. In Colombia, however, this role and this 
source of  legitimacy have been replaced by clientelist mechanisms and 
practices. In this political environment, what should be the normal use 
of  public resources, for social and collective purposes and for the com-
mon good, has been taken over by political factions to the extent that 
these are able to legitimise themselves before the central, departmental 
or municipal government in accordance with the number of  votes they 
obtain and maintain.

The clientelist relations have, above all, operated as a catalyst. On 
the one hand, they have served to maintain the stability of  the formal 
representative democracy, but this has been achieved at the expense of  
neutralizing the possibilities of  politically strengthening the state. This is a 
central aspect of  the often-mentioned weakness and absence of  the state 
in Colombia that, in consequence, should not be understood as referring 
exclusively to the lack of  physical presence of  public institutions and serv-
ices in parts of  the territory. The new clientelist practices, together with 
the traditional exclusion of  broad categories of  people and social forces, 
severely limit the institutional capacity of  the state to mediate in or resolve 
social and political conflicts.

In Colombia clientelism is not just a political factor. Its widespread 
corrosive action derives from the fact that it constitutes the determining 
principle, articulating the whole political system as well as the public in-
stitutions. Clientelist practices, for example, extend through public works 
contracts, public funds and resources for decentralization, regional and 
local development efforts, etc. into the private sector. Also some of  the 

106 Ibid. Francisco Leal Buitrago, Andrés Dávila L., Clientelismo, El sistema político y su expresión 
regional,  Tercer Mundo Editores, Bogotá, 1994.
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profits from the drug trade have been channelled by drug-traffickers into 
clientelist networks in exchange for political and other favours.107

As noted in the beginning of  this section, one of  the objectives of  the 
National Constituent Assembly was to create fora and juridical instru-
ments to support the peace process. The peace facilitating intentions of  
the constituents, however, were definitely undermined by the government 
and military commanders in power at the time. In December 1991, on the 
day of  the election of  the Constituent Assembly, the government launched 
a vast military offensive against Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Co-
lombia, farc, including heavy bombardment of  its stronghold in Casa 
Verde. In this way, any possibilities of  incorporating the major guerrilla 
movements108 into the constitutional reform process were eliminated and 
this has negatively affected the relations between the parties in conflict 
and the prospects of  peace since then.

Eleven years after the approval of  the Constitution, peace continues 
to be very distant while judicial proceedings regarding the articles and 
mechanisms outlined in the Charter still continue in Congress. Article 22 
has been presented to the elected representatives at least five times with-
out having been approved. So, with respect to the prospects of  attaining 
peace through participatory democracy, the constitutional reform is still 
too much of  a document that expresses good intentions, whereas in prac-
tice such ideals and intentions have not had much concrete impact.

Defensoría del Pueblo – a Colombian ombudsman institution for human rights
Before the approval of  the new Charter, the state and some other social 
actors considered social practices and defence of  human rights as forms 
of  opposition or contestation. Such activities were stigmatised as being a 
position close to insurgency. The creation of  the Defensoría del Pueblo 
institution as a consequence of  the constitutional process109 was an im-
portant step toward recognition and legitimisation of  the human rights 
discourse. The main objectives of  the Defensoría are to protect the rights 
of  marginalized and vulnerable categories of  citizens such as involuntarily 
displaced people, female-headed households, ethnic minorities, children 
drawn into the armed conflict, and people who are detained or impris-
oned, and to seek to promote social equality in general. In the present 
Colombian environment, one of  the most important tasks of  the Consti-

107 Daniel Fonseca, Omar Gutiérrez, Anders Rudqvist, Cultivos de uso ilícito en el sur de Bolívar: 
aproximación desde la economía política, Asdi/Sida, undp Colombia, Bogotá, 2005.

108 At this point in time Coordinadora Guerrillera Simón Bolívar represented the major Colombian 
guerrilla movements, including farc, eln and epl. 

109 Article 281 of  the Constitution.
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tution is to provide judicial and legal assistance to people or communities 
that have been victims of  human rights violations, particularly those who 
have limited financial resources. At present, the Constitution only covers 
people who have been accused or are detained. The large number of  peo-
ple who have “disappeared” is still not included in its mandate.

The Defensoría also promotes and disseminates knowledge and 
awareness of  human rights to the public and different institutions. An 
important part of  the work consists of  informing the citizens about their 
rights, and about relevant public and private human rights authorities 
and specialists. The institution has undoubtedly had great significance 
for the dissemination of  knowledge and the monitoring of  observance 
of  human rights. Furthermore, it has approached traditionally resistant 
institutions such as the military and the police, as well as guerrilla and 
paramilitary groups, to convince them of  the importance of  respecting 
human rights. Some of  the Defensoría staff  have even been threatened 
and assassinated as a consequence of  investigating human rights viola-
tions and massacres of  civilians.110

Interventions by the Defensoría have also occurred in favour of  in-
digenous peoples such as the U’wa community of  the Eastern Plains, 
involved in a conflict over territories and natural resources with a tran-
snational oil company, and the Emberá-Katío people of  the Pacific coast, 
suffering from repression and assassinations committed by paramilitary 
groups for similar reasons. On balance, the Defensoría del Pueblo insti-
tution has been one of  the most positive innovations established by the 
Constitution, but it still needs more attention from the government and 
to have its budget increased. At present, the Defensoría lacks active legal 
instruments and depends on the recognition of  the moral authority of  the 
institution. Steps need to be taken to reinforce this authority and possibly 
to equip the institution with coercive powers.

Territorial Reorganisation

One of  the assignments of  the Constitution, which, after more than a 
decade, is still awaiting additional action and approval by the Colom-
bian political system, is the implementation of  territorial reorganization 
(ordenamiento territorial).111 So far the government, political parties and 
regional authorities have failed to push a law on this subject through Con-

110 For example, the assassination in February 2000 of  the former defensor in Cúcuta, who investi-
gated the paramilitary massacre in Gabarra, Department of  Norte de Santander.

111 Article 286.

Sida Studies 16.indd 204Sida Studies 16.indd   204 2006-02-21 16:37:442006-02-21   16:37:44



205CH 8 • DECENTRALIZATION, INEQUALITY AND INTERNAL CONFLICTS ...

gress. The reason for the reorganization was that the existing territorial 
division in Colombia is arbitrary and out of  date. Internal limits within 
and between departments are next to fictitious. This territorial ambiguity 
causes instability of  governance and conflicts, since institutions and au-
thorities do not know the exact limits of  their jurisdiction, which impedes 
them from efficiently exercising their regulatory powers. In such circum-
stances there is no rule of  law and power vacuums emerge, which are in-
creasingly occupied by violent non-state actors.112 Also the financial situa-
tion of  the departments is critical. Of  the 32 departments in the country, 
about 25 are currently in a situation of  financial bankruptcy.

The orienting principles for the territorial reorganization were those 
of  decentralization and autonomy for the new territorial units, and sov-
ereignty for the people through participatory democracy. The main con-
tribution of  the reorganization would be to indicate ways in which new 
socio-geographical and administrative spaces could be constructed or re-
constructed where the free will of  civil society in its capacity as a popular 
power or form of  government could be expressed. In the emerging ter-
ritorial redistribution, the municipality was regarded as the key territorial 
unit for the promotion of  social development.

The process would, if  thoroughly implemented, involve a reorganiza-
tion of  the local, regional and national political power, a redistribution of  
the wealth produced at each level, and the autonomy of  each territorial 
unit in a context of  a unitary national framework. The Colombian in-
digenous peoples were included in this framework through the formation 
of  indigenous territorial units, as well as Afro-Colombian peasant com-
munities through the introduction of  Afro-Colombian riparian territorial 
units.113 More than one million hectares of  land have been titled to Afro-
Colombian communities on the Pacific Coast where most of  Colombia’s 
remaining primary tropical forest is located. 

The 1991 Constitution declares Colombia a “multiethnic and pluricul-
tural nation” recognising the specific identity and cultural heritage of  in-
digenous peoples. With the new constitution, Colombia has moved, at least 

112 Orlando Fals Borda, Miguel Borja, Guía Práctica del Ordenamiento Territorial en Colombia, 
Contribuciones para la Solución de Conflictos, Instituto de Estudios Políticos y Relaciones In-
ternacionales, iepri, Universidad Nacional y Asamblea Permanente de la Sociedad Civil por la 
Paz, Bogotá, 1998.

113 Article 329. For an account of  the development of  the Afro-Colombian movement in the Pacific 
region, see Arturo Escobar, Cultural Politics and Biological Diversity, State, Capital and Social 
Movements in the Pacific Coast of  Colombia, in R.G. Fox, O. Starn (eds.), Between Resistance and 
Revolution: Cultural Politics and Social Protest, Rutgers University Press, New Brunswick, 1997, 
and Peter Wade, The cultural politics of  blackness in Colombia, American Ethnologist 22 (2), 1995. 
For the development of  Afro-Colombian riverine communities on the Atlantic Coast, see Orlando 
Fals Borda, Historia Doble de la Costa, vols.1–2, Carlos Valencia Editores, Bogotá, 1979, 1981. 
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legally and constitutionally, from accepting indigenous peoples and com-
munities as collective owners of  extensions of  ancestral land to the idea of  
indigenous territory. This concept implies, in addition to recognition of  
ownership, the acceptance of  cultural use. In these territories the indige-
nous peoples have the power and right to autonomy with respect to the use 
and development of  the territory, regardless of  whether they own it.114

At present, autonomy is recognised on various levels. The traditional 
indigenous authorities are acknowledged as public entities of  a special 
nature. They remain traditional authorities but now also have a public 
mandate under the law. The new Constitution declares that every com-
munity or people have the right to its own form of  government. Jurisdic-
tion is recognised not just as a customary right that must be accorded, but 
also as a kind of  regulatory or control system that every indigenous people 
is practising and has full autonomy to exercise within its indigenous ter-
ritory. However, the strategically important territorial reorganization has 
still not really taken off, partly due to resistance in Congress.

Nonetheless, political participation has increased considerably at local, 
regional and national levels in spite of  the clientelist practices prevailing at 
elections. The Constitution also revitalised some traditional mechanisms 
of  popular participation in local government, such as the cabildos (tra-
ditional indigenous form of  local government). Further, the direct and 
popular election of  mayors and governors introduced by the new con-
stitution has resulted in the election of  various independent or dissident 
mayors and governors in various cities and departments of  the country. 
Particularly noteworthy is the election of  an indigenous governor in the 
department of  Cauca, where indigenous organization and struggle have 
traditionally been strong. The tutelage or guardianship judicial resource, 
referred to in the next section, has also been a fundamental instrument for 
the protection of  indigenous peoples, leaders and interests in this time of  
internal armed conflict and encroachment on natural resources in indig-
enous and small-scale peasant territories. Also the Constitutional Court 
has been useful in reiterating the fundamental character of  the common 
property rights that distinguish indigenous territories.115

The Constitution only initiated a process toward reorganization that 
should be completed by Congress through passing a law defining the au-
thority and responsibilities at national, regional and local level, as well as 

114 Gladys Jimeno, Indigenous Territories and the Inter-Culturalization of  the State: A Colombian 
Perspective, in D. Iturralde, E. Krotz (eds.), Indigenous Development, Poverty, Democracy and Sus-
tainability, Indigenous Peoples Fund, Inter-American Development Bank, Washington D.C. 1996. 

115 Francisco Rojas Birry, Reflexión sobre la participación política de los indígenas, El Espectador, 
Bogotá, July 13, 2001.
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the concrete formation of  the new territorial entities.116 As noted above, 
this process has failed to achieve any major results. One reason for the 
failure is that the new territorial structure foreseen in the Constitution 
requires a complex and cumbersome juridical and legislative preparation 
process. Another decisive obstacle is that the territorial reorganization 
includes very sensitive political issues. The politicians whose support is 
required to bring the reorganization law through Congress do not easily 
accept the reorganization of  local and national power, and the adjustment 
of  electoral circumscriptions.

Mechanisms for Popular Participation

The decentralization law of  1986 and the constitutional reform law of  
1991 assigned new functions to different levels of  government (depart-
ments and municipalities) in matters relating to consultation and decision-
making, implementation, control and financing. Fora and mechanisms for 
citizen voice and participation were also established,117 such as the legisla-
tive initiative, popular consultation, referendum, open “community hall” 
meetings (cabildo abierto), the tutelage or guardianship judicial resource 
(tutela), the accomplishment action (acción de cumplimiento), and the 
popular action (acción popular).

