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Abstract

The interface between environmental research, knowledge systems
and policy is in this article explored by analysing how established
amythss or received wisdom affect problem identification and selu-
tions to environmental change in various planning and policy frame-
works.

It is the argument of the article that examples of received wisdom
regarding environmental degradation and its causes are maintained
and persist far beyond what research results might indicate, and that
a certain coherence is built from policy, planning and 10 project
intervention in which such environmental «myths» are gradually
transformed inte narratives of seemingly self-evident truths. The
transformation of such myths info narratives again supports the
forming of knowledge systems which not only tend to reinforce them-
selves but also assist in the creation of easily recognisable patterns
of explanation accepted by mast influential actors in the development
game as both valid and scientifically well founded. In addition, such

knowledge systems fend to reinferce existing power relations by en-
abling the various actors to ensure a continued flow of external re-

solirces 1o their respective domains.
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That discrepancies exist between policy and research is not
new. Not least seen in relation to changes in development
paradigms have such discrepancies persisted over time
{confirming Kuhn's mode!l of scientific paradigms (Kuhn,
1970)), sometimes with research and research results ahead
of policy decisions, which have lagged behind, butin more
recent years with an increasing number of examples of de-
cision makers picking the concepts to their likings in the
development bread basket, advancing the one «buzz» word
after another, without a convincing scientific backing of
these concepts, approaches or explanations. What is new,
however, is that particularly in the field of the environment
there has been a substantial increase in the number of pol-
icy initiatives (Dickens, 1992; Warren, 1995, Hoben,
1995) which are uninformed by research findings or even
run counter to such findings, instead falling within the
domain of conventional wisdom or orthodoxies (Leach &
Mearns, 1996; Fairhead & Leach, 199G; Bush, 1997).

In the following, the root causes of ecological degradation
will be analysed as depicted in four different policy frame-
works, taking Burkina Faso as an example: First, as a
background, the official line of reasoning will be dealt
with, as illustrated by how the government of Burkina Faso
is approaching donors and presenting the reasons for ex-
ternal interventions. Secondly, the case of the National En-
vironmental Action Plan (NEAP) will be analysed, the of-
ficial planning and strategy instrument established for
Burkina Faso in support of an improved environment.
Thirdly, two Danida supported projects are briefly looked
into with the aim of seeing how, in project documents,
environmental degradation is diagnosed and attempted
remedied before, finally, the role of the Burkinabg scien-
tific research community in tackling the country’s environ-
mental degradation problems is discussed. The main argu-
ment is centred around the National Environmental Action
Plan, while the Danida supported projects as well as the
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response by the Burkinabé research community provide
further illustrations of the limitations set for transcending
prevailing paradigms.

In order to counter possible misunderstandings it should
be stressed that the argument about the building of knowl-
edge systems, which are often unguided, even misguided,
by research and research results, does not mean that a
country such as Burkina Faso does not suffer from prob-
lems of environmental degradation or severe poverty:
Quite the contrary. The argument maintains, however, that
the narratives built risk raising the wrong questions as well
as addressing them in a way which ultimately may risk
being counterproductive.

The desertification narrative: the background

According to the official view!, Burkina Faso's environ-
mental policy has three tenets: First, the fight against de-
sertification; secondly, the fight against pollution in gen-
eral; and, thirdly, the improvement of the conditions of life
of the peasants. The means suggested for rectifying these
problems include the creation of «green belts», the planting
of trees or other measures to improve living conditions
through the «greening» of the environment, as expressed
by the slogan «8.000 villages, 8.000 forests»,

Of these measures, the fight against «desertification»
seems the most important and the most encompassing,
following as it does in the vein of the International Con-
vention to Combat Desertification (UN, 1994). The con-
cept of desertification is here seen as a process, which has
almost exclusively been caused by man overutilising the
natural resource base, thereby disrupting the «equilibrium
between man and nature» — which a necessary strategy
against desertification will have to re-establish.

The overall importance ascribed to the fight against
«desertification» is confirmed in the government’s presen-
tation to donors of its need for continued external assist-
ance, seen generally in the light of the country’s ecological
problems and specifically in relation to the follow-up to the
signing in 1994 of the Convention of Desertification
(Burkina Faso, 1997a; 1997b).

