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Senegal, 1905-1996, May-October (1951-80 mean = 733mm)

Burkina Faso, 1920-1996, May-October (1951-80 mean = 840mm)

Source: M. Hulme, Climatic Research Unit, University of East Anglia; see also UNSO Assessment of
Desertification and Drought (1992, p. 26).
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Table 2.1
Precipitation in Northern Mali for Selected Years

Timbuktu
(mm)

Gao
(mm)

Tessalit
(mm)

1953
1954

262
380

431
363

 12
 71

1963
1964

200
217

285
285

183
217

1973
1974

104
134

143
129

 41
 68

1983
1984

 74
239

103
142

 66
 55

1993
1994
1995
1996

251
...

226
230

240
247
265
278

267
253
255
236

Source: Department of Meteorology, Bamako.

The years 1924, 1929-30, and 1951-60 were good periods, which filled the
lakes and refuelled the underground aquifers. Most of the remainder of this
century has been poor. Since 1964 there have been few years when the aquifers did
not actually decline. The nadir came in 1984. Nothing illustrates better than this
graph, the underlying natural causes of the Touaregs’ economic difficulties.

The terrible effect of the drought years was severely aggravated by the
insecurity which started in 1990. The fact that economic activity and development
programmes stopped in the face of ambush and hijacking, must be included in the
cumulative impact of the bad years of drought:

... economic and social development had come to a virtual stop in Mali as a result of the
security situation. Fully funded overseas aid programmes, particularly in the North, could not
be implemented. National programmes which were meant to consolidate the cease-fire
agreement between the Government and the rebellious Touareg groups were also on hold
because the government could not afford to implement them (Eteki 1996 p. 1).
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Graph 2.3
Average River Levels at Diré 1924-1987

Source: H. Sidibé 1993, p. 48.

2.3  Social and Political Consequences of Drought

The social confidence of northern society took a terrible bashing during the
drought years. Individually and collectively, Malians lost confidence in themselves
and even in their ability to feed their children. This does not mean that people
should start shooting each other. Rather the contrary, in times of trouble the links
of traditional solidarity are reinforced. Yet there are losers: families go hungry and
the men in particular are forced into seasonal emigration. Family ties are loosened
and heads of family lose some of their authority, and therefore their status. People
begin to wonder who they are, and why God or their Ancestors have deserted
them.
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9  There are strong references in this to the tragedy of the Great Lakes region of Central
Africa. French academics and colonial administrators may have misunderstood certain aspects
of African society. A small example would be the unfortunate assimilation of the Manding ethnic
Blacksmiths namakalan (meaning initiated and initiators, or “those who are the transmitters of
knowledge”) with the word “caste” which has unmistakeable Hindu overtones of social
inferiority. Even more hideous is the English word “witch doctor” which lumps together in a
single derogatory expression, a vast range of spiritual, social and medical attributes from a
thousand different cultures. The Europeans burned their “witches” (6 million of them according
to medieval historians).

Drought appears to be cyclical. The 1914 drought was also a catastrophe for
the North, directly contributing to Firhoun’s revolt of 1916 against the French
colonial system. In 1941-44 we have seen that Lake Faguibine dried up altogether.
We believe that the loss of self-confidence in family and social structures during
the 1970s and 1980s is attributable both to the debilitating effects of repeated
droughts, and to the cumulative effects of political repression since the time of
French colonialism. It is difficult to fix “colonialism” at any precise date, since the
French came in from the West and their conquests were gradual. As Table 2.1
shows, the colonial experience certainly reached Gao decades later than it reached
Kayes or Bamako, and this “delay” explains in part the fact that northern Mali has
never quite caught up—in social and psychological terms—with the southern part
of the country.

