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Viewpoint: Samir Amin on Desertification

by Madieng Seck, correspondent for Agence Périscoop in Senegal

Desertification has long been defined as a form of destruction of soils, deforestation etc., occurring
independent of climatic phenomena (drought, wind erosion, effects of water). Samir Amin, Director of the
Third World Forum, insists on the fundamental link between desertification and land holding systems as
they relate to international trade in cash crops, which was the topic of a workshop sponsored by IDRC in
Nairobi in May 1994.

Reports: Can we consider cash-crop monoculture, for example peanuts in Senegal, partly responsible for
the phenomenon of desertification?

Samir Amin: In Africa, traditional land holding systems were collective property systems that were
managed by authority of the village. In the Sahel, until the end of the 19th century, this kind of system
functioned so as to maintain an ecological equilibrium, a balance based on a scattered rural population
with vast lands and forests. It was quite rational to exploit these through land fallowing, pasturing and
wood cutting. Until the colonists arrived, these relationships were generally protected, in particular the
pairing of demography/land, agriculture/livestock rearing. Once colonization occurred, world capitalism
suppressed the powers of village authorities as well as the community's management of land and natural
resources. Collective property was stripped of its meaning.

The shift to quasi-individual property occurred in parallel with new forms of commercial agriculture,
known as cash crops: coffee and cocoa in the Ivory Coast, peanuts in Senegal. In the latter country, peanut
monoculture began more than a century ago. It spread over the entire central and north-western part of
Senegal, and made the country one of the world's major exporters of peanuts.

Reports: Given the growth of competition that international trade has generated, we see that the majority
of African governments seem to still be favouring cash crops in order to earn more income from exports.
Is this happening at the expense of growing food crops?

Amin: Look at what has happened in Senegal. Today we find that the soil has been depleted in all these
lands of the north and centre that are commonly called the "peanut belt." The fields there have become less
and less productive. Climatic phenomena such as the drought cycles of the last two decades have made the
desertification process worse. As a consequence, the vegetation cover has been increasingly degraded,
there has been overgrazing. Elsewhere, in the Ivory Coast for instance, forest cutting permits issued to
colonists have led to abuse. In the Sahel, there is the whole problem of cutting wood for charcoal.

Demographic growth has also weakened the ecological balance in this sense. It is in the context of this
relationship that we see the impact of landholding management and international trade on desertification.
This is because, in contrast to European farmers who incorporate in their farm prices the costs of
maintaining and renewing their soil (fertilizers, crop rotation), experience shows that the African farmer
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finds it difficult to improve and maintain land that does not belong to him. Yet, according to the market
ideology that makes supply and demand the absolute criteria of rationality, it is this absence of land rents
that explains why the world capitalist system can pay such low prices for agricultural products such as
coffee, cocoa, peanuts, and cotton.

The prices that the producer receives have become less and less profitable, and have never been enough to
allow the upkeep of land capital. Hence the destruction of this capital. This is certainly the case in Senegal
with peanuts, and in Niger and Mali with regard to the effects of overgrazing. But since the world
marketplace has a certain preference for these basic export products, the farmer is driven to cultivate the
minimum of food crops and the maximum of cash crops, in order to earn more income -- even though this
destroys the soil still further.

These phenomena surrounding desertification, even if they are not specific to Africa (Karl Marx noted
them in northern India as a result of English colonization), are all the more tragic in our time.

Reports: And yet, after the cycles of drought that have afflicted the continent, the last one being in
southern Africa in 1992, are people not now saying that the battle against desertification must involve
diversification of crops and a strengthening of the synergies between agriculture, livestock and
silviculture?

Amin: Whether we are talking about so-called cash crops (peanuts, cotton, tea, coffee, cocoa) or food
crops (millet, sorghum, rice, maize, etc), any monoculture is going to create imbalances in the environment
and weaken the ecology. This is why we have to find a land management system that is capable of
maintaining equilibrium: forest-grazing equilibrium, equilibrium between use of the forests and developing
the land, farming-grazing equilibrium.

Reports: Yet this does not seem to take account of the structural adjustment policies that have virtually
strangled African agriculture.

Amin: In their rural development policies, African countries have often been led to create administrative
services that favour the farming community, for example, agricultural product purchasing agencies.
Structural adjustment policies, which are characterized mainly by privatization and the withdrawal of the
State behind these administrative agencies, have launched a frontal attack on integrated rural development
policies, and farmers today are left alone to face the laws of the international marketplace. This makes
their problems still more severe, at a time when some European prices for agricultural products that are
widely consumed in Africa, such as wheat or rice, are subsidized for export.

Reports: In the longer run, then, won't the battle against desertification mean redefining development?

Amin: Yes. Among other things, the prices for tropical agricultural products are going to have to become
more profitable. But in addition, the land is going to have to become the real property of the farmers
before they can incorporate the maintenance of their landed capital into their production costs.

The devaluation of the CFA franc (African Financial Community franc) with respect to the French franc
has doubled the price for tropical products, it is true. Yet farmers of the 16 member countries of the
UEMOA (West African Economic and Monetary Union) have not seen the end of their troubles. The
prices of inputs (fertilizers, pesticides, etc.) that are imported are going to double in due course; and the
positive short-term effects of the devaluation could well be wiped out.

In short, if the continent is to escape from its agricultural crisis, we need a new sustainable development
policy:

get out of specializing in tropical products for export.
give priority to internal African markets.
and finally, build complementary farm production systems across the continent.
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