Common to these documents outlining the government’s
position is an understanding of the concept of deserti-
fication as one which stresses the immanent, serious prob-
lems ansing out of a process which is never specified nor
defined, but which is expected generally understood and

accepted by the reader. Although the understanding (in line
with the phrasing of the convention itself) has come some
way from earlier ones which tended to see desertification
as closely associated with advancing dunes and the spread
of the Saharan desert, the creation of «desert-like» condi-
tions as a result of «land degradation» (the new under-
standing of desertification in the convention itself} is still
very much with us. And, basically, the presentation is still
very much characterised by alarmist and highly appealing
notions of irreversible ecological decline, leaving behind
barren, infertile soil which more or less automatically will
lead to widespread social misery.

Typical for much of this documentation material, whether
as presented by Sahelian governments or by donors in
justifying their projects, is a depiction of a situation and a
process, which in simplistic terms present complex prob-
lems in phrases which are broadly appealing and which,
apparently, do not need further definition nor clarification.
The concept and process of desertification is here seen as
self-evident, expected to be understood and accepted by
everyone, as part of the aid jargon’s established and un-
challenged truth.

The inevitability and irreversibility of the desertification
process, however, has long been questioned by research
results. Such research has primarily shown how fragile and
unsubstantiated earlier research was which tended to in-
dicate the southward movement of the Saharan desert in
kilometres per year (for example research and estimations
by Stebbing, Lamprey or Ibrahim, quoted in Swift (1996})),
fostered by population growth, overgrazing, uncontrolled
cullings in the vegetation, bush fires, etc. - in short, man’s
overutilisiation of the natural resource base, surpassing
traditional equilibria situations, such as a believed «carry-
ing capacity».

As now documented in a number of cases (Warren &
Agnew, 1988; Hellden, 1991; Olsson, 1993; Swift, 1996;
Thomas, 1997; Rasmussen, 1998) using various techniques
in combination, including aenal photos, satellite remote
sensing and ground truth observation, it has generally not
been possible to confirm the picture of the advancing des-
ert or the transformation of great parts of land through de-
gradation into «desert-like» conditions. On the contrary,
the margins of the desert seem to fluctuate according to
rainfall patterns, and the earlier guesstimates of the ad-
vancement of dunes have proven to be not only guess-
timates, but often inaccurate such guesstimates. A case in
point 1s the way in which UNEP used a questionnaire sur-
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vey of how «experts» assessed the degree of «desertifica-
tion» worldwide, which led to the publication of the «De-
sertification Atlas». This still functions as an objective re-
ferral for many Sahelian governments when talking about
the degradation process in their country, but what it really
is is subjective evidence as presented by government
officials, planners - and scientists.

In other words, the broadly appealing notions of the sand
dunes encroaching upon farm land and houses, or the fer-
tile fields transformed into scarred and barren landscapes,
are notions which oversimplify matters and which have
little in commeon with the results of current research. Yet,
these and similar notions are repeatedly portrayed and
confirmed in official documents presented to donors or to
the public in general - where they are most often uncritical-
ly consumed.

The National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP)

Support for environmental planning has long been con-
sidered one of the most important ways of addressing
problems of ecological degradation, deforestation and soil
and water erosion. Planning for the environment is con-
sidered an essentially positive thing, a «plus» concept, one
which is difficult to object to. For who can deny that we
may be in dire need of an action plan to direct our efforts
in an optimal way?

However, in practice there are excellent reasons for
calling into question the whole planning philosophy, men-
tality and exercise. When examining the history of de-
velopment planning in Africa, it is clear to observers that,
despite the rhetoric, development planning involves little
learning experience. Indeed, as shown by Mintzberg
(1994), the experience from planning in western as well as
non-western societies i1s bleak, as plans reflect rational
thinking and «modernist» conceptions of control and pre-
diction, which are basically impossible, leaving impact of
planning mostly to the effects of these in being merely
«symbolic constructs».

In the case of the Third World, the various plans often
succeed each other with only a few years interval, without
much internal reference or building upon the experience of
the past: a tabula rasa situation, so very often seen in the
world of aid. where the entrance on the scene of any new
donor results in everything starting all over again
(Marcussen & Speirs, 1998).

