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The present study, undertaken at the request of the Club du
Sahel, analyzes the role of women in desertification control as
described in forty-three studies carried out in six different
countries of the Sahel: Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Mali,
Mauritania, Niger and Senegal. .

The purpose of the study is to identify the factors
contributlng to 2 : al & . ance

_ggg:;i:igg;;gn_ggn;zgl There are two basic postulate; behlnd

the study:
- the postulate put forward in the CILSS-Club du Sahel
strategy, that velo i e Sahel is inseparable

the fight ainst desertification

- the postulate that the mass migration of men from the
countryside, amplified by the ecological disaster of

desertification, makes the sgpecific advancement of women in
the Sahel a burning issue.
Against this background, women’s participation in

desertification control is a crucial issue for the subregion.

Our study analyzes the different approaches and projects
involving women in working groups, and sometimes in the
decision-making and 1leadership groups involved in anti-
desertification programs and policies. We have deliberately
chosen to analyze positive sertifi ion control experiments
- positive from the technical standpoint and, as far as
possible, positive from the social standpoint, although
experiments of this kind are too recent to draw any definitive
conclusions from them.

It was suggested beforehand that we approach the question in
two ways: from the broader outlook of the whole village, and
more specifically from the women’s viewpoint. At the practical
level, the field work was carried out Jjointly with R.M.
Rochette (PA CILSS, Ouagadougou) whose mission is to produce a
publication on current successful desertification control
experiments in the Sahel, to be entitled "Le Sahel en Lutte
contre la Désertification".

Three lessons can be drawn from the study:

1) Sahelian women can and must put forward their viewpoint;
but their ideas and opinions need to be 1listened to
specifically, as men everywhere have recognized;



2) The fight against desertification in the Sahel can be won,
but only if women’s part in the fight is recognized as
being of prime importance,

- in gquantitative terms because the women remain
permanently on the land abandoned by the migrating men,
and

- in qualitative terms, through their stubborn insistence
on staying on their home ground and holding back the
disappearing earth, men and water.

3) Desertification has engendered or accelerated some
destructive, disruptive trends, but it has also set up a
dynamic which may lead to positive changes. Sahelian women
have understood this.

It is for these reasons that it would be more than a mistake to
exclude Sahelian women from rural development and anti-
desertification schemes, ignore them or marginalize their
participation; it would mean failure in any attempt to
establish a new socio-ecological balance in the Sahel, in a
durable manner and before it is too late.

1s Women in the face of desertification
1.1. Women experience desertification as a radical,
irreversible disruption. They are lucid on the subject: over

the past twenty years, and particularly since 1984, all hope of
a return to the pre-1968 situation has vanished.

While most see desertification as "a curse, the source of our
suffering”, the women do not see the will of God or the hazards
of the climate as the sole cause; they willingly accept the
responsibility of individuals and rural communities in the
process of ecological degradation.

The newest and most significant trend is their growing
[o} ati

living conditions and the environment. The old women are the

sharpest critics of the rising birthrate, especially in areas

of high population density like the Mossi plateau.

Women perceive the desertification phenomenon in a
comprehensive way, linking cause and effect as they analyze its
ecological and socio-economic impact. For all three main agro-
ecological zones - Saharo-Sahelian, Ssahelian and Sudano-
Sahelian - the women 1list the consequences, in order of
importance, as follows:



- they unanimously denounce the jincrease in domestic labor that
goes hand in hand with deforestation, an increased birthrate
and scarcity of water:;

- they stress how they have woken up to the situation and

organized themselves, positive consequences of their openness
to questions involving the whole village community, e.g.,

CES/DRS initiatives and the creation of new activities:
- they complain of the worsening migration of the menfolk to

the towns and the serious social upheavals this entails;

- they stress the impoverishment due to falling agricultural
output and degradation of the land, which is felt more
sharply than food or water shortages.

But one must beware of this apparent unanimity across the main
agro-ecological zones, since a zone-by-zone analysis shows
marked differences in women’s perceptions of desertification,
always with close reference to the ecological and human
environments. In the Saharo-Sahelian zone where the environment
has deteriorated most, its socio-economic effects, and first
and foremost the exodus of the men, are far more predominant in
the women’s replies than they are in the other two zones, where
the women’s concern is more evenly divided between ecological
and socio-economic effects.

1.2. Degradation of the environment penalizes women especially,
in all fields, but particularly in the domestic tasks that are

so essential to group survival:

- fuelwood supplies have become a real problem, indeed a severe
problem, in most regions of the Sahel. With deforestation and
the extension of prohibitions, fuelwood has to be gathered
further and further from the villages. Fuel-gathering, a job
that has to be done several times a week, becomes ever more
time-consuming and burdensome, to the point of becoming
unbearable.

- while water shortage is no new phenomenon in the Sahel, it
has reached critical proportions in many places. Asked what
their biggest problems are, women in all three zones almost
always list the deadly three: water, wood, grinding of grain.
The women sometimes have to go at night to the well, where
the wait is interminable. Water carrying is a tremendous
waste of time and energy.

- radati and reduced availability of cultivable land
penalizes the women particularly. Two contradictory trends



emerge: on the one hand the women are allocated increasingly
marginal plots of land, or are refused land altogether, while
on the other hand the departure of the men leaves them with
new responsibilities and tasks as more and more women find
themselves acting alone as head of the family farm holding,
in fact if not in law. s i ;A nd
ownership issue into sharp relief for women.