The 25 years of drought 1965-90 which weakened the whole northern
economy, also led to a revival of certain questions about the colonial heritage.
Many Africans have been reluctant to challenge the colonial heritage, especially
those who have inherited a share of power through their mastery (or control) of the
colonial French or English or Portuguese language. But certain Malian thinkers
criticize what they see as “colonial labelling”. They imply that received definitions
of ethnicity and race, class and caste, social and economic classification, have been
based less on the realities of Malian life, than on the agenda of colonial domination
and deprivation.9

In the context of the North, “sedentary” and “nomad” are misleading labels.
This categorization derives less from scientific socio-economic analysis of
northern Mali, than from a deliberate labelling of populations for internal French
military purposes. Defeat for French army patrols trying to make their way
southwards from Algeria, opened the way for the French navy to sail down the
Niger river to take Gao. It was in the navy’s interest to identify the pacification of
“nomadic pastoralists” as an army task, reserving the riverine “sedentary”
population for control by the French navy. It is easy to see how this would suit
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10  Ibrahim ag Youssouf of the Kel-Essouk was one whose family migrated. He was
brought up south of the river. The impressive ruins of Essouk lie 48 kilometres to the NW of
Kidal. This trading city declined from the 16th century onwards, as the caravan routes moved
away from Timbuktu and Gao towards the east: Agadez in Niger survived much better than
Essouk.

local military commanders, while conveniently ignoring the reality that valley and
pastures are intertwined, that the population’s survival has always depended on the
insurance of productive diversity by which every family grows some crops, every
family owns some livestock.

The ancestors of today’s nomads used to live in the cities of the Sahara.10 As
the desert expanded, survival depended on every family adopting the insurance
policy of becoming agro-pastoralists. Edmond Bernus emphasises the importance
of “the complementarities between nomadic migrations and the oasis, and between
herders and farmers, and the regular rotation in both directions, of the nomadic and
sedentary way of life... as well as all the intermediary combinations which defy
rigid classification” (1990, p. 44). This is vividly illustrated by the experience of
Cheik Abdoulaye Bathily, an agricultural engineer, formerly Mali’s Director of
Génie Rural, who now works for FAO in Bamako. Bathily spent the worst months
of violence during 1994 living in a village called Hama Koulagi, up on the Bend
of the Niger. He was helping the villagers to construct a 50-hectare rice perimeter
supported by FAO with cement, and WFP with food-for-work. This was a
dangerous place to be, at a time when Malian administrators had all fled to the
towns. Why, we asked, did Bathily stay? Did he not feel threatened? 

Bathily replies that he was protected by the community. In turns out that these
lands are jointly owned since ancestral times, by the Songhoy of Hama Koulagi
and the Touareg of Tin Aouker. Which lands? All the lands. The Songhoy herds
are kept in Tin Aouker until the dry season, when they descend to Hama Koulagi
to take advantage of the common grazing along the river. Bathily went to Hama
Koulagi to create a rice project with the community, feeling responsible for the
failures of the nearby Forgho irrigation project built by the French CCCE in 1982
with Bathily’s consent. Bathily was left to work in peace because the FPLA
population of Tin Aouker wished it so. Every time the youths of Hama Koulagi
collected food from the World Food Programme store in Gao, a distribution was
organized by the village Elders. Food-payments were carried out in public, each
receiving what he had earned. And on each occasion, a part of the food was sent
to Tin Aouker. The villagers considered that the rice perimeter was part of this
common interest and therefore Tin Aouker received its share of the common food
from WFP.
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This illustrates Bernus’ “complementarities”, and the importance of exploiting
all the agro-pastoral resources as an insurance policy for survival. In years of
catastrophe, even the insurance policy may fail. When there is neither pasture nor
rain, and when the rains fail also in the Guinea Highlands which fill the Niger
River, there is nothing left to feed either livestock or children. These were the
conditions in 1974 and 1984, when men were forced to leave their families to seek
work and to send home money for survival. Findlay reports (1994, p. 549) that
short-term migrations from Kayes Region more than doubled during the drought:
instead of needing to purchase 40 per cent of their food, families had to purchase
60 per cent and they depended on migration for survival. The North suffered even
more than Kayes: livestock reserves were reduced to skin and bone, cereal prices
rose, and agro-pastoralists found themselves destitute.