The latest in this series of environmental planning are the
National Environmental Action Plans (NEAPs), which
close to 40 African countries. including Burkina Faso,
have now formulated. In initiating the NEAP planning
process, the World Bank made a major effort to seek to
learn from past experience. This is at least the impression
left by a number of World Bank supported publications
(Falloux et al., 1991; Falloux & Talbot, 1993; Greve et al.,
1993), which again and again stress that the NEAP would
actively address issues of shortcomings in previous
planning efforts in trying to avoid the pitfalls and failures
of past plans. The NEAP would, in this ideal perception of
the Bank, avoid duplication of efforts and ensure cost
effectiveness. A number of recent studies have, however,
contradicted this ideal perception of the Bank (World
Bank, 1996; Wade, 1997; Marcussen & Speirs, 1998).

What is of particular interest in the present context, how-
ever, is how the root causes of ecological degradation are
portrayed in the plans, the argument of this article being
that these causes are very much part and parcel of the
myths and narratives surrounding the environmental de-
velopment discourse.

As stressed by Hoben (1998:123), «to the extent that a
particular development narrative, with its associated as-
sumptions, becomes influential in donor community de-
velopment discourse, it becomes actualized in specific de-
velopment programs, projects, packages and methodo-
logies of data collection and analysis». In this way, a par-
ticular development discourse «becomes not merely a set
of beliefs or a theory, but a blueprint for action». And
Hoben continues: «Because they (the development narra-
tives) are institutionally and culturally situated or embed-
ded, those cultural paradigms that are central to the inter-
ests and activities of their adherents are not easily
challenged, discarded or replaceds.

In other words, the development discourse develops a
logic of its own, in which established truths are constantly
repeated and where the mutual confirmation of beliefs as
to what causes ecological degradation is repeated by the
various actors, be they representatives of the aid communi-
ty, government officials or even researchers. These con-
stant repetitions and confirmations establish thereby a
meta-language of development and a knowledge system
which form the basis for these conventional wisdoms to
become part of the aid jargon: wisdoms that are so difficult
to change. The more people repeat the same keywords and
the same perceptions as to root causes of ecological de-
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gradation - irrespective of what research results or actual
experience may have shown - the more cemented and irre-
vocable the narratives become.

Now, what kind of development narrative is reflected in
the NEAP for Burkina Faso? The first observation is what
could be referred to as the «Paradise Lost» narrative. Ac-
cording to this, the environmental narrative tells us, again
in Hoben's phraseology, «how things were in an earlier
time when people lived in harmony with nature, how hu-
man agency has altered that harmony, and what the cala-
mities are that will plague people and nature if dramatic
action is not taken soon».

The equilibrium notion

In the case of the NEAP, the equilibrium notion is ex-
plicitly mentioned as the basic objéctive of the plan, name-
ly to reestablish the equilibrium between man and nature
which is believed to have existed in the past. It is for-
mulated in the NEAP as follows (my translation):

«...the ultimate objective of an improved management
of the environment is a search for a socio-ecological
equilibrium and, finally, for the equilibrium between
man and nature) (p. 5 and 61).

In other words, it is assumed that an environmental equi-
librium may have existed in the past, where man and
nature, pastdralis[s and farmers, lived in harmony, without
conflicts or competition between them. Everyone lived
happily together in harmony and balance without threaten-
ing any «carrying capacity», or any other concept associat-
ed with ideas of equilibrium. In this sense, the equilibrium
notion very much reflects the «Paradise Lost» observation
referred to by Hoben above.

What this narrative obviously neglects is what has been
amply demonstrated in current and past research: That an
equilibrium has probably never existed. On the contrary,
the representatives of the various production systems, but
in particular pastoralists, have continuously adapted their
herding practices to situations of constant change and dis-
equilibrium. The transhumance grazing patterns, the con-
stant adaptations in migration patterns to the availability of
water and grazing have created a very flexible and adapt-
able production system, which has established at its very
basis a notion of disequilibrium as the normal condition of
survival and existence. The same probably goes for other
forms of livelihood in the Sahel.

The crisis narrative

Closely following from the above is the narrative which
tries to depict a situation of severe crisis, which can only
be remedied if one or other current proposal - be ita NEAP
or a development project - is realised. Unless the NEAP is
supported heavily by the donor community, the environ-
mental crisis, in the form of land degradation or even «de-
sertification», may take on a form which will prove irre-
parable or irreversible.

In a number of project documents this often takes the
form of a postulate that, due to the processes of ecological
degradation, the number of hectares (most often in the
thousands) which have been lost, either due to overgrazing,
extending the cultivated area, cutting in the vegetation for
fuelwood needs, bush fires, etc., are so drastically high that
all vegetation or farm land will be lost to degradation
processes or the advancing dunes before the tum of the
century. These calamities are often offered as established
truths, and the thousands of hectares postulated lost over
the past few decades are alleged to be the result of scienti-
fic and valid monitoring and data collection processes,
which they are not. They are often wishful thinking or, at
best, guesstimates. But they are neither reliable nor valid.