2 13 and me ke are exhaus i._Neither gets any
rest; women’s work on the farm has increased; falling yields
and the adoption of cash crops force them to work harder and
produce more cereals on their own plots, to the detriment of
their usual crops.

- i of wild pla roducts accounts for a high
proportion of women’s incomes and provides nutritional
supplements for the entire family. But desertification,
deforestation and over-use of wilderness areas have
drastically reduced the amount of supplementary products
gathered in the bush. As the women so eloquently put it, "the
trees have turned mean", and all their natural produce such
as vegetable butter or "soumbala" is severely affected.

Wild or cultivated, then, the land no longer feeds herds or
humans: scarcity, and in the worst years famine, settle in.
The women, children and old people are the worst affected.

- The women’s craftwork activities are threatened too: cotton
hardly grows any more on the Mossi plateau, and the women are
being forced to reduce or abandon their spinning; doum palm
and andropogon leaves are disappearing from the village
lands, forcing the women to go dozens of kilometers for their
raw materials or give up a source of income that is
increasingly necessary to buy food for the family. Even
traditional house-building, a women’s Jjob in herding
communities, is under threat.

Thus the cumulative ecological impact of desertification has
severely affected women’s daily lives in the Sahel. Access to
the essential sources of life has become uncertain and even, in
the case of wood supplies, prohibited and punishable. The dry
season, once a time when the pace of work slowed down, is now
devoted to intense activity merely for survival, giving women
no chance to rest before the hard work of the cropping season
begins again. As the women modestly say, "life has become
hard".



135 Socio~-economic effects

1.3.1. While they must suffer the ecological effects of
desertification, Sahelian women are even more sensitive to the
socio-economic disruptions these effects provoke or accentuate,

the foremost of these being the departure of the men.

- Besides the traditional work-related migration, an old and
well organized practice, there is now drought migration, a
response to emergency situations especially in the Saharo-
Sahelian zone. Their herds decimated, many herders have
joined the flood of "drought victims" pouring into miserable
camps on the outskirts of the towns or in the "asphalt
villages" of Mauritania. While the men leave to try their
luck in the towns, the women, old people and children stay
on, abandoned, to wait for food aid. Asphalt and aid together
encourage the men to leave, as the family’s food needs seem
to be assured in their absence.

- Migration for work is amplified by desertification, and the
centers of immigration are further and further away, since
the nearest coastal countries (Céte d’Ivoire, Nigeria) are
becoming saturated; now men are travelling as far as
Cameroon, Gabon, Zaire or Europe. They stay away for longer
periods, no longer return for the cropping season every year,
and sometimes emigrate for good. Some young women also take
the migrants’ road, alone or with their husbands.

For the women, the mass exodus of the men is the most painful
result of desertification. It has turned hundreds of thousands
of women into "widows", left without news of their menfolk for
years on end. All they can do is wait, while their parents grow
older and their children grow up fatherless, merely waiting to
reach the age when they too can leave.

1.3.2. The mass exodus of the men has created a chain of social
destabilization effects, especially in the Saharo-Sahelian

zone. The destructuring - or indeed disintegration - of certain
societies, nomadic pastoral societies especially, and the
profound changes affecting all the traditional societies, leave
populations in a state of bewilderment, incapable of finding a
response to their new situation.

- The first result is a profound destabilization of marriage
patterns: the normal ratio of men to women in the bush is
disrupted. This has brought contradictory trends and led to
later marriage in some cases, earlier marriage in others. In
the Saharo-Sahelian zone one is beginning to find single



women of twenty or older; some have 1lost all hope of
marrying. The young men cannot pay the dowry and must leave
home to acquire the money. Elsewhere, families are forced by
poverty into marrying off fifteen-year-old girls to merchants
for a derisory sum. Long periods of separation lead to
unstable marriages. Polygamy is developing in societies where
it was previously rare, whilst more and more women find
themselves alone with dependent children after a fleeting
relationship - abandoned, repudiated or divorced. Marriage no
longer necessarily brings security.

- Some young people are beginning to reject the hard conditions
of village 1life and to rebel against the labor and
destitution that is their lot. These are the "disobedient

ildren", the boys who do not want to dig the fields, girls
who refuse to grind the grain or join the interminable queue
at the well. The parents have no way of forcing them to obey,
for the young people threaten to leave the village and
abandon them. Demands for a new sexual freedom often lead to
illegitimate pregnancies, resulting either in early marriage
or in the girl’s departure for the city.

1.3.3. The women must also face up to growing individual and
family poverty. The loss of the herd, lower yields, increasing
scarcity of wild plant products and the departure of the men
have led to the ruin of some population groups and destroyed
the traditional channels of trade and barter. In the bush,
destitution is a day-to-day reality: famine forces people from
their land, but they try to stay put and resist want and hunger
by developing surviv st egies and waiting for better days.
They sell their family belongings, often at derisory prices;
they no longer have any reserves of goods or livestock.

