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Eroded Consensus: Donors and the Dilemmas 
of Degradation in Kondoa, Central Tanzania   

Wilhelm Östberg 

Problems of land degradation have a long history in the central parts of 
Kondoa District, Tanzania. Accelerated soil erosion can be dated as far back 
in time as 900 years (Eriksson 1998). Apart from man-induced erosion, geo-
logical processes during much longer time periods have also contributed to 
the stripping of the Kondoa Irangi Hills. 

Symptoms of land degradation are evident throughout the Kondoa 
Irangi Hills. Large parts of the slopes are dissected by deep gullies. Hillsides 
have been cleared of natural vegetation and are intensively cultivated. Dur-
ing the rains, this leads to excessive surface runoff. In places, sheet erosion 
has removed two to three meters of topsoil, and badlands are common 
(Christiansson 1988; Payton and Shishira 1994). But people still have to make 
their livings in these degraded environments. The Tanzanian government 
supports them through projects intended to rehabilitate depleted lands in a 
number of areas and also to promote sustainable forms of land use. Some of 
these initiatives have attracted foreign support. 

The HADO project (Hifadhi Ardhi Dodoma, or Land Rehabilitation in 
Dodoma Region) was launched as the direct result of a visit by President 
Julius Nyerere to Kondoa District in 1969. Alarmed by the severe land 
degradation in the central parts of the district, the president directed the 
Forestry Department to take urgent action to remedy the situation (Kawa 
1993:103; Kikula and Mung�’ong�’o 1993:4). This subsequently led to the 
establishment of the HADO project in 1973. It is active in three districts of 
Dodoma Region. The discussion in this essay is focused on the situation in 
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the central parts of Kondoa District, the so-called Kondoa Eroded Area 
(KEA), where the main activities are taking place. Typical of the time, the 
project�’s initial approach to the erosion problem was technical, involving the 
construction of contour bunds and check dams, the production and distribu-
tion of seedlings, and tree planting. In their analysis of the causes of land 
degradation in Kondoa, the project�’s management emphasized adverse 
natural conditions in combination with faulty agricultural practices (Mbegu 
and Mlenge 1983). In this, they joined a long tradition in Tanzania, and in 
Africa, of advocating state intervention to correct what are taken to be 
destructive local ways of farming.1 However, other factors, such as the 
effects of misdirected external interventions and the wider sociopolitical 
context generally, as well as processes of commercialization, have also been 
highlighted as important causes of the severe land degradation (e.g., 
Banyikwa and Kikula 1981; Kesby 1982; Östberg 1986; Christiansson et al. 
1992; Kawa 1993; Barr 1994; Mung�’ong�’o 1995; Dejene et al. 1997). These 
studies of the Kondoa situation reflect an ongoing reorientation in research 
on natural resource management. The first major move away from technical 
treatises was toward the political ecology of land degradation (Blaikie 1985; 
Richards 1985) and the linkages between poverty and environmental stress 
(Chambers 1983; Redclift 1984). More recently the diversity, dynamics, and 
flexibility of small-scale farming in Africa (e.g. Berry 1993; Netting 1993; 
Niemeijer 1996) have come into focus along with a deeper understanding of 
semiarid areas as inherently unstable but also more resilient than has usu-
ally been assumed (Behnke et al. 1993; Scoones 1995; Dahlberg 1996). 

Twenty-five years ago land rehabilitation was largely understood to 
mean tree planting and landscape engineering. Therefore it was logical that 
the Forestry Department should be made responsible for the new project. As 
rehabilitation and conservation gradually evolved into a broader program of 
land husbandry, the foresters working for the HADO project widened their 
professional competence considerably both in work experience and service 
training.  

The decisive moment for the HADO project came in 1979 when an area of 
1,256 km2, the so-called Kondoa Eroded Area (KEA),2 was closed to grazing, 
thereby transforming the farming system and the economy of the people of 
the area (Östberg 1986; Mung�’ong�’o 1995). Local bylaws prohibit cutting of 
green-wood in the area and the clearing of forests for cultivation. A 
comprehensive rehabilitation program includes tree planting, reseeding of 
badlands, and support for on-farm conservation and stall feeding of 
improved livestock. 

                                                
1 This theme has been analyzed in, for instance, Feierman 1990; Moore and Vaughan 1994; 
Maddox et al. 1996; and Leach and Mearns 1996. 
2 The acronym KEA today also stands for Kondoa Enclosed Area. The area is not physically 
fenced, but its exact borders are delineated in the relevant bylaw. 
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Kondoa District is situated along the 
main road between Dodoma and 
Arusha. The so-called Kondoa 
Eroded Area is roughly congruent 
with the Irangi Hills. 

(Map: Dept. of Physical Geography, 
Stockholm University) 

 

The decision to evict all livestock from the KEA was taken after the project 
had established experimentally that where contour bunds had been con-
structed good ground cover could be expected after two years if the area 
was protected from grazing (Mbegu and Mlenge 1983:41).3 The project man-
agement reasoned, why not temporarily close the whole area to grazing in 
order to achieve a breakthrough in the rehabilitation effort? The idea won 
the support of the dominant political organization of the time, the ruling 
Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM) Party. It was carried out in an uncompromis-
ing manner, just like the compulsory villagization that had occurred some 
five years earlier (Östberg 1986:chap. 6). The project became responsible for 
seeing that the bylaws protecting the environment were complied with and 
for prosecuting offenders in court. The legacy of the HADO project is thus 
one of planning from the top down and of firm execution. 

The scope of the HADO project and the approach to land rehabilitation 
adopted by its managers had few precedents in Africa. Initial results were 
dramatic. Conditions for agriculture improved as the vegetation regener-

                                                
3 Previous experience could also have been relied upon. The rotational grazing schemes of the 
1930s proved that vegetation quickly recovers with careful pasture management (Banyikwa and 
Kikula 1981:12). 
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ated, despite the fact that manure is by and large not available for fertilizing 
the fields.4 Study groups came from near and far to learn about the experi-
ment. 