An example of such guesstimates in the NEAP is the
following (my translation);

«...it seems likely that the costs of degrading the renew-
able natural resources in the case of Burkina Faso are
situated between 20 and 25% of GNP» (p. 53).

Yes, who knows? But better present the situation in a light
as alarming as possible, as this could facilitate donor fund-
ing, given the catastrophic crisis scenario outlined.

In the case of the NEAP for Burkina Faso, the crisis nar-
rative is further illustrated, for example, by numerous ac-
counts related to water availability, indicating increasing
shortages («the total level of surface water available is far
behind actual demand»), the frequent mentioning of «the
accelerated degradation of the environment», or grossly
summarised deficit situations with regard not only to water
but also woody vegetation, grazing areas, etc. («Since
1980, the exploitation of forestry resources has led to a
considerable reduction in vegetation covers).

As an antinode to these crises narratives outlined, some
wishful and clearly overoptimistic thinking is also repre-
sented, when the impact of utilising available (modern and
western based) technology packages is suggested:
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«At the level of individual production, the benefits de-
rived could well be particularly elevated, provided that
the technologies are available and appropriate as well as
adopted by the peasants. Such technologies could pro-
vide increases in production ranging from 30 to 130%
and could provide return on investments in the order of
100%...» (p. 53; my translation).

The population - environment nexus

Behind these crises situations lie a number of factors, but
in particular population increase and demographic press-
ure. These are reflected throughout the plan as indicated,
for example, by the following (my translation):

«The demographic growth and the very high level of
pressure on land, particularly in certain regions, are
among the most important factors...» (p. 33), and «The
strong demographic pressure is beyond doubt the most
important factor when it comes to overexploiting the
national resource base, particularly the non-renewable
resources...»(...)«A prime consequence of the rapid
population increase is an abandonment of traditional
cultivation practices with considerable potential for the
environment (long fallows, perennial cultivation, pas-
toralism)» (p. 52).

Population pressure is, of course, a problem and does have
some bearing on degradation processes. The problem is
that this factor is regarded as the most important one in
causing degradation. The problematic part is that the links
between population and the environment are taken for
granted, and that in the NEAP there can be no doubt that
restrictive measures vis-a-vis the population growth rate or
«the demographic pressure» will be beneficial to the en-
vironment. This line of reasoning follows World Bank
analyses made and population policies advocated in other
parts of Africa, which Williams (1995) has termed scienti-
fically unfounded.

In addition, studies from Kenya, Ethiopia and Nigeria
indicate that this is a simplified version and one (see, for
example, Tiffen et al., 1994; Mortimore, 1995; Hoben,
1995; Mortimore, 1998), which may direct attention and
remedial action in the wrong directions. The simple popu-
lation pressure logic may in a number of cases in Burkina
Faso be an oversimplified version, as shortage of labour
often can be seen as a major constraint. Instead, interest
should, perhaps, be directed at the composition of house-

holds in villages and the labour availability there for
coping with livelihood situations and survival strategies.
That population pressure more or less automatically leads
to the extension of land under cultivation and also to a
reduction in fallow (periods), is another unsubstantiated
argument.

Overgrazing, cutting in the vegetation for fuelwood needs,
bush fires and the extension of land under cultivation
Apart from the demographic factor, there is not much
doubt in the NEAP as to what has caused the environ-
mental problems of Burkina Faso. The extension of the
cultivated area has, together with uncontrolled cutting of
vegetation by household members and the overgrazing
following from an increase in livestock numbers, led to
ecological degradation. These factors, in addition to bush
fires, are unreservedly to be blamed for the environmental
problems of the country (my translation):

«The constant extension of land under cultivation onto
vegetated areas is, no doubt, at the very base of the re-
duction in plant cover. Other factors contribute to the de-
gradation process as well. In particular, the uncontrolled
cuttings in order to satisfy demands for fuelwood or con-
struction, overgrazing and bush fires» (p. 32), and
«...the increase in livestock numbers is causing this
overgrazing» (p. 30).