The women too must strip themselves of their belongings:
livestock, jewelry, furniture. Moreover, they are obliged to
spend more and more time in the family’s fields, to the
detriment of their own crops and their trading or craftwork
activities. Their health, that precious asset, is severely
undermined by privation of food, more frequent pregnancies, and
the increasing burden of work. -

The process of desertification has thus hastened the breakdown
of socio-economic structures in societies undergoing forced
change. The socio-cultural role of the women is also weakened:
their role as educators and counselors is affected by the
length of time they spend on everyday tasks that have now
become a struggle for survival.



1.4. Despite this appalling 1list of negative effects from
desertification, the vast majority of Sahelian women (91%) have

s_t_r_e_s_s_e_d_tm__p_o_i_t_:.xg_sfﬁs_c_ta on their situation: a__new

In most Sahelian societies, it is clear that the exercise of
responsibility, the power of decision and access to the means
of production are in the hands of the men. But the
desertification crisis has forced the men to leave, and the
women  now find they have decisions to take, new
responsibilities to carry out and new tasks to accomplish.

- This "awakening™ is first reflected in the demand for
information. The fight against deterioration of the land has
become everybody’s business: "the women have got to their

d tryving to this destruction". The need for
men and women to work together sometimes takes precedence
over the old sexual division of labor. The demographic weight
of women in the villages means that the men are obliged to
take them into account, and the fact that they stay
permanently in the villages makes it easier for them to
obtain education and training.

- The women have understood that, to make themselves heard,

they must come together in modern organizations - women’s
groups or cooperatives - larger, more powerful and more

respected by government services or projects than their
traditional forms of organization. These new groups, which
sometimes embrace all the women in the village, have asserted
themselves to the point of becoming fully-fledged
representational bodies in the decision-making structures of
the village, whatever their actual nature and socio-political
character may be. The woman who chairs the women’s group is
an authority. Organized and united, the women’s group is an
official interlocutor capable of putting forward its demands.

organized and recognized, the women in a women’s group wish to
undertake new activities: collective or individual farming,
market gardening, craft work, small-scale trade, drought
control schemes, etc. The activities of the women’s groups are
still specific, once-off initiatives, often with very Ilow
profit levels, but they are seen as helping to improve the
present situation and as representing a hope for the future.

The price the women pay for desertification is all the higher
for the fact that they are always there, on the land, and have
no means of escape. Their increasing consciousness of their
situation is beginning to arouse positive, constructive



reactions on their part: not only do they participate on a
massive scale in anti-desertification schemes, they also want
to be informed, to organize, to start new economic activities;
it is they who are the most frank and open on the population
issue. They speak of the fight against desertification in terms
of survival, their own and their children’s, and of bringing
back to the village the disappearing earth, water and men.

2. Women and the fight against desertification

Throughout the Sahel, women are playing a major part in
desertification control; but what precisely this part is must
be clearly understood, and the basic question to ask is whether

present anti-desertification policies help advance the socio-
economi siti of wom e projects under en, ©
h re use the .

2.1. Our descriptive analysis of women’s participation in anti-
desertification schemes shows that they are physically involved
to_a huge extent. More often than not they make up more than
50% of the workforce on a project, and this proportion may
reach 95% in reforestation projects like the PDRI project in
Keita, Niger. Women’s massive participation in the workforce on
anti-desertification schemes is only partly due to the
departure of the men; the women also have their own motivation.

Their participation is also very varied:
- reforestation and tree nursery work

- CES/DRS site work

- construction of improved cookstoves

- out-of-season cropping

- various activities e.g., fattening livestock, manure pits,
improved farming methods, etc.

They carry out a wide range of tasks: fetching water and meals
for site workers, general labor (mainly fetching stones, earth

or water). As a rule they are given the least skilled, most
arduous jobs. Some, however, are beginning to get the benefit

of specific training in the use of water levels for tracing
contour lines, in tree nursery techniques, construction and
maintenance of improved cookstoves, market gardening or
arboriculture. Very few are given jobs with responsibility.

In most cases the women volunteer for the work, driven by their
strong desire to restore the land, to have the right to land
and water and to hold back the exodus of the men. They feel



they are working for their children’s future, and they are
aware that the fight against desertification is a long term
task. They express pride at taking part in a collective job,
alongside men or in place of the absent men. On the other hand,
there are too many cases where women participate under indirect
pressure of one kind or another, e.g., to save the family’s
land or benefit from mass distribution of food aid. In many
cases, women are still being excluded from anti-desertification
schemes, or ignored.

The most widespread form of participation is unpaid; but the
women may receive food aid of one kind or another; "food for
work" in the form of daily food rations or meals on-site. Waged
work is far less common; it is usually men who take all the
waged jobs available. Two interesting cases were found in Cape
Verde, where the workers were paid, and in Burkina Faso, where
a few teams of women were on waged work building bunds.

All in all, women participate in anti-desertification schemes
on a massive scale, forming a majority of the workforce,

W in v ri unpai and o under-skilled tasks.
Various approaches are employed in such schemes, and the
approach is the determining factor.

2.2. Our overall analysis of the approaches employed in the
cases studied shows no significant difference between the
different types of agency involved (bilateral or multilateral
aid agency, NGO) or between the different types of project
(large-scale or small) as far as integrating women into the
project is concerned. On the other hand, the ten most
successful experiments show that women are better integrated in
projects with an all-round approach than they are in single-
issue projects. The all-round projects generally include a
women’s scheme, either as an integral part of the main project
or alongside it; the single-issue projects do so less often. On
the other hand, few specific women’s projects so far have
included desertification control within their scope.