Several factors combined to give the project considerable stamina: the 
visible changes the area underwent, the project�’s independent role as a na-
tional pilot project responsible directly to the ministry in Dar es Salaam in-
stead of to the district and regional administrations,5 and the resolute politi-
cal backup from the CCM Party during the project�’s crucial early years. 
However, with time these same factors turned out to have their drawbacks. 
The project became trapped in its own apparent success. By the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, the political conditions that had made compulsory destock-
ing possible evaporated and a program that was once a major governmental 
priority came under attack as a stagnant, hierarchical project with little in-
novative power (cf. Norén 1995:27). 

As a multiparty system began to be discussed seriously in Tanzania in 
the early 1990s, local opposition to destocking was able to express itself 
much more openly (Mung�’ong�’o 1995:148). Changing ideologies in extension 
work suggested that the project should give up its policing role.6 This 
opinion also met with support within HADO itself. Some members of the 
staff were convinced that stall feeding of livestock combined with grass 
strips on contours in cultivated fields was such a profitable enterprise that 
with time livestock owners would themselves come to defend the quaran-
tine. A new policy was in the making. However, long before an effective 
alternative way of keeping check on the number of livestock illegally enter-
ing the area had been worked out, the livestock issue had developed into a 
matter that was very difficult to handle.  

The principal outside donor to the HADO project, the Swedish Interna-
tional Development Agency (SIDA), was preparing to pull out as a large-
scale and long-term Dutch-financed integrated rural development project 
established itself in Kondoa. The newcomers showed no interest in HADO; 
quite the contrary. They had introduced themselves as representing a more 
democratic and locally anchored approach than the supposedly topdown 
HADO project. HADO had for years enjoyed a privileged position, which 
some people in the district administration felt had also been associated with 
                                                
4 While it is not possible to monitor developments with the help of production statistics from 
the district offices, a number of published reports document the fact that the farmers them-
selves found the situation improved and also that outside observers were of the same opinion. 
See for instance, Östberg 1986; Kikula and Mung�’ong�’o 1993; Mung�’ong�’o 1995; Kangalawe 
1996; and Liwenga and Kikula 1997. 
5 The project�’s standing in Dar es Salaam was reinforced when E.M. Mnzava became director of 
forestry. He had been a member of the study team recommending that a special land rehabili-
tation project should be established at Kondoa. 
6 That this responsibility ought to be transferred to the district authorities was one of the rec-
ommendations of the 1995 external evaluation of the HADO project (Erikson et al. 1995:47). The 
evaluators were of the opinion that no material support from SIDA was needed to implement 
this recommendation (48). 
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a certain aloofness.7 Such reasons made it difficult to turn to the District 
Council for support when HADO�’s external funds were cut. Few councillors 
wanted to become associated with HADO�’s policy of restricting natural re-
source use. And in any case the council could not afford to take on the many 
staff members that HADO had on its payroll. Meanwhile, support from Dar 
es Salaam for HADO dwindled with the appointment of a new director of 
forestry, who turned out to have little interest in land management issues in 
smallholder areas. The possibilities of keeping the HADO project operative 
rapidly diminished. 

On 1 March 1997, the leading Tanzanian newspaper, the Daily News re-
ported that the �“achievements by the country�’s pioneer conservation project 
[HADO] ... are likely to go down the drain. ... [L]arge stocks of cattle have 
started being grazed in the project areas, charcoal operators are in full 
swing, while felling of trees for brick making is now the order of the day�” 
(Kitururu 1997). This was in glaring contrast to the opinions of a joint 
Swedish-Tanzanian (SIDA and the Ministry of Tourism, Natural Resources, 
and Environment) evaluation of the HADO project, which two years earlier 
had concluded that �“there are good prospects for the service on soil conser-
vation to continue without SIDA assistance in the future�“ (Erikson et al. 
1995:45). 

We shall examine the situation as it existed during the last few ears of the 
1990s and discuss possible strategies for the immediate future. Natural re-
source management in the KEA is, as we shall see, a hot issue. But first let us 
look back briefly at the history of soil conservation in Kondoa, as this is of 
immediate relevance for today�’s situation.  

Resistance to soil conservation 

Kondoa has been the focus of land rehabilitation attempts since 1927 when 
clearing of forests began as a combined effort to combat sleeping sickness 
and provide new land for people living in denuded areas (Fosbrooke 1950�–
51; Banyikwa and Kikula 1981). Since that time, a wide variety of reclama-
tion methods have been tried. In the early 1930s, ridge cultivation was in-
troduced to reduce runoff on cultivated land. Contour bunds were con-
structed on slopes. Sisal and other agaves were planted along contours and 
check dams installed in gullies. Schemes of rotational grazing were orga-
nized together with compulsory reduction of livestock numbers. After the 
Second World War, the government again embarked on clearing the plains 
to combat tsetse and to provide new land for residents of areas considered to 
be beyond possible rehabilitation (Fosbrooke 1950�–51:169ff.; Lambert 
1957:58; Banyikwa and Kikula 1981:13; Kikula and Mung�’ong�’o 1993:23ff., 
33). Organized clearing continued into the mid-1960s (Kawa 1993:109), and 

                                                
7 In a comment on HADO�’s institutional environment, Kawa (1993:216) goes so far as to allege 
that it had been characterized by tension and paranoia rather than cooperation. 
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in fact the process still continues as farmers themselves clear forest to obtain 
new farms (Mung�’ong�’o 1995: 85ff.; Östberg 1995:chap. 6).  

Summing up the results, one may note that contour ridges on cultivated 
land have become a regular feature of farming in the area. Other innovations 
have been less persistent, notably the attempts to introduce quotas for the 
number of livestock allowed in a given area. 

Few government programs have such direct and radical impacts on local 
communities as conservation policies, with their demand for labor inputs, 
their restrictions on the use of natural resources, and even their wholesale 
takeover of land by moving people out of areas declared in need of protec-
tion. The Kondoa case can in this respect be said to form part of the 
widespread practice of states expanding their control over rural areas by 
means of conservation schemes. Throughout, the Rangi people8 have by and 
large remained suspicious of soil conservation initiated by the government. 
During the 1940s, the opposition to soil conservation became linked to a 
more general political resentment against colonial rule (Kesby 1982:72; 
Mung�’ong�’o 1995:45ff., 71).9  

As the nationalist struggle intensified in the late 1950s it became impos-
sible to enforce the communal conscription of labor and conservation work 
came to a halt (Berry and Townshend 1973:244; Mung�’ong�’o 1995:73). 
Meanwhile, a profitable market for finger millet had developed. Kondoa be-
came a major supplier to the beer trade in Arusha and Kilimanjaro Regions 
(Kawa 1993:77). Forests were cleared to provide land for a rapidly expand-
ing crop production, just as is happening today on the plains east of the 
Kondoa Eroded Area. 

