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Women often receive special attention in research dealing

with natural resource management, for several reasons.

First, they usually use environmental resources for sub-

sistence purposes, and are strongly reliant on these re-

sources. Second, they are often the first to suffer from a

decline of these resources, which they rely so heavily on,

and  their social marginalisation limits their room to ma-

noeuvre in managing the environment (see Joekes et al.,

1994: 137; Leach, 1994: 25; Barrett & Browne, 1995).

Two conclusions are often made from these statements.

One, that women, by being increasingly marginalised, are

forced to over-exploit their resources unsustainably and

thereby cause deterioration of these resources, or two, that

women lack the incentive to invest in appropriate envi-

ronmental management (see Leach, 1994: 28; Barrett &

Browne, 1995: 35). Others (such as the “women and en-

vironment” approach) argue that women are the best man-

agers of the environment, since they are the first to bear

the consequence of environmental degradation (see

Leach, 1994: 25; Barrett & Browne, 1995: 32). 

This article describes the environmental interests and

concerns that women have regarding trees in southwest-

ern Burkina Faso. The image of women presented in this

paper is neither that of powerless victims, nor that of eco-

friendly managers, but of something in between. We will

first describe the interest that women have in tree man-

agement and show how it differs from men’s interest. We

will then assess the limited room that women have to ma-

noeuvre in the management of their environment, and the

strategies that they develop to bypass some of the existing

social and tenure constraints. Finally, we will analyse the

impact that regional, national and global processes have

on the environment, an environment upon which the

women rely.

Abstract

This article describes and explains the different interests and strate-
gies that men and women have in tree management in Péni, south-
western Burkina Faso. It argues that men and women have different
household responsibilities. While the responsibility of the men is to
procure staple food, housing, clothes, medicines and administration
fees, women are responsible for finding the ingredients of the sauce
accompanying meals and to take care of the children and the daily
domestic tasks. As a result, the women’s interest in trees focuses on
their use-value for the household, while men have a stronger inter-
est in their commercial value. Consequently, women tend to rely
heavily on the existence of communally owned resources that can be
gathered by everyone, while men prefer “privatised” resources. The
social marginalisation of women makes it more difficult for them to
manage tree resources according to their own needs. Women are not
completely powerless, as they have developed successful strategies
to bypass some of the existing social and tenure constraints and de-
fend their interests. However, new regional and global trends have
put women’s resources and strategies under pressure. 
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Methods

The data on which this paper is based were collected as

part of the PETREA research project (see Nathan, 2002;

Gausset et al., 2003a) in Péni, Houet Province (Burkina

Faso). The research was spread over three periods of

fieldwork lasting in total 5 months (March-April 2002,

May 2003, February-March 2004). The fieldwork was

conducted by different interdisciplinary teams of re-

searchers. A wide range of methods were used but this ar-

ticle is based mainly on data collected using social scien-

tific methods; questionnaires, semi-structured interviews,

open-ended interviews, participant observation, and Par-

ticipatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), with both men and

women living in rural communities. 

The questionnaire survey covered 104 households, i.e.

about 20% of all the households living in Peni, including

the Kogoue, Wondjan and Saki sub-villages. On the basis

of the census of 1998, we selected every fifth household

and then interviewed the head of each chosen household.

The households that had moved away were replaced by a

neighbouring household related to the original one. Some

of the households, as were defined in the census, worked

together in the fields. We combined them in the analysis,

resulting in a total of 89 households which we defined as

agricultural units. In the analysis, we distinguished the

Tiefo (the autochthonous population) from the regional

migrants (the Diula, Daffin, Tienkan, Senufo, Toussian,

Bobo, etc.), the Peul or Fulbe (only 2 households in our

sampling) and the non-regional migrants (mainly Mossi). 

By using a questionnaire it was then possible to sam-

ple data about the composition of the households, the mi-

gration of household members; the species and number of

trees owned by the household, the variety and quantity of

crops planted, the number of animals owned, and the in-

come derived from these products or activities. Participa-

tory Rural Appraisal (PRA) matrix ranking exercises

were organised with a group of women, a group of men,

a group of young men, and a group of migrants, who were

asked to rank trees according to their importance relating

to their different uses. About 50 semi- or unstructured in-

terviews were also conducted with a sample of men and

women, local authorities, members of local cooperatives

or associations, etc. 