It is a terrible thing for the head of a family to fail in his duty to his children,
albeit through no fault of his own. It is appalling on the personal level, to hear your
own babies crying because they are hungry, and not be able to feed them. It is
terrible on a social level, because you have failed in your duties as head of the
family. Each person has duties to fulfil in Malian society. A man who fulfils his
duties, however humble, receives greater respect from the community than a chief
who is unable to fulfil his duties. Thus an elderly servant may occupy a place of
great importance. Amadou Hampaté Ba (1991) tells how the succession as head
of his noble Fulani family in Bandiagara passed to a former slave with no blood
relationship whatever, because he had gained the respect of the family. There is an
“annual examination” which no man can escape, and a final examination at his
death, when the balance sheet of his achievements leads to his praises being sung.
Or not: but the shame would be too great. 

That was written from the point of view of a man. The effects were at least as
serious for the women, mothers of the hungry children. Women and children were
the ones who suffered most. Often nuclear families migrated to the towns, leaving
behind their whole social support system. Women were reduced to petty trading,
begging, even prostitution. Findlay found that among 30-34 year olds, the female
population of Bamako in 1984 contained a higher proportion of migrants than the
male population (1994, p. 539). Their migration took Touaregs to Algiers or
Tripoli, to Bamako or Conakry or Lagos, while the Songhoy tended to follow their
tradition of emigration to Ghana: for drought and insecurity hurt every community.
More often it was the men only who travelled to find food or money to buy food:
leaving the women with hungry children to feed and care for. Women became de
facto heads of family. It is the mothers who had to tend their sick children, and
bury those who died. Women had to find food for the elderly as well as their
infants. After the troubles started many families fled to avoid the violence, living
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11  Briggs (1960, p. 134) elaborates an interesting “double descent” theory, which does
not suit Cartesian classification systems. He suggests that West African societies, including the
Touareg, have both a patriarchal vertical lineage, and a matriarchal horizontal lineage, which is
socially more important: a Targui receives his or her status from the mother. This, according to
Briggs, explains the huge respect and prestige accorded to Touareg women.

in extreme hardship in the sand dunes, far from the market and sometimes even far
from water. Others were forced into exile, spending years in refugee camps in
Mauritania or Algeria or Burkina Faso (as we shall see in section 5.2 below).

The violence of the rebellion was worst for the women, not only because they
and their children were physical victims (which is always the case in time of war)
but also because of their role in Malian society. Women are the cement of the
family. Especially when clans are fighting for power, the women are the bridges
between patriarchal units: they may be the daughters of one side, the wives of
another side. Sons may fight for a share of the political or economic power of their
fathers; the women are the ones who try to bring them together, to restore the
peace. Nya izé, balimaya (if not ahnammu, as we explain in footnote 11 to chapter
1.4) symbols of motherhood, cohesion and peace derived from Africa’s ancient
matriarchal societies.11

Many Touareg chiefs lost their herds and were forced into exile. Those who
stayed found that they were weakened in their moral authority. Society began to
disintegrate. In this “culture of controlled violence” where every man carries a
sword and owns a gun with which to protect his herd, his honour and his family,
social controls began to fail. The first people to migrate were the young men, those
who must send money back to their parents, and who cannot think of marriage
unless they have the wherewithal to support a wife and family. Iyyad ag Ghali,
leader of the MPA and of the first armed attack against Ménaka in 1990, was one
who left Mali at the age of 11 years (at the time of the 1974 drought). 

In his thesis on the lakes south of Timbuktu, Sidibé (1993, pp. 238-240)
emphasises:

... from the human point of view, the departures have very bad consequences both for the
abandoned zone, and for the area of immigration. Emigration from the abandoned zone
implies the destruction of family life. It disorganises social dynamics and causes the
departure of the most active elements of society. Productivity falls on the land and labour
becomes hard to find, which severely hits economic activity as a whole. This is the present
situation in the region of the Issa Ber.
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As a geographer, Sidibé goes on to analyse the ecological impact of immigration,
especially in urban centres which consume large quantities of local fuel wood and
encourage desertification. Thus the social and ecological impacts of drought-
induced migration are cumulatively negative, and at both ends, for Songhoy,
Fulani, Touareg, Arab and others.
 The large-scale emigrations of young Touareg males between 1974 and 1984
created a new class of people who have come to be known collectively as ishumar
which is a berberization of the French word chomeur meaning “unemployed”
(discussed in Bourgeot 1990, p. 144 and Walzholz 1996, p. 30). These ishumars
make up a general group aged between 18 and 40, most of whom went northwards
and finished up in Libya where they came under the influence of Islamic radicals
and Gaddafy’s ideas of equality and revolution. 