Again, there might be some truth to each of the factors
mentioned. But it may also be completely the other way
round. As research has shown, the way the issues are for-
mulated grossly oversimplify matters. Thébaud (1995a;
1995b) has, for instance, together with many other re-
searchers (Sandford, 1983; Behnke, et al., 1993; Scoones,
1994; Juul, 1996; 1997), seriously questioned orthodox
views on overgrazing and degradation processes. Others
have similarly questioned orthodoxies related to the rural
households' cutting needs, and the effect of this on the
vegetation cover (Leach & Mearns, 1988; Cline-Cole et
al., 1990; Benjaminsen, 1996; 1997a; 1997b). Specifically
related to Burkina Faso, a number of these issues have also
been addressed by researchers attached to the SEREIN-
programme (Reenberg & Lund, 1998; Rasmussen, Fog et
al., 1999).

In these cases, as in many more (Leach & Mearns, 1996;
Fairhead, 1998), things are a bit more complicated than
what is portrayed in the NEAP. With these oversimplifi-
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cations and the presentation of the causes of degradation as
unquestioned truths, myths are built and narratives con-
structed. And for a plan (and a planning process) which
seeks to address the serious environmental problems facing
Burkina Faso, this is not only an example of an unprofes-
sional piece of work, but simply a disaster, as remedial
actions may be introduced based on these narratives, and
risk ending up as entirely counterproductive measures.

The need for awareness creation

The NEAP for Burkina Faso has a number of strategic op-
tions, particularly in building capacities with Burkinabé
institutions and creating new ones. In addition, the NEAP
consists of a wide variety of programmes, but in particular
projects - some new, but the majority being already exist-
ing projects funded by a variety of donors - which are now
supposed to be included under the NEAP umbrella, as pant
and parcel of the NEAP strategy for redressing environ-
mental problems. In addition, a major strategic component
is to «sensibilise,» i.e. to create environmental awareness
among the users of the land, in order to motivate and create
a greater understanding for the necessity of taking good
care of the environment (my translation):

«First of all, the proper management of the village ter-
ritories presupposes a considerable awareness creation,
education and motivation of the direct producers.
Achieving this cbjective requires the mobilisation of all
local forces by means of a process of re-enacting dynam-
ism and intensifying management practices related to
village territories» (p. 66).

Again, this may be both needed and appropriate. But tak-
ing it for granted that this should be one of the major pre-
occupations of a NEAP, may be overdoing the job — and
may be directing attention to the wrong issues. A good
deal of research (Richards, 1985; Chambers, 1993) has, for
instance, shown that the local users of the land are well
aware of the environmental implications of what they do,
but do not feel in a position to act differently, given
external and internal socio-economic constraints. Peasants
and pastoralists may not be ignorant and in great need of
mobilisation or sensibilisation, but rather already ex-
perienced and with great environmental sensitivity. They
may lack, however, the means and the material precon-
ditions for correcting their situation. Again. the plan por-
trays the environmental problematique in a superficial and

uncomplicated way, as if it were self-evident that we will
have to mobilise the masses, possibly with the assistance
of external experts who so self-evidently are in a position
to transmit the right and correct messages to those in need.

Development projects and research: the compliant
intermediaries?

Without going too much into detail, the issues raised in the
analysis made of the NEAP above, will be further illustrat-
ed by the way in which development projects and research
formulate their development priorities.

The Danish aid administration, Danida, is funding two
major projects aimed at redressing natural resource de-
gradation in Burkina Faso, one in the north around the
provincial town Dori, and one in the Boulgou province
around the town Tenkodogo (Danida, 1997a; 1997b).

In the project documents for these two projects, the ana-
Iysis of the root causes of ecological degradation very
much resembles what has been stated above regarding
oversimplified notions and standardised views.

First of all, in the project document for the Dori-project
it is stated that the project is to be seen as inscribed into the
NEAP for Burkina Faso, seeking to restore lost socio-
ecological equilibria, while improving self-sufficiency in
food and generally improving living conditions.

Secondly, the project is justified on the basis of an ana-
lysis which sees the degradation of soils as resulting from
diminished periods of fallow, which, again, are caused by
demographic pressure (my translation):

«The refertilisation of the soil was naturally achieved,
thanks to prolonged periods of fallow (15, 20 even 30
years). But during the past three decenniums, the
situation has been modified considerably and in a very
drastic way: 5éno and Yagha are in a precarious situa-
tion characterised by an increasingly strong anthropic
pressure on the natural resources» (p. 9).