The role of the project management is decisive, and agencies

and projects differ little in this respect. The most successful
experiments show a high supervision ratio and frequent
supervision, involving outside managers in close collaboration
with the government services in all activities. Management and
su W s the ke o oa o women’s
participation, but this is far less concentrated than the male
management levels, and is satisfactory in only 40% of the cases
studied, as against 90% for the ten most successful
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experiments. With management by women, women’s self-management
emerges: the training of women "relay supervisors" permanently
pased in the area is one satisfactory response that holds great
promise for the future.

omen too often suffer from a care-
oriented approach (health, grain mills) and are not always
carried out with a view to development, socio-economic
advancement and restoration of the environment. This general
trend is remedied to a significant extent where there is a
specific women’s side to the project: in the ten most
successful experiments, higher percentages are obtained for all
work undertaken with women where there are women managers and
suitable, specific schemes for the women.

Implementation of these schemes implies taking an interest in
the issues of women’s training and organization. As a part of
projects undertaken at village level, there are three possible
approaches: women can be excluded from part or all of the work
undertaken; they can be integrated into joint activities with
the men: or one can work specifically with the women as a
group.

- It is still common to exclude women from pilot activities in
projects and schemes, and from any allocations of land,
agricultural extension services, and access to credit or
training.

- However, an unsegregated approach is becoming increasingly
common, especially in Burkina Faso; this may be due to the
numbers and scale of anti-desertification projects under way
and the energy of the women’s groups in that country. In
fact, most anti-desertification projects could not be carried
out successfully without the women. Women are beginning to
receive training alongside men. But male resistance is
strong, among villagers and project managers alike. Even so,
male resistance can be fought, as is shown by the work of
the local Burkinabe "Vive le Paysan" Association which has
made huge efforts to train women in a non-exclusive context.

- Specific training for women is still by far the most common
form. It is justified in some cases by socio-cultural
constraints, or where the work to be done only concerns the
women.

There is unfortunately no need to demonstrate that women are
lagging behind in terms of training and education. The logic
behind specific support for women’s groups should lead to a
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combined approach, working jointly with men and women and
working specifically with women. This combined approach seems
to be the most fruitful, though it must be borne in mind that
the first criterion of success in a project is its capacity to
take account of the particularities of the human and ecological
environment it is operating in.

2.3. The projects: an assessment

We need to ask to what extent women’s participation in the
fight against desertification brings a response to their needs
and helps towards their socio-economic advancement.

2.3.1. In their work on anti-desertification sites, the
disadvantages women suffer are greater than the advantages they
gain.

Providing unskilled manual labor in 83% of cases, unpaid in
65%, women do nonetheless draw some benefits, both material and
socio-cultural, from their participation in site work:

- The material benefits depend on the form of participation:
often food aid, either in the form of daily rations or as
meals served on site. Wages remain a rare but much prized
form of payment;

- The socio-cultural benefits are much appreciated. Because
women’s help was needed, their isolation has been broken;

they have been kept informed about the projects to be
undertaken, and this meets their demand for information.
Participation in site work has instigated or strengthened
women’s organizations and the cohesion and sense of
responsibility of women’s groups. Mixed sites have led to
changes in the traditional sexual division of labor. Some
women have had the benefit of training in a specific
technical task. Training schemes and inter-village encounters
have been organized. Sometimes, too, it is women’s groups
that have been the main protagonists in a scheme to combat
desertification. The impact of such schemes is considerable,
for the village community as much as for the women.

These benefits do not make the women forget that they also
suffer considerable disadvantages:

- In the first place they condemn the excessive increase in
their workload. The day’s work on the site is in addition to
an exhausting day of domestic labor.
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Women also complain that the work is extremely arduous: for
hours on end, they must carry heavy loads on their heads or
handle stones and tools.

The work can have serious e o

and children: pregnant or breast-feeding women spend the day
at work on the site, their babies on their backs: childcare
is rarely organized for the infants.

Massive food aid, far from helping stem the migration of the
men, can even encourage it. A man will leave the village all
the more easily if his family’s food is "guaranteed" by the
work of the women and children on a project site.

Women’s participation in site work may hinder other
activities such as cotton spinning or basket weaving,
resulting in a loss of income.

Lastly, although there has been progress on the issue, women
suffer inequality of treatment in information and training.
Where a project site involves men and women, few trained
women are able to apply their new know-how on the site. Their
decision-making power remains very limited: on most anti-
desertification sites, their labor power alone is put to use.

3.2. The anti-desertification projects

Women benefit only to a limited extent from the desertification
control projects undertaken:

Access to water is of immediate satisfaction to all, e.g.,
where a dam is built: gardens can be created and household
water requirements are met.

But newly available or newly productive land raises a major
problem of land ownership and control for women:

84% of CES/DRS operations have made it possible to recover
land, but women have acquired individual property rights over
land in only 6% of cases, although they were in a clear
majority in the project workforces.

Because the women do not own their fields, which are in any
case small and poorly sited, these fields are affected
little, or not at all, by CES/DRS projects.