The purpose of  the guardianship resource is to mobilise the judicial 
system to effectively protect the rights of  citizens against abuses commit-
ted by public officials or private entities that exercise public functions. 
This mechanism would particularly favour poor, vulnerable and mar-
ginalized groups that have traditionally been excluded from the judicial 
system, lacking voice, resources and contacts to defend their legal rights, 
while wealthier groups have been able to make the legal and public sys-
tems work for their benefit. Judges are obliged to resolve such tutelage 
cases within ten days after receiving the request for action made by a 
prejudiced citizen.118 The tutelage resource has been extensively and ef-
fectively used and is considered by Colombian constitutional experts as 
one of  the most significant democratic innovations of  the 1991 Constitu-
tion. The popular action serves a similar purpose as the tutelage but is 
applicable only in cases where guardianship is needed to protect collective 
rights and interests.119

116 Article 288.
117 Articles 103 and 106.
118 article 86.
119 Article 88.
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Efforts were undoubtedly made by the constituents to develop a legal 
and constitutional framework that would permit the transition from for-
mal representative democracy to “participatory democracy”, and to al-
locate to departments and municipalities the extra resources needed for 
the accomplishment of  their new tasks. Yet, these resources have not been 
sufficient, among other things due to the consequences of  political cli-
entelism and the fact that decentralized entities have only had limited 
autonomy in the use of  the resources. In addition, the “clase política”, 
from positions in Congress, has severely constrained the effects of  the 
instruments of  the reform by introducing new, complex and cumbersome 
laws and decrees regulating its implementation.120 

Decentralization and Rural Development

The decentralization process in Colombia, more than in many other 
countries, was oriented towards rural development. In 1987, the munici-
palities were assigned responsibility for essential public services and for 
providing technical assistance to small-scale peasant producers. To per-
form these tasks, the municipalities were required to create Municipal Ag-
ricultural Technical Assistance Units (umata). Due to the last few years of  
economic recession, combined with neoliberal policy measures to reduce 
public expenditure, the resources allocated to technical assistance at mu-
nicipal level have been far from sufficient. Some observers maintain that 
agricultural technical assistance is not really operational and efficient in 
about 90 per cent of  the municipalities.121 

The creation of  Municipal Rural Development Councils (cmdr) was 
approved in 1993 and the councils are formally open to peasant par-
ticipation. Peasant organizations at municipal level, however, as well as 
civil society at large, are weak and fragmented with very limited capacity 
to influence local, regional, and even less national, political issues and 
processes. Most municipalities, as a consequence of  the decentraliza-
tion reform, receive more money than before from central government. 
In 2002 about 40 per cent of  their total receipts were remittances from 
central government.122 Nevertheless, they still live in chronic fiscal crisis, 
are overstaffed relative to fiscal resources, and often influenced by clien-

120 The most conspicuous example in this respect is Law 134 of  1994.
121 Héctor Mondragón, La Organización Campesina en un Ambiente de Terror, in D. Fajardo et 

al, El Campesinado en la Economía y la Sociedad Colombiana 1990–2002, Instituto Latino-
americano de Servicios Legales Alternativos, ilsa, Bogotá, 2002.

122 Jaime Castro, La cuestión territorial clave de la guerra o de la paz, La Revista, El Espectador, 
Bogotá, May 26, 2002.
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telism and corruption. Local governments are often geographically and 
economically marginalized with respect to their departmental adminis-
trations. The departments are often also weak and by and large treat 
peripheral municipalities as second-class constituencies, investing little 
in their development. Most of  the municipalities show weak planning 
and administrative capacity. It therefore comes as no surprise that the 
Municipal Rural Development Councils have not been able to perform 
much more than a decorative function in local rural development.123 The 
formal judicial prerequisites have been fulfilled by the reform, but to 
achieve any development effects much stronger social organization and 
political practice are required.

As a result of  the restructuring of  the Ministry of  Agriculture and Rural 
Development, the deconcentration of  state services was significant, but the 
delegation and devolution of  powers to other social actors in development 
were limited. Unlike what can be observed in other Latin American coun-
tries, the decentralization process in Colombia radically modified the mo-
dalities of  rural development planning, which is now formally a regional 
right and responsibility, with formal authority flowing upward.

Yet, the change did not result in the modification of  national policies 
to take the specific characteristics of  departments into account. Instead, 
the modification of  policies and forms of  coordination were adapted to 
type of  production. Financing and decision-making concerning rural 
infrastructure, for example, are assigned to the national level whereas 
control, monitoring, and evaluation are local level responsibilities. Other 
forms of  coordination exist regarding the major agricultural support 
services, especially in training and extension. The definition of  policy for 
training is a national responsibility but financing is the joint responsibility 
of  the national and local levels. Policy determination for extension is the 
joint responsibility of  departments and municipalities, while the national 
level and municipalities share financing (with the consequences described 
above). The financing and policy for research, credit, inputs and irrigation 
are national level responsibilities.

The configuration of  the roles of  actors in the delivery of  the major 
agricultural services is more balanced than in other Latin American coun-
tries. With the exception of  credit and inputs, for which the dominant ac-
tors are the public sector and the private sector respectively, there are for 
all services two or even three actors that share the dominant role: public 

123 Grupo de investigadores del Instituto de Estudios Rurales, Universidad Javeriana, Instituto de 
Estudios Ambientales y Facultad de Ciencias Económicas, Universidad Nacional y Centro de 
Investigación y Educación Popular, Propuesta de Política Agraria para Colombia, Bogotá, octubre, 
2002 (also available at www.kus.uu.se, Colombia Forum).
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sector and ngo:s for training; these two and producer organizations for 
extension; and the public and private sectors for research and irrigation.

The support policies put into effect (information on the decentrali-
zation process, and training for the new assignments) were much more 
far-reaching in Colombia than in other countries in the region. Specifi-
cally, training programmes on the new assignments were directed towards 
technical services and sub-national jurisdictions and citizens at large. Un-
fortunately, the same extensive effort was not made with regard to support 
for producer organizations.

Conclusions

The major constraint to the progress and deepening of  the decentraliza-
tion process in Colombia is the lack of  strength and capacity of  civil socie-
ty organizations. Also, the absence of  modalities for coordination between 
different levels of  government, and a framework for consultation among 
actors, is one of  the major causes of  the lack of  positive impacts of  decen-
tralization on the different areas of  rural development (e.g. agricultural 
support services, poverty reduction, social and production infrastructure, 
citizen participation, and environmental protection).

To achieve any positive impact, it will be necessary to provide insti-
tutional support for local actors, continuity in policies and, above all, 
considerable strengthening of  grassroots organizations as well as support 
for local democracy. This may give citizens more opportunities to offset 
the persistent local elite capture of  the decentralization process and ben-
efits, not to mention the necessity to counteract the control, influence and 
action of  paramilitary groups and drug traffickers as well as the unre-
strained actions of  the guerrilla movements. To summarise, the principal 
challenges to decentralization and rural development in Colombia are 
the general state of  violence, the weakness or absence of  the state in rural 
areas, and the system of  political clientelism that prevails especially at 
local and regional levels. 
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Country profile

Colombia has an area of 1.2 million km2 and is the fourth- largest and second most popu-

lous country in South America. The capital is Bogotá (over 6 million inhabitants). Other 

major cities are Medellín, Cali, Barranquilla and Cartagena. The geography consists of 

flat coastal areas, three parallel mountain chains, central highlands, and flat eastern 

grasslands with extensive coastlines on the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea. The 

climate is tropical on the coast and eastern plains, and cooler in highlands. The nine 

eastern lowlands departments, constituting about 54 per cent of Colombia’s area, have 

less than 3 per cent of the population and a density of less than one person per km2. 

The principal natural resources are coal, petroleum, natural gas, iron ore, nickel, gold, 

silver, copper, platinum and emeralds.

The republic of Colombia has a presidential system of government. The president 

of the republic, elected by universal suffrage for a non-renewable term of four years, 

is the chief executive. He appoints the government, which has to be approved by the 

Congress. Legislative power is vested in the House of Representatives (163 members) 

and the Senate (102 members). Colombia is divided into 31 departments and a dis-

trict. Governors of departments and mayors of cities and municipalities are elected by 

direct suffrage. Colombia ranks 50 (out of 91 countries) on the international Corruption 

Perception Index.

The population is 42.3 million with an annual growth rate of 1.9 per cent. Literacy 

is 93 per cent in urban and 67 per cent in rural areas. Movement from rural to urban 

areas has been considerable. The urban population increased from 57 per cent of the 

total population in 1951 to about 74 per cent in 2002. 
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CHAPTER XBY 

‘Globalisation’ forms the background to, and is the context of, much of  
what is taking place in the world today. It is the consciousness of  living in 
one world, especially of  operating within a single world economy (Rob-
ertson 1992). Globalisation has been associated with neo-liberal ideas as 
well as with heightened interconnectivity and use of  new information 
and communication technologies, with processes that knit people living 
in different parts of  the globe together. This is a picture of  a world com-
ing closer together. However, the consequences of  these processes may 
be extremely uneven for different people, even those in the same part of  
the world. The economic, social, cultural and political processes of  glo-
balisation operate in a world that is gendered and where the organization 
of  relationships of  power between and among women and men tend to 
privilege men. There are, of  course, several cross-cutting identities such 
as class, age and ethnicity that qualify this. These processes also inform 
the discourse on gender in different parts of  the world, although it is ar-
ticulated differently in specific places. The ways in which this discourse 
is framed in different countries affect the ways in which women organize 
and the space that they have to act in relation to rural development.124

Globalisation can mean different things in different contexts. In this 
chapter, I attempt to make sense of  how various global processes, i.e. those 
that transcend any single place, help to shape state policies, development 
interventions and markets that, in turn, affect spaces for action for women 
and men in specific ways. These processes are changing spaces of  action 
for women, creating and cancelling opportunities. At the same time, they 

124 This paper was written in 2001 and is based on initial theorising on the material from the two 
empirical settings. The views in the paper have been further developed in Seema Arora-Jonsson, 
Unsettling the Order: Gendered Subjects and Grassroots Activism in Two Forest Communities. PhD Disserta-
tion 2005:70, slu, Sweden.

Globalisation, Rurality and Women: 
Some Thoughts on Women’s Organization 
in Sweden and India124

BY SEEMA ARORA-JONSSON CHAPTER 9
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are also reifying spaces of  power by making it more difficult to challenge 
given processes and structures such as the “market”. The perception that 
it is more difficult to challenge certain structures does not mean, however, 
that it is impossible to do so, or that individual and collective agency no 
longer has a role to play. 

The chapter is divided into two main parts. The first part discusses the 
impact that economic globalisation can have on women in different areas 
of  the world. It discusses (sometimes citing examples from either India 
or Sweden) what some authors have written about certain aspects of  glo-
balisation, pointing out the highly gendered implications of  the processes. 
This includes the creation of  local identities and the possible implications 
of  this for women, as well as the importance of  space and time, especially 
when seen from a gender perspective. Following this there is a section that 
examines the making of  a ‘global’ discourse on gender. This discourse 
takes shape in research, dialogue and lobbying between and among wom-
en’s organizations, governments and supranational and national bodies. 
Fragments of  these discourses recur in policies and programmes imple-
mented by different actors in different parts of  the world. 

The second part of  the chapter discusses two instances of  organizing 
by women as ‘women’ in villages in India and Sweden and explores how 
the processes mentioned above may have contributed to shaping the pre-
conditions for their actions as a collective and as individuals. It examines 
their efforts at organizing in the light of  globalisation, i.e. the political and 
economic background in which they operate, and in light of  the ways in 
which the discourse on gender is framed in their particular countries. 

