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In memory of Hawuwa, who died at Oagaceri on 22 
September, 1995, aged three months. One among many 
denied a life, even in poverty 

Blessed are you who are in need; the Kingdom of God 
is yours 
Luke 6:20(REB) 
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Preface 

The title of this book is intended to communicate hope, which is the spiritual diet 
of farmers, and for none so much as those who live in the drylands. Smallholders 
are themselves like roots in the soil. They shoot in good times, but when times 
are hard, they search deeper (or wider) for the moisture and the nutrients they 
need to sustain themselves. They die back to the basics, and surprise us with their 
resilience when the rain returns. Small farmers and livestock producers are the 
roots of African economies, and the basis for their development. 

For too long it has been the convention either to dismiss smallholders as 
anachronistic survivors, certain to disappear in the rush to modernisation, or as 
quite malignant in their treatment of the African environment. This condescen­
sion, as is now recognised, was more a product of ignorance than any rational 
understanding. Only now, when so many foreign transplants have wilted or died 
in the hard earth of Africa, is the value of indigenous resources openly acknowl­
edged. Given an enabling policy environment and unobstructed access to new 
ideas or markets, the resources of dryland communities can be mobilised in sus­
tainable systems for managing natural resources. 

The evidence for these assertions is found in a heterogeneous corpus of field­
based studies whose published reports are widely distributed. I am more aware 
than any of my readers that I have been selective in choosing material for this 
study; and furthermore, my selectivity is the result of ignorance as well as design. 
Those whose work is not used must forgive me for trying to build a coherent case 
on what I know best, recognising that other selections might either strengthen, or 
bring into question, my arguments. However I believe that the multiplication of 
unco-ordinated, and sometimes duplicative, parallel case studies has gone far 
enough. There seems to me to be a need for research and debate driven by the 
search for a unifying theory of environmental management in drylands, encom­
passing their natural and human resources. I would like to think that if this root, 
which I am trying to nurture, perishes in the dust, a stronger one will take its 
place. 
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