The ishumars returned to Mali to claim a share of national development and
natural justice. Their arrival with guns and ideas of equality inevitably contributed
to the further dislocation of a society so traditionally hierarchical as that of the Kel
Tamacheq with the amenokal chief, the imouhar or imajeghan nobles, the
ineslemen religious clans, the imghad free vassals, the separate inaden blacksmith
clans, the bella serfs or former captive serfs. In this transitional society, the new
group of ishumar was bound to cause confusion. This took the form of armed
conflict, including “class conflict” culminating in the 1994 battles between MPA
and ARLA which we describe in Chapter 3. 

2.4  Economic and Environmental Consequences of Drought

In a society which has lost its economic and social cohesion, it is the chief who
feels the shame most keenly of all. In the Sahara there is no such thing as a rich
chief. Chieftainship and respect and affection are gained through the generosity of
distribution. This is not at all the case (let us hasten to add) under the culture of the
kleptocratic one-party State: rather the reverse. The kleptocracy has brought in new
values and degraded the chieftaincy. The ambition of Africa’s new leaders is to
accumulate riches; they will send their offspring to college in the USA, rather than
educate all the children in their father’s village. Traditions of generosity and
redistribution of wealth, fit uneasily with imported western values of acquisition
and market liberalization. The drought reduced many northern chiefs to poverty:
Touareg, Arab, Fulani and Songhoy. They were no longer able to fulfil their social
obligations of redistribution to those who had nothing, for they themselves had
nothing left to give. Many of the chiefs lost their herds during the drought, and
were forced to emigrate to the cities. Some went into the refugee camps. Now
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many chiefs, like their ishumar juniors, are trying to re-establish the agro-pastoral
economy in the dry lands of the North. 

Given the amazing capacity of the pastures to regenerate themselves, we are
far from pessimistic. With adequate and appropriate (i.e. not wasteful) investment
and with good management and a climate of peace, Sahelian agro-pastoralism can
still be profitable beyond mere survival. Decent rains will produce pastures
sufficient for a successful livestock industry. Everybody knows that Timbuktu and
Gao do not produce huge amounts of grain, but in a good year they are self-
sufficient. The Bend of the Niger valley is rich agricultural land which could
produce a surplus every year: in particular in the irrigated production of wheat and
rice, and winter sorghum which grows as the flood waters recede. We who are
concerned by the economic causes of the rebellion, can only be sympathetic to the
arguments of the villagers of Timbuktu, Diré and Goundam who would like to
supply the needs of the bread-eaters of Bamako. The capital is mainly fed on
imported wheat, some of which comes in as gifts from the donor community:

The Region of Timbuktu was always the principal wheat granary of French Sudan, and
therefore of the Malian Republic.... The populations... are able to supply national wheat
requirements if they have adequate motor pumps and commercial credits. We hope that our
reminder will not fall on deaf ears, and that our country will rely on its peasant farmers and
help them to solve the wheat problem: rather than undertaking huge operations with
foreigners, which are not only excessively expensive, but which are also bad for our trade
balance. Mali’s farmers need to be organised and mobilised to realise their potential (Sididié
Oumar 1996).