Part I: Economic Globalisation and Gendered Implications

The Politics of Neo-liberalism
Tremendous worldwide restructuring occurred after the 1970s. This pro-
duced a new reality and the following period of  intense integration and 
heightened communication has been called the era of  globalisation. Several 
authors have pointed out the close relationship between the processes of  glo-
balisation and neo-liberal ideology (e.g. Laurie et al., 1999). Global trends or 
arguments supported by neo-liberal assumptions in the North are mirrored 
by similar arguments in the South due to international pressure, especially 
by lending agencies (ibid.: 20). These advocate free trade, liberal policies, 
reduced trade barriers and a redefinition of  the role of  the state, as markets 
are said to be deregulated. This has serious repercussions for women as states 
redefine policies both in the North and South, changing employment condi-
tions and service provision, and affecting people’s livelihoods.
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Neo-liberalism harks back to classical liberalism but differs from clas-
sical liberalism in that both women and men are treated as economic 
actors. This can be seen to have both impoverishing as well as enabling 
effects. Behind neo-liberalism lies a belief  in the importance of  the market 
and the assumption that the market is blind to gender and race. What are, 
in fact, highly gendered social agents or processes are presented “in terms 
of  universal and genderless abstracts such as ‘worker’, ‘entrepreneur’, ‘ef-
ficiency’ and ‘competition’” (Grosz quoted in Brodie, 1994:48). What is 
ignored is the fact that women’s access to markets is limited as compared 
to that of  men. As Palmer (1991) puts it, women’s unpaid work in repro-
duction and family maintenance can be seen as a ‘tax’ that women are 
required to pay before they can engage in income-generating activity. In 
brief, neo-liberalism precludes the need for discriminating policies. It is 
assumed that all sectional, private interests will be met through the mar-
ket. This discourse of  ‘neutrality’ has undermined efforts that show the 
skewed nature of  institutional relations wherein women start from a posi-
tion of  disadvantage. “In the 1980s, budget deficits were pre-eminent as 
the most symbolic macro-policy variable. Through the concerted effort of  
the International Monetary Fund (imf), stabilization policies in the South, 
and neo-liberal policy pressures in the oecd states, expenditure restraint 
rather than revenue-raising measures became the major policy initiative 
for dealing with deficits” (Bakker, 1994:7). This has led to specific conse-
quences for gender relations. In the South, scholars (e.g. Standing, 1989, 
Long, 1996 and Bakker, 1994) have pointed out the negative effects of  
global processes including the ‘feminisation of  labour.’ Others show how, 
in many countries, International Monetary Fund policies to create more 
secure investment opportunities for banks and industries have served to le-
gitimise cutbacks in wages and in state services that result in an increase in 
women’s unpaid work and a decrease in their access to a decent standard 
of  living (Ferree et al., 2000). 

Neo-liberal ideas redraw the line between the private and the public. 
“The current round of  restructuring entails a fundamental redrawing of  
the familiar boundaries between international and national, the state and 
the economy, and the so-called ‘public’ and ‘private.’ This …invites new 
strategic thinking about the boundaries of  the political” (Brodie, 1994:46). 
It has been left mainly to women’s groups to stress the existence, and the 
effects, of  gendered actors and gendered markets, and to point out why 
these are social and not simply personal matters. “Phallocentric discourses 
challenge us to reveal how the supposedly neutral and universal are, in 
fact, inherently gendered, that is, specific representations of  the male ex-
perience. Put differently, the first and necessary step in a feminist analysis 
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of  restructuring is to understand how the dominant discourse of  globali-
zation conceals and excludes gender-specific consequences” (Ibid.: 48). 

Devolving responsibility
Globalisation and neo-liberal ideologies lead to situations wherein more 
and more decisions are taken in places distant from the people concerned. 
Neo-liberalism also increasingly shifts responsibility for survival from the 
State to individuals. Although the consequences may be problematic for 
both men and women, the latter in particular are confronted, within the 
home and community life, with great adjustments as they try to balance 
or cope with their public, domestic and personal roles. 

As the European countryside is successively drawn into the formal 
economy, the ability of  people to lobby for care facilities is diminishing 
in pace with efforts towards the retrenchment of  the welfare state. One 
aspect of  this devolution of  responsibility of  care from the state to the 
market, or to more local contexts, is the way in which it is accompanied by 
increasing stress on individual responsibility. Westholm (1997) and Larner, 
(1998) have challenged the simple notion of  the retreat of  the state in 
New Zealand, a challenge that would seem to be valid for Europe in many 
respects. She claims that the state in New Zealand has not just withdrawn 
policy support but has instituted a whole range of  policies to induce peo-
ple to change their behaviour to conform to free trade and open market 
policies. In other words, rights are replaced by responsibilities, and the 
spaces where individual responsibilities are exercised are local. 

In a similar vein, referring to the South, Long (1996:40, 54) writes, 
“we should not assume that liberalizing and privatizing strategies, spear-
headed by international bodies such as the World Bank and imf, imply the 
end of  interventionist measures undertaken by the State. Indeed, the very 
implementation of  liberalization policies requires a framework of  state 
regulation, resources and legitimacy, and the use of  a persuasive political 
rhetoric aimed at mobilizing people and enrolling them into this new stra-
tegic thinking.” As he sees it, self-regulation constitutes a key objective of  
neo-liberal policies, not so much ‘deregulation’ as is often argued. 

This does not mean that all women are affected in the same way by 
these trends. The structural positioning of  women is fragmented by sever-
al different tendencies. “At the same time as some middle-class women are 
gaining greater access to core parts of  the labour market, however, even 
greater numbers are being drawn into other service occupations which are 
often low-paid, part-time and with poor employment conditions. These 
jobs are sometimes precisely those that sustain the well-paid jobs of  other 
women and men, such as the increasing numbers of  domestic workers in 
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the uk” (Laurie 1999:33). Dimensions of  ethnicity also colour the picture, 
as migrant workers are often relegated to specific types of  jobs with few 
other openings for advancement. One split not mentioned very often is 
the rural/urban divide, i.e. how women’s geographical positioning within 
the same country, in the centre or the peripheral areas, has a significant 
impact on the ways in which globalisation processes affect them. 

Local identities and globalisation
Giddens (1999) writes that globalisation invades local contexts of  action 
but does not destroy them. On the contrary, new forms of  local cultural 
autonomy, and the demand for local cultural identity and self-expression, 
are causally bound up with globalising processes.

Laurie et al. (1999:23) state: “the response to globalisation may be a 
reassertion of  local identifications and a stress upon more bounded no-
tions of  belonging. This defending of  ‘traditional’ or ‘fixed’ cultural val-
ues may have important gendered implications. For example, women are 
frequently seen as bearers of  tradition and culture, and representations of  
femininity often play an important role in the maintenance of  ideals of  
nationhood or cultural belonging. These responses are not simply cultural 
but constitute, in turn, part of  a changing political response to, and en-
gagement with, processes of  globalisation.”

An example of  this may be the folkhögskolor (colleges for popular 
adult education) in Sweden. Women are active in rural development in 
the country. One trend in the countryside has been to revive old meth-
ods of  handicrafts. Local folkhögskolor, for example, offer courses in old 
ways of  preparing animal skins, knitting, metalwork, carpentry etc. which 
have been quite popular. They talk about reviving old crafts as a way of  
reviving the countryside, as a vital part of  rural development. Participants 
in such courses are primarily women. Few men were interested in these 
things although many of  the professions such as metalwork or carpen-
try have traditionally been male-dominated. This seems to be a pattern 
repeated in many such adult education courses offered these days (refer 
Åsenlöf, 1999). Previous ways of  passing on these skills from one genera-
tion to the next are broken and today the way to acquire much of  this 
knowledge is through these courses. This is one way in which activities 
begin to be identified with women in these areas although earlier many 
were formerly male activities. 

The importance of space
An assumption often associated with global processes is that of  the com-
pression of  time and space (Robertson, 1992 and Garsten, 1994), i.e. of  

Sida Studies 16.indd 216Sida Studies 16.indd   216 2006-02-21 16:37:462006-02-21   16:37:46



CH 9 • GLOBALISATION, RURALITY AND WOMEN: SOME THOUGHTS ON ... 217

living in a world that is being drawn together and where space plays a less 
important role. In the opinion of  some people working with rural devel-
opment in Sweden, this is the mindset that dominates the policies of  the 
Swedish state and the eu. In their view, the European Union is promoting 
a union made up of  regions, in which states will diminish in importance, 
and regionalisation is intended to be fast and intentional. Within this re-
gionalisation, thoughts about development are based on an urban logic, 
conceptualising every region with an urban centre. In such a scheme of  
things the rural areas would support the urban centres while urban areas 
may generate employment for them. The specific place where an indi-
vidual is located becomes irrelevant in such a system. 

Politicians and others trying to reinvigorate economic life in the coun-
tryside talk about bringing employment to these areas through new in-
formation and communication techniques, such as broadband. These 
initiatives build on the ‘compression of  space’ thesis wherein it is assumed 
that it is not necessary to be in any special place in order to carry out the 
tasks required by today’s society. One argument has been that such an ap-
proach does not build on the assets and resources that people have in these 
areas, but is in fact an urbanisation of  the rural areas. Researchers have 
also pointed out how regional/urban logic was often taken as the point 
of  departure for national policy and planning in Sweden, thus tending to 
disregard particular spatial differences (Forsberg 1997; Westholm 2003). 

Scholars conceptualising the annihilation of  space, point out how 
space actually matters in very particular ways to the operation of  this ap-
parently global system. The ‘global’ itself  is defined by the spaces in which 
it takes form, i.e. in many ways the global is the local, defined by the par-
ticular place and time in which these processes express themselves. One 
instance of  how global processes are actually shaped by specific places 
becomes clear from a study of  the city of  London by Thrift and Leyshon 
(cited in Laurie et al., 1999:18). Taking the example of  the de-territorial-
ised nature of  the global flows of  the financial markets (the prime exam-
ple of  economic globalisation), they illustrate how even these economic 
global flows are actually shaped by ‘specific’ localised, interpersonal link-
ages. The processes of  global capital circulation are given form by the 
social, institutional and personal processes on the trading floors and urban 
spaces of  the city of  London. “The delinking of  capital from space de-
pends on capital being anchored (perhaps temporarily and selectively) in 
specific local places… A variety of  social interactions and power relations 
are therefore embedded in institutions which mediate global flows.” 

European economies are undergoing harsh restructuring. This has 
often been blamed on governments as they appear helpless in the face of  
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global economic changes. These global flows and relations are felt just as 
keenly by their absence as they are experienced in places where they are 
present. Rural areas in the north of  Sweden are far removed from these 
global centres. The process of  structural change is expressed in cutbacks 
in facilities, especially in the countryside and the sparsely populated areas. 
Facilities that women and men have so far taken for granted in the big 
cities are not a given feature in the Northern Swedish countryside, despite 
a long tradition of  transfer subsidies. Responsibilities in the home, and 
the long distances to medical care and hospitals, schools and day-care 
centres, make life much more difficult to negotiate, especially for women 
as they try to hold down jobs as well as manage the home. Now that 
agriculture and forestry have almost disappeared as major occupations, 
women are not physically at home all the time to ensure the well-being of  
the home, even though the home is still very much their responsibility. Al-
though globalisation has helped change their situation, from farmers and 
caretakers of  animals and the home, to workers in the formal workforce, 
there has not been an accompanying change in the availability of  social 
benefits, or the social policies, that women in the cities can derive from 
these changes. 

Globalisation and time 
Women’s unpaid domestic work creates the ‘free’ labour time, which is the 
central feature of  modern economic systems. The importance of  women’s 
work rests on its temporality rather than its particular form. “The most 
important element in the development of  industrial time and ‘free’ labour 
was that it separated clock time from ‘biological time’, i.e. the time neces-
sary to maintain human physiological and emotional existence. Paid work 
was time-oriented and not task-oriented. While women did paid work-
time in factories, their work in the home still remained within task-ori-
ented, biological time. People needed to be cleaned when they were dirty, 
babies needed to be fed when they were hungry, nursed when they were 
tired. The sick needed treatment when they were in distress or pain. Their 
demands did not cease because it was ‘outside working hours’…. The 
exclusion of  biological time means that economic systems are no longer 
rooted in the physical reality of  human existence” (Mellor 1997:137, 138). 
“Because it is the labour of  ensuring human subsistence, the production 
time of  domestic labour can never be reduced, it can only be shared or 
redistributed” (ibid.: 137). 

Programmes in the South targeted specifically at women and intended 
to strengthen their economic position, such as income generation schemes, 
are often oblivious to the more than full day’s work that women already 
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do. The result is often not a redistribution of  activities and responsibili-
ties but the addition of  new ones. Unpaid domestic labour in the home, 
usually provided by a woman, bears the burden of  the needs of  embodi-
ment that the notional or formal economy is free from (ibid.: 135). Over 
time many of  these activities, especially in the North, have been brought 
into the economic system; however, they are increasingly “dependent on 
the functioning of  the private ‘wealth-creating’ sector as a source of  tax 
revenue” (ibid.: 137).