During the 1960s, critical attitudes toward soil conservation persisted. 
Bunds and terracing reminded people of a time when the government had 
directed them into compulsory communal work. Independence, by contrast, 
had brought hopes of access to new land and increased possibilities of 
making money. Land degradation thus continued, and in the mid-1970s it 
was further aggravated by the program of compulsory villagization (cf. 
Kikula 1997b). In the central parts of Kondoa District, land degradation had 
by then reached the alarming state that led to President Nyerere�’s interven-
tion and the advent of the HADO project. 

Throughout all these events, the residents of the Kondoa Hills for their 
part have approached the problems of soil erosion from a different angle 
from that of the administration. In this area of unpredictable rainfall and 
fragile soils of comparatively low fertility, many farmers are doubtful that 

                                                
8 The Rangi are a Bantu-speaking people who form the majority population of Kondoa District 
(cf. Kesby 1982; Östberg 1986; Mung�’ong�’o 1995). The Kondoa Eroded Area includes their core 
area.  
9 In other parts of East Africa, political opposition also was galvanized by opposition to erosion 
control (see for instance, Young and Fosbrooke 1960; Rosberg and Nottingham 1966; Tignor 
1976; Blaikie 1985; Throup 1988; Feierman 1990). 



 Eroded Consensus 249 

  

investments in soil conservation can be recovered. Even worse, conservation 
structures may increase soil erosion. When there are torrential rains, these 
structures may give way and the concentrated runoff may play havoc with 
the crops growing in the fields. During dry periods, on the other hand, 
bunds are considered to be of limited value. Furthermore, conservation 
makes demands on family labor that many households are unable to meet.10 

Instead of investing in engineering-type soil conservation, many Rangi 
farmers prefer to expand their areas of operation. When pressure on the land 
increases and harvests dwindle, some villagers will leave to take up new 
land elsewhere while other members of the family remain behind. The Rangi 
as a group can be said to practice an expansionist, permanent agriculture 
(Östberg 1986:29). Their principal solution to problems of soil erosion thus is 
to move temporarily, or permanently, to areas with better conditions, while 
also aiming to retain a foot in the Rangi core areas.  

Thus, the administration and large parts of the Rangi community have 
held fundamentally different opinions about how to cope with the fragile 
environment of the Kondoa Irangi Hills. While the extension service tried to 
safeguard each and every piece of land against the evils of soil erosion, the 
local communities aimed at ever wider spheres of operation. In the view of 
the conservationists, this simply meant moving the problems of land degra-
dation to other areas. They argue that the Rangi way of coping with land 
degradation only aggravates the problem. The administration has therefore 
time and again favored restrictions. For many of those hit by the various 
regulations, conservation became synonymous with the execution of power 
by outsiders. Farmers felt that they were being deprived of both their civil 
freedoms and a decent chance to make a living. Small wonder that many 
villagers opposed the conservation schemes. To some, it became tantamount 
to a patriotic obligation to be hostile toward conservation. Land rehabilita-
tion became politicized.  

When the HADO project attempted to solve the soil erosion problem by 
means of afforestation, agricultural engineering, and destocking, it was reit-
erating solutions that had already been tried, with little success, during the 
colonial period. HADO had little reason to expect that its approach to land 
rehabilitation would be met with enthusiasm. Nevertheless, some remark-
able results were recorded.  

A transformed agricultural potential 

The removal of livestock in 1979 soon resulted in a notable regeneration of 
vegetation within the enclosed area (Tosi et al. 1982:15). However, the vege-
tation remained in the early successional stages. The process was slow be-
cause of the degraded soils, and the grasses generally have poor grazing 

                                                
10 Feierman (1990:188ff.) has discussed in careful detail a comparable situation in the Usambara 
Mountains. 
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value (Backéus et al. 1994, 1996). All the same, the new ground cover was 
important in protecting the soil from erosion, and it also had other impacts. 
The sediment carried in the streams appeared to have decreased. The water-
courses became much narrower. Villagers noted that streams flew longer 
into the dry season than was formerly the case; in the foothill communities 
below the Irangi escarpment the mountain streams were reported to provide 
water for a longer period of the year and under more controlled condi-
tions.11 Rainfall was being infiltrated into the area on a totally different scale 
from that before the destocking. As sand fans stabilized, new areas become 
available for cultivation. Sugarcane, sweet potatoes, and vegetables were 
valuable money earners in such areas.12 The enclosed area was feeding a 
larger population than ever before.13 At the same time, vermin were said to 
attack crops more frequently than before and fears were voiced locally that 
tsetse may return as woody vegetation reestablished itself in the area 
(Mung�’ong�’o 1995:10ff.). 

The change had not taken place without strong feelings being expressed. 
The expulsion of livestock was undertaken amid an atmosphere of hostility 
and opposition from large parts of the population of the area. However, a 
number of people are able to maintain more than one household�—one based 
on arable agriculture in the destocked hills and another based on free graz-
ing and a somewhat hazardous cultivation on the plains outside the KEA. 
For many, this has turned out to be a very successful combination, and these 
households are accumulating more and more wealth in their hands 
(Mung�’ong�’o 1995:85ff., 98ff.; Östberg 1986:69ff.; Östberg 1995:chap. 6). 

