Tropentag 2014:
@ Bridging the gap between increasing knowledge and

decreasing resources
September 17 - 19, 2014, Prague, Czech Republic

Traditional Agricultural Knowledge vs. Moder nity
Changing Cultivation Practices and Generational Conflict in Northern Togo

Bernhard Martifi

& Email: b.martin_2011@yahoo.de

I ntroduction

Foralongtime, African agriculturalpracticehavebeenconsideredby Europearagronomistssir-
rationalandecologicallyunfavourableFromthe 1970s arevaluatiorhadtakenplaceandAfrican
cultivationmethodsvererecognisedsagriculturalknowledge At thistime, the“traditional” agri-
culturalpracticeshoweverwereincreasinglyreplacedvith newcultivationtechniquesuchasthe
ox ploughintroducedoy developmenprojects.Theevaluatiorof thesechange$dy agronomist®s-
cillated between praise for successful agricultaratiernisation, the concern about the ecological
impactsof theinnovationsandincomprehensionegardinghedeclineof “traditional” knowledge.

In theRégiondesSavanesthemostnorthernof thefive Togoleseregions this agriculturalchange
accelerated during the 1990s under the influendbeoExpansion of cotton cropping. This paper
argues that this must be seen in the context ehargtional conflict and the quest for modernity
by the young men: By staging a successful revdires the authority of the elders, many young
menobtainedeconomiandependencandwerenow ableto maketheirownagriculturaldecisions.
Therefore, they aimed at distinguishing themsefi@s the elders through the expansion of cot-
ton and maize cropping and new cultivation prastiich they regarded as modern such as the
ox plough and the use of chemical fertilisers. Yyoeng men neglected the questions of the eco-
logical impacts of the new cultivation methods wstainability in favour of short term high inco-
me and social prestige. “Traditional” local knowgedno longer met with their aspirations. The
elders regarded the new cultivation practices ashg but were unable to convince the young
men to readjust their agricultural methods.

Materials and M ethods

The data used for this paper has been collectddnatite context of the project “Agrarian crisis,
structural change and peasant strategies in narff@yo” run by the Institute of Geosciences and
GeographyttheMartin-Luther-Universityof Halle-Wittenbergfundedby the DFG (GermanRe-
searchCouncil)betweenviay 2008andOctober2011.Thedatacollectionprocesencompassed
timeframe of four periods of fieldwork amounting2® months in total. In collaboration with stu-
dents(geographerssociologists)f theuniversitiesof LoméandKaral.591theme-centreduide-
line-basednterviewswereconductedn 15 villagescoveringnearlythe whole of the Région des
Savanes. In the 15 villages all 15 year-olds oeoftersons were interviewed by Togolese gram-
mar school pupils using standardised questionn&®@&gl1l quantitative interviews in total). Ad-
ditional information has been drawn from observaiand trips through the fields of the study
villagesduringtherainy seasonfrom 2007to 2010andPRA (ParticipatoryRural Appraisal)-ses-
sions with the farmers dealing with questions ofadtural practices and food security.



Traditional Agricultural Knowledgein Northern Togo

“Traditionally” the northern Togolese farmers passa an extensive agricultural knowledge and
theirlandusepracticexouldbeclassifiedasresource-conservingablel ratesthemwith thehelp

of alist of criteriadevelopedy KRINGS (1991,241-242)on the basisof the conceptof site-speci-

fic eco-farming (EGER 1984, GAESER, 1984, KOTCHIet al., 1989).

In the past, northern Togolese people practiseefdmmeing and constructed 1 m wide and 50-80
cm high plantingwalls at the beginningof the rainy seasonwhich theyalignedin thedirectionof

the slope to allow the rainwater to drain off atfea made possible due to the slightly undulating
relief of theRégiondesSavanesHowever,in orderto reducdts erosivepower thefarmersblocked
theditchesdevelopingoetweertheplantingwalls every1-2 m with low barriersof earth.This cul-
tivation technique allowed for a loosening of tlod,senabling the cereal plants to develop better
thanin flat cultivation,andpropagated betterconcentratiorof soil nutrientsandsomegreenma-
nure by incorporating organic material (sod, cwiasamah grass, small twigs and leave)JAu,
1987,305-307 LARE, 1999, 111, 115).