The discourse on gender
Feminists and others have been instrumental in highlighting the hidden, 
and yet so obvious, gendered inequalities in the processes of  globalisation 
(Brodie, 1994, Laurie 1999 and Yuval-Davis, 1997). The other aspect of  
heightened global connectivity has been the international women’s move-
ment and issues of  gender and feminism that have been discussed in in-
ternational fora, through the exchange of  ideas and so on. “The modern 
re-mobilization and expansion of  the women’s movement can be dated 
from the 1975 un “Decade for Women” declaration and the resultant 
conferences in Mexico City, Copenhagen, Nairobi and Beijing” (Ferree 
et al., 2000). Networking and communication between women’s groups 
and movements have increased greatly since then. There is a great deal 
of  interaction and exchange of  ideas across nations. Besides this, there 
are many autonomous feminist and women’s organizations that exist 
independently of  state support. The women’s movement also includes 
mobilisation within transnational organizations such as the un and other 
international missions. Conferences organized by these organizations and 
others promote dialogue between different groups. Some examples of  the 
organizations founded as a result of  heightened activity after the declara-
tion of  the women’s decade are international agencies such as the Eu-
ropean Council on Women founded in 1981, Arab Women’s Solidarity 
Association founded in 1982, and Development Alternatives with Women 
for a New era (dawn) founded in 1984. A whole range of  discourses on 
gender and feminism is given voice by supranational networks organized 
around newsletters and journals, research organizations and independent 
researchers and ngo:s. All of  this is assisted to a considerable degree by 
the new information technologies. 

The discourse on gender and feminism is varied and often contains con-
flicting ideas but may be regarded as a sign of  an active international wom-
en’s movement (ibid.). Although regional organization is specific in each 
case, these networks and organizational activities have helped to “produce 
a transformation in women’s consciousness in the North and consolidation 
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of  feminism in the South” (ibid.). Most often the contributors (to networks 
etc.) are feminists, although Western ‘feminism’ with its roots in the West 
and ideas about ‘modernity’ has been contested by many in the South. 
Nevertheless, many women and men in the South and the North share a 
political commitment towards changing the status of  women. 

I call these different discourses on gender and feminism ‘global’ since 
their reach is outside the borders of  particular states. They are, however, 
very much local in the sense that they are given shape by the geographical 
spaces where these organizations are situated and the social institutions 
where they find a home for their arguments. The ideas that arise in these 
different places travel widely and are ‘edited’ (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) 
before they are enacted in each respective place. There is, nonetheless, a 
dialogue or conversation around these issues that spans the boundaries of  
each geographical space. “The international women’s movement has had 
a discernable influence on the discourses used and policies adopted about 
gender issues around the world” (Ferree, 1999). This discourse has forced 
governments to take a stand on these issues in one way or another. And 
although there may be a wide gap between policy and its implementation, 
each nation has dealt with it in specific ways as illustrated to some extent 
by the two case studies discussed in the next part of  this chapter. 

Part II: Organizing as ‘Women’ in India and Sweden

This section starts with a description of  the two case studies in forest com-
munities in India and Sweden where ‘personal’ and ‘collective’ effects are 
revealed in the process of  organizing as an all women’s group. The two 
case studies are best seen as individual examples, which are addressed in 
the light of  the discussion of  gender, feminism and rural development in 
the two countries. I do this with reference to some of  the policies related 
to gender in the two countries and the framing of  the official discourse on 
gender. Especially in the case of  India, actors with their base outside the 
country can be seen to wield influence in the field of  gender policies. In 
the following discussion, the intention is to see what conditions or spaces 
are available for women to organize at the two study sites. 

The Personal, Collective and Global
The case material indicates a contradiction in the personal and collective 
that reveals itself  in distinctive patterns in the two countries. Before going 
further, I would like to add a caveat. The following analysis is based on the 
initial stages of  the organization of  the women’s groups and illustrates the 
preconditions for their actions and not what subsequently followed. 
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In both case study villages in east India and northwest Sweden, women 
have chosen to form their own groups in addition to their membership of  
community organizations. Culturally, the two groups are extremely dif-
ferent but they emerged from a somewhat similar background, that of  
the community forestry movement. The women in both places expressed 
dissatisfaction with the functioning and the procedures of  their village or-
ganizations. In particular, they experienced that community organizations 
focussed on issues relating to forest resource management and sustain-
ability to the exclusion of  issues that women themselves found important 
for community sustainability and for themselves as women. The ways in 
which the women organized themselves and the trajectories taken by the 
groups are different, highlighting the differences in context. The fact that 
the political meaning of  a women’s group and its identity cannot be de-
rived from any pre-given concept of  “womanhood” but must evolve, is 
clearly demonstrated. However, as different political actors men, as well 
as women, struggle over how gender is to be understood, gender relations 
are shaping and being shaped in new ways. Although women in both 
places networked, met, took action and reshaped spaces of  power, they 
did so in different ways and with different constraints. 

From interviews and group discussions in the village in the sparsely 
populated region of  northwestern Sweden, it became apparent that the 
women saw themselves as autonomous but they also talked about male 
dominance in the countryside. They saw it entrenched strongly in the 
older men who still dominated much of  the ‘association’ life in Swedish 
villages. However, none of  the women thought of  themselves as being per-
sonally disadvantaged, simply by being a woman. At the personal level, 
they saw themselves as equal to the men in the village and as individuals. 
When it came to forming the women’s group however, there was already a 
certain amount of  other ‘neutral’ committees in the village in which both 
men and women could be involved. 

The women therefore chose informal ways of  organizing, less overtly 
political. Some men regarded the women’s group as unnecessary. At the 
same time, their identity as a member of  a women’s group was uncom-
fortable for some women, at least in the beginning. In fact, at least one 
early meeting was spent discussing how the women could get the men to 
join them in their group. Tensions such as these made it difficult at times 
to articulate a common sense of  purpose for the group, or to make its 
activities and discussions more stable or continuous. 

For the village women in southeastern India, on the other hand, their 
identity as a women’s group was strong. The community forestry network 
and international donors initiated the women’s programme as a way to in-
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volve more women in the organizations. In many villages, women’s activi-
ties were beginning to be organized by the mahila samitis (women’s groups). 
The programme had a woman co-ordinator responsible for helping 
women in different villages to set up a mahila samiti and programme field 
organizers were appointed to maintain everyday contact. These groups 
were organized as savings and credit groups and also as groups that could 
apply for funds from the government’s Development of  Women and Chil-
dren in Rural Areas (dwcra) programme. The purpose was to carry out 
income-generating activities and work together to make snacks etc. to sell 
through their co-operative. 

The results were varied but the programme resulted in some very ac-
tive and vocal groups. It is unlikely that the women were consulted when 
the decision to launch the savings and credit groups was taken. In cer-
tain villages, however, the groups were successful in enabling women to 
organize and carry out activities that developed their collective strength 
and their identity as individuals with rights and effective agency. They 
were able to organize themselves more formally even though others had 
defined the organizational form for them. For example, in interviews the 
women complained that, although the forestry movement was supporting 
the women’s programme and sourced money for them from Oxfam, they 
had no idea of  how the funds were being used. They said that a number 
of  women were taken to a neighbouring state for a couple of  days to look 
at micro-credit programmes. “Where does the money for all of  that come 
from?” they asked. “Where is the money that we have been waiting for, 
for latrines or sewing machines, saplings for a herb garden? The women’s 
groups are never consulted when it comes to planning the programmes. 
We don’t even get any information about any programmes beforehand.” 

Although they were involved in projects designed by others (govern-
ment officials, foreign development agencies, international and local ngo:

s), in several places the village women began to take over the agenda of  
the groups. The various women’s groups from different villages met oc-
casionally to discuss coming together in a larger federation. They encoun-
tered opposition from other villagers, but they continued to meet in large 
numbers and enjoyed a sense of  identity. The forest federation aimed at 
integrating the women, through the mahila samitis, into the forest federa-
tion (not without opposition from many men). However, the women insist-
ed on having their own federation as well. They began to take up specifi-
cally women’s issues such as dowry and violence and also to bring about 
many changes in their own villages. At a personal level, once home from 
meetings, they were still expected to cover their heads and not to speak in 
the presence of  older males in the household: the very women who had 
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fought for their cause with local male money-lenders or official authori-
ties. Their confidence in themselves and their success, in certain instances, 
did lead to changes in household gender relations, but such changes are 
still a long and protracted process. 

Richer social networks and greater mutual dependency made the 
women’s collectivity in India stronger and, at least in the initial stages, 
gave them a stronger voice as a group compared to women in northern 
Sweden. But importantly, global debates on rural development by govern-
ment agencies, ngo:s, and international aid and lending organizations 
helped to provide a context for this action. In Sweden, at a personal level, 
women have greater autonomy with stronger rights both as citizens and 
as women. In contrast, collective organizing around community issues by 
women in the context of  globalisation is comparatively difficult, despite 
the relatively high degree of  personal rights and freedoms that they enjoy. 
Women’s groups in the past have been able to argue successfully for poli-
cies in their favour with the state. However, the ability of  women to push 
at state levels for supportive policies in their own interests as ‘women’ 
seems to be all the more difficult. In India, although at the personal level, 
women do not have the rights and personal freedom that is found in Swe-
den, they have been successful in organizing themselves collectively and 
have been able to take action. 

Gender: Discourse and policy

Sweden

The discourse on gender in terms of  rural development has been less in 
focus in Sweden as compared to India. Due to intensive industrialisation 
in Europe and the concentration of  resources and people in urban areas, 
the discussion in Sweden has centred on different issues. The point of  
departure has been ‘regional’ and not ‘rural’ areas (Westholm 2003). The 
Swedish state has concentrated its attention on urban centres. People have 
been increasingly drawn into the formal economy centred in urban areas. 
In the cities, the debate on gender has focussed on ‘equal opportunities’ 
and the ‘gender neutrality’ of  the politics of  the state (Gustafsson et al., 
1997 and Eduards, 2002). 

One development closely related to globalisation has been the dis-
placement of  manufacturing and agriculture from Sweden and other 
European countries to other parts of  the world. This has had various re-
percussions in Sweden. Employment opportunities for many women have 
been mainly in service and welfare-supporting areas. Hence, efforts to 
reduce the public sector would be more likely to create unemployment 
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and obstacles for them since women more than men depend on the state 
for employment as well as welfare facilities. 

Gender mainstreaming has been an important official strategy con-
sciously adopted by the Swedish state (2001). Ändrad Ördning, a report by 
the governmental working group for methods development in the work 
with equality (Ibid.), states that the action plan and the declaration on 
mainstreaming from the Women’s Conference in Beijing in 1995 was the 
result of  a Swedish initiative and was similar to the strategy that had been 
accepted in Sweden. Yet much of  the debate on gender mainstreaming 
in Sweden has also come from Sweden’s involvement in development co-
operation. “Gender mainstreaming has not been invented in Sweden and 
the reasons that the forms for working with questions of  equality have 
changed are not only based on Swedish experience. In Sweden, we share 
experience with people and organizations in other countries, most of  all 
with those who work with international development cooperation”(ibid.: 
15). The report further states that, although Sweden adopted the strategy 
in 1994, the international agreements and activities that followed in its 
wake have had a great impact on work with gender mainstreaming in 
Sweden(ibid., 21).

“Contemporary mainstream researchers, decision-makers and jour-
nalists often describe the transformation of  Sweden following the intro-
duction of  general suffrage as having created a society which is both 
more egalitarian and more women-friendly than most others. Public 
policies aim at making it possible to achieve gender neutrality defined as 
equal opportunities for women and men in the labour market, the family 
and political life” (Gustafsson, 1997: 42). For example, at an inter-parlia-
mentary conference “Towards Partnership Between Men and Women in 
Politics” in New Delhi (1997), Birgitta Dahl, at that time the Speaker of  
the Swedish parliament, stated that, with a 44% share in representation 
in the Swedish Parliament, women’s participation in the political proc-
esses is accepted as very much a normal activity (Joseph, 1997: 24). With 
equal opportunities the assumption underlying this statement was that at 
some time in the future, ‘every other politician would be a woman.’ Al-
though women do participate more in the political processes of  the state, 
feminist political scientists believe that the “political order in Sweden is 
an expression of  a comprehensive gendered power order or more pre-
cisely a male or patriarchal order i.e. with a bias towards male interests” 
(Gustafsson et al., 1999). 