Similar arguments support our view that the region could produce a rice
surplus in most years if the villagers had small pumps to compensate for irregular
rainfall, and the small-scale technology needed to tame the river flood. This can
only be achieved at the village level. Plenty of expatriate macro-economists contest
our belief that the North can be self-sufficient, but they have not spent as much
time as we have with the rice-growers. Donors, like military governments, do not
like small-scale projects. Sitting under a spreading acacia albida ancient enough
to have seen the Songhoy Empire, a couple of farmers in Balamaodo village south
of Timbuktu told Poulton and the Care Mali team how their flood-control system
had saved the village. To reach their fields from Diré had taken us three restful
hours travelling by canoe. They told us they had 80 bags in 1989 when the river
was low, and 200 in 1991 when the river was high and the rains were good. “In
1991 we sold some rice for profit. But the 80 bags of 1989 were the most
important: without the assistance of the NGO Care and the dyke we had built, we
would have had no rice at all in 1989: nothing to feed to our children, and no seed
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12  The United Nations World Food Programme provided food-for-wages which enabled
the NGO to mobilize both the young men of Balamaodo, and other local men who were
otherwise forced to migrate to seek dry season wages elsewhere. This is a good example of food-
for-work leading to increased food production and reducing urban migration. Young men migrate
because, without a dry-season income, most families on the river cannot pay their taxes. 

for the following year.” In monetary terms, using local Diré market prices, we
calculated (Tangara 1991) that the investment of the NGO, WFP12 and the villagers
had been repaid 12 times in five years, but the value in food security is greater still.

The flood control dykes are important not just to regulate water levels, but also
to keep young fish out of the rice fields where they devour the young plants.
Outside the rice-paddies people love fish, which is a major source of protein for
Malians. Fortunately for the Bozo and Somono fishermen who make their living
by catching and drying the migrating shoals of fish, and happily for the economy
of the North, natural life in the Niger River showed remarkable resilience during
the drought. When water returns, fish return and their average size seems to have
recuperated from the undersized (and presumably underfed) fish which were
caught during the drought years. 

The most important activity of the Northern economy is livestock. “Counting
sheep” is such a difficult exercise, that Europeans use the expression for a
frustrating task which will make you dizzy and induce sleep. Counting sheep and
goats is all but impossible in a desert the size of Western Europe: like counting
nomadic cattle grazing in the myriad water meadows of the interior delta. Official
Malian government figures talk of 2.7 million head of livestock in Timbuktu
Region in 1990, 1.3 million in Gao (we reproduce figures from Rospabe 1997,
p. 13). What is important however is less the actual figures, than changes in the
northern economy which have been induced by the drought. 

Table 2.2 shows that the northern regions are no longer the most important for
livestock: Koulikoro and Segou and Sikasso together have about as many animals
as the traditional livestock regions of Mopti, Timbuktu and Gao. The geographical
change in regional livestock herding is dramatic in itself, testifying to the weakness
of the northern pastures and to the overall southward orientation of Mali’s
economy. In 1985 an estimated 30,000 herders migrated from Timbuktu and Mopti
Regions into Sikasso Region (UNSO 1992, p. 50, quoting Thiam 1988). 
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Table 2.2
Livestock Distribution: Estimates for Mali 1990

Region No of animals % of Mali’s total herd

Kayes  2,284,000 12.6

Koulikoro  3,093,300 17.2

Sikasso  2,225,800 12.2

Segou  2,207,700 12.2

Mopti  4,311,100 23.8

Timbuktu  2,679,600 14.8

Gao and Kidal  1,303,300  7.2

Total 18,104,800 100

Source: Ministry of Rural Development.

These figures hide the fact that livestock ownership has also changed
dramatically. The years of drought during the 1970s and 1980s, forced traditional
Touareg and Songhoy and Fulani herding clans to sell off their animals, often for
less than the value of their hides. They sold them to Party officials, military
officers and wealthy merchants: the only people who had money to buy, and the
vehicles with which to transport the animals towards the south. These people do
not own traditional grazing rights in Segou or Sikasso or Koulikoro: so how are
they able to feed the vast herds which they accumulated? The answer is that, under
the dictatorship, their herds wandered where they wished, crossing village lands
at random, eating the bush and reducing villagers to impotent fury. The forestry,
administrative and judicial authorities supported the merchants who bribed them,
and the herding colonels who had appointed them to their posts. Decentralization
and democracy are reducing the abuses of the former kleptocratic regime: we shall
reurn to this source of conflicts in Chapter 6.4.