A botanical inventory was made using a stratified

sampling method, first registering the different types of

vegetation within the different areas (fallow land, planta-

tion, parkland, sacred hill, etc.) and then making a num-

ber of randomly chosen plots within each category. A to-

tal of 31 plots were selected, varying between 5 and 40 m

in size. The aim was to have approximately 10 trees on

each plot. Within each plot, all the trees were registered.

For each tree we noted the species, height, diameter and

signs of browsing and cutting. The number of short (<1.3

m), young regenerating trees were counted without meas-

uring height or diameter. In this way it was possible to cal-

culate the number of different species and their distribu-

tion with respect to size, as well as, estimate how much

they had been cut and browsed. 

Additional surveys were also conducted such as soil

sampling, quantitative and qualitative ethnobotanical sur-

veys, GPS surveys, as well as a participatory assessment

of the soil quality. For more details about these surveys,

see Gausset et al., (2003a).

Study area and local context

Péni is a small town, which consists of 4234 inhabitants

(census of 1996). The town is situated 35 km from Bobo-

Dioulasso on the main road going to Banfora, in the Houet

province, southwestern Burkina Faso. This region is part

of the south-sudanian bioclimatic zone, with an annual

rainfall exceeding 1000 mm. There are approximately five

dry months with rainfall below 50 mm. The original veg-

etation in the zone is tree savannah or seasonal forest

(Fontès et al., 1995). At present, land use in Peni consists

of: fallow land, different sorts of agro-forestry parkland

with food crops, fruit and nut tree plantations, home gar-

dens (mainly in town), a sacred hill (on which Combre-

taceae and Caesalpinaceae dominate) and a few gallery

forests without cultivation. Slash and burn systems are

used in areas under both short and long term fallow. The

main crops produced for consumption are maize, sorghum

and millet. The main cash crops are cotton, hibiscus flow-

ers, mango and cashew. Groundnuts are also grown but

are less important than the other crops. It is important to

note that the town is situated on top of a hill, which divides

the area into two, each with relatively different land-uses.

On top of the hill, investment in fruit plantations is very

important. Further down the hill, cotton and cattle herding

are the primary sources of income. Here the fruit and nut

tree plantations are less important. This article focuses on

the village area on top of the hill, where animal browsing

is less problematic for plantations.

In the village of Péni, the autochthonous population is

a minority (almost 40% of the population), as can be seen

in Figure 1. Many migrants come from neighbouring ar-
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eas in the south-western Burkina Faso, but approximately

20% come from further away - mainly Mossi from the

central plateau.

Income derived from the exploitation of trees accounts

for approximately 25% of the household economy (see

Figure 2). However, the income derived from trees de-

pends heavily on the access to land, and on the possibility

to plant trees. Land owners, such as the Tiefo and those

migrants who have been given land, mostly regional mi-

grants, have control over more land than borrowers and,

therefore, have access to more tree products, as can be

seen in Figure 3. This will be discussed in the following

sections (see also Gausset et al., 2003a).

Women's use of trees

Trees have a great variety of uses (Chweya & Eyzaguirre,

1999; Mertz & Reenberg, 1999; Mertz et al., 2001; Lykke

et al., 2002; Gausset et al., 2003a). The ethnobotanical

survey and semi-structured interviews showed that

branches or trunks are used for firewood, charcoal and

construction material. Bark, flowers, roots and leaves are

used for medicinal purposes. Wild fruits and leaves are

used in salads and in the sauce accompanying meals, and

the fruits of many trees were sold on local markets.

Women, because of their responsibility for the family,

have a keen interest in specific tree products. They are pri-

marily concerned with the everyday health and hygiene of

their family, and especially that of their children. There-

fore, they have a strong interest in the medicinal potential

of plants and trees. The women are also in charge of

preparing meals and are, therefore, also the ones responsi-

Figure 1: Proportion of households in Péni according to their geo-
graphical or cultural origin (Tiefo = indigenous people in Péni; Re-
gional migrants = Diula, Daffin, Toussian, Bobo, and all people com-
ing from the South-West of Burkina Faso; Non-Regional migrants =
people coming from other parts of the country, mainly Mossi)

Figure 2: Average source of income of households. "Trees" refers
mainly to the sale of fruits (cashew, mango, shea nuts, African lo-
cust beans seeds) as well as cashew butter and soumbala. It does
not include the products consumed by the household.