“In the Swedish gender equality model, the focal point has been the 
care sector; equality initiatives have sought to increase women’s participa-
tion in paid work through family policies …The gender neutral framing 
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of  gender equality in policy and law… expects husbands and wives to be 
equal participants in work and family life” (Hobson, 2000: 103). Although 
few policy initiatives sought to disturb or influence the division of  paid 
and unpaid work in the family, officially men and women have the same 
opportunities, employment guarantees, and access to resources. “Various 
policies that protected part-time workers suggest that there was an as-
sumption that women would take the lion’s share of  the care work as well 
as become the employees in the paid care sector” (Johansson, quoted in 
Hobson, 2000:103).

According to Mieke Verloo, chairman of  the eu’s expert group on 
gender mainstreaming: “Gender mainstreaming was a way of  marking 
the distance from a focus on women as a problem group – or from men’s 
malevolence towards women, for that matter” (Ds 2001). Although 
mainstreaming implies taking into account the inherent gendering of  
the system, sometimes in the process women as a group have tended 
to disappear. In the quest to emphasize equality/equal opportunities, 
disadvantages faced by women because of  the system’s male bias have 
been overlooked. 

One feminist argument is that this emphasis on equality or equal 
worth has emerged as men have shifted attention from the real problem, 
that of  discrimination against women (Friberg, 1989). Others argue that, 
on the one hand, while Sweden is adopting a more progressive legislature 
in terms of  equality, the gap in wages between men and women is in-
creasing, violence against women is common, and so on. And women as 
women find it more difficult to make claims on the state. 

In Sweden, several women’s groups have come into being in the rural 
areas. However, articulating their identity as women has been difficult. 
According to Rönnblom (1997: 113), the women’s projects that she studied 
in the north of  Sweden tried to avoid confronting the political order by 
not emphasising separate organization. In an effort to make the project 
less threatening, the project leader even changed the name of  the group 
to include that of  the municipality although, in practice, the women’s 
projects are organized for and by women. Most women in Sweden have 
employment outside the home. This leaves them with little time for tradi-
tional forms of  socialising and organizing. While in most rural areas men 
still have their hunting teams and groups, many women’s organizations 
such as “sewing circles,” have more or less disappeared (Bull, 1995) or 
become irrelevant for women’s employment spaces and tasks. 

In many places women are looking for other ways to organize, driven 
in part by the belief  in the need to compensate for lost spaces as ear-
lier ways of  socialising and working together are continually changing. In 
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many cases, this has resulted in participation by women in community and 
neighbourhood action committees. Women’s claims over community and 
neighbourhood space may also generate tensions as observed in the study 
sites. The need to organize as ‘women’ in a society where everyone, theo-
retically, has the same opportunities was questioned in the Swedish village, 
making it more difficult for them to openly take a stand as ‘women’. This 
is also true of  other places in Sweden where women’s communal activi-
ties often manifest themselves in a preference for the informal, the overtly 
apolitical (refer Bull, 1995 and Rönnblom, 1997). 

India

Countries in the South such as India still have the majority of  their popu-
lations in the rural areas. From the 1950s onwards, government inter-
ventions in India, as well as interventions by international organizations, 
have revolved around the poles of  rural development and industrializa-
tion. From the 1970s, gender issues in development have been discussed 
intensively and feminists, women’s organizations, ngo:s and development 
workers have been actively involved in these debates. Although there are 
some who claim that ‘gender’ issues are once again becoming invisible in 
the new global world (e.g. Parpart, 2000), a gender component remains 
an almost essential part of  most development programmes. 

One outgrowth of  the expansion of  international feminist networks 
has been the possibility of  feminist influence on where and how various 
forms of  development assistance are channelled. In the developing na-
tions of  the South, such resource sharing usually goes under the head-
ing of  ‘capacity building’ (Ferree, 1999). This is often accompanied by 
gender sensitising programmes for government officials and ‘empower-
ment training’.

The rhetoric on democracy and the forms for attaining equality in 
India are often couched in terms of  gender differences. For example, 
addressing the Inter-parliamentary conference referred to earlier in the 
chapter, Dr. Ahmed Fathy Sorour, President of  the Interparliamentary 
Council, was quoted as saying, “democracy is enriched by differences: it 
is even based on differences. Therefore, when we try to enhance women’s 
contribution to political life, we have to bear in mind that some differences 
between men and women are useful. …In other words, equality does not 
mean similarity, and the essence of  partnership is to find a formula based 
on harmonious equilibrium” (quoted in Joseph, 1997: 18). This empha-
sis on differences for harmony does not necessarily challenge the patriar-
chal nature of  the state. The patriarchal nature of  the state is much more 
tangible in India than in Sweden. “The family idiom is longstanding in 
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Indian politics. Nepotism is not just a dominant practice, it is normal-
ized behaviour, since kin-based patronage networks form the bedrock of  
politics. Such networks are usually pressed for male relatives-almost all 
the sons of  political leaders inherit some of  their fathers’ political capital” 
(Sen, 2000:50). This stress on gender differences may, in some cases, be 
empowering but it also contains an inherent contradiction as it could lead 
to a situation where women are frozen into a separate group, a separate 
category that many feminists have been trying to free themselves from. 

The emphasis assigned in the policies of  the government and the de-
velopment agencies in respect of  the need for a gender component in 
development programmes has served to identify women as a special group 
in much developmental activity. The study in India shows that women’s 
encounters with global processes came in the shape of  programmes and 
agendas set for them by a melange of  government policies, international 
development agencies and ngo:s. Development agencies in the North 
often demand a gender perspective or gender component in their pro-
grammes. Although the validity and effects vary, they often succeed in 
treating women as a special category (for better or for worse). This, among 
other things, gave the women in the case study site in India a certain 
amount of  legitimacy to organize as ‘women’; at least in the beginning, 
as long as they worked towards village affairs and did not challenge the 
status quo.

In the Indian case, women’s roles are more clearly defined compared 
to Sweden. Although the notion of  women’s work varies even among the 
villages, it is more gender segregated. This together with the women’s 
‘programme’ defined for them (not always by them, and sometimes con-
tested by the women themselves) a space that seems more elusive in the 
rhetoric and practice in Sweden. 

Studying the groups side by side
In both Sweden and India, the need for a women’s group was questioned 
by others in the village, albeit for different reasons. In Sweden, it was 
questioned whether there was a need for a women’s group in an ‘equal’ 
society and in India because some felt the men’s organizations were capa-
ble of  taking decisions for women as well. In each case, women’s efforts to 
reshape spaces reveal the presence of  a gender order in society. Hirdman 
(1990) argues that it is when women step into men’s territories (in these 
two cases exemplified by attempting to define community projects and 
to have a say in decisions over the budgets) that the gender power order 
becomes apparent. It is this transgression of  boundaries which reveals the 
power relationship between men and women. Feminists have worked to 
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show the underlying assumptions of  Swedish politics and their inherent 
male bias. In India this can be seen more tangibly and is thus sometimes 
easier to pin down. 

Greater communication and more exchanges of  ideas have made 
possible new alliances but the global narrative, based on the premise of  
gender neutrality, can also make collective action by women on specific 
local issues in the rural areas more difficult. The rhetoric of  neutrality sur-
rounding neo-liberal ideas and the ‘retrenchment’ of  the welfare state in 
Sweden have made the context for mobilization weaker. The devolution 
of  responsibility, discussed above, is usually not accompanied by a transfer 
of  rights to resources, either local or external, to a rural community and 
local activities. 

The legitimacy of  a ‘woman’s group’ in the case study site in India 
gave them a space to act within. Women and men drew on discourses on 
gender and development. To some extent some aspects provided a frame-
work that helped the groups to make the space for women to organize. 
At least initially, this was an advantage although it tended to standardise 
the forms of  organization considered legitimate and authentic. Once the 
women started stretching the boundaries of  the space defined for them 
and questioning their place in development initiatives, tensions began to 
rise. In the case study village in Sweden, the women experienced greater 
uncertainty as regards their identity as a women’s group as the gender 
power order has been less tangible in some ways. At the same time, they 
had more freedom than in India to explore different forms of  organizing. 

Much like the women in Sweden, the women in India thus have to 
tread a delicate line between the permissible and the non-permissible, 
making use of  different strategies and opportunities at different times to 
fulfil their aims. The successful groups in India, for example, always went 
to lengths to show that their work had been successful thanks to their 
co-operation with the men. They were also reluctant to overtly challenge 
given roles. 

Strategies undertaken by women in order to attain their aims are thus 
important. It is necessary to theorise not only the separate social inter-
ests that women’s groups may have but also the deep interdependencies 
between men and women, which are vital for understanding gender rela-
tions. For instance, it was their access to the forest federation that enabled 
many women’s groups in the Indian case to organize themselves in the 
first place and, through the donor-funded programme, to link up with 
other women’s groups. Similarly in Sweden, many of  the projects pushed 
by the women could be carried out because of  the support of  men and 
women in the village. The women’s ‘ambivalence’ to openly challenging 
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the system may be understood as that of  ‘tempered radicals’ working from 
the margins of  the system. They may be called ‘radicals’ because they 
challenge the status quo (in this case through their organizing as women), 
as people who do not fit in perfectly, but at the same time seek modera-
tion. Steering a course between assimilation and separatism is a central 
feature and defining issue for the tempered radical (Meyerson and Scully, 
1995). Women in both places have often chosen to work from the margins 
of  the system, seeing the ‘margins as a space of  resistance and radical 
openness and not merely ‘marginality’ (Hooks, 1990).

Conclusion

In recent times, globalisation has become increasingly associated with a 
particular ideological agenda, that of  neo-liberalism. Some of  the main 
shifts promoted by the neo-liberal paradigm are towards privatisation, 
stressing commercial activities and cut-backs in the public sector. The ‘re-
trenchment of  the state’ is a common theme in neo-liberalism, especially 
with regard to the countries in the North. More recently, countries in the 
South have adopted these agendas, in several cases prompted by struc-
tural adjustment packages promoted by international lending agencies. 
Often the state can be seen to be colluding actively in such policies and 
actually making decisions that keep them in place, thus devolving greater 
responsibility to individuals, and specifically, to women. 

Processes driven by these ideologies have specific gendered effects in 
both Sweden and India as well as on women’s efforts to make space for 
action. In the case study areas in India, a whole discourse on ‘women and 
development’, or more recently ‘gender and development’, provided the 
context for building up an all women group. Greater interdependency 
between people in everyday life and networks contributed to ease the or-
ganizing in the initial phase. The fact that there was a programme aimed 
specifically at women (however tame it may have been – tailoring etc.) 
gave the women a certain legitimacy to organize and helped build up an 
identity as a women’s group. This made collective action permissible. In 
this case, contact with global processes and narratives provided a space for 
the women in India. 

Ironically, it is processes associated with globalisation that made or-
ganizing as a women’s group difficult for women in Sweden. Increasing 
urbanisation has drawn in more women into service and other profes-
sions, making the distinction between rural and urban more diffuse. The 
cornerstone of  policies promoted by neo-liberal regimes is its basis in ur-
banisation, but also in its ‘neutrality’ where women and men are seen 
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as ‘individuals’. This ignores the sometimes extremely different circum-
stances of  different social groups or the gender power order in society. It 
also makes it harder for women’s groups to challenge certain structures, 
because they are already couched in neutral or equal terms. 

Nevertheless, women in both places have organized themselves despite 
their different opportunities and situations. Although their organizing has 
been sporadic and more diffuse in Sweden, women organizing as women 
on the basis of  their gender is regarded as a challenge to the prevailing 
system that prefers to present people as without gender (cf. Eduards, 1992 
and Young, 1990). “Women’s collective actions have a value in themselves, 
as a liberating identity shaping, empowering process…Through collective 
action, regardless of  measurable outcomes, women cease to be political 
objects and become agents…” (Eduards, 1992:96). 