The northern Togolese farmers used a relativebjelamount of plant species and varieties, mak-
ing a reduction of a risk of crop failure due tdawourable rainfalls or pest infestations possible:
The basis of the agrarian systems and food seauoitgtituted millet and sorghum, of which the
farmers cultivated different varieties with a thagesix-month growing cycle. The cereal cultiva-
tion was supplemented by various types of beare)uis — since the 1930s also as a cash crop —
African vegetables (gombo, bissap, sorrel and gguadd yams and sweet potatoes KIAAN,
1993,94,106,ReY, 1979, 553-570). After World War 1l young northéfngolese men, who had
worked in southern Ghana for several years, intteduhe cultivation of rice and yellow maize.

All “traditional” crops were cultivated in mixed a@pping, which implied several agronomic ad-
vantages such as the optimal use of soil nutriénigé, water absorption and retention capacity, a
reductionof pestinfestationandweedgrowthor hydric erosionby ensuringalargelyclosedvege-
tation cover and nitrogen supply to the soil thitodige cultivation of beans. Furthermore, mixed
croppingallowedfor anoptimisationof themanpowenseanda generakisk minimisationby hed-
ging against total crop loss gAou, 1987, 313-314).

Strictly speaking, northern Togolese farmers ditlpractice crop rotation, however, they varied
the individual cereals and the complementary cefiuto mitigate the negative effects of perenni-
al cereal monoculture on soil fertility Gaiou, 1987,317,320,ReY,1979, 583-585).

Only the permanently cultivated fields close to tbenpounds profited from a systematic organic
fertilization. In the more distant cultivation zanehe plots were farmed for seven to eight years
before allowing fallowness of a minimum of ten y&e#y restore soil fertility. By using the non-
farmed remoter areas during the rainy season avihtethe harvested fields during the dry sea-
son as pastures for sheep and goats, a certainiofgétilization of these arable lands took place
(ADJiou, 1987,320,LARE, 1999,105-106 ReY, 1979, 572-574).

When clearing the land, the northern Togolese fesneft a large number of trees (especially
shea butter tree, but also néré and baobab) stamdithe fields, the fruits, leaves or bark of
which they used for nutritional or medicinal pureesThe farmers were very conscious of the
agronomic advantages of trees in the fields (erosmntrol, amelioration of the microclimate,

roots as groundwater and nutrient pump).



Table 1: Ecologically appropriate elements (in sease of the ecofarming concept) in the agrarian sy

tems in northern Togo in past and present

ecologically appropriate elements realized in thetp | realized in the present
agroforesty +++ ++
intensive soil work (planting walls) +++ +
mixed cropping ++ ++
crop diversity +++ +++
Variety diversity +++ +
crop rotations ++ ++
organic fertilizing ++ +
mulching + +
cultivation of nitrogen providing plants ++ ++
integration of agriculture and husbandry — —
+++ very pronounced  ++ pronounced + schwaohounced - not realized

Source: own research (2007-2010)

The Actual Agricultural Practices (cf. table 1)

Sincethe 1990s agriculturalpracticesn northernTogohavechangedsignificantly. Seerfrom the
perspectivef eco-farmingthechangesanbeassessedsunsustainable.

Thefarmerscontinueto construct planting walls in their fields. Howeysince they generally use
the ox-plough for this pur-pose, these are narramerlower than the manually constructed plant
walls and the distance be-tween them is less thaas before. To economize time, the farmers
abstain these days from the blocking the ditchels barriers of earth, which results in an increa-
sed hydric erosion.