Figure. 3: Average annual income, in FCFA, of households ac-
cording to the geographical and cultural origin of the informants.
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ble to fetch firewood. While men are considered mainly

responsible for providing the staple food (maize,

sorghum, and millet), women are responsible for provid-

ing the sauce. Men can buy meat or fish for the sauce, but

all other ingredients, such as vegetables, spices and cook-

ing oil, are supposed to be provided by the women (see

also Helmfrid, 1998: 9-10; Thorsen & Reenberg, 2000:

50).  Vegetables and leaves for the sauce are either culti-

vated in the fields or in gardens, but are more often col-

lected in fallow areas, uncultivated areas, or protected

forests. Different vegetables, leaves, flowers and fruits

are collected all year, and constitute a significant supple-

ment to the cultivated products.

The local cooking oil in Burkina Faso comes first and

foremost from the production of shea butter, derived from

the nuts of the Vitellaria paradoxa C. F. Gaertn. (English:

shea nut tree, French: karité). This tree is grown on both

agricultural and fallow land. Cereals, such as sorghum,

millet or maize, are inter-cropped with this tree. The nuts

are harvested in June and shea butter is produced after a

long transformation process. The nuts are first dried, then

fried/smoked, crushed in a mortar, fried/smoked again,

and then crushed in a mill. The brown paste is beaten un-

til it becomes white, and then boiled once to produce high

quality butter sold on markets. The paste is then boiled

once again and produces a very small quantity of second

grade butter consumed at home. Women are responsible

for all of these activities (Khouw & Golane, 1987; Helm-

frid,  1998; Fold & Reenberg, 1999). Shea butter is also

an ingredient in the production of local soap. Un-

processed nuts are also sold directly on the market to later

be industrially processed. They are used, among other

things, as substitutes for cocoa butter, or in the cosmetic

industry.

In south-western Burkina Faso, one of the main condi-

ments used in the seasoning of food is called "soumbala"

and derives from the fruits of the Parkia biglobosa  (Jacq.)

Benth. (English: African locust bean, French: néré).

These trees are mainly grown on fallow and agricultural

lands and are inter-cropped with cereals. The fruits are

harvested from March to May. The seeds are removed

from the shell and separated from a yellowish, sweet flour

which surrounds them (this flour can be given to cattle,

eaten directly or cooked as biscuits). The seeds are first

crushed in a mortar, then boiled for 24 hours, crushed a

second time in a mortar, rinsed and filtered three times,

boiled again for a short time, mixed with ashes and left to

dry/ferment for one or two days, then sold in small balls

and used in preparing sauces. Women are fully responsi-

ble for this process resulting in soumbala, but their men

help during the harvest (Ki, 1994; Ouédraogo, 1995;

Helmfrid, 1998; Gausset et al., 2003a). 

As described, the workload of the shea butter and

soumbala production is borne almost entirely by the

women, who also have the specialised local knowledge

necessary to process these seeds and nuts. The importance

of the locust bean and shea trees for the women in the sur-

vey was confirmed in the PRA exercises, as the women

ranked these species much higher than men did.

Differences between women's and men's use of trees

Commercial value is often distinguished from, and op-

posed to, subsistence value (see examples in Gregersen et

al., 1995: 18; Davies & Richards, 1999: 18-20). However,

women are more engaged in subsistence activities than

men, and therefore the consumptive value may better ac-

count for the gender differences linked to tree products,

because tree products used for subsistence can also be

sold by women on the market for cash. In this article, the

term "consumptive value" refers to the consumption of

tree products within the household. The consumptive

value of tree products is especially important when cash

income is a major limitation, and when households are un-

likely to purchase replacement forest products. It is dis-

tinguished from the "cash value" derived from selling the

products on the market. Of course, tree products having a

consumptive value might be sold on the market and can

therefore also have a market value. The difference is sig-

nificant when comparing products that can be directly

consumed within a household (soumbala, shea butter,

soap), and compared to those which cannot be directly

consumed (raw African locust beans and shea nuts) or are

not consumed locally (cashew, charcoal). The mango pro-

duction has an ambiguous value, as it is difficult to define

whether its value is primarily a question of consumption

or cash. However, the two aspects still need to be distin-

guished, because anybody in Péni can pick a mango in any

plantation, as long as the fruit is eaten on the spot and is

not sold. As a result, no local farmers buy mangoes on the

market, and the commercial value of the mango depends

entirely on the external demand - not on its consumptive

local value.