The owners of the fields allocated to the women often oppose
any anti-erosion or planting work on them, for fear of losing
their rights to the land: this is a major obstacle to women
taking up agro-forestry and CES/DRS techniques.
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- Where an area is irrigated, women do not wusually receive
plots.

In the long run, there is a great danger of demobilizing the
women. And yet they seem to compensate by getting the community
to allocate land to the women’s group in the form of a common
field, a garden or a plantation.

- As regards agricultural production, the most positive

development is the spread of fruit growing and market
gardening among women’s groups. But women’s access to
agricultural extension services and to the factors of
production is still very limited and extremely unequal: the
basic problem is that few schemes and projects regard women
as fully-fledged agricultural producers.

- As regards reforestation, women are enthusiastic partisans of
agro-forestry and individual plantations. But their access to
the new trees and tree products is even more limited than the
men’s. Reforestation operations that have succeeded with
women are those in which their right to the trees is
unambiguously guaranteed.

- Extension work on improved cookstoves is the anti-

desertification activity that has most affected women. They
are very open to any saving of wood, and to greater comfort
and safety in their cooking area. In regions that are badly
deforested, and where the scheme has been well conducted,
women’s commitment to the stoves is total. But all too often
the schemes are hasty affairs: no work to arouse awareness,
no training, and above all no follow-up. Furthermore, schemes
and projects sometimes use initiation into the new cookstoves
merely as a way of integrating women into the fight against
desertification; worst of all, such schemes can be used as an
excuse to exclude the women from the production project.
Women’s participation in desertification control cannot and
must not be limited to use of improved coockstoves.

Where anti-desertification schemes are concerned, there are
still too many constraints and deficiencies for women to be
unreservedly won over to the techniques applied. Moreover,
one can see that women are too often the victims of
contradictions or overlap between different schemes:
participating as volunteers or under pressure, they have to
take part in every project launched in the village by outside
agencies. This can mean a ridiculously heavy additional
workload, and can have a very demoralizing effect. Forgotten
by one ojec submerged by another, women need a minimum o
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oaches %3 ati control. This
disappointing assessment, however, should be viewed with a
sense of proportion: this type of project is a very recent
development.

2.3.3. Women urgently need to develop their minor activities of
trade, craft work etc., and these call for appropriate Jloan
facilities. It is clear that by bringing a response to these
demands, the anti-desertification projects would encourage and
broaden women’s participation in environmental restoration
activities. Pressure on the environment can be reduced, on the
one hand, by increasing and diversifying women’s incomes, and
on the other hand by improving production techniques, product
quality and marketing. Lastly, by encouraging women to produce
raw materials (planting, protecting naturally regenerated
growth, exploiting resources rationally), one will help both
the environment and the women. The situation in the Sahel is
such that without the help of appropriate loan facilities it is
difficult for women to develop their trading or craft
activities. And yet it is well known, and confirmed by
experience, that women are reliable borrowers.

2.3.4. Experience also shows that schemes to lighten domestic
labor (village water supplies, mills, etc.) and to improve
living conditions in the villages (health facilities, a village
shop) free women’s labor power and improve their living
conditions. But this does not seem to have been understood, for
activities of this kind are recorded in only 42% of cases,
whereas women are given a heavy additional workload on the
anti-desertification sites and the hardness of life in the
village encourages the young to leave.

2.4. Our assessment is, overall, negative. It has to be
conceded that at the present time, desertification control
policies regard women as secondary and provide no advancement
for them. Although they participate on a massive scale and in
many different ways, most schemes and projects do no more than
use their labor power, relegating them to the most arduous and
least skilled jobs.

However, some promising trends are developing: the massive
scale of women’s participation is a positive factor; and
women’s organizations have acquired renewed energy and strength
to meet the needs of the fight against desertification.
Training schemes are beginning to cover men and women together,
and an anti-desertification project can be a powerful unifying
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factor in the village, improving the division of tasks and
responsibilities.

For many women, combatting desertification is the way forward
to improve their living conditions, keep the men at home and

prepare for their children’s future. But one cannot continue to
exploijt their labor while denving this hope. This has been

understood by some projects which are running innovative
experiments to integrate women into the fight against
desertification.

3. The lessons of the most positive experiments

3.1. To be able to assess a successful environmental
restoration or reforestation scheme, it is important to know

and understand, first of all, the relationship between women
and local plant life, and how this has changed.

Whichever agro-ecological =zone we 1look at, gathering wild
produce is a fundamental part of women’s socio-economic role.
Women transmit from mother to daughter the knowledge and know-
how that once helped preserve a certain equilibrium with the
surrounding vegetation. But this equilibrium has been broken by
a number of interacting factors than can constitute a veritable
spiral of destruction. Population growth has accentuated
pressure on the environment and led to an increase in gathering
activities, at the same time as the bush is reduced by the
expansion of the cultivated areas. The drop in agricultural
productivity has led to scarcity and impoverishment, and the
bush has been taxed even more heavily to provide a now
indispensable food supplement and source of income (sale of
fruit, raw materials for craft work). The trees are over-
exploited and mutilated; tree populations have aged. Under
pressure of necessity and emergency, the women have had to give
up the traditional practices that helped preserve the
environment; they can no longer choose between species, and
their knowledge is being lost. It is facile to say, as one
high-level expatriate project manager did: "it’s the women who
cause desertification: they cut the wood, and they have the
children."