There has also arisen during the past 15 years, a new semi-industrial fattening
business around Bamako, owned largely by retired civilian and military
government officials. The cotton mills furnish seed as feed for this industry, which
now supplies a significant proportion of the city’s demand for meat. As you fly
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13  Which reminds us of one of the favourite wisdoms of Youssouf, Ibrahim’s father:
“Why do Whites have to come and eat their soup in our territory?” He likes to observe that
toobabs are more interested in counting money, than in looking to see if their money has been
used intelligently. 

into Bamako, the ring of rectangles you can see surrounding the city are the stables
of this new embouche bovine industry. Most of this livestock was originally bought
cheap in the North; and the fattening business benefits from hidden subsidies
because so many of the owners can access free government transport and fuel.
How can ordinary pastoralists compete?

The new large herds in the south are as much of a threat to Mali’s
ecodevelopment, as the herds which wander the fragile pastures in the north. But
it is the North which concerns us particularly. The “economic growth” beloved by
the West is about creating wealth.13 And the basis of all wealth is to be found—not
in a factory—but in the extraction from Nature’s renewable resources of the means
to live and to thrive. In the northern pastures we have one of Mali’s richest
resources, and this half of the country can only be exploited profitably through
extensive herding. The profit is not adequate, of course. There are huge
improvements to be made in the area of quality: better animal health, better animal
selection, better care of the hides, better exploitation of the meat products (through
drying and other forms of processing). The traditional export of live animals
removes from Mali the opportunity to create additional wealth from the “fifth
quarter” of the animal: the horns, the hide, and the intestines. All these ideas
constitute areas of hope and new profitability for northern Mali: the NGO ACORD
believes indeed that the Gao-Menaka zone could, with appropriate Government
support and commercial investment, become the highly profitable centre of a major
livestock-driven “development pole”.

The destocking of the North suited the political prejudices of a military regime
which disliked the “disorganization” of nomadic herding. Centralized
administrations since the colonial era have always preferred the idea of
“sedentary” populations. The bureaucrat may not realize that the northern
populations are all agro-pastoralists. Certainly he finds it difficult to relate to the
nomadic concept of “space”. Europeans have a geometric conception which is
quite different from the herders’ functional conception of space. A Targui’s space
is composed of a series of complementary points, places where he can find the
elements that he needs for his animals. No one is less adventurous than the nomad,
who wanders along a defined route from which he seldom strays. Even his camels
will not leave their customary transhumance trail. Most Touaregs do not “know the
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desert”: they know the areas which contain their traditional pastures, in a regular
sequence of fresh grasses fed by the rains in July and August, long dry grasses
when the rains have ended, desert salt licks where the cattle obtain necessary
minerals, fresh water in the river (rich in oligo-elements) as the water levels fall
after January, and riverine pastures sweet with the stalks of bourgou grass which
fatten the cattle so that they can survive the “hungry” season before the next rains.

Administrators are reluctant to recognize pastoral ownership of this disparate
pastoral space. They cannot measure it, nor circumscribe it with lines on a map.
Yet this is where we find Mali’s livestock economy, following a production cycle
which is in harmony with its natural resource base, unless drought or violence
disturb the balance. It is easy to find “experts” who believe that the North cannot
feed large herds: this is self-evident under extreme drought conditions, but is not
at all obvious overall. These are “non-equilibrium but persistent ecosystems”
according to a famous ecological definition (Holling 1973 quoted in UNSO 1992,
p. 41) and the dry grazing exerts a self-limiting effect on livestock numbers, which
decline before they reach the level at which they damage the pastures. Agro-
pastoralists protect their pastures. Most of the damage is done by outsiders. When,
for example, one finds the branch of an acacia tree badly cut, it is the work of a
stranger. Mali’s professional herdsmen know how to slice a branch so that their
animals can reach the seeds, adjusting the cut so that the branch will grow back
again. These are their pastoral areas, and they protect them. But they do not claim
exclusive ownership. The concept of “ownership” here is different from the
imported legal definitions. People are responsible trust-holders, not proprietors. No
one seeks exclusive ownership of these pastoral resources, because survival is
based on mutual support systems between clans and neighbours. The State is
needed to ensure the rule of law: but when the State interferes too far, the systems
of interdependence are disturbed. Nobody is made responsible for a “government
well”. It belongs to nobody, so everybody leaves maintenance to “government”.