While the diversity of cultivated crops has beerréased further through the introduction of cot-
ton, white hybrid maize and soy, species diverns#éy declined in cereal cropping. As maize has
replaced millet and sorghum as the main cereahdes use only parts of the “traditional” millet
andsorghumvarieties Maizecultivationis mainlylimited to thevarietylkenné In the caseof mai-
ze,thehybridsorghunmvariety SORVATO(SorghoVariétéTogolaise andsoy,farmersuseimpro-
vedseedswhichtheyobtainfrom thestateownedagriculturalextensiorservicer privatetraders.

On the fields close to the compounds, the north@golese farmers continue to practise organic
fertilisation. Becausef thedeclineof livestock,on theonehand,andtheagronomicneedsn cot-

ton and maize cropping, on the other hand, thetiseemical fertilizers has become widespread.
It mainly affects the distant fields, but focusesnarily on cotton, white maize and SORVATO.
To a lesser extent, chemical fertilizers are alsedun rice, yellow maize and peanut cultivation.
However,only the cottonplantsandsometimedeansretreatedwith insecticidesAlmostall nor-
thern Togolese farmers continue to practise mixegaing. The only exceptions are cotton, rice
and peanuts. Even, white maize is often cultivateassociation with soy or sorghum.

Explaining Agrarian Changein Northern Togo: Social Change and the Quest for M oder nity

Sincethe 1970s the stateextensiorserviceropagatedhe“modernization”of agricultureby pro-
moting the use of ox ploughs, the cultivation ofteo and white hybrid maize and the use of che-
mical fertilizers for cash-crops such as cereatsvéler, until the early 1990s, farmer were little
interested in these proposals and the elderstes @etision-makers opposed many innovations.

At thistime, thelocal societiesn northernTogoexperiencedieepstructuralconflictsbetweerthe

old men, who made the economic decisions for #veiended families and controlled the key re-
sources (land, crops, women and mobilization o$idetworkers), and the young men, who had
to subordinate themselves to the old men and warkhem and the families. By practising a ma-
rital system of reciprocal exchange of women, tloers were able to delay the socio-economic
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emancipation of the young men. This local socialstellation resulted in a perennial labour mi-
gration of many young men to Ghana and Céte d’é/{fLon, 2000,ReY, 1979).

Finally, encouragetty thedemocracynovementn thecapital,Lomé,asfoughtin theearly1990s,
young men revolted against the gerontocratic sac@ér. By rebelling against the previous sys-
temof havingtheirwivesselectedy theeldersandenteringarrangednsteadof “love marriages”,
theygainedtheright to form theirownnuclearfamilies,theright to moveoutof their paternatom-
pounds and obtain an allocation of arable landi##i happened in accordance with local norms,
whichtheyconvertedn theirfavour.Thiseconomidndependencenabledhemto maketheirown
agricultural decisions.

Theydesiredo distinguishthemselve$rom theelders:Theyoptedfor theexpansiorof cottoncul-
tivation—which becamererylucrativebecausef priceincentiveggrantecby theTogolesegovern-
ment — at the expense of cereal production. Thed tise thus generated high income to realize
long-cherished consumer desires such as the cotistriof mud brick buildings with corrugated
iron roofing, the purchase of bicycles or beautdigthes, etc. Therefore, they considered cotton
croppingasa symbolof their modernity.Theyalsointerpretedhe cultivationandconsumptiorof
maizeratherthanmillet andsorghumn thesameway, asmaizehadoriginally beenthe staplefood

of city dwellers.Likewise,theyrejectedmany“traditional” agriculturalpracticesasbackwardand
were therefore very sensitive to the modernisapimposals of the agricultural extension servi-
ces. Subsequently, they adopted especially thefusech practises as the ox plough and chemi-
cal fertilisers. The young men neglected questregsirding the ecological impacts and the sus-
tainability of the new cultivation methods in favoaf short term high incomes and social pres-
tige. The elders regarded the new cultivation jxastas harmful but were unable to convince the
young men to readjust their agricultural methods.
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