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All three men played a key role in reshaping the avv vision
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Foreword

In 1972 the United Nations Development Programme (unpp) funded the
feasibility study of an Onchocerciasis (river blindness) Control Programme
(ocp) in West Africa. The visionary development leaders of ocp saw clear
linkages between disease control, poverty alleviation, food production, and
environmental protection of the vast areas affected by this dreaded disease.
Operational activities commenced in 1974.

By the twentieth anniversary of ocp in 1994, the battle against river
blindness had been won in the eleven participating countries thanks to
the unwavering support of African governments, the Sponsoring Agencies
(unpp, the World Bank, wHo and Fa0), and the donor community. Up to
25 million hectares of rich agricultural lands have been liberated from river
blindness. Migration to some of these areas has been rapid, and the ex-
panded utilization of agricultural lands is increasing production.

In 1988, unpp funded the Land Settlement Review, which examined
land settlement activities and developed policy recommendations to facili-
tate sustainable development practices in the ocp areas. This review pro-
vided the basis for an African Ministerial Meeting in 1994, which resulted
in an agreement on a set of guiding principles for sustainable settlement to
promote long-term social and economic gains from the “development divi-
dend” of ocp.

Settlement is very much central to the UNDP’s mission of forging sustain-
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Foreword

able development around human development concerns. From the unpp
perspective, the sustainable human development paradigm sees the overall
success of a national economy as measured in terms of improved health con-
ditions, employment creation, and access to productive assets. Sustainable
human development is equally measured by its vision, by the regeneration
of the environment for future generations, and by the empowerment of
people to participate in the decisions that affect their lives. Sustainable
human development is thus people centered and gender sensitive, environ-
mentally sound and participatory.

The dynamics of settlement provide their own special challenges. Settle-
ment, the link of people to land, the most important asset of the rural poor,
lies at the heart of people’s lives, involving potentially creative and disrup-
tive tensions. Visions of progress may differ between settlers and develop-
ment facilitators.

Sahel Visions provides a personal assessment of the land settlement expe-
rience in Burkina Faso over a period of fifteen years. It is an important
contribution to the field of development anthropology in Africa. The unpp
is pleased to provide support to the publication of a paperback edition of this
volume. While welcoming research that enhances an understanding of sus-
tainable human development strategies, policies, and programs, the views of
the author are entirely her own and do not necessarily reflect those of the
UNDP or of the World Health Organization as Executing Agency of ocp.

New York, Ouagadouguo,

New York Burkina Faso

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf Ebrahim Samba

UNDP Assistant Administrator Director, Onchocerciasis
and Director, Regional Bureau Control Programme

for Africa
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Introduction

This book describes the first attempt by a West African government to de-
velop a comprehensive land-use plan for its river basins covered by the
Onchocerciasis (meaning “river blindness”) Control Programme (map 1).
The agency charged with the coordination of this plan was the Volta Valley
Authority (Autorité des Aménagements des Vallées des Volta), or avv.
River blindness disease control was one of the great development visions to
emerge from the 1968—-74 drought in West Africa. By controlling river
blindness, foreign donors felt they could create vast new settlement oppor-
tunities; the associated increase in food and cash crop production would
improve living standards, raise the gross national product, and reduce the
severity of future droughts. For Burkina Faso (then known as Upper Volta),
the program appeared to offer an unprecedented opportunity to resettle one-
tenth of the country’s population on more productive land and at the same
time triple cotton production.

When I began this research in 1977 as a second-year graduate student,
my initial idea was to describe the impact of the Avv’s planned settlements
on settlers from Burkina’s densely settled Mossi plateau. I anticipated that
the study would describe the rationale behind the project’s design, delineate
the project’s goals, and discuss how and why the settlers’ responded as they
did to the project’s proposed policies. On the advice of Bill Morris and Jo-
sette Murphy of Purdue University, two of the senior researchers on the
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grant that funded the initial research, I determined to compare farmers who
had remained in one of the “traditional” home villages with settlers from
this same village who had moved to an avv project village.

My first one-week visit “up country” to the home villages was organized
by the avv Migration and Transfer Service. As part of this trip, the service
director took me to two traditional villages with high rates of immigration
to the project. One of these villages was Damesma, a village established
sometime in the seventeenth or eighteenth century by Mossi immigrants
spreading north out of their capital, Ouagadougou. Damesma is located out-
side the regional capital of Kaya (map 2). The following year I received two
letters from the chief of Damesma. The chief, or naba, scion of a powerful
old family, was quick to see the political advantage of receiving a foreign
anthropologist. It was his hope that my work would direct foreign donor and
national attention to the declining crop yields, low income, and impover-
ished soils that were causing his villagers to leave what had been a densely
settled village. 1 succumbed to the naba’s charm and chose Damesma and
the settlers who immigrated from Damesma to the avv as the focus of my
dissertation research.

In May 1978, I returned to Damesma and, at the chief’s urging, con-
structed a small house attached to his court. This arrangement made it bla-
tantly obvious that [ was his guest and therefore under his protection. I think
the chief saw me as an overeducated, somewhat naive daughter. To his mind
he was doing my father a great service. He was. It is a debt I still owe.
Locked into daily morning tea with the chief, his seven wives, and a few
others, I was ideally placed to observe the function of the chieftaincy persist
despite new lands settlement and the emergence of a modern nation state.
Almost daily the naba received delegations from different migrant commu-
nities and surrounding villages seeking or bringing brides to the village.
From his position as village chief, as well as head of his chiefly clan, the
naba was entitled to award many brides. He would also be asked to approve
arranged marriages. The evenings were filled with discreet private, and oc-
casionally public, hearings. Through this close linkage to the chief, I met
several Avv settlers who were to become a part of the study before I ever
moved to the project.

The chief’s protection served me well when I moved to the avv project
village in 1979. He was a wise man who was well aware of the social and
economic changes that were transforming his people at the project. Rather
than choosing a member of his own extended family for me to live with, he
selected the household of one of the three richest farmers, a family that
historically had not been eligible for the chieftaincy and had never inter-
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Map 1. The Onchocerciasis Control Programme. (McMillan, Painter, and Scudder
1990)

married with the chief’s family. From their position of newfound wealth in
the avv, this family was now weaving a new, highly prestigious relationship
with the chief. Once again I was the grateful, albeit unwitting, beneficiary
of a turn of the social tables. The head of the family, Boukary, like the chief,
took me under his aegis and, just as Alimata, one of the chief’s daughters by
his first wife, lived with me in Damesma from May 1978 to May 1979, so
did Boukary’s two fourteen-year-old daughters share my quarters in Village 3
in the Avv-sponsored settlements located outside Mogtedo (map 2). These
people, along with my four research assistants and the elementary school
teachers and extension agents posted to the villages, were the eyes through
which I first saw the events described in this book.

In early April 1980, I returned to Purdue and Northwestern universities.
In late June 1983, I finished the final editing of my dissertation, and the
next morning I caught a flight to Burkina Faso, which was still known as
Upper Volta. Because I was unwilling to face the chief and settlers alone
and still unmarried, I asked one of my three younger brothers, Charles, to
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Map 2. Case study research sites. (McMillan, Nana, and Savadogo 1993:
appendix; reprinted courtesy of the World Bank Cartography Section.
The boundaries, denominations, and any other information shown on
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