Development in an area like Kondoa, with its precarious farming condi-
tions, seems to be best supported by attempting to improve the general pro-
ductivity of the area�—which is what has happened since 1979 and which is 
currently being threatened as free-grazing livestock is again becoming a fact 
in the enclosed area. At an individual level, agricultural investments are 
difficult to recover reliably given the erratic, scarce, and occasionally violent 
rainfall.14 An overall environmental improvement was for a number of years 
gradually making the situation somewhat less precarious. It is such small-
scale improvements, together with increased reliability in food production, 
that may improve the district�’s economic performance. Environmental sta-

                                                
11 On the other hand, it was a common complaint in some parts of the Irangi Hills that a lot of 
water was being consumed by the abundant vegetation and therefore less available for other 
uses. To weigh the pros and cons is a complicated matter. However, something all agreed on 
was that the situation had stabilized and the problem with flash floods was much reduced.  
12 Cf. Östberg 1986:chap. 4. Mbegu (1996:151ff.) lists a number of additional benefits following 
from the rehabilitation of the Kondoa Eroded Area and provides examples of the economic 
value of these for individual farmers. 
13 The demographic situation has been analyzed by Madulu (1990, 1996). 
14 Available rainfall data for Kondoa have been analyzed by Ngana (1996) and Pinner (1996). 
Ngana (1992) has calculated the probability that annual rainfall in Kondoa is less than or equal 
to 450 mm is about 20 percent, making agriculture a somewhat hazardous undertaking. 
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bility is thus basic to all attempts at improvement. This is precisely what is 
being threatened by the collapse of the HADO project. A few examples will 
illustrate the situation. 

A former forest plantation 
At Gubali, some ten kilometers north of Kondoa town, the HADO project 
planted three hundred hectares with eucalyptus. This forest plantation has 
remained a constant source of conflict between the HADO project, which 
aims to rehabilitate and put to productive use a severely degraded area, and 
villagers unwilling to give up what they consider to be their land. 

During the process of compulsory villagization in the mid-1970s, the 
people of Gubali had been removed from their area. This occurred without 
their consent and the process took four years to implement (Östberg 
1986:61ff.). Opinion is widespread in the village that it was all a big mistake. 
A typical comment is that �“Nyerere never intended that people should be 
moved away from areas along the roads�”, and, since Gubali is transected by 
the road connecting the major towns of Arusha and Dodoma �“people living 
in the bush should have been moved here instead�”. However, the principal 
reason for putting an end to habitation and farming in Gubali was in fact 
that the area was degraded, and from the standpoint of the administration it 
was logical to ask the HADO project to solve the Gubali problem by afforest-
ing the area.15 In effect, the HADO project came to expropriate land that the 
residents of Gubali considered to be theirs. Conservation became a political 
matter, in this case as in so many others. 

For years, forest fires were a constant menace to the Gubali plantation. 
Eventually, the HADO project stopped clearing fire lines and replanting. It 
did not take long before the first cultivation appeared. A small canteen was 
opened where the road from Haubi village connects with the main road. 
Today a small center of well-built brick houses has sprung up there. A 
newly built primary school is in its first year of operation. The unauthorized 
settlement at Gubali has become recognized as a subvillage under Kolo 
village. 

The valley and parts of the surrounding pediments are now cultivated. 
Only a few isolated full-grown eucalyptus trees testify to there having 
recently been a forest plantation there. The HADO project never managed to 
harvest these trees. When people started to move back to Gubali, they 
quickly transformed the trees into sawn timber, building poles, and fire-
wood for brickmaking. 

                                                
15 This was logical not only because HADO was part of the Forestry Department but also be-
cause at the time it had among its objectives the promotion of the ujamaa policy. Ujamaa, a 
Swahili term that translates as �“family�” but also as �“socialism�”, was the central notion in Tan-
zanian development thinking during 1960s and 1970s. 
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years ago. Looking back on the period when their area was deserted, they 
see little value in this. �“Here was just bush. People traveling to Haubi were 
in danger of both wild animals and robbers along the road. Who could you 
call on for help during those years? There was no one living here�”. Now 
things are changing for the better as people move in. 

In conversations with outsiders, the settlers are keen to emphasize that 
conditions in Gubali are excellent. Given the long history of environmental 
intervention in Kondoa, most villagers are anxious to forestall discussions 
about deforestation and land degradation. Strategic thinking aside, their 
comments also reflect characteristic traits in Rangi social life. When unculti-
vated areas become settled, fields and roads replace bush, and schools and 
mosques are built, life is improved in the eyes of most Rangi. Planted fruit 
trees are of more value than undifferentiated wilderness. It is better to have 
cooperating relatives as neighbors than monkeys invading the fields. 
Ordered society emerges almost instantly as the Rangi establish themselves 
in a new area (Östberg 1995:175ff.). The question of what level of exploita-
tion the land can sustain is far less important than the fact that a community 
is coming into being and surpluses are being produced. 

Gubali was given a new start when the formerly degraded lands were 
rested and trees were planted. This resource is now being taxed, and trans-
formed, by men and livestock. Standing on the hills above Gubali, one can 
see herds of animals grazing in the dissected slopes toward Bolisa village. 
This is done quite openly and in a place that is about as much in the center 
of the Kondoa Enclosed Area as one can get. There was a time when a 
limited number of animals were brought into the more peripheral parts of 
the enclosed area for grazing during the night. Such precautions are no 
longer necessary. All over the KEA, livestock were actively grazing the con-
servation bunds, where vegetation abounds.16 In many gullies, we saw goats 
finishing off the last patches of grass. 

The badlands at Chakwe 

People living in Chakwe, just south of Gubali, were already resettled in the 
1940s as their area was judged to be beyond recovery (Banyikwa and Kikula 
1981:12; Östberg 1986:89ff.). When the HADO project was launched, stone 
check dams were built in the gullies and contour bunds were constructed 
across the slopes. This area still bears incontestable evidence of how badly 
depleted it is. Nevertheless, some vegetation has established itself and 
wildlife has entered the area. In the mid-1980s, HADO had a small bulking 
plot here growing the nitrogen-fixing herb Crotolaria ochroleuca, but it never 
managed to harvest anything as the crop was eaten by wildlife. The healing 

                                                
16 I am reporting on the areas I last visited during 1997. Other fieldworkers of the MALISATA re-
search program have made identical observations at Baura, Mafai, Mulua and Thawi. There is 
no doubt that in the late 1990s livestock were grazing everywhere in the enclosed area. 
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process is now coming to an end as livestock are freely grazed in the area. A 
few first fields have been taken up for cultivation, and trees have been cut 
for charcoal making. Where a few years ago we saw the prints of lion�’s paws 
on the ground, and where the botanists working in the area had to keep 
armed guard while making inventories of the changing vegetation, one now 
walks among goat droppings. 