We are of course in favour of government veterinary services and efforts to
improve the northern economy. Provided they take the time to listen to the
population, such services actually strengthen community relations and economic
interdependence. Northern pastoralists recall with affection the days when
government veterinarians travelled by camel and spent days with the herders. The
older veterinary staff also recall with pleasure those days of drinking milk and
moving with the herds. Modern vets drive home in their government jeep to spend
the night in town. 

Mali’s livestock industry needs better animal health, higher incomes from
higher productivity and improved marketing, in place of huge numbers of poor
quality animals. For the livestock owner confronted by drought, selective and
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profitable de-stocking is a good option. The only programme of this nature we
know of was initiated by ACORD in 1984. UNICEF agreed to support a modest
programme of slaughter and meat-drying, purchasing the meat as a precious source
of indigenous protein to feed children. Such a programme was not feasible on a
country-wide scale, partly because of the lack of communications and other
infrastructure, and partly because the market for Sahelian meat had slumped. When
the drought came, most owners lost the value of their herds.

Livestock prices had fallen because the EEC’s policy of dumping subsidized
meat had flooded the Sahel’s traditional coastal markets in Accra and Abidjan and
Lomé. A report from the Economic Commission for Africa speaks of: 

... distortions in the trade policies of the major world economic groupings and the dumping
of subsidised frozen meat by EEC, even in African developing countries that produce
livestock. Hence meat imports increased annually by 4.2% on average during the last decade,
despite the potential for collective self-sufficiency at a higher level of per capita meat
consumption (ECA 1992, p. 55).

After the 1974 drought when herds declined radically, the NGOs concentrated
on helping the nomadic and sedentary groups with reconstructing their economy:
and in the area of livestock, small revolving loan funds had great success. By 1981,
the national herd was back to pre-drought levels as Graph 2.4 shows (using
estimates from Mali’s Livestock Department the graph is taken from Rospabe
1997, p. 9). There were consistently more animals for sale than the market could
absorb. The impact of the 1984 drought was all the harder, since the pastures were
now relatively overstocked, and the reserves around the river valley could not
support them. Not only was the livestock population greatly reduced in 1985, but
conflicts between herding and farming became acute. These factors all contributed
to the economic crisis which sparked rebellion. 
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Graph 2.4
Evolution of Animal Numbers in Mali-Nord (thousands)

Source: Ministry of Rural Development.

******************************

We have seen in this chapter how the North was marginalized politically and
isolated physically from the rest of the Malian nation. The roots of the conflict in
colonial history were compounded after independence in 1960, by one-party rule
and an over-heavy military presence in the North. Declining long-term rainfall
reinforced the effects of bad government. With the decline of livestock and the
virtual disappearance in some years of rain-fed agriculture, the morale of all Mali’s
northern populations had sunk to a state close to collective depression. Thousands
of northerners were forced to migrate. When they returned, some came with
weapons. Later chapters will discuss their reintegration into society. Since the
Malian revolution of 1991, the rains have improved (although they were patchy in
1997 and long-term predictions for 1998 are not good). With less subsidised
competition from Europe and Argentina, livestock prices started to rise in 1994,
and exports are now booming. The North still badly needs investment in roads and
telecommunications, to reduce its isolation from the rest of Mali. As we shall see
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in Chapter 6, appropriate efforts to improve animal quality, allied to policies which
promote small-scale irrigation along the river valley, can give the North every
chance of achieving the economic prosperity which is needed for peace to prosper.
But first, we must see how the violence erupted, and study the many Malian efforts
to restore peace.
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People came from miles around, some travelling for three days on camel-back, returning from their
exile in the dunes to witness the return of peace. It was the biggest gathering in Timbuktu for thirty
years.

Leaders of civil society, led by the Imam of Timbuktu, joined political leaders led by President
Alpha Oumar Konaré and an international gathering led by the Secretary-General’s personal
representative Ibrahima Fall.