How these groups take form in the presence of  different constraints is 
a question for ongoing research. They have adopted different strategies in 
their efforts to overcome their gendered disadvantages. They have sought 
not to be part of  the mainstream but, simply by their organizing, challenge 
the system from the outside. At the same time, they have also highlighted 
the interdependencies between men and women, and often ‘tempered’ their 
radicalism, using different strategies at different times, making their own de-
cisions on when to conform and when to challenge the system. 
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Local activities are influenced, and sometimes even determined, by re-
mote events and agencies. Institutions and groups of  all kinds, including 
the state and community groups, do not disappear as a result of  globali-
sation; but they do tend to become reorganised and reshaped. Fruitful 
theoretical attempts towards understanding community development 
and institutional change in relation to globalisation are found today in 
sociology. However, generally sociological work in this regard has tended 
to concentrate upon social movements, but self-help groups may, in my 
judgement, become more interesting and influential in some respects, 
particularly when analysing institutional changes in the space between 
communities and formal institutional arrangements. In this field, self-
organising community groups may set society in motion towards an in-
stitutional re-organisation. Moreover, institutions for local governance 
are interesting and central because they seem to combine the capacity 
of  people to be citizens within territorial boundaries while, at the same 
time, sharing everyday life exchange within a general feeling of  together-
ness. Local governance arrangements of  natural resources are sometimes 
referred to in the literature in connection with management of  common 
property arrangements; where natural resources are managed and/or 
owned by a group of  people either formally or informally. I here prefer 
the terminology local governance arrangement since it opens up for a variety 
of  governance arrangements between the government, the market and 
local community groups.

This chapter concentrates on issues related to the changing dynamics 
of  institutions governing natural resources in the course of  globalisation. 
It looks into issues related to identity politics and examines the ongoing 
institutional re-organisation that seems to have emerged in the natural 
resource sector over the last two decades. The chapter starts with a brief  

Formation of Local Governance 
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overview of  changing conditions for local governance of  natural resources 
in the course of  globalisation. In part three, the paper deals with changing 
institutional frameworks for natural resource management in a Swedish 
context, drawing on experience gained from three cases in the northern 
part of  Sweden. In part four, some of  the forces behind the emergence 
of  local governance arrangements in the course of  globalisation processes 
are examined. Finally some key findings are summarised and five trends 
that seem to emerge in state-community relations in the light of  globalisa-
tion are presented. 

Changing Conditions for Community-based Natural Resource 
Management Institutions 

The pursuit of  increased productivity and the conservation of  natural 
resources in the course of  rural modernization and globalization125 have 
produced benefits in terms of  improved food and timber production 
and some improvements in resource conservation over the years. These 
improvements look promising at a first glance but, besides the winners, 
there have been losers as well. For instance, the policies designed to attain 
higher efficiency in agriculture and forestry have considerably reduced 
the numbers of  people engaged in agriculture and forestry. Rural cultures 
have been put under pressure, as more and more people migrate in search 
of  work. Local management systems and institutions, once strong, have 
been overtaken by the state and private companies, or have simply faded 
away over time. 

This institutional transformation has taken place – and is taking place 
– in both the South and the North, and it seems to have resulted in less 
ability for rural communities and individuals to influence the management 
of  adjacent natural resources. In some contexts, the weakening of  local 
institutions has also provoked natural resource degradation. For instance, 
in India, the weakening of  local management systems has been a critical 
factor behind the over-exploitation of  natural resources (Jodha, 1990). 

Alongside the erosion of  the environment, a process of  globalisation and 
homogenisation of  culture is also emerging. Through the new information 
technology, people across the globe are increasingly exposed to values of  
other cultures. This cultural globalisation may in many cases have replaced 

125 Globalisation can be defined as a process that denotes the expanding scale, growing magnitude, 
speeding up and deepening impact of  interregional flows and patterns of  social interaction. It 
refers to a shift or transformation in the scale of  human social organisation that links distant 
communities and expands the reach of  power relations across the world’s major regions and 
continents. (Held and McGrew, 2000: 4) 
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the nation state as the main producer and distributor of  cultural globalisa-
tion. Companies, not countries, are increasingly the driving forces behind 
cultural globalisation and homogenisation (Mooney, 1999). 

Moreover, cultural globalisation is coinciding with the depletion of  
“indigenous” cultures and the erosion of  languages. In the beginning of  
the 20th century, the world had an estimated 10 000 languages; today 
approximately 6 700 languages remain (Mooney, 1999). This erosion of  
cultures and languages also represents a threat to our collective knowledge 
of, for example, ways of treating diseases and of  managing ecosystems. 
For instance, the reciprocal dependency between culture and nature that 
has historically shaped local rules for conserving ecosystems seems to have 
weakened as cultures, once strong, have faded alongside the processes of  
globalisation. Some of  these cultural rules and traditions still exist, while 
others have just simply disappeared. This cultural evacuation reflects a 
shift in power transition from local to state and private institutional ar-
rangements.

However, this process of  power transition from local to state and pri-
vate (modern) institutional set-ups is not without exceptions. Parallel with 
an extended spread of  modern institutions, universalised via globalizing 
processes, there are processes of  intentional change, which, according to 
Giddens (1994), can be referred to as radicalisation of  modernity, which 
break up the premises and contours of  industrial society and open up the 
path to another modernity. These processes can, for instance, be observed 
through the proliferation and de-traditionalisation of  institutions.

During the 1990s, a reawakening and reshaping of  local institutions 
have been reported in countries such as Nepal, Mexico, Scotland, India etc. 

Some of  the characteristics of  such institutions are that they are based on 
collective action and the demand for self-determination and a higher de-
gree of  self-reliance. Some of  these “new” groups also cut across the tradi-
tional structures of  state sovereignty (such as Basques, Chiapas, Laplanders 
etc) and are challenging governments and demanding access to the formal 
governance system. Many of  these evolving institutions are also sometimes 
“tied up” with the responsibility of  managing natural resources.

This process seems to coincide with the expansion of  large scale com-
mercial activities, processes in which, for example, forest companies shift 
their investments in forest activities to other places in the world when 
faced with complicated infrastructure, regulations and increasing costs 
that diminish returns on effort (economies of  scale). Some communities 
however may prosper in this vacuum, by redefining their relationship to 
the resource base, through the emergence of  a new, more elaborate level 
of  organisation. Moreover, environmental degradation has also forced 
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many local communities around the world to find new technologies and 
ways of  managing natural resources in a more sustainable way. 

Some of  the local governance arrangements have also emerged in re-
sponse to state interventions, for example in Tanzania and India the first 
local governance arrangements of  natural resources seem to have been 
provoked by attempts made by State authorities to preserve natural re-
sources through the establishment of  nature reserves (refer also chapter 
8). One might also hypothesise that democratisation and political plural-
ity in some countries have made it possible for rural communities to seize 
control over surrounding natural resources. Overall, the development of  
local governance arrangements of  natural resources seems to emerge in 
response to both threats and opportunities connected with the process of  
globalisation.

Over the past two decades, national governments in many countries 
in the world have begun to decentralise policies, decision-making and 
management practices in respect of  natural resources. Trends towards 
decentralising seem to have become especially strong in many developing 
countries and a study by White and Martin (2000) estimates that twenty 
two per cent of  the forests in many developing countries are either owned 
or managed by indigenous people or forest-dependent communities. This 
estimated figure is three times the forest area that is under the control of  
private individuals and forest companies (ibid). Some of  these govern-
ments have also developed local plans and programmes and guidelines, 
which articulate the rights of  indigenous and natural resource-dependent 
communities to manage and benefit from surrounding natural resources. 

According to Pretty and Ward (1999), approximately 324 000–387 
000 new groups, with 9.9–13.8 million participants, emerged in the natu-
ral resource management sector during the 1990s – mostly in developing 
countries. In Sweden there are more than 4 000 village groups, which in 
turn are organised in a network Hela Sverige Ska Leva (The Whole of  Swe-
den Shall Live). According to Herlitz (2000), the village self-help groups 
can be viewed as a protest movement that has emerged in response to the 
depopulation and de-mobilisation of  rural areas during recent decades 
in Sweden. As a consequence, people have organised themselves in order 
to take over some of  the tasks, which were previously the responsibility 
of  the state. These village groups have evolved continuously over the last 
few decades. The most successful village self-help groups increasingly act 
as unofficial municipalities, similar to those that existed before the era of  
municipality mergers during the last century in Sweden (ibid).

Some of  these “new” groups are challenging governments and are 
demanding access to the formal governance system. Eventually, they may 
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claim their right to participate in the formal decision-making process and 
thereby challenge the present institutional order. However, the establish-
ment of  new local institutions does not guarantee sustainable rural devel-
opment from below. Some will succeed, while others will fail, depending 
on policy frameworks, social capital, ability to handle conflicts etc. 

Changing Conditions for Increased Self-governance over Natural 
Resources in Rural Sweden

Several processes of  change have taken place in Sweden which have a 
bearing on the constraints and possibilities for local governance of  natural 
resources. The following section presents a brief  historical overview of  
institutional development and policy shifts in the natural resource sector 
in Sweden. The section further reviews three initiatives in which processes 
of  local governance are being initiated. 

In Sweden, the space for rural development from below seems to be 
constrained through the institutional framework related to the natural 
resource sector. Governance over natural resources, particularly in the 
northern part of  Sweden, is highly political and has developed under a 
highly centralised state controlled model (Sandberg, 2001). The Swedish 
government plays a dominant role when it comes to the management of  
natural resources, in its roles as landowner and legislator. This has been 
manifested through a number of  property and land management laws, 
which have regulated the use of  natural resources over the years. Moreo-
ver, some of  the institutions responsible for the governance of  natural 
resources seem to have accountability problems. Many villages (communi-
ties) seem to have little confidence in the state authorities and vice versa, 
which can partly be explained by the controversial Swedish tenure history, 
and also by the fact that many natural resources have been heavily ex-
ploited over the years (Isaksson, 2001).

Changing Policy Frameworks
The Swedish Government is gradually changing its view of  nature con-
servation, for example the newly launched policy on nature conservation 
(En samlad naturvårdspolitik, sou 2001/2002:173) emphasises the need for 
increased local participation. The policy further underlines the connec-
tion between nature conservation activities as important prerequisites for 
local economic development in rural areas. 

In the view of  the government there is a connection between local and regional development 

and nature conservation…. Conservation of  natural resources can support/contribute to 
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rural development through the utilisation of  valuable nature resource areas for small-scale 

business activities, e.g. tourism, and in that way directly or indirectly contribute to new 

employment opportunities.

(sou 2001/2002:173; chapter 3.6)

It is also suggested in the policy that new innovative community institu-
tions for local self-governance over natural resources should be tested (sou 
2001/2002:173; chapter 3.10). The Swedish government has also present-
ed a bill in which it proposes the establishment of  new locally-based natu-
ral resource governance regimes (Gov. bill 1999/2000:100). Furthermore, 
the Swedish Sami policy has recently been replaced by a new policy that 
recognises the right of  the Sami people to cultural autonomy, including a 
certain degree of  political autonomy. A newly released government report 
also recommends that the role of  the Sami Parliament should be strength-
ened and it further investigates the possibility of  introducing political au-
tonomy for the Sami people (sou 2002:77).

These policies and studies have, to some extent, opened up the pos-
sibility for local community groups to establish innovative institutions 
for rural development and natural resource management. An interest-
ing development has subsequently begun in the northern periphery of  
Sweden, where some communities are trying to restore some of  the 
management rights over natural resources and establish local govern-
ance arrangements. Through external networks and improved access 
to information, communities (villages) are gaining knowledge of  ways 
of  increasing their influence over the management of  forest and water 
resources. 

From policy to practice

The case of Kalix – The Coastal Ring

In the municipality of  Kalix, three villages, Ryssbält, Storön and Ytter-
byn/Nyborg, are working together with the aim of  establishing a local 
governance arrangement for the protection and sustainable management 
of  the archipelago outside the estuary of  the Kalix River (see map on 
page 238). The three villages share a similar history of  seal hunting, fish-
ing and agriculture as their original sources of  income. Once upon a time 
the villages were separate islands but, during the course of  land upheaval, 
the villages were connected to the mainland. The land upheaval has left 
distinct traces and has created a patchy landscape.
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Map of Sweden displaying case studies

During the 20th century, income activities shifted towards trade, industry 
and employment in the public sector (service sector). The villages are, 
however, still strongly connected to the traditional archipelago culture, 
through a variety of  leisure activities, for example fishing and sailing. The 
three villages share a strong communal spirit, with many active associa-
tions involved in community work.

The three villages have a total population of  approximately of  1,900 
inhabitants and, during recent years, there has been positive immigration 
to the villages. Today, most of  the inhabitants commute to work to the 
town of  Kalix and only a few persons have permanent employment in the 
villages (Lokal förvaltning, second draft).