Kome Forest Reserve 

Saw pits are in evidence. Selective logging has resulted in only aged indi-
viduals remaining from valuable tree species. The forest is diminishing as 
people clear it to expand their fields. New settlements are appearing within 
the reserved area.  

A seed bank analysis carried out over three consecutive years showed 
that all endemic or near endemic taxa were absent; the uniqueness of the 
Kome Forest Reserve is about to be lost (Lyaruu et al. 1997). With the de-
struction of the reserve, the water regime in the streams serving the Haubi 
and Mafai villages will be affected, as will the villages at the foot of the 
escarpment. The same is true for the Ntomoko spring from which water is 
piped to more than a dozen villages out on the plains. 

A related uncontrolled exploitation is occurring a few kilometers south-
ward along the escarpment. There the forest of the steep upper slopes is be-
ing cleared for short-lived finger millet fields. The area is now dotted with 
clearings, which are very visible and certainly an invitation to farmers of the 
foothill communities to open up the much less steep pediment slopes below, 
which up to now have been closed to cultivation. The clearing along the 
escarpment at Mwisanga threatens both the Mwisanga Dam (cf. Yanda 1995) 
and the important Ntomoko water resource as well as the controlled provi-
sioning of water to the foothill areas. 

Encroachment on the Kome Forest Reserve has been going on for a num-
ber of years and is indeed indicative of a process that is occurring all over 
the area. Forests are being cleared for cultivation, timber, and firewood (cf. 
Mung�’ong�’o 1995:85ff.; Östberg 1995:chap. 6). The effects are being felt only 
gradually, but the signs are evident.17  

Stall feeding of livestock in the KEA 

Farmers who want to keep stalled improved cows in the KEA can obtain 
permits to do so as well as support from the HADO project. More recently, 
the Livestock Production Research Institute at Mpwapwa has introduced 
zero grazing of goats in the KEA.  

                                                
17 For instance, the road between Mnenia and Itololo is now badly damaged by gullies and de-
posited sand. Bridges have been washed away by runoff in several places. During the years 
when the conservation legislation was systematically enforced, this road remained in good re-
pair. It seems reasonable to link the current deterioration to the recent felling of trees and graz-
ing in the reserved forest above the escarpment. 
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Economically, stall feeding of large and smallstock is a good idea. In this 
area, improved cows produce an average of eight to ten liters of milk a day, 
while stalled zebu cows produce three to four liters, compared to about a 
liter from those kept under free grazing (Ogle 1991:21; Larsson 1993:32; 
Ulotu 1994:33; Ogle et al. 1996:130). Selling five to seven liters a day gives a 
monthly income of about 30,000 Tanzanian shillings (TSh).18 To this is added 
the value of the milk consumed by the family plus the income from selling 
manure and calves. Eriksson (1993:20) reports on farmers obtaining higher 
incomes from their improved livestock than the extension staff advising 
them earn. It is difficult to think of an alternative way of earning a similar 
income in rural Kondoa.  

There is little indication that the market for milk is becoming saturated.19 

Disease is the main risk involved, and currently veterinary support is not 
well developed in Kondoa. However, the situation is not totally out of hand; 
a comparative study of the economics of free grazing and stall feeding in 
Kondoa District documented that the health problems of livestock grazing 
freely were greater than those of the stall-fed animals (Ulotu, 1994:37).  

Free-grazing animals in the area would in all likelihood put an end to the 
stall-feeding project. Few farmers seem prepared to carry feed and water to 
their animals if others are allowed to graze. And even if they were prepared 
to do so their workload would increase considerably, as there would be less 
grass available to cut. Even the fodder they cultivate would very likely be 
finished off by the grazing animals. 

Policing the KEA  

For some fifteen years, the HADO project attempted to keep a check on the 
number of animals entering the area. This obligation has now been taken 
over by the local administration, mainly by the village and ward executive 
officers (VEOs and WEOs), hopefully with support from the village councils. 
These local-level administrators find themselves trapped in a difficult situa-

                                                
18 The milk price during the rainy season of 1997 varied between 150 and 200 TSh per liter. The 
difference in yield between wet and dry seasons for stalled animals is surprisingly low (Larsson 
1993:33). Ulotu (1994:51) found that for keeping one cow the net income over running costs, in-
cluding own labor costs and depreciation, was already far more than the official minimum 
monthly wage. He notes that the system not only produces good returns but it has the addi-
tional advantage that the greatest amount of labor is needed at slack periods when the oppor-
tunity cost of labor is low (53). 
19 Ogle et al. (1996:130) noted that the �“demand for fresh milk is being satisfied, at least in one 
or two of the villages where the project concentrated its initial activities�”, but they did not ana-
lyze the situation further. The farmers we spoke to in the wet season of 1997 said that they 
could easily find customers for their surplus milk. Eriksson (1993:24) calculated that to produce 
even such a modest quantity as 0.1 liter of milk per person in Bolisa and Haubi, two pioneering 
villages in the stall feeding scheme, milk production needed to be increased twenty-three times. 
The number of stall-fed cows has not changed much since she made her calculation. 
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tion.20 They are supposed to keep their respective areas free of grazing live-
stock and to stop the illegal felling of trees, charcoal burning, and the cutting 
of green wood. Since many of these practices are now widespread, a visit to 
their area by a high-ranking official can result in local staffpersons being 
fired on the spot for not fulfilling their duties. However, attempts to influ-
ence the situation are beset with difficulties. 

If officials approach a farmer known to be keeping livestock in the en-
closed area, they are immediately rebuked: �“Why do you pester me about 
this when Kondoa town is full of livestock belonging to wakubwa (big peo-
ple)?�” Whatever the truth of such allegations, they have been important in 
guiding many people�’s decisions to bring livestock back into the enclosed 
area. And, attitudes aside, every time we visited Kondoa town during 1997 
livestock were observed grazing outside the D.C.�’s office, the HADO office, 
the police station, and so on. Since this goes on undisturbed, farmers, of 
course, ask why they should abide by the law while influential people do 
not do so. A diligent VEO in fact has no case to argue.  