Women prefer local, multi-purpose species. Trees are used for
two main purposes, food and medicine, before they are used for
fuel. Women’s predilection for wild fruit trees attests to the
nourishment these trees provide. Traditional medicine holds a
very important place in villages remote from modern chemists’
shops, whose medicines are in any case often beyond the reach
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of country people. These needs have not always been understood
by forestry workers, who still tend to favor species grown for
timber and fuel. Women’s demands are complementary, not
contradictory: needs are no longer covered in certain areas,
and anxiety is growing.

It is also important to stress the educational role of women in
transmitting knowledge of trees and plants. It is the mother
who initiates her children in the ways of the environment, in
the great classroom of the bush - often the only classroom the
children know. Folk tales teach, for example, that one must
respect the trees if one hopes to benefit from their
generosity; it is important that this kind of knowledge be
recognized and continue to be transmitted. It is also vital for
the women, who will pass on good or bad ways of treating the
environment, to be informed and educated.

3.2. Positive experiments i eforestation that have really
involved women as partners and taken account of their demands
and the constraints upon them, are still rare.

The experience of the Azel cra oope ive in Air, Northern
Niger, is representative of the Saharo-Sahelian zone.
Impoverished by drought, the women increased their production
of plaited mats made of doum palm leaves. The result was
overexploitation of the doum palms and a drop in the price of
the mats. At the same time, the demand for the raw material
grew and the leaves rose in price. Destruction of the trees
accelerated and spread. In 1984, with the aid of the catholic
Mission and the small religious community at Azel, the women
formed a cooperative to produce a different type of craft
product geared towards the urban and tourist markets. Using far
less of the raw material, the women made more elaborate goods
that brought in significantly higher profits. At the present
time the scheme is trying to involve the women in regenerating
the doum palm groves. A consciousness raising drive has been
launched, with the help of the Telloua valley riverside biology
protection project, and a 50% revival is spoken of. The aim of
the forestry agents (to plant doum palms) and the aim of the
women (to have the leaves they need for their products) are
convergent, not contradictory. But two battles remain to be
won: to convince the forestry experts that this form of craft
production is less destructive than the old one, and to
convince the women that they must take part in the planting of
the palms if they are to continue their craft activities. This
experience is relevant for the entire Saharo-Sahelian zone.
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At Boulhazar in the Assaba region of Mauritania, some 300
women, recently become sedentary, have set up a flourishing
craft cooperative. They have decided to launch into market
gardening and date palm production. They have bought and
equipped a plot of land for the purpose, for a total investment
of FCFA 1 million. They have boldly bought 40 date palm
seedlings at FCFA 5,000 each, along with henna plants etc. All
these trees will provide a source of income in the long run.
With some commercial wisdom the women have seen that permanent
settlement in the region is inevitable, and they are preparing
for the future in those terms. The way these women, once
confined to their nomads’ tents, have taken in hand the long-
term development of the land where they have settled is a
lesson in hope and energy. They believe their men will come
home and that, thanks to this kind of effort, they will want to
come back and 1live in their home village. The success of
schemes like this is very important for the interior of the
country, which is losing its population.

Women’s tree nurseries are being launched. The women of the

Fazenda Tarrafal cooperative in the north of Santiago Island,
Cape Verde, decided to set up their own nursery. After training
by the forestry department, they produced 10,000 seedlings
which were bought by the forestry department, highly satisfied
with a quality product involving less in the way of transport
costs. The experiment is to be repeated next year, to the
mutual satisfaction of the parties involved.

At Tessaoua in Niger the NGO Care International, involved in an
agro-forestry project in the area, has launched an experiment
in individual private mini-nurseries with the women. The scheme
is designed to meet two needs: the project wanted seedlings
produced by private enterprise, and the women wanted trees and
a source of income. The principle of the initiative is simple:

volunt articipation. Each woman chooses
the number and species of seedling she wishes to raise at home,
and she uses them however she likes: selling at her own price,
giving them away, keeping them for her own use. Though modest
in scale, this experiment can be regarded as a success, and it
shows that town women can be interested in trees as well. Its
success is due to three factors: the freedom of choice left to
the women, the very close self-management that ensured constant
monitoring of the scheme, and the decision to keep to a small
scale. In the long run, only a few women will become expert and
make their mini-nurseries a lasting activity.
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More and more, women are showing their desire to grow the trees
that will be useful to them. A women’s tree nursery, or a
nursery that takes account of women’s demands, can be a
starting point for agro-forestry projects with women. Some
projects are beginning to open their nurseries to women, and
these initiatives are to be encouraged.

One experiment involving women in the exploitation of forestry
plantations has been conducted in Cape Verde. Some large-scale
plantations have reached the exploitation stage. The forestry
department recruited and trained teams of workers to prune the
trees; the wages were paid out of revenue from the prunings,
sold by the kilo. The women proved to be the most efficient at
pruning, and all-women teams formed. This is an interesting
experiment in that it shows that women can manage wood
resources rationally and can be reliable partners in a forestry
project. Some projects, like the PARCE in Senegal and the PUSF
in Guesselbodi, Niger, have begun to involve women. But all in
all these experiments are still too limited and too timid.

