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ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on the province of Sissili in southern Burkina Faso, an area that saw widespread immigration caused
by the Sahelian droughts since the 1970s. This immigration caused concern over the economic and environmental
sustainability of the province. However, over a period of two years of close contact with farming communities, adaptive
and innovative actions were noted as people developed new resource-use patterns to safeguard both environment and
livelihood. The study examines various aspects of the production and livelihood system of indigenous and immigrant
ethnic groups and shows that: the purpose of the emerging new resource use arrangements is to guarantee subsistence for
all; negotiation between ethnic groups and communities is the mechanism that guarantees subsistence; landscapes
(lifescapes) are not static and are created through assimilation of information and different farming systems; the objective
of local production systems is to maximize livelihood subsistence and to minimise negative environmental impacts which
threaten long term sustainability. Copyright © 1999 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

Tt is widely believed that subsistence farming systems in Africa are failing to respond to either environmental
or demographic change. The latter is believed invariably to lead to environmental disaster. Heightening food
insecurity and land degradation still top the development agenda, even if they have disappeared from the
media headlines. In the World Food Summit in Rome (FAO, 1996), which brought together world leaders,
Boutros Boutros Ghali talked of the catastrophic situation faced by Africa and the inability of the African
continent to feed itself.

This paper explores how farmers adapt and alter their production systems to suit existing environmental
conditions. Historically, West African farming communities have been highly mobile and highly adaptive in
creating /ifescapes which are mobile in both time and place, and it is these which provide subsistence to the
household and ensure family survival. The term ‘lifescape’ was introduced by Somé and McSweeney (1996)
from work by Nazerea in the Philippines. They defined it as the social, cultural and economic interactions
that occur across the landscape. Lifescapes are more than physical landscapes; they imply a livelihood or
production system which is linked, but not tied, to place; lifescapes are dynamic in both time and place.

Landscapes are mobile in place and time. People create landscapes, they produce nature and it is the
people—place relationship which is the critical variable. To understand environmental phenomena in the
context of social environment, it is less appropriate to calculate carrying capacity, as the followers of
Malthus did, and more appropriate to examine human agency, as Boseriip (1972) has done, to examine
people’s ability to create lifescapes. Lifescapes suggest that human agency and their relations with tech-
nology, economics, morality and opportunity create places which guarantee livelihoods for the community.
We concentrate here on nine different lifescapes: three villages containing three ethnic groups where each
ethnic group has a separate lifescape. A central characteristic of lifescapes is that there is interaction between
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