The interest of women in tree production relates di-

rectly to the trees’ consumptive value for their household;

medicinal plants, butter, soap, sauce, firewood, fruits, etc.

The interest of their men in tree production differs from
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that of the women, as the men generally regard the tree as

a commercial product. For example, men are professional

traditional healers and exploit the trees and shrubs on a

commercial basis, while the interest of women in medici-

nal plants is usually linked to very concrete needs con-

cerning their own health or that of their children. When

men get involved in the collection of firewood, it is usu-

ally to produce charcoal that is sold on markets or along

the roads, while the women collect firewood primarily for

home consumption. 

Men do have some interest in shea and locust bean, be-

cause they customarily claim the rights to trees found on

their own land (see below). When the harvest is poor, the

men keep the different tree produce for themselves and

sell the harvest on the market. When the harvest is good,

the men still keep most of the harvest, although they give

part of it to their wives, but seldom enough to cover the

household’s consumption. Women often buy part of their

husband’s harvest at a preferential price. The interest of

men in shea and locust beans is linked to the money they

can make when selling the nuts and fruits on the market,

while the interest of women in the same products is linked

to their consumptive value within the household. 

It should be noted, however, that making and selling

shea butter and soumbala balls at the markets are two of

the few activities (along with petty trade or brewing beer)

widely practised by women, allowing them to earn money.

However, women seldom sell the raw nuts or seeds; they

usually sell the processed product, which has a local con-

sumption use value. In southwestern Burkina Faso, almost

all rural women are involved in producing and selling

soumbala and/or shea butter to help generate income. The

processed product sold by the women derives mainly from

raw nuts and seeds bought on the market. According to

our informants, the income derived from processing shea

butter and soumbala is between one third and half of the

price paid to purchase the raw product. The amount of

labour that one woman can invest in the processing limits

the quantity of shea butter or soumbala produced, and lim-

its the gain per person to between FCFA 1000 and 1500

(between EUR 1.5 and 2.3) per operation. The frequency

of processing these products depends on the frequency of

market days, which is every five days, in Peni. Women

can then use this income to pay for the running of their

household i.e. buying cooking ingredients, or helping

their husband to cover households’ expenses. Women are

sometimes forced to sell soumbala or shea butter, even

though they don’t have enough for their own needs, and

then have to buy these products later on during the year, at

a higher market price. This is due to their limited credit

opportunities, and to the fact that the harvest of shea nuts

and locust beans happens during the "hungry period" be-

fore the grain harvest, which is a time with high cash

needs.

As we can see in all the examples above, women’s in-

terest in trees is most often because of the consumptive

value of tree products such as medicine, food, and fire-

wood. When they do sell tree products, it is usually after

having processed butter, soap or soumbala, which have a

local use value. Moreover, soumbala is a typical gift given

to visitors (in-laws or relatives from town) or as wedding,

baptism and funeral gifts (occasions which require a large

quantity of food to feed the visitors). This social aspect

also stresses the non-monetary value of these products. 

While the market value of the tree products sold by

women depends on their local consumptive value, the tree

products sold by the men are independent of any direct lo-

cal consumptive value. Men usually sell products that can

not be consumed directly, such as raw cashew nuts, raw

shea nuts and raw African locust beans, or that are not

bought to be consumed locally and are exported to town,

such as charcoal, cashew or mango. Moreover, when men

plant trees, they usually select cash crops such as man-

goes, cashew, guavas, or oranges. The women who sell

these fruits on local markets usually do so for their hus-

band, or buy them from their husband and sell them with

some profit (they are not selling their own produce but are

rather trading the produce of others).

The different interests of men and women in tree prod-

ucts can be explained by their different roles within the

household. A man is responsible for providing the staple

food, as well as the products that need to be bought such

as clothes, medicine, transport and school fees for the

children. However, the income earned by the men is often

not enough to cover the households’ expenses. This was

evident from our questionnaire survey, which showed that

almost all women earned some money by selling shea but-

ter, soumbala, beer, cooked food or petty trade. Wives had

to work together with their husband in the household's

fields, even though they also had to cultivate extra fields

to produce vegetables, or to earn an income from selling

extra produce. This extra income is used first to buy all the

things needed in the preparation of the daily meals and

then to complement her husband’s expenses when he fails

to live up to his responsibilities. This explains why

women are more interested in the consumptive value of

tree produce and in cost-saving activities - i.e. producing

what they would otherwise have to buy or collect, such as
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shea butter, soumbala, wild fruits and vegetables, medic-

inal plants, firewood, soap, etc. (see also Helmfrid, 1998:

11). It also explains why women are more interested in

free access to the locust bean or shea trees and non-tim-

ber forest products found in the bush and fallow areas.