Rural agro-forestry schemes, individual or collective, are
beginning to be undertaken with the participation of women

right across the Sahel. The Gandiol area experiment is the most
innovative as regards woodlots for the women of the village.
After the failure of a conventional village woodlot in 1984,
the Gandiol area’s autonomous dune-fixing project redefined the
guidelines for its forestry scheme. The village woodlot became
a hedged "demonstration woodlot" of 0.2 to 1 hectare, a multi-
purpose woodlot planted with a range of species and created,
maintained an a he women’s oups with the help of
the rest of the population. A medicinal agro-forestry scheme
was run alongside this one, involving the traditional
practitioners and the general population, and the protected
species will be gradually reintroduced into the women’s
woodlots. It is also intended to create "health gardens" near
the health care centers, to supply medicinal plants for the
traditional pharmacopoeia. The women are also involved in
protection and natural regeneration of trees, Acacia albida
especially.

This has proved a highly positive experiment: the ocach is
& g ups, b e o e tire
[s) ty an t s support. The experiment is of far more

than local significance, and all those agro-forestry projects
too exclusively focused on the male population could profit
from it. It shows the part women can play in rural agro-
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forestry in the Sahel, especially in areas where male
emigration is high.

Services and projects have also begun, here and there, to
encourage individual plantations. In Burkina Faso, the "Village
woodlot" project in Kaya has launched an initiative to help the
spread of improved cookstoves: the women are being promised
five tree seedlings per stove built. The operation has been a
great success: 16,000 trees have been planted by individual
women, and the project has not been able to fulfill all its
promises. The same project, with backup from the forestry
department, has trained "women farmer/foresters" whose role is
to monitor the use of the improved cookstoves and to maintain
the trees in their village. This initiative, costing little in
relation to the cost price per hectare of the village woodlot,
also provides a basis for women’s self-management.

The results of all these experiments show that women are very
much in favor of rural agro-forestry schemes. But their support
is hampered by two obstacles: the land tenancy problem and the
right to the trees planted. If these obstacles were removed,
the future of rural forestry in the Sahel would be largely in
the hands of the women.

Lastly, school is a place where boys and girls can acquire a
better knowledge of their environment and learn better behavior
towards it. In Mali, the school at Banankoroni near Ségou is
raising young people’s awareness through gardening activities,
a tree nursery, embellishment of the 1living space, and an
introduction to the improved cookstoves. The old men and women
of the village have come along to lead these sessions. In
Mopti, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
has created an environmental education and consciousness
raising course for schools. It publishes a quarterly bulletin
about "Walia the Stork, messenger from our Nature", which is
distributed in all the schools of the 5th Region. Experiments
of this kind are not expensive considering their impact; and
one must remember what a tragic shortage of teaching materials
there is in Sahelian schools. Schools have something to learn
from the men and women of the bush.

3.3. The part women play in agricultural production has grown

unceasingly over the past twenty years; this is due partly to
the spread of cash crops, partly to the mass migration of the
men, and partly to the modernization of agriculture, which has
led to an increase in the area under cultivation.
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The result has been a cultu
responsibilities that fall to women. They work more in the

family fields, sometimes to the detriment of their own fields,
where they have for many Yyears practiced a diversified,
intensive form of cropping. More and more often as land for
cultivation grows scarcer, the women are left without
individual plots or are forced to grow cereals on them. Lastly,
male migration has made women responsible for the family farms
in fact but not in law. Although they must carry out the work
while the man is away, they do not receive the benefit of
agricultural extension work or access to the factors of
production.

The land ownership and tenancy problem seems to be a major
stumbling block. Women’s access to land is inadequate in two
respects, quantitative and qualitative. The length of time for
which a plot is allocated is also uncertain. The allocation of
land depends entirely on the men: husbands, owners,
authorities. Moreover, custom has it that improving a plot or
planting trees on it confers the right of ownership of the
land. Owners generally oppose improvements, but they may also
give permission for planting or other work and then take back
the improved field. Under these conditions, it is hard to
encourage women to undertake CES/DRS or agro-forestry work in
their fields. The great majority of schemes and projects back
up the right of men to the land when improvements contribute to
the spoliation of women.

However, women want individual appropriation of land. Because
of the various ways their societies have been destabilized by
desertification and the exodus of the men, they want to secure
their access to the factors of production. Individual access
remains very difficult, but collective appropriation is
accepted better by the community. Desertification, and CES/DRS
activities in the fields, reveal the problem of land ownership
to the women, and anti-desertification schemes involve a
certain ambivalence: while individuals are excluded, land may
be allocated to a collective group.

Positive experiments in agriculture

Despite these handicaps, women are very much involved in
CES/DRS activities. They are aware of the degradation of the
land and its many consequences; they have invested their labor
on a massive scale to save their threatened lands. The
technique women have adopted most enthusiastically is that of

or banks, built of earth or stone. The
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experiment of Noogo in Yatenga is a good example of the
teaching of this technique on the Mossi Plateau. 115 hectares
have been treated in this way in two years, with the support of
local and regional government services. Women have played a
major part, making up 75% of the labor force on the site. Site
work is directed by a female development agent, and the
organization of work is remarkable. The work has been divided
among the different age groups: the oldest women mind the
children in the shade, close to their mothers, who can stop to
breast feed in peace; the youngest women carry the stones, and
the women of the middle age group arrange them along the
contour lines or prepare the meal for the workers; everyone is
entitled to a meal served on site.

