TREES AND REFUGEES
By WlliamH Helin

In environmental terns, Sonalia has paid a heavy price for its welcon ng
attitude toward refugees. Over the | ast decade, the | and around refugee canps has been
stripped of vegetation, |eaving extensive areas of barren, sandy soil. Efforts are
bei ng nade to reverse this trend, but large-scale rehabilitation will prove very
difficult.

Duugo was a farner in Ethiopia before he fled his honel and and becane a refugee
He and his famly found shelter in the Ali Mtaan refugee canp, next to the Juba river
and five mles south of Luug.

As a refugee, Duugo's future in Somalia was uncertain. Despite that, he took a
ri sk and made a new honme for hinself and his famly. He began by starting a snmall farm
along the river. Wile nost of the other refugees in Sonulia becane totally dependent
on UNHCR for their food, Duugo started producing his own food crops, even irrigating
his farmby hauling water with a bucket.

UNHCR and I nter- Church Response (I CR) hel ped Duugo and sone other refugees by
bringing in punps, technical expertise and seeds. Wile many of his conpatriots were
not willing or able to help thensel ves when this assistance was gi ven, Duugo
persevered and nmade his farm productive. He grew vegetables to supplenent his famly's
di et and soon had sone surplus to sell in the |ocal market.

Duugo was able and willing to adopt new i deas, one of which was to grow trees
al ongside his food crops. He | earned about forestry and planted | euceana, a tree
val uable for its wood and | eaves, and the nitrogen it adds to the soil.

Profitable Venture

Just over three years |later, Duugo collected his first wood, cutting only enough
to ensure a good regrowm h. He found that anything froma finger-sized sapling could be
sold and that a tree with a three-years' growh was worth $5 US. This was a profitable
venture, considering that a |laborer in Luug earns little nore than $10 US per nonth

Luug is an ancient town, |located on the trade routes of south-west Sonalia. Most
of the surrounding area is arid rangel and. Local normads, tending their canels, goats
and sheep, know the land and its conditions very well. They grow food crops,
especially sorghum but their life revolves around the aninmals they herd. There is
also a narrow belt of fertile land on the banks of Luuqg's lifeline, the Juba river
This readily avail able water supply allows |local farmers to grow a wi de range of
crops.

Bet ween 1978 and 1981, thousands of refugees |ike Duugo fled into Somalia from
Et hi opia, and settled in canps. An estinated 140,000 were housed in eight canps near
Luug and along the river. Their need for construction materials and fuel wood soon
resulted in |large-scal e deforestation.

Over the last ten years, the nunber of animals in the area has grown. They cone
and drink fromthe river, as well water is difficult to |ocate and often very salty.
As the animal s nove between the river and the brushland, they eat whatever is
avai | abl e. Such grazing has added to the environnental problem the result is
i ncreased erosion, soil degradation and desertification

Over the last few years, a nunber of initiatives have been taken to halt and
reverse these trends. The Sonali National Range Agency (NRA) and ICR started a
natural resources project around Luug in 1982. They worked with any interested
refugee, with the aimof helping themto understand the benefits of trees and
forestry

Two years later, the US Agency for International Devel opment established contact
with the NRA and began to work with refugees and | ocal residents, concentrating on the
devel opnent of irrigated farns al ong the Juba river. In 1988, Church World Service - a
menber of ICR - saw the need to create a sustainable programfor Luug and its
residents after other international organizations had left the area

One objective of the NRA/ICR programwas to involve people with no prior
forestry experience. The systemwas called the Step Plan, a nethod of setting out
tasks which are successively nore difficult and rewardi ng. The plan's major goals were
to encourage people to plant trees, increase fuelwood production, and thereby slow
down the deterioration of the environnent.

Inlittle nore than one year over 2,000 people - 90 percent of them wonen - had
reached the stage where they could produce in excess of 200,000 trees, all without a
central nursery. The programwas so popul ar that nunbers had to be linmted

Participants in the schene first grew anenity trees, and tens of thousands were
pl anted near their hones, schools and nobsques. They then grew drought-tol erant
fuel wood species in areas set aside for the purpose. Unfortunately, the first major
pl anting took place in 1984, a year of minimal rainfall. Consequently, the results
wer e poor.

In the following years, efforts continued and planting strategi es were revised.



Tree survival was greater, but still below the target. The productive capacity of the
| and had been overestimated. Al though snall, the irrigable area by the river provided
the best potential. Farnmers were encouraged to participate, and seedlings of nunerous
species were grown in a central nursery and distributed free of charge

A local expert was on hand to discuss the nerits of growing trees al ongside
ot her crops. A system of incentives, paying for |abor to plant and protect young
trees, was used to gain initial inpetus. The idea was successfully taken up by
farmers. In 1988, this system of incentives was discontinued. Free seedings were stil
provi ded, but only to those who had proved their commitnment to the schene.

A survey of participants conpleted in 1989 showed that 55 percent had sold poles
and |l eaves in the market, with construction materials providing the best return.
Thirty-six percent of those surveyed were content to have wi ndbreaks for the
protection of their land. In addition, alnmost 40 percent had also planted fruit trees

These efforts have al ready made an inportant contribution to the environment and
devel opment of the area around Luuq. At the same tinme, the project has equipped a
group of refugees with a valuable skill which they will be able to take back to their
honel and.

Nevert hel ess, the potential for growing trees on irrigated land in Luug wll
never satisfy the area's overall demand for tree products. Gowi ng trees on rainfed
sites will require sound nanagenent techni ques, the planting and mai ntenance of
dought -resi stant plants, the reduction of livestock nunbers and controls on the
cutting of firewood. And the whol e-hearted cooperation of the people directly involved
is essential to the success of such measures

Thus a nore pernmanent solution is needed to the problemof deforestation in
Luug. The only way to effect a large-scale rehabilitation programin the area is by
reducing the level of livestock and human pressure on the land. If this is achieved
then nature can take care of itself.

(Reprinted from Refugees, Feb. 1990, a United Nations publication.)