To carry out his duties successfully, a VEO needs to be on good terms 
with the village chairman and council. There is every likelihood that people 
in these positions keep livestock. The VEO thus has to confront precisely 
those people with whom he needs to cooperate to carry out his many other 
obligations.21 Often he is also related to people who keep livestock, who 
will, of course, ask why he makes difficulties for his own people. �“Don�’t be 
so sure about that government you serve so diligently. All of a sudden 
something can happen and you will be out of work. Where will you turn? 
You will come to us and then it�’s no bad thing if we have a few cows so that 
we can help you out.�” 

Some of the poor households in the enclosed area cooperate with live-
stock owners on the plains. They keep livestock in the Irangi Hills in return 
for milk, manure, draft power, and perhaps the odd heifer. Rich and poor 
become allied in taxing the resources of the enclosed area.  

Erosion of consensus: competing viewpoints on the future of Kondoa 

The opinion that HADO should no longer be involved in seeing that the by-
laws governing natural resource management are complied with has 
stronger support in the donor community than among environmental scien-
tists. The donors ask themselves whether it is reasonable to expect politi-
cians who are dependent on the popular vote to be in the forefront of enforc-
ing unpopular decisions like grazing restrictions. The primary concern for 

                                                
20 This section gives details of difficulties encountered during the current mode of operation. 
This is not to say that the HADO staff did not have to tackle similar problems when it was re-
sponsible for enforcing the restrictions. A lament over its troubles is sung in Östberg 1986:57ff. 
21 This point could be backed up with several case studies. There is, however, no space avail-
able here for this.  
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Tanzanian environmentalists appears to be that the investments made, and 
the results achieved, should not be allowed to go down the drain. 22 

Is this what is now likely to happen? Previous experience points in that 
direction. Photographs taken in the area before 1973 as well as aerial pho-
tographs show a barren, dissected landscape, widespread badlands, and 
active gullies of horrifying dimensions. Other evidence is provided by the 
records of famine relief provided to the KEA before the rehabilitation pro-
gram began (Östberg 1986:48ff.) as well as the experience of having to close 
whole areas to habitation and other uses. 

Two specialists who have recently studied land quality in the area state 
that the land recovery �“superficially apparent by the return of vegetation 
cover ... is illusionary�”. They write that for many parts of the Kondoa area 
the return of livestock �“should not be contemplated in either the short or 
long term�”. They go on to say that the �“extent of soil loss and gullying on 
steep hillslopes and many upper to middle pediments means that any form 
of agricultural land use, especially uncontrolled grazing, is unsustainable�”. 
Likewise, on gullied lower pediment slopes �“livestock should be excluded, 
other than in zero-grazing regimes�” (Shishira and Payton 1996:43). Botanists 
working in the area report that, while vegetative recovery is encouraging, it 
is still at an early stage of succession, one reason for this being that soil con-
ditions are likely to be reversible only in a geological time perspective 
(Backéus et al. 1996:61). 

Whereas scientists who have studied the situation hold definite opinions 
about what is and is not possible to do in the Kondoa area, and are worried 
that the situation is rapidly getting out of hand; foreign aid workers tend to 
be more preoccupied with whether the HADO project has been innovative 
in recent years and whether its institutional setup is in line with current 
development thinking: �“local ownership�” and �“partnership�”. That the pro-
ject finds itself at a standstill at present is taken lightly; this is true of many 
other development activities in Tanzania, we are told. 

Few argue that policing the area is a long-term solution. But was it wise 
to give up this role overnight, which de facto is what happened? With the 
amount of livestock currently in the area, no easy solution is to hand. If the 
animals are to remain, a system of controlled grazing needs to be worked 
out in cooperation with all the local communities. Trials with village forest 
management in Tanzania may perhaps indicate a possible direction (Wily 
1995, 1996). What is required in such a case is something considerably more 
than the acceptance of an assortment of local demands on natural resource 
use, namely, actually transferring authority to the villages. In the Kondoa 
situation, this would mean that village, not government, rules about live-

                                                
22 However, it should also be noted that two senior researchers at the Institute of Resource 
Assessment, University of Dar es Salaam, have contributed to a report arguing that destocking 
has deprived farmers of access to farmyard manure and that the policy should therefore be re-
examined (Dejene et al. 1997:28). 
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stock and pastures would become law. However, to create a climate of co-
operation in which this could be achieved would in the Kondoa case be a 
major undertaking. An additional factor to be taken into consideration, one 
largely overlooked during development interventions, is that the Rangi have 
an economically and socially differentiated society in which those with re-
sources wield considerable influence (see Mung�’ong�’o 1995: chaps. 4 and 7; 
and Kawa 1993:81ff.).  

If, on the other hand, the livestock are to be removed, this would proba-
bly require an unequivocal order by the political leadership of the country, 
forcing all government workers to give up whatever personal interests they 
may have in the current situation and thereby providing them with the cred-
ibility required to force others to do the same. 

Kondoa opinions 

Within Kondoa itself, the large influx of livestock in the enclosed area is 
hotly debated. At a meeting of the District Council in late April 1997, one of 
its members alleged that permits to keep livestock in the area �“have turned 
commercial�”. This was another way of saying that the village-level staff 
accepts money to allow free grazing. Another councillor remarked that he 
found it extraordinary to be asked about the presence of livestock in his 
constituency while there were VEOs and WEOs present whose job it is to 
look into such matters. The question looming large in such remarks is: who 
may have to bear the blame for the current state of affairs?  

When the livestock question is mentioned in the course of everyday con-
versation with villagers, another type of comment is encountered. Touching 
on the drought the northeastern part of the district experienced in early 
1997, many of those we talked with emphasized how fortunate it was that 
livestock from such areas were able to be rescued by the lush vegetation in 
the enclosed area. Likewise, when encountering livestock along paths and 
roads people often delighted at how healthy and well fed they appeared.23  

What such comments have in common is that the presence of livestock in 
the enclosed area is now taken for granted. Many villagers hold that the area 
is in fact rehabilitated and the problem solved. For years, restrictions have 
been imposed, and now the result is there to be seen. Their world has been 
rejuvenated. Ardhi imerudi, they say, �“land has come back�”. And, indeed, 
who would want to see animals dying in a drought while the KEA abounds 
with vegetation? 