Men, on the other hand, are more interested in managing

privatised resources and in commercialising raw goods

that have no local consumption value.

Women’s marginalisation and agency 

Although women and men complement each other within

the household, their specific family duties lead them to

have different and, at times, competing interests regard-

ing tree management. Women are generally not equal to

men when it comes to the management of resources.

Semi-structured interviews revealed that in these patrilin-

eal and patrilocal societies, women only have access to

their husband’s land and it is the husband who determines

the household economic strategy. Women can farm their

own produce, but they do this only after they have fin-

ished helping their husband in the household’s fields.

This extra task is carried out on land that is borrowed

from, and cleared by the husband, who still owns the shea

and locust bean trees growing on the land. Since women

do not own land, they cannot plant trees and claim tree

ownership.

Although the national law requires that any untitled

land belongs to the State, it is common practice that land

tenure is still managed according to customary law. All

the land in Péni has already been farmed and is, therefore,

the object of customary claims. Someone who wishes to

use a piece of land cannot do so without asking the per-

mission of the head of the family who has claims to the

land. In the following discussion, when analysing land

ownership, private land, or privatisation, we only refer to

the customary ownership and to the way in which cus-

tomary owners increase their control over land.

Usually, the produce from the trees grown on farm is

owned either by the customary owner, or by the farmer

who might lease the land. The produce from wild trees

found on fallow land, however, can be harvested by any-

one as long as it is for subsistence use and not for com-

mercial purposes. The situation of the shea and locust

bean trees is ambiguous, since they are not usually

planted but can be found both on fallow and on agricul-

tural land. This is because they are left standing when the

bush or fallow land is cleared. The women claim that

everyone may harvest these trees, although men claim that

only the owners of the field can have access to them. As a

result, each group tends to disregard the others claim.

Women tend to harvest shea and locust bean everywhere

while men try to chase them away and complain that there

is a large amount of shea nuts and locust beans stolen from

their private land. As a result women are sometimes re-

ported to steal from their own husbands. This theft is

never punished even though, each year, men threaten the

women who steal the locust beans with prosecution, and

use charms that may mystically punish the thieves (Ki,

1994: 44; Gausset et al., 2003a). This though, does not

prevent the women from harvesting locust beans, espe-

cially in the fields of their husband or those of their own

family. Harvesting the shea nuts is usually based on “first-

come, first served” principle, despite the men’s attempt to

retain the shea nut harvest. The special interest of the men

in the locust bean harvest is partly linked to the fact that it

can be preserved for several years without turning bad and

it is, therefore, used as a kind of savings. 

Even though women are marginalised and have fewer

possibilities in managing their local environmental re-

sources, it does not mean that they are powerless. They do

develop strategies that support their interests whereby they

successfully contest the male ownership of locust beans

and shea harvest. Another strategy is that some women mix

locust bean seeds with maize or millet seeds which they

sow in their husbands’ fields, sometimes without the

knowledge of their husbands, although in many cases, men

agree to this practice. In this way, the women insure that

there is a variation in the trees which will benefit them in

the future. Another strategy of the women is to bypass the

existing tenure constraints that prevent them from planting

trees and, therefore, claim ownership of their land.  They

create women’s groups, which have less difficulty in ac-

cessing land and creating plantations. As these groups are

of major interest to many NGOs and development projects,

the men might also benefit from women’s groups that pro-

vide the village with a good reputation with aid agencies

(see also Batterbury, forthcoming). Moreover, as the com-

mon fields are shared by all the women, and owned and in-

herited by no one, they do not threaten the existing male-

dominated system of land tenure.