The problems to be addressed in the Boulgou project are
similarly identified, again very much contnbuting to
cementing orthodox views on environmental degradation
(my translation):

«Rural space is becoming increasingly sparse due to ex-
tensive cultivation practices which contribute toclearing.
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cutting and burning of vast areas. The vegetative cover of
the country is undergoing a process of accelerated de-
gradation, due to demographic growth, the extension of
areas cultivated, the increase in livestock numbers, north-
south migrations and urbanization as well as the increasing
consumption of fuelwood» (p. 2).

While the mentioned projects may still be remedying some
of the major environmental problems in Burkina Faso, this
seems more Lo be an (accidental) outcome of the individual
efforts of project staff rather than one which directly fol-
lows from a careful analysis of persisting problems, infor-
med and inspired by recent research and research results.

The views of the Burkinabé research community do not
differ much.

In April 1996, a research forum was held in Ouagadougou
in which the role of research in addressing environmental
degradation was the main theme of the conference.

In the background material prepared for the conference
(Forum de la Recherche Scientifique et des Innovations
Technologiques, 1996a:5), reference is made on the one
hand, to the National Environmental Action Plan, men-
tioned above, which constitutes the overall guiding plan,
reference document and source of inspiration for any ac-
tion directed towards remedying the state of the environ-
ment; and on the other hand, to the Strategic Plan for
Scientific Research (le Plan Stratégique de la Recherche
Scientifique), prepared by the Burkinabg government, in
which the country’s research priorities are outlined.

The background documents largely copy NEAP or other
World Bank estimates of degradation, by presenting es-
timates of deforestation following demographic pressure
{«... between 1981 and 1983, in Burkina Faso around 800
km” of land was deforested»); that the costs of degradation
in the country mount to between 20 and 25% of GNP; that
while in 1980, 93% of the land had its vegetation cover in-
tact, this has since then diminished considerably; etc., etc.
The reason given for this is ascribed a process through
which cultivated land has constantly increased, while un-
controlled cutting in the vegetation cover, overgrazing and
bush fires are the other main contributing factors («(The
problems) are due to the constant extension of cultivated
land to the detriment of plant cover, uncontrolled cuttings
in the vegetation, overgrazing and bush fires»).

In an additional document (Forum de la Recherche
Scientifique et des Innovations Technologiques, 1996b), a
similar and rather oversimplified analysis is offered:

«... the demographic explosion has provoked an ir-
reversible deforestation, a destruction of cultivated land.
a degradation of grazing resources which all are behind
the process of desertification» (p. 2).

In order to address the processes of degradation and its
causes, four main axes of research are given priority in the
government’s strategic plan for research (le Plan Stra-
tégique de la Recherche Scientifique), under which de-
tailed research projects should be formulated: 1) the per-
ception of the environment and the creation of greater
awareness; 2) means to restore the environment and assist
in the fight against desertification; 3) research into the
socio-economic importance of the environment; and 4)
adaption of the traditional way of managing the natural
resources to the realities of modernisation! (Forum de la
Recherche Scientifique et des Innovations Technologiques,
1996a:26).

As priorities guiding future relevant Burkinabé research,
the proposals are not very specific, and the risk is ob-
viously that the research community would not have the
ability to escape traditional orthodoxies, and suggest new,
more flexible approaches to address environmental prob-
lems. It could, rather, be feared that the research communi-
ty, so much dependent on external funding for its research,
would abide by the very same analyses as advanced and
advocated by other partners in the policy environment, be
it government circles, national environmental plans or
«planned interventions» in the form of externally funded
development projects, which are all seemingly contributing
to cementing the same perception of the environment and
the root causes of degradation - a perception which ap-
parently pays off, at least as measured in pecuniary terms.

However, at the same time narratives are built and over-
simplified notions maintained, contributing to a powerful
knowledge system, paving the way for continued external
funding and dependency, but also ensuring that the various
actors in the environmental political arena remain in busi-
ness.

By way of conclusion

As has been discussed above, the official view on the en-
vironment, the NEAP for Burkina Faso in its analysis of
the root causes of ecological degradation and the research
community have portrayed a number of oversimplified
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postulates which, I have argued, contribute more to ce-
menting conventional wisdom, myths and narratives, than
necessarily to solving the environmental problems of the
country. In fact, the obvious risk is that measures and solu-
tions introduced could even prove counterproductive. In
the case of Ethiopia, Hoben (1995) has exactly shown how
environmental narratives have contributed to maintaining
an external food dependency situation, while having in-
troduced soil and water conservation measures in grand-
iose scale which have proven largely unsuccessful, even
detrimental to existing, more environmentally friendly tra-
ditional production systems.