The idea behind establishing a local governance arrangement emerged 
from a response to the county administration’s proposal that the nature 
reserves surrounding the estuary of  the Kalix River should be included 
in the European environmental protection network, Natura 2000. The 
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villagers felt that they were not listened to and that their knowledge was 
not sufficiently taken into consideration. A general feeling among the vil-
lagers was that they were unable to exert an influence on and take part 
in the county administration’s plans to include the nature reserve within 
the framework stipulated by the eu Natura 2000 project (Peder Nilsson, 
personal communication).

Cooperation between the three coastal villages was initiated in order to 
develop a local self-governance plan with the ultimate aim of  establishing a 
local governance arrangement over the area. In order to learn more about 
natural resource management issues, various study circles were held in the 
villages and guest lecturers were invited to share their experience of  simi-
lar development initiatives around the world. One important event was the 
lecture on community-based forest management given by a researcher from 
India (Dr. Pratima Jattan), who highlighted the role of  women’s movements 
for accessing natural resources in India. This lecture inspired many of  the 
women in the three villages to become involved and take part in the devel-
opment activities for the establishment of  some kind of  local governance 
arrangement (Peder Nilsson, personal communication).

In parallel with these activities, negotiations were initiated with repre-
sentatives of  the municipality and the county administration. In January 
2003, the three villages received a mandate from the county administra-
tion to manage parts of  the surrounding archipelago outside the estu-
ary of  the Kalix River (Länsstyrelsen i Norrbottens län, 2002). However, 
the mandate proved later to be a proposal for a management agreement, 
where the Coastal Ring was regarded as a subcontractor for the County 
to carry out certain practical management activities, such as taking care 
of  garbage left by tourists etc. Actual management powers over the natu-
ral resource were, and still are, vested in the County administration. The 
Coastal Ring has not signed the proposal and they are negotiating with 
the County administration on having more influence over management 
(2003). The Coastal Ring wants to be able to stipulate its own by-laws 
over the area, within the framework of  the existing national legislation.

The overall aim of  developing a local governance arrangement is to 
give all villagers greater opportunities to influence management practices 
and rules in respect of  the natural resources in the archipelago. It is also 
stated in the self-governance plan that a local governance arrangement 
shall further strengthen local and cultural identity (Lokal förvaltning/
Kustringen, 2002). Through the creation of  a local governance arrange-
ment, the villages hope to attract more tourists and, in the future, they 
hope to create permanent employment for three persons and summer 
employment opportunities for school pupils. In the future, the villages also 
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have plans to include other areas in their local management area that are 
owned by private logging companies and the church.

The case of Ammarnäs

In Ammarnäs village, situated in the northwestern part of  the county of  
Västerbotten (see map), the village community is trying to ensure devolu-
tion from the state of  institutional powers over the surrounding natural 
resources. They have plans to “take over” the management of  the largest 
nature reserve in Sweden, Vindelfjällen nature reserve, covering an area 
of  approximately 550 000 hectares. Vindelfjällen is one of  Sweden’s most 
notable regions for traditional reindeer husbandry, where Sami customs 
have been practised alongside more permanent agricultural activities for 
many centuries. The nature reserve encircles the village of  Ammarnäs, 
thus making it the heart of  Vindelfjällen. Ammarnäs comprises approxi-
mately 250 inhabitants, and most people in the village work either with 
reindeer husbandry or tourism and service sector activities. 

The Swedish government manages the reserve through the regional 
County administration but, according to the Reindeer Husbandry Act 
(sfs, 1971:437), the Sami communities have right to reindeer grazing with-
in the whole nature reserve. The fishing rights in the reserve are primarily 
reserved for the members of  the Sami communities and local residents 
living in the area. These fishing rights, as well the hunting rights, are ad-
ministered by the County administration. The County administration is 
also responsible for the management and administration of  the hiking 
trails and snowmobile tracks in the area, which include the famous Royal 
trail that extends through Vindelfjällen and Ammarnäs.

The nature reserve was established in 1974 and, in 1984, the reserve 
was enlarged to include an area with primeval mountain forests. Many 
of  the villagers think that the decision to establish a nature reserve was 
taken with very little consideration of, and consultation with, the villagers 
themselves. Many villagers also perceive that, through the County admin-
istration, the Swedish state has “placed a dead hand over the area”, which 
has decreased the possibilities available to the villagers to develop the sur-
rounding area. Today, the County administration has plans to further ex-
tend the protection of  the nature reserve by giving the nature reserve the 
status of  a national park.

Vindelfjällen nature reserve was one of  Sweden’s largest tourist attrac-
tions in the 1970s, but since then Vindelfjällen and Ammarnäs have expe-
rienced a negative trend compared to other similar tourist attractions in 
Sweden. According to one of  the project leaders, this can be attributed to 
conflicts between Sami villages and Sami culture and the “settler culture”. 
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However, during recent years, the Sami villages (Rans and Grans) and the 
permanent settlers in Ammarnäs have started to cooperate. In May 2001, 
cooperation between them was formalised through the establishment of  
the Ammarnäs village council, which consists of  representatives of  the 
Sami villages, the two business associations present in the area, and the 
municipality. All decisions in the council are based on consensus (Bäärn-
hielm, 2003).

One of  the roles of  the council is to initiate and coordinate work 
towards a local governance regime for the Vindelfjällen nature reserve. 
The vision is to increase local self-governance over the area, where the 
surrounding natural resources would be conserved and developed on the 
basis of  local conditions and premises. The council has agreed that the 
nature reserve concept should be built around “the Sami mountain park”, 
with the aim of  developing cultural and nature tourism. Within these ef-
forts to develop a local governance arrangement for Vindelfjällen nature 
reserve, the council is also working with questions that relate to extended 
local self-governance over municipality services, such as care of  the eld-
erly, primary schooling, and rescue service activities. 

In the northern part of  Sweden, tenure issues that relate to natural re-
sources are complicated, since two tenure systems overlap each other: the 
customary rights of  the Sami community and the system of  individualised 
tenure of  the “settlers”. The two tenure systems have distinct traces in 
the Swedish administration of  justice, and the overlapping tenure regimes 
have created tensions and conflicts as regards rights to access and exploi-
tation of  natural resources in northern Sweden.

Against this background, the case of  Ammarnäs is particularly inter-
esting since it represents an attempt in which both the Sami community 
(represented by Rans and Grans Sami villages) and the permanent settlers 
in Ammarnäs collaborate closely with the local municipality (Sorsele mu-
nicipality) to try to find new institutional solutions for land tenure. Their 
common aim is to find new innovative institutional solutions to ways of  
managing and utilising surrounding natural resources. The Ammmarnäs 
council has secured some financial funding from the municipality and 
from the County administration to continue to develop a plan for creating 
a local governance arrangement over the area.

The case of  developing a local governance arrangement in the Am-
marnäs area has importance beyond the Vindelfjällen nature reserve, be-
cause a wider debate is taking place in Sweden on ways of  handling ten-
ure issues in the north-western part of  Sweden, where the tenure history 
is as complicated as in Ammarnäs.
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The case of Drevdagen

Drevdagen is a small village situated in the remote area of  western Swe-
den near the Norwegian border. The community of  Drevdagen is part of  
the municipality of  Älvdalen and the County of  Dalarna. In 1998, the 
village had 115 inhabitants, comprising 42 households. Over the years, the 
people of  Drevdagen have been highly dependent on forests for fodder 
(lichen), timber, hunting, grazing in the forests and, not least, for firewood 
(Halvarsson, 1998). 

Over the years, Drevdagen has gradually lost user rights to the sur-
rounding forest to the state and state-owned companies (Swedish National 
Environmental Protection Board and Sveaskog). This gradual loss of  ten-
ure rights can be traced to the 1850s, but a major change took place at the 
end of  the 19th century, when the villagers of  Drevdagen formally lost all 
their rights to the forest (1865). However, the local authorities permitted, 
on an informal basis, extensive use of  the forest, and almost all rights were 
preserved except the right to harvest timber for sale (Halvarsson, 1998 
and Söderkvist, 1996).

This informal system of  user rights was, however, gradually taken away. 
For instance, the villagers’ historical rights to harvest timber for house-
hold use were taken away in 1894. In 1950, informal user rights to collect 
fuel-wood were restricted unless a forest official gave permission. In 1980 
fuel-wood collection was limited to logged areas. After 1966, Drevdagen 
lost its right to moose hunting and, in 1973, the village also lost its fishing 
rights. In 1980, the people of  Drevdagen were informed that their right 
to collect fodder had been abolished. In 1992, the situation became even 
more complicated by the creation of  a natural reserve adjacent to the vil-
lage (Drevfältsreservatet) (Halvarsson, 1998 and Söderkvist, 1996).

This gradual loss of  rights to use the forest took place simultaneously 
with the modernisation of  forest management techniques and with the 
approach of  protection of  nature, through preservation rather than con-
servation. The process of  modernization of  the forestry sector has had its 
implications and, according to Halvarsson (1998), most of  the people that 
lived in Drevdagen in the 1950s were employed in the forest sector while 
today the sector only employs a handful. 

In 1998, the community of  Drevdagen initiated the idea of  retrieving 
some of  the users’ rights to the forests for some type of  local management. 
The villagers had the idea of  shifting from forest resource exploitation 
and preserving nature through natural reserves, to other economic activi-
ties such as cultural tourism and eco-tourism. Within the framework of  
efforts to develop the tourism sector, they have the ambition to retrieve 
forest land for traditional ways of  using the forest, such as having grazing 
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animals in the forests (fäboddrift), moderate game hunting activities and, 
perhaps in the future, also small-scale local refinement of  forest products 
(Drevdagens Intresseförening, 1998).

Their strategy is to convince state authorities that local forest man-
agement is ecologically sustainable and to show that local projects are 
economically viable and, by doing so, regain their rights to protect and 
use some of  the forest land. Thus, they hope to increase the number of  
employment opportunities, become less dependent on governmental sub-
sidies, and thereby improve conservation of  both natural and cultural 
values and thus promote sustainable rural development (Drevdagens Int-
resseförening, 1998).

Common denominators

All the above cases are unique, but there are also some common features 
when looking at some of  the root causes as to why people want institu-
tional power devolved to community level. A common denominator of  all 
the above cases is that villagers are striving for increased political and eco-
nomic autonomy, in which their communities can become more self-reli-
ant on surrounding natural resources, and less dependent on, for example, 
subsidies from the government. They want to create a space for their own 
development initiatives to materialize, to be nurtured and taken care of, 
often in direct democratic forms. The autonomy involved here can be 
understood in terms of  responsibility and bottom-up decision-making.

Overall, there also seems to be a general feeling among the villagers 
that they are constrained by existing legislation in the natural resource sec-
tor, legislation which, according to the villagers, is not flexible enough to 
allow for broader rural development initiatives. Place ideology and com-
mitments are also common motivations in the three cases under scrutiny, 
and one important argument behind the determination to devolve insti-
tutional power to their respective communities seems also to be the will 
to preserve their cultural integrity through, for example, continuation and 
development of  traditional pastoral, fishing, and forest practices.

In Kalix and Drevdagen, the attempts to develop local governance 
arrangements seem to have been provoked by the county administration’s 
plans to establish or change rules regarding the ways in which nature re-
serves should be managed. In Ammarnäs and Drevdagen a demand for 
restoring tenure rights seems to be an important factor. In Ammarnäs the 
move towards a local governance arrangement also seems to be regarded 
as a way to resolve natural resource conflicts. Local goverance are seen as 
a potential tool for increasing collaboration between the different cultural 
groups and between them and the Swedish government. Increased col-
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laboration between the Sami community, the permanent settlers and the 
County administration is seen as important for the creation of  social capi-
tal in the area, which is considered to promote community development. 

These examples reflect a shift in the communities’ perception of  their 
role as natural resource stewards. However, the change of  perspectives in 
the Swedish government has, in practice, only been reflected to a minor 
extent. Further, these changes seem to be constrained by the regional au-
thorities’ capacity and willingness to delegate parts of  their administrative 
control to local communities. Furthermore, community groups seeking 
increased political autonomy over adjacent nature resources seem to tie 
into globalisation processes where place identity and place politics are 
important for the formation of  local governance arrangements. These 
processes also provide an interesting base for the search for alternative 
institutional arrangements.