The examples described in this paper relate to the own-

ership of trees and the trees harvest. In all of these exam-

ples, women strive to find a way to harvest the uncultivated

trees, or develop communal co-operatives to counteract

their men’s monopoly on the private ownership of land and

trees. Concerning non-timber forest products found on fal-
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low, bush or forested areas, the situation is traditionally

more favourable to women. The harvest of the wild trees is

available to everyone, which ensures a fair access to all,

also the poor. These uncultivated trees are, therefore, an

important source of income and food for the women, who

use them to find a crucial part of their resources. Our

botanical inventory showed that there is approximately as

much fallow land in Péni as there is cultivated land. It also

showed that the density of productive shea and African lo-

cust bean trees is the same in both types of landscapes.

Therefore, the women consider the shea and the African lo-

cust bean harvest equally important on fallow land as it is

on the agricultural land. For women the main difference

between the two types of landscapes is in the tenure and the

geographical situation of land. This is because the agricul-

tural land is more strictly controlled by the men and is

closer to the village. However, fallow land remains very

important for the women when it comes to the collection of

firewood and non-timber forest products. 

Even though women cannot own land, they have a

strong interest in maintaining a common access to the

communal resources. Although the social marginalisation

of women makes it difficult for them to secure their own

needs, they are not completely powerless, and they do

have informal or even formal strategies to promote their

interests.

New challenges and pressures on women’s resources

A number of regional, national and global trends are hav-

ing a negative impact on the resources used by women. A

high demographic growth means that more and more land

is cultivated. Migration occurs both from the southwest-

ern part of Burkina Faso (about 40% of the population),

and from other areas, such as the Central plateau (more

than 20% of the population, see above in "context"). The

conflict in Ivory Coast has forced thousands of migrants

to return to Burkina Faso. This influx has added to the ex-

isting pressure on the land, and has exacerbated local

tenure conflicts between first-comers and late-comers. As

a consequence of this influx, more forested and fallow ar-

eas are being converted to fields (Drabo, 2000; Oué-

draogo, 2002), and it is therefore increasingly difficult for

women to access and harvest the wild produce on which

they rely. 

Another problem is that the migrants do not always

share the same management rules as the first-comers. For

example, in areas where there are rules which prevent the

harvesting of the locust bean fruits before the “Master of

the Earth” (“chef de terre”) officially opens the harvest

(Ki, 1994: 55), migrants are accused of not respecting the

communal rules and of being responsible for the break-

down of customary environmental management. This,

coupled with a higher population density and open access

to fallow and forested land, leads to a kind of tragedy of

the commons (see Hardin, 1998). It is, for example,

widely reported, both by our local informants and in the

regional literature (see Helmfrid, 1998: 28; Ki, 1994: 72)

that locust beans are harvested too early, when the fruits

are still immature. Traditionally, there is no authority con-

trolling the beginning of the harvest, when local women

could secure themselves access to the harvest before oth-

ers took it. This is compounded by the fact that the locust

bean fruits are harvested at a time when the food reserves

from the previous year are low. In this case, the tragedy of

the commons does not lead to an environmental degrada-

tion per se (the trees are still actively tended and pro-

tected), but nevertheless leads to a degradation of the pro-

duction of soumbala, since some seeds are harvested

when they are still immature.

Another regional trend, in southwestern Burkina Faso,

is to invest heavily in fruit tree plantations, mainly mango

and cashew. While the mango plantations are well estab-

lished (our questionnaire showed that only 28% of the

mango trees were younger than 10 years old), cashew is a

new product that is currently booming. The cashew trees

already outnumber the mango trees by 35%, and 84% of

the cashew trees were 10 years old or less at the time of

the survey (in 2002). Although it is often agricultural land

which is turned into plantations - especially when the fer-

tility of the soils declines due to repeated cultivation - few

people doubt that the thousands of hectares of plantations

created during the past two or three decades also con-

tribute to the pressure on bush and fallow land. The plant-

ing of trees as cash crop is usually complementary (in-

stead of an alternative) to the cultivation of cereals so that

people who replace their cereals with plantations tend to

create new fields elsewhere. This results in a reduction of

the fallow and bush areas and, therefore, of produce that

women can find in these areas.

Another trend is the development of cattle and small ru-

minant husbandry, spread by the Fulani herders who mi-

grated out of their traditional herding area, following the

drought of the 1970’s. Herding was then adopted by the lo-

cal population. Cattle are usually kept in forested and

bushy areas during the rainy season, away from the fields

to minimise damage to the cultivated crops. During the dry
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season, they still graze in the forested and fallow areas, but

they are also allowed to feed on the plant residue left in the

fields after the harvest. The development of cattle grazing

is likely to have an impact on the regeneration and avail-

ability of vegetation, although the details of these changes

remain to be investigated. The concerns of some women

are, however, that the cattle grazing in the forested areas

compete with the harvesting of specific species of wild

fruits and vegetables and make it more difficult for women

to meet their household needs (Hagberg, 2001). 