Noogo demonstrates three basic facts: that women have
understood the need to combat desertification; that they know
what they want and will adopt a scheme that responds to their
needs; and that an anti-desertification site can retain a human
dimension and need not resemble a forced labor camp.

Conscious s s on the problems of environmental

conservation has led to many other kinds of consciousness on
the part of the women: they want to restrict the number of
children they have, they no longer cook without an improved
stove, they have a collective field where they apply new
farming techniques; in 1988 a manure pit scheme for men and
women started up; they got together enough money to obtain a
grain mill; for the first time, they have sent three little
girls to the school in the next village; when they have a well
at long last they mean to start a market garden; and they want
to start a village shop with the profits from the mill.

The example of Noogo shows that a well-run anti-desertification
scheme can open the way to rural development and the socio-
economic advancement of women, even if women are not the main
ones to benefit from the measures taken. Yatenga provides many
other positive examples. At Bassi, the women have been trained
to build stone bunds and have formed autonomous women’s teams
to build bunds for wages in other peoples’ fields. Teams of
this kind have been launched in other villages: desertification
control is beginning to create jobs in Yatenga!

Improvement of existing farming systems is also a part of the

fight against desertification. In experiments where women have
access to agricultural extension work, especially through work
in their collective fields, their enthusiasm can be seen. Women
are gradually being taught the use of manure or compost pits:
marke ing and b ulture are fast-growing activities
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in most countries. The new vegetables are becoming a habitual
part of the diet, and women consistently ask to take up market
gardening, even in the Saharo-Sahelian zone.

Lastly, credit facilities to buy farm equipment, launch a trade
venture, set up a mill, fatten sheep or acquire a cart or
bicycle, are being successfully launched by a variety of
schemes and projects. The "Vive le Paysan" Association in
Sapone has given loans to women’s groups for animal-powered
cultivation and storage of the shea-nut harvest to enable the
women to withstand pressure from the traders.

The NGO ADRK is giving women access to its credit and savings
cooperatives. At a later stage in the process the
multiplication of women’s groups also raises the problem of
managing their money and farm produce: building small stores,
or mini grain banks, allows flexible, independent management of
the women’s harvests.

The problem of training lies at the heart of women’s position
as regards progress in farming. The "yive le Paysan"
Association has made great efforts in this direction; the
"women farmer/foresters" of the village woodlot project at
Kaya, and the ODIK project in Mali which intends to establish
women "relay supervisors" at village level, are moving in the
same direction. The project to support women’s initiatives,
under the aegis of the CMDT in the Koutiala region of Mali,
means to concentrate on schemes concerning management of
women’s agricultural activities, and to create a network of
"women farmer/seed-multipliers". Lastly, support for women'’s
organizations is beginning to develop.

The positive integration experiments are still too recent for
definitive conclusions to be drawn; sometimes they show
contradictory trends between different villages, or even within
the same village. But the important thing is that a process in
under way, and lessons can already be drawn from established
failures and promising experiments. Though there are still too
few, some anti-desertification experiments involving the socio-
economic advancement of women do exist, and they show the way
forward. The battle is not yet won, but it is important to
support such schemes where they exist and to encourage others.

4. Reproductive tasks

Reproductive tasks include all the domestic tasks women carry
out to ensure the reproduction of the family’s labor power, and
procreation, the "production of producers". In terms of
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desertification control, the questions raised are how to save
domestic energy and how to control population growth.

4.1. The ninety-hour week

100% of women’s groups questioned mentioned an increase in
domestic labor as a direct result of desertification. The three
essential tasks that ensure the survival of the family -
fetching water, fetching wood and preparing food - now take up
most of the labor power of Sahelian women in the dry season. A
country woman’s working day is 14 hours long at the very least.
As long as women have to use up the better part of their time
and strength in the daily domestic grind, the way forward to
development will remain closed to them.

In Sahelian conditions, women have long known how to avoid
wasting water. Water is strictly managed, and small girls are
taught the art from a very early age. The problems mentioned
are the lack of means to raise water and transport it. Women
need to be more closely involved in the well management
committees, and they need to be taught the simple maintenance
jobs. Schemes and projects have made great efforts to provide
village water supplies; these efforts need to be continued
until the water needs of all are met.

Women are unanimous in finding the daily or two-daily job of
grain grinding a back-breaking task. The existence of grain
mills, the increase in other household tasks (wood and water)
and increasing family size mean that women currently find it
harder and harder to accept this task. Furthermore, they know
that a well-run mill can make a profit. Senegal, among other
countries, provides convincing evidence of this. A mill must
not be presented as a gift, but as a money loan granted to the
women for a profitable investment that will save them time and
energy, and which is certainly easier to install than a well. A
grain mill is now an essential component of any improvement to
village life.

The scarcity of wood and increasing prohibitions on the use of
forestry resources have made the problem of wood supplies
virtually insoluble in some regions. Fetching wood is becoming
an unbearably arduous task. Women are reduced to burning crop
residues and animal dung, thereby contravening regulations and
risking heavy fines, or buying wood out of their meager
budgets. There are two ways of resolving the crisis: reducing
wood consumption by using improved cookstoves or other energy
sources; and changing the accessibility of wood supplies by