One of the reasons why knowledge systems, such as the
above, are so pervasive and persistent is, obviously, that
the funding mechanisms, primarily with foreign donors,
are managed and controlled by representatives who share
the very same beliefs and perceptions in relation to eco-
logical degradation. Inthis consensual club of actors, strik-
ing the right concepts and understandings in building the
meta-language of development (and modemisation) will
more likely and more easily lead to the granting of the
funding applied for - or even offered in a not unusual
donor-driven approach. Environmental concerns coupled
with participatory processes and rapid rural appraisal
techniques may not necessarily change this. As has been
shown in a number of studies (Long & van der Ploeg,
1989; Ferguson, 1990; 1998), the «developmentinterface»
has in many instances created a situation of expectations
among possible target beneficiaries of projects, where the
fear of exclusion from the benefits of emodemity» leads to
«appropriate» responses being given to any enquiry from
the outside experts. Common to these two situations is that
using the correct meta-language - which includes catalytic
concepts such as grass-roots orientation and gender, with
a touch of poverty alleviation, decentralisation and demo-
cratisation, in most cases will be well received by the
donor community, readily opening the purse for the
funding of such activities.

Seen in the wider perspective of an incessant change of
paradigms, where environmental issues are forcing such a
major shift as argued by Dickens (1992); Sachs (1993) and
Warren (1995), one more optimistic explanation could be
that the aid community and its political allies in the Third
World are simply lagging behind. Given a little time, the
new paradigm will offer itself more insistently and will be
adapted, amalgamated and incorporated into existing
knowledge systems.

Another, perhaps less optimistic, explanation could be
that such paradigmatic change will not occur within the
foreseeable future. The vested interests in maintaining the
existing paradigm are so powerful that changes will only
happen in the longer term. Of particular importance in this
regard is, as pointed to by Warren (1995), that it is ex-
tremely difficult to shift course in situations where para-
digms and common understandings have become insti-
tutionalised, as exemplified by the NEAP or the Inter-
national Convention to Combat Desentification above. In
such a situation, policies and paradigms become tightly
woven together, reinforcing each other while perpetuation
is kept at the fore:

«The policy-maker must have a general framework with
which to structure policy. The policy gains its coherence
and is legitimated by the paradigm. The framework is
needed to explain policy to political mentors. Evenif the
policy-maker has doubts, policy comes to be dictated by
the framework within which the demands have been
couched. Equally, the paradigm (and its constituent
models) gain the stature, credibility and funding neces-
sary for their perpetuation» (Warren, 1995:198).

While a certain paradigm may be maintained far beyond
what research or experience may justify, changes do take
place. This is, for instance, witnessed by a recent, more
coherent transformation in the perception of man - nature
relationships, where the credo of sustainability as bound
with «environment» and «development» has come to the
fore, seen in the perspective of «win win» strategies rather
than as «trade-offs», if only these relationships can be
better «managed». In this more harmonious perspective on
the global economy, where an improved and better man-
aged natural resource base creates winners all over, global
ecological thinking regarding the serious problems facing
«planet Earth», whether in the form of loss of biodiversity,
pollution, effects of greenhouse gasses, or the overex-
ploitation of resources, has fundamentally changed. The
response to environmental problems, globally, nationally
and locally, to issues of ecological threats, misuse and
overexploitation of natural resources has been to advocate
animproved management of the natural resources, in order
to minimise problems and, hopefully, restore lost equilibria
or reinstate the harmonious relations between man and
nature, believed to have existed in the past.

In this process, nature as an external and independently
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existing domain has been transformed into an overarching
environmental problem which may have local causes, but
global effects. In the quest for «sustainable development»
the international imagination of the global has been the
uniting element, which with tremendous force has drawn
attention to the urgent need forestablishing improved man-
agement practices.

In this focus on managing natural resources better, which
no one can object to, direct producers are at the centre as
both the victims and perpetrators (at least in the Third
World) who, with (external) expert advice, need to «man-
age» their livelihoods better. And in order to create sweep-
ing solutions to immense problems, narratives and over-
simplified statements as to the root causes of ecological
degradation offer their kind and convenient service also in
this regard.
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