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AN IMPORTANT AND VERSATILE RESOURCE 

by GUNNAR POULSEN 

In an age of dwindling non-renewable resources, trees have an 

increasingly important role to play in Africa's future. From the tough scrub 

bush at the edge of the desert to the giants of the tropical rain forest, 

trees are a valuable and vital resource. 

First of all, trees are producers of wood, and the principal use 

of wood in Africa is for fuel -- in the form of firewood and charcoal. There 

are, however, many products other than wood produced by African trees. 

Both the leaves and the fruit of the Baobab are used for food in 

West Africa, and from the bark of the same tree a cord is made th~t is used 

among other things, for stringing beds in Sudan. From the bark of Acacia 

nilotica the Masai of East Africa make a stimulating tea-like beverage, while 

elsewhere in Africa a refreshing drink is made from the pods of a large savan

nah tree, Tamarindus indica (in Mali this drink is even produced and canned 

commercially). The nuts of a desert shrub Cordeauxia edulis are an important 

source of protein in parts of Somalia, while the female flowers of Hagenia 

abyssina provide a vermifuge (used to get rid of parasitic worms), to mention 

just one of many medicinal uses of trees. Among the most versatile of trees 

are the various acacia species of the Sahel zone that produce gum arabic, used 

in a dozen or more different products. 

Over large areas of Africa livestock obtain a considerable pro

portion of their nourishment from trees, usually in the form of fruits and 

leaves. Of the hundred or more species that are useful in this respect, the 

Acacia albida deserves special mention. This large savannah tree grows mainly 

on sandy soils in some of the dr1er parts of Africa, and has a remarkable 

ability to improve thefarmland where it grows. 
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Contrary to a 11 normal 11 tree behaviour 11
, the Acacia al bi da drops 

all its leaves at the onset of the rainy season, allowing them to decay rapi

dly in the hot, humid weather, releasing their nutrients into the soil just 

when the crops need them most. In the dry season, the tree is covered by a 

dense foliage, providing shade for cattle, and towards the end of the dry 

season drops huge amounts of protein-rich pods to the ground on which the 

cattle feed. The continuous presence of cattle around the trees, of course, 

does much to improve soil fertility. Finally, the large crowns of the Acacia 

albida provide excelJent protection against wind erosion, especially in the 

dry season. 

The role of trees in soil and water conservation is no less impor

tant, especially in hilly and mountainous country. Large-scale deforestation 

of steep slopes may lead to complete environmental degradation as the soil is 

carried away from the slopes by the rains leaving them bare and useless to man. 

In the valleys below, a formerly regular water supply becomes spasmodic and un

reliable. During heavy rainstorms flood waters thunder down from the hills 

burying valley farmlands under gravel and stones, destroying crops and silting 

dams. ----------------- ~--

Then there is the effect of trees on climatic conditions. The 

rapid expansion of desert that has taken place in recent years along the sou

thern fringe of the Sahel zone has been at least partly caused by man's own 

destruction of the environment - the combined effect of overgrazing and over

exploitation of the already scanty tree vegetation. The process is compounded 

by people, deprived of firewood, being forced to burn animal manure and crop 

residues, thus depriving the soil of much needed humus and nutrients. Worst 

of all, hot scorching winds blow from these man-made deserts to the farmlands 

further south, reducing yields, destroying crops, and starting the cycle over 

again. 

While there is no doubt that vegetation ground cover, especially 

trees, favourably influence the micro-climate, little exact information is 

available about possible effects on the climate over a much larger area. Do 

such phenomena as higher daytime and lower nightime temperatures over land denuded 

of vegetation, and an increased amount of d~st in the atmosphere, result in re

duced rainfall? We really do not know in a scientific way. We only suspect that 

it is so. 
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Not knowing for sure, we give the trees the benefit of the 

doubt, and advocate the afforestation of dry areas wherever possible. It 

may lead to better rainfall, or it may not. It will at least improve the 

micro-climate, improve the living conditions for the people in the imme-

diate area, and that in itself would be very valuable. 
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