Formation of Local Governance Arrangements 
in the Course of Globalisation

One way to understand processes of  institutional change in the course 
of  globalisation is to employ concepts of  place identity and place politics 
in the processes of  institutional change. As indicated above, the concept 
of  place identity seems to be linked to the growth of  local governance of  
natural resources reported around the world.

Identities are socially and politically constructed and hence subject to 
change through, for example, negotiation and self-confrontation. Accord-
ing to Lash (1994, p. 200) the increasing degree of  self-confrontation (re-
flexivity) in the light of  globalisation ‘… forces agency to be free from structure, 

forces individuals to free themselves from normative expectations of  the institutions and 

to engage themselves in reflexive monitoring of  such structures as well as self-monitoring 

in the construction of  their own identity’. 
The identity dimension is closely related to the cultural discourse, 

since relations and culture often are built on shared identities. New identi-
ties can, for example, be developed in response to globalisation and state 
interventions. Identity is not an “essence” – but rather shaped by praxis 
where the individual identifies himself  or herself  in relation to social fields 
of  varying scope (Baerenholdt and Aarsaether, 2001).

Foucault (1980) emphasises that the formation of  identities can be un-
derstood as taking place within a web of  power relations, which enables or 
constrains ways of  thinking, speaking and acting and which attributes and 
affords particular identities as meaningful to actors. Foucault saw proc-
esses of  identification as parts of  discursive power struggles over meaning 
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and knowledge. In the context of  emerging local governance arrange-
ments, place identity and place politics can be seen as attempts to stake 
a claim to the identities of  their protagonists in the struggle over natural 
resources. 

In this connection, emerging local governance arrangements may also 
be seen to be cultural in character. These evolving institutions construct 
a place meaning to a particular territory, as the recognition of  one’s resi-
dence within a particular community can confer a sense of  connection, 
belonging and responsibility to that particular place. However, individu-
als’ attribution of  identity to a place, as well the importance of  the place in 
the construction of  their own identities, cannot be taken for granted, nor 
can it easily be created in a short time span. Local place identities are dif-
ferent from regional and national identities, since people connect personal 
meanings to local places, which are linked to expressions of  home feeling 
and love for the community (hembygdskärlek) (Salomonsson, 1994). These 
expressions are grounded in a feeling of  togetherness, where memories of  
particular events, senses of  taste and noise etc play a crucial role for shap-
ing the local place identity (ibid). Such memories and perceptions become 
existentially meaningful, something that may be central in the determina-
tion of  members of  the community to devolve institutional power to local 
community groups.

Place ideology and commitments are common features of  the three 
cases discussed above. The place ideology also seems to be a common 
characteristic of  a number of  the village self-help groups studied by Herl-
itz (2000). Another feature appearing in these evolving groups is that peo-
ple organize themselves and take their own initiatives and local respon-
sibilities often in direct democratic forms. The organisation of  some of  
these groups, and particularly those trying to establish local governance 
arrangements, are based on principles of  autonomy and capability to rep-
resent one’s own interests and the possibility of  resolving conflicts through 
(public) dialogue. 

Trust and the politics of recognition

The democratic tendencies within these groups seem to be bound up with 
what Giddens (1994 p. 205) refers to as active trust. It is a type of  trust 
based on intimate relationships, which are neither rule-bound, nor pro-
cedural. Active trust is based instead on the most immediate investment 
in relations where people actively try to grasp control over circumstances. 
It is a type of  trust that, according to Giddens (1995), ‘entails having to gain 

the trust of  others in an active fashion way – having to recognise that one is dependent 
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on them, no matter how much power formally one has over them’. This type of  trust 
building can, for example, be seen in the cases of  Kalix, Ammarnäs and 
Drevdagen, where the communities are trying to build trust by investing 
in relations with different state authorities in order to increase control of  
surrounding natural resources. However, if  active trust is going to work, 
authorities must give the people who are seeking trust some autonomy, 
and giving autonomy implies a much more flexible authority system.

According to Giddens, active trust building in the era of  globalisation 
may also imply a more volatile electorate and hence shifts in political alli-
ances. In the Swedish context, this can for instance be noted through the 
emergence of  new local political parties in the Swedish municipalities. 
In the 1998 elections, new parties won seats in almost half  of  the Swed-
ish municipal councils. According to Eriksson (1999), these new local po-
litical parties express their territorial identity and are characterised by a 
pragmatic place ideological point of  departure. In connection with this 
development, municipalities in Sweden are also increasingly turning over 
responsibilities for programme activities to voluntary non-profit organisa-
tions. Some of  these organisations may assume full responsibility for both 
the operation and ownership of  the programme activities.

Place identity and place politics are similar to the type of  politics which 
Charles Taylor (1994) has labelled as the politics of  recognition. This entails 
recognising the identity of  different cultural groups that have different 
views, where these views have a legitimate right to be stated, to be adhered 
to and to be organised around. Claims for recognition of  difference drive 
many current social movements and social conflicts (Taylor, 1994), and 
they also seem to be the common denominator of  many of  the groups 
that are trying to devolve institutional power.

The question remains why some groups seem to express their claims 
in the idiom of  recognition and place identity. In my judgement, “politics 
of  recognition” and “local place politics” have a connection and seem 
to occur due to growing global interconnectedness, where people are in-
creasingly trying to grasp control over circumstances, through acquiring 
and using knowledge to reorganise the institutions they are dependent 
on. In a globalised world people more or less live in the same information 
environment as the political leadership, which in turn has consequences 
for politics. In this connection, globalisation creates uncertainty as regards 
the role of  the state, since global integration seems to have a tendency to 
bypass national politics and challenge the state to undertake political self-
organisation. 

The outcome is not only a growing disillusionment with politics and 
the state administration, but also a tendency towards proliferation and 
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strengthening of  place ideological commitments as an alternative option 
to multi-party politics (state politics). The spread of  local governance ini-
tiatives across the world seems to be bound up with these changes, where 
place ideology and local place politics partly replace – or emerge as an 
additional option to – multi-party politics. A future question is how to 
bring together and combine party driven state institutions with village and 
community groups that have place ideological commitments.

Conclusions

In the course of  globalisation, there have been profound changes in the 
way society is organised. Some communities have redefined their relation-
ship to the natural resource base, through elaborating new innovative lev-
els of  organisation. As a result of  the combined processes of  globalisation, 
five trends in State-community relations, with reference to the evolution 
local governance arrangements, seem to be emerging in many rural areas 
around the world. 

First, there seems to be a trend towards replacing bureaucratic natural 
resource management organisations with more flexible and decentralised 
natural resource management systems. Such systems seem to develop 
alongside existing or newly developed procedures for more conventional 
industrial organisations (e.g. continuation and expansion of  large scale 
commercial farm and forest activities etc). Second, emerging local devel-
opment groups and local governance arrangements seem to be rediscov-
ering the community as a base for political action, and community groups 
are founding new place ideological grounds in formal governmental deci-
sion-making structures, where the sustaining or (re-) invention of  place 
ideology and place politics seems to evolve as an additional option to mul-
tiparty politics. The attempts to develop local governance arrangement of  
natural resources can thus partly be seen as expressions of  place identity 
and place ideology rather than party ideological commitments, and where 
the self-organisation involved is shown through shared perspectives and 
active trust building. 

Third, society of  today is characterised by the development of  new 
types of  democratic forms for rural policy development. Local commu-
nity groups seem to be an important re-newer of  democracy and shaper 
of  place identity. Generally, there seems to be a demand for new local 
institutional arrangements in order to strengthen the possibilities available 
to rural citizens for political action. In response to globalisation, many 
governments are trying to develop new forms of  collaboration and deci-
sion-making structures, where the blurred boundaries between govern-
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mental organisations, voluntary organisations and private corporations 
seem to create uncertainty as regards the role of  the state. In this context, 
communities have found new positions for political action and possibilities 
to devolve institutional power over surrounding natural resources. The 
institutions evolving in the course of  globalisation vary in terms of  their 
organisation, but they are all closely inter-linked with the locality and the 
local cultural context. In this regard one might also say that some of  the 
new institutional developments mediate the construction of, or enhances, 
the expression of  local culture. 

Fourth, the devolution of  institutional power over natural resources 
seems to be taking place at a much faster speed in developing countries 
than in industrial countries. One possible explanation of  this development 
is that the cultural erosion has not yet materialised to the same extent 
in developing countries as it has in countries, which are less dependent 
on natural resources as their primary source of  income. It is thus not 
a surprise that the evolving local governance arrangements reported in 
the world over the last decades are connected with groups that represent 
communities with relatively high levels of  cultural integrity and distinct 
variations in cultural and natural resource management practices. For ex-
ample, in Drevdagen, Ammarnäs and Kalix the language spoken is still 
strongly characterised by local dialects, and some of  the natural resource 
management practices are culturally embedded.

Fifth, local governance arrangements do not only seem to emerge 
from policy changes at macro level or merely from changes at the micro 
level, but from a praxis where globalisation processes in various ways tie 
into everyday life and oblige people to reflect on circumstances. One may 
also note that such changes seem to arise within a wider process of  de-
mocratisation that is occurring in many parts of  the world.

One future question is whether an increased level of  self-governance 
and political autonomy over natural resources will boost the level of  le-
gitimacy when it comes to governance of  natural resources and whether 
it may pave the way for broader rural development initiatives. One prob-
lem that might emerge relates to the lack of  sufficient competence at the 
local level to manage natural resources in a sustainable manner. Studies 
on local development also point to problems in the transition from mobili-
sation of  action in a community taking responsibility for decision-making 
and governance. The place-related togetherness might be put on trial as 
soon as the community becomes successful in gaining access to govern-
ance of  local resources. 

It is too early to assess the outcome of  the Swedish examples, but inter-
national experience, for example from Tanzania, Scotland and India etc, 

Sida Studies 16.indd 248Sida Studies 16.indd   248 2006-02-21 16:37:502006-02-21   16:37:50



CH 10 • FORMATION OF LOCAL GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS ... 249

show that local governance are able to revitalise rural development. Some 
of  these evolving institutions have developed sophisticated organisations, 
which respond to the human need for self-determination, power sharing 
and the ability to act. 
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The rural smallholder of  the South is the epicentre 

of  extreme poverty and hunger. Small farmers face a 

vicious cycle of  vulnerability, intervention, disease and 

environmental degradation. At the same time they are 

major food providers. One question of  global concern is: 

What are the challenges to rural livelihoods that are 

intimately dependent on land and natural resources? 

Researchers from the South and North address this issue 

through interdisciplinary analyses of  rural realities in 

Africa, Latin America, India and Sweden.

 This study is a powerful wake-up call. It is an appeal 

to policy makers at international and national levels, 

researchers, aid bureaucracies and civil society to redirect 

strategies for development in order to better capture the 

socioeconomic, institutional and cultural complexities of  

rural lives and people's aspirations.

Sidastudies no. 16
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency
Address: SE–105 25 Stockholm, Sweden.
Visiting address: Sveavägen 20, Stockholm.
Tel +46 8 698 50 00, e-mail: sida@sida.se 
www.sida.se

O
F G

LO
B

A
L C

O
N

C
E

R
N

 – RU
RAL LIVELIH

O
O

D
 D

YN
AM

IC
S

 AN
D

 N
ATU

RAL RES
O

U
RC

E G
O

VERN
AN

C
E

Sida
studies no. 16

THE SIDA STUDIES-SERIES OFFERS A SELECTION OF THE REPORTS AND STUDIES COMMISSIONED BY DIFFERENT 

DEPARTMENTS AT SIDA. THE SELECTION IS MADE TO REFLECT ISSUES OF RELEVANCE TO SIDA’S POLICIES AND PRACTICES, 

BUT EACH REPORT EXPRESSES THE VIEWS AND FINDINGS OF ITS WRITER(S).

Of Global Concern 
– Rural Livelihood Dynamics 
and Natural Resource Governance

EDITORS: KJELL HAVNEVIK, TEKESTE NEGASH AND ATAKILTE BEYENE

Contributing Authors

Kjell Havnevik Tekeste Negash Atakilte Beyene

Rune Skarstein Belaineh Legesse Mats Hårsmar

Gloria L. Gallardo Fernández Lisbeth Larsson Lidén Anders Rudqvist

Seema Arora-Jonsson Emil Sandström

Sida Studies 16-omslag.indd 1Sida Studies 16-omslag.indd   1 2006-02-23 11:56:542006-02-23   11:56:54