People living in the KEA grew up with the badlands and the gullies. 
Many villagers accept them as part of an inherited landscape (cf. Dejene et 

                                                
23 Data from a recent survey confirm how highly livestock are valued in the area: �“Even with 
the apparent shortage of pasture reported in all villages during field work, the majority of 
interviewed farmers indicated their desire to maximise herd size�” (Dejene et al. 1997:34). Fifteen 
years earlier, Wenner (1983:16) reported similar feelings. 
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come too numerous. Seeing headloads of green wood or charcoal being car-
ried out of the enclosed area, people comment with dismay �“wanakata ovyo�” 
(they are cutting regardless) or �“wanaharibu sana�” (they are really destruc-
tive). There is no doubt that many residents of the Kondoa Eroded Area 
worry that active land degradation will soon be a reality again. However, 
this opinion finds difficulties in expressing itself both because of the prevail-
ing power relations and because those who are worried have no primary 
rights to defend. The resources now being taxed are largely considered to 
belong to the government or alternatively to the HADO project. By rehabili-
tating gullies, reseeding badlands, and planting trees on dissected pedi-
ments, the responsibility for these areas has somehow been transformed to 
the project. From some areas, people were even physically removed. Until 
the former residents move back, such areas risk becoming open prey to one 
and all. When the HADO project became immobilized, opportunites for both 
entrepreneurs and locals to harvest the last twenty years�’ buildup of 
biomass and fallowed fields open up. In the areas where people return to 
lands they formerly cultivated, they feel they have every right to do so. This 
is not unique to Kondoa District but occurs also in other parts of the country 
that were subjected to compulsory villagization in the 1970s.  

Who can act? 

By the turn of the century, the HADO project was at a standstill. The policy 
designed to safeguard the future of the Kondoa Eroded Area had collapsed. 
Can anything be done? The two most obvious actors are the Forest Depart-
ment and the District Council. The Forest Department has ultimate respon-
sibility for HADO, while it typically does not involve itself in day to day 
management of the project. The District Council is the body that passes the 
bylaws governing natural resource management in the area. Neither of them 
has so far indicated what its intentions are. Nor is it likely that any group of 
local farmers will be able to force a more active policy. One group that might 
be thought to have a direct interest in promoting grazing restrictions is those 
who keep stalled animals. Their ability to get fodder for their animals is 
rapidly diminishing. However, their numbers are far too small to form a 
significant pressure group. Several of these farmers appear instead to be 
solving the problem by taking their own animals to the pastures. 

We seem to be left with three remaining options. One is to stick to the 
way that land rehabilitation has been approached in Kondoa before, namely, 
by means of initiatives from above. A firm declaration from the central 
government that it will not tolerate senior staff�—or any other people�—keep-
ing free-grazing animals in the area or involving themselves in other un-
authorized exploitation of natural resources could pave the way for the dis-
trict leadership, ensuring that the local administration will see that local by-
laws are respected. Alternatively, the bylaws could be changed if dialogue 
were to be initiated with the local communities on how to achieve a sustain-
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able use of land, water, and forests in the KEA in the future. The third op-
tion is to allow room for local entrepreneurs and farmers to use the available 
resources for their own benefit. There is a historical precedent for the expec-
tation that this will lead to depletion of the land, which, however, may sub-
sequently be followed by local attempts at land rehabilitation and new 
forms of management. Such processes of clearing, land degradation, and 
new forms of natural resource management, albeit at a lower level of pro-
ductivity, are known from different historical periods and different parts of 
the world and could presumably take place also in Kondoa. Accepting such 
a scenario amounts to saying that the attempts during the last fifty years at 
soil and water conservation in Kondoa have been futile. 

A visit to the area by the vice president in early 1997 raised hopes among 
a number of people in Kondoa that a new start could be achieved. The vice 
president is reported to have promised to incorporate the Kondoa Eroded 
Area within the concerns of an environmental division in his office. In early 
May, the prime minister visited Kondoa and reiterated a concern on the part 
of the central government about the fate of the area. He directed the 
Dodoma regional commissioner to look immediately into the situation with 
regard to the HADO project, including the alleged misuse of funds during 
the last few years, and to report directly to the prime minister.  

Meanwhile, in February Professor I.S. Kikula, then chairman of the 
National Environmental Management Council of Tanzania and a board 
member of the National Land Use Planning Commission as well as former 
director of the Institute of Resource Assessment at the University of Dar es 
Salaam, studied the situation in Kondoa. In a strongly worded, four-page 
letter circulated among senior government officials and national-level politi-
cians involved with environmental issues, he expressed his deep concern 
over �“the pathetic situation that the HADO project in Kondoa has found it-
self in�”. Commenting on strategies outlined by the Kondoa district commis-
sioner, Professor Kikula argued that �“actions are required to be taken at a 
much higher level�”. He described charcoal pits encountered and livestock 
grazing freely in the area. �“Already there are indications of overgrazing in 
many of the parts I visited. The hills behind Baura are more or less bare 
rocks, reminding me of what I saw in the area in 1978. I visited some of our 
fenced experimental plots. The difference in grass biomass between the 
protected plots and the surrounding areas is like day and a moon-lit night�” 
(Kikula 1997a). 

Professor Kikula�’s letter asks for a high-level intervention to overcome 
the current �“glaring gap in the decision-making process concerning HADO�’s 
affairs between the Ministry, the Regional authorities, the District authorities 
and the grassroots�”.  

Experiences from the extensive land rehabilitation efforts attempted dur-
ing both the colonial period and the HADO era may prove that planning 
from the top down does not in the long run guarantee sustainable manage-



262 Wilhelm Östberg 

ment of natural resources. But neither will a laissez faire policy do so. The 
gullies and the widespread badlands are overwhelming proof of that. 