The increasing integration with the world economy

and the consequent increasing reliance on market econ-

omy is another trend. This, coupled with widespread

poverty, leads to a greater reliance on cash and conse-

quently to an increased commercialisation of tree and for-

est products, which, as we pointed out, can pose a threat

to the women's subsistence and utilisation of trees, even

though women are increasingly drawn into the market, as

they can no longer rely solely on the produce from the un-

cultivated bush but also need cash. The increasing com-

mercialisation of tree products, either as raw materials or

as processed products, leads both to an increasing pres-

sure on tree resources, as well as on the existing tenure

arrangements between first-comers and late-comers, or

between men and women.

These trends cumulate in a change in land tenure, re-

sulting in more stringent private rights. The demographic

growth, migration patterns and increased commercialisa-

tion of tree produce all contribute to the pressure placed

on the existing tree resources, and lead to the aforemen-

tioned “tragedy of the commons”, in which individuals

try to maximise their own private benefit. According to

many of our informants (and confirmed by the observa-

tion of wood piles seized by the forestry department, or

by stumps of freshly cut living trees in fields and fallows

– see also Helmfrid, 1998), women increasingly cut green

branches for firewood instead of harvesting dead wood.

Young men have also begun to use the tree species, which

are useful for women (and protected by law), such as the

locust bean and shea trees, to make charcoal. Locust bean

fruits are also sometimes harvested too early. This new lo-

cal competition, coupled with that from migrants puts

pressure on the customary system of power and tenure

rules, and inevitably has an impact on the use of, and ac-

cess to resources. Women’s strategies to rely on open ac-

cess are counter-balanced by strategies of men who try to

restrict access, usually through some form of privatisa-

tion. The widespread “theft” of shea and locust bean is

counter-balanced by the use of charms to frighten and de-

ter thieves. The increasing number of migrants requesting

land rights has been disregarded by the local population

who have developed strategies to be able to refuse to give

land away to those who need it, which is customarily

shameful (Hagberg, 2001; Ouédraogo, 2002). The local

population utilise as much land as possible, often devel-

oping fruit tree plantations to ascertain their ownership.

This allows them either to refuse to give their land away,

by claiming that everything is already used, or to specu-

late and receive rent in one form or another (Ouédraogo,

2002). Access to the land controlled by the first-comers is

increasingly restricted. For example, tenants are usually

prevented from planting any trees on the land that they

borrow, so as to prevent them from developing any claim

to the land. While many elderly migrants used to be al-

lowed to develop tree plantations, this has become in-

creasingly difficult. The lending period is now restricted

to a few years, although it used to be limitless. These

arrangements are being formalised and are even some-

times registered with the local administration (Benjamin-

sen & Lund, 2002; Lavigne Delville, 2002; Mathieu  — ,

2002; Gausset — , 2003b).

The different trends that have been mentioned are all

interrelated. For example, the development of new planta-

tions of cashew or mango, and the consequent decline of

fallow areas, is partly a strategy to restrict the access of

migrants to the land, partly a response to the integration

into the world market economy, partly caused by popula-

tion increase (itself partly caused by migration), and

partly a strategy devised to counter the decline of soil fer-

tility (linked to an increasing population pressure and the

insecure land tenure of migrants). Everything is interre-

lated, and leads to a greater pressure on fallow and bush

land. As women are more dependent on these resources

and have less control over them than their men, the ca-

pacity of the women to fulfil their household duties is

slowly being eroded. The trend towards increasing land

privatisation might seem, at first, to benefit the local

women and to be detrimental to migrant women. How-

ever, experience shows that, when women achieve access

to land because of their husbands, increased privatisation

leads to a renegotiation of the customary rights that se-

cures access to land for women, and ends up benefiting

men more than women (Hilhorst, 2000). 

So far, women have been the primary losers of the new

trends that put a greater pressure on the local tree re-

sources. It remains to be seen how they will react to these

trends and what kind of strategies they will develop to de-

fend their specific access to tree resources.
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