The responsibility of donors 

The consequences of interventions in a precarious environment like that of 
the Kondoa Eroded Area are difficult to assess. Implementing agencies, im-
mersed as they are in everyday practicalities, have little chance to look ac-
tively for unintended adverse consequences of their activities. Potential un-
certainties easily disappear when one is hunting for spare parts for vehicles, 
looking after visiting dignitaries, and struggling to counteract the effects of 
the inevitable delays in the procurement of funds. 

Perhaps it is unavoidable that projects are to a large extent governed by 
everyday emergencies. However, one can reasonably argue that donors are 
under an obligation to study continuously what happens as a consequence 
of their activities.24 Since they intentionally intervene with resources in 
order to influence development, they also have a responsibility actively to 
seek out any adverse impacts their involvement may have. If they do not 
face up to this responsibility, they can of course harm the very people they 
hoped to support. An independent research initiative should therefore be 
linked to major projects so that their socioeconomic and environmental im-
pacts can be studied continuously. The responsibility to document the im-
pact of environmental interventions does not end when project support is 
withdrawn, as in the HADO case. The consequences of terminating support 
should also be studied, as should the long-term impact of the intervention. 

Given the serious impact the HADO project has had on the lives of peo-
ple living in the Kondoa Eroded Area, the agency that met the costs of run-
ning the operation cannot escape responsibility for the orderly development 
of the project. SIDA, the dominant external donor, shares with the Forestry 
Department the responsibility for funds being withdrawn at a stroke. SIDA 
may have had reasons for acting the way it did. Nevertheless it remains a 
fact that the investments made during the past twenty-five years and the 
considerable improvements achieved in productive conditions are now un-
protected. SIDA is estimated to have spent some 20 million Swedish crowns 
(SEK) (approximately 2.7 million U.S. dollars) up to 1994 (Norén 1995:34, 
app.3; Erikson et al. 1995:41), while a calculation from the Tanzanian end 
comes to roughly 2.5 billion TSh (approximately 4 million U.S. dollars) 
(Kikula 1997a). The efforts of taxpayers in Sweden and Tanzania on behalf of 
land rehabilitation in the Kondoa Eroded Area all of a sudden appear mean-
ingless, as do the sacrifices of the many households in the KEA that had to 
change their ways of life in accordance with regulations initiated by the 
HADO project. Now their lives are again being dramatically affected as new 
                                                
24 The arguments in this and the following section have been developed in somewhat more 
detail in an essay on the role of research in land management projects by Christiansson, Kikula 
and Östberg (1998). 
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modes of exploitation emerge. In neither situation were their opinions 
solicited. 

Research and development projects 

Apart from documenting environmental changes, there are many other im-
portant roles that research can play in natural resource management pro-
jects. One is actively to draw local communities into the research process. 
Researchers can stimulate negotiations and joint studies of the area, which in 
turn can help local communities to articulate their needs and make demands 
on both the authorities and development projects. When local communities 
become involved in studying their own area, they will, as examples from 
different parts of the world testify, become increasingly involved in safe-
guarding their resources for the future. In this way, a research input into a 
conservation project can help to shift the focus away from solely scientific 
and project needs and aims toward those of local communities and their 
own responsibility for caring for their natural resources. 

Local groups (differentiated by ethnicity, gender, age, wealth, etc.) as 
well as projects and local authorities face different problems and have thus 
quite different demands for �“knowledge�”. A single researcher, or even a 
group of researchers, cannot satisfy the demands of all, but can help to get 
processes going whereby knowledge is generated. This is the crux of the 
matter. A research program on man-land interrelations in a region can ana-
lyze major trends and provide case studies. But it can never capture �“all�” the 
processes taking place. Groups of people, specific villages, or individuals 
who wish to influence their situations will have to assemble the facts they 
need themselves. As they do so, important extra benefits will be created. 
Local environments will be monitored, new kinds of knowledge may be 
generated, and people�’s commitments to sustainable use of their area�’s re-
sources can increase. Their identities are strengthened, and they become bet-
ter equipped to defend their interests. They become more active citizens. Lo-
cally directed research thus has an importance far beyond the data it pro-
duces. But to keep it evolving and problem oriented, as well as of reasonable 
quality, requires a continuous dialogue with professional researchers. 

When academic research becomes involved in these processes, it also 
benefits, as it moves closer to real life conditions. An agronomist and a 
farmer want different things from the same patch of land. When the re-
searcher does not decide on his own what should be studied and how the 
research should be carried out, he or she has often taken an important step 
toward enhancing not only relevance of the research but the accuracy and 
the depth of the analysis. 

Conclusions 

Conservation in Kondoa has become politics and very much remains politi-
cal. In this area of unusually severe land degradation, the administration�—
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whether British or independent�—and local opinion have not been able to 
agree on what constitutes appropriate land management. The different 
attempts at land rehabilitation tried since the 1930s have had some success, 
for longer or shorter periods. The most recent example is the vegetational 
recovery during the dozen years or so after 1979, when a number of regula-
tions on natural resource use were in force. As political control slackened in 
the early 1990s and new development ideologies favoured private initia-
tives, new opportunities arose. A number of political leaders and business-
men have made use of these and joined with many villagers to take advan-
tage of the improved environment, but this stands no better chance than on 
earlier occasions of withstanding an unrestricted use of the land.  

Characteristic of the conservation interventions in Kondoa is the way 
ideologies and truths produced elsewhere have for some time considerably 
influenced the landscape.25 This is as true of the periods of tsetse clearings as 
it is of the conservation engineering provoked by the Western dust-bowl 
panic, of the ujamaa and villagization campaigns when a carefully planned 
society was to bring prosperity to the people, and of more recent ideologies 
of popular participation and demand-driven development. Throughout, the 
farmers of Kondoa have had little say. On the ground the situation today 
looks much the same as before: extentionists with ready recipes for a bright 
future vs. villagers hoping for as little outside control as possible. Mean-
while, the powerful and the daring make quick money as the administra-
tion, drained of resources, is unable to keep a check on developments. At 
present the gap between what is intended to be the policy and the reality is 
probably wider that it ever was before. The losers are the many poor who 
stand a better chance of making a living when reasonably clear rules govern 
natural resource use. The poor also benefit from a comparatively stable envi-
ronment in which water, firewood, and building materials become more 
plentiful and general conditions improve.  
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