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    Introduction


    The Sub-Saharan and Sahelian drought of the 1970s and the Ethiopian famine of the 1980s tragically and dramatically focussed world attention on the gravity of the ecological crisis in Africa. The television brought home the images of an ecologically devastated continent to the people in the developed countries who responded generously through the donation of food, clothes, and money for the victims. Unfortunately, after the television cameras were turned off and attention focussed elsewhere, the problems have remained as intractable as ever. Indeed Africa’s current economic crisis is seen by some largely as an environmental crisis1. Unfortunately, many people in Africa as in most parts of the developing world until recently regard the concern for environment as a luxury which may distract attention from the more urgent and serious problem of achieving a fast rate of economic growth. This attitude stems in part from the belief that environmental degradation is an inevitable price of development. Perhaps more importantly is the fact that many people in developing nations could not identify with the « green movement » in the more advanced countries whose initial impetus and orientation has been described as « anti-growth and anti-industrial development »2. However within the past few years, there has been a perceptible shift of attitudes as the realization that measures to solve or ameliorate ecological degradation deserve to be accorded a high priority. Yet in spite of this new awareness, Africa still lags behind especially in the current debate on the global environmental change.


    The debate on global environmental change to date has been relatively one-sided, dominated by the more developed countries and with Africa particularly remaining mainly on the sideline.


    Africa must definitely be more actively involved in shaping the agenda to take account of its own priorities and aspirations as the environmental agenda as presently defined may have far-reaching implications for the future of all countries.


    The active involvement of Africa in the on-going debate is very important for many reasons. First, all countries are vulnerable to the global environmental change and the need for global solidarity to forestall or minimize its adverse effects is imperative. It is quite clear that Africa, of all continents, may be the most vulnerable to the adverse effects of climatic changes.


    Secondly, possible causes and effects of global environmental change are intimately linked to other socioeconomic, political and even cultural issues. It is thus equally crucial that the environmental agenda be shaped to address issues such as trade imbalances, debt burden, technological transfer and poverty. Africa must particularly be wary of the relunctance by the industrialized countries to link environmental issues with the issue of underdevelopment. Ecological stress on the global commons has in large part been caused by the twin processes of unsustainable pattern of consumption in the North and abject poverty in the South. These are critical issues that must form an integral part of the debate and the search for solution.


    Thirdly, the industrialized countries must allay the fears of Africa in particular that there are no « hidden agenda ». There is a suspicion that one of the goals of the industrialized countries is the achievement of a zero-growth in which developing nations will be made to curb its development aspirations so that global environment security may be enhanced3.


    Fourthly, the issue of equity or fairness must not be left out of the debate. Although it is true that all countries have contributed to the current problems, the degree to which they have done so varies substantially. The North with only twenty percent of the world’s population consumes eighty-five percent of the world’s non-renewable energy which releases carbon dioxide and other trace gases mostly responsible for global wanning as well as the emission of chlorofluorocarbons depleting the ozone layer. In such a situation, Africa cannot be expected to bear a large burden for solving the problems caused mainly by the North.


    Environmental issues may also come to exercise increasing influence on international economic relations with Africa suffering more than profiting from the new emphasis on environment. Africa cannot but be alarmed at the possibility of an imposition of environmental conditionality which may result in new stringent conditions being attached to development aid, trade, investments, etc. There is also the fear that resources will be diverted to the environmental sector to save « the fate of obscure species of plants and animals than the well-being of humans »4.


    Although most environmental problems do not respect national boundaries and thus constitute problems requiring common or joint actions, nevertheless the current debate has dichotomized these problems into « global » and « local » concerns. Global environmental problems such as global warming and ozone depletion have been accorded inordinate attention while local problems such as soil erosion, flooding and polluted water are being comparatively ignored.


    Yet in Africa, these « local » problems are so serious as to make daily life for most people a real struggle. Under this condition, as Mkandawire contends5 :


    the debate about global warming, greenhouse effects or preservation of genetic diversity must seem highly luxurious, abstract, and even cynical. It is therefore essential that the debate on environment even in its most global form is related to the day to day confrontation of the poor with the vagaries of nature...


    This is not to minimize or underplay the potential adverse effects of global wanning on Africa, but to underline the necessity of expanding the environmental agenda to include serious local issues of concern to developing nations. It must be stressed that some of the so-called « local » problems often have global dimensions while solution to « global » problems cannot be found without effective actions at the local levels.


    The issue of global environmental change deserves a serious attention by the social science community. The natural scientists have tended to understand environmental change without recourse to the methods and analytical tools of the social scientists. It is however clear that while the natural scientists may provide information on the technical details on the dynamics of the geo-sphere and biosphere and even prescribe how the environment could be used to ensure its sustainability, solution to environmental problems will remain ever elusive without the incorporation of the socioeconomic, political, cultural, psychological and historical dimensions which shape or influence the behaviours of individuals and groups. The roots of the environmental crisis and their solutions are inextricably anchored mainly in social and economic institutions. The global environmental crisis therefore requires interdisciplinary and even multi-disciplinary approaches to understand and prescribe realistic policies for its eventual solution.


    This research network will be guided by some principles among which are :


    a)	the main objective of this network is to encourage African social scientists to get more involved in the research on global environmental change so as to add to the intellectual basis for articulating Africa’s priorities and concerns in the on-going debate6.


    The involvement of more social scientists will also help to shift attention from the narrow focus (some may say, sterile debate) on the technical issue of measurements of the degree of global warming, level of ozone depletion, air and water pollution, rate of deforestation, desertification and soil erosion to the socioeconomic, cultural and political causes and impacts of environmental problems;


    b)	To present concrete analysis of the impacts of environmental degradation in particular region or country and the efforts of the people and government to find lasting solutions;


    c)	To underline the political and international contexts within which the environmental crisis and the search for solution are situated;


    d)	To examine how economic development that is environmentally sustainable and democratically responsive can be promoted in Africa.


    The genesis of the environmental crisis and the reason for its aggravation cannot be fully comprehended unless our analysis is placed within a broader perspective. The research network will take account of the historical dimension of the area under study. This will enable us to gain an increased understanding of the ways in which previous socioeconomic and political decisions and activities have contributed to the current impasse and the lesson we can learn therefrom.


    The importance of the historical dimension in our analysis cannot be overemphasized particularly for most developing nations where far reaching changes were engendered by colonialism. Changing patterns and values of resource use engendered by colonialism were particularly more glaring in the case of land. In many areas where land was regarded as sacred and its ownership communal, it became just another commodity with the result that previous social measures and practices which are environmentally compatible became less important Thus land like some other traditional common resources (communally owned and managed by a specific group) was turned into open access resources with no management or control over use. The colonial era also witnessed the incorporation of Africa into the World Capitalist System. Shanmugaratnam aptly summarized some of its effects as follows :


    There was a growing circulation of capital, but no capitalist transformation of the economy. The relations that governed the transfer of surpluses (taxes and rents of various forms) from peasantries not only impoverished the majority but undermined the physical resource base... The State relied on coercive and paternalistic methods of controlling peasant producers, rather than on technological progress and agrarian reforms to intensify the extraction of agricultural surpluses. This led to the regression of productive forces, increased soil mining and degradation of the resource base7.


    The introduction of new cash crops such as groundnuts, coffee, cotton, and maize both by the European settlers and to local cultivators throughout Africa has had serious ecological consequences. The effects of this have been analyzed in detail by many scholars8.


    It is obvious that without environmental regeneration, there can be no sustainable development. In Africa, environmental degradation has taken place without sustainable development (low level of industrialization, poor nutrition, health and education level and declining real incomes). Therefore a solution to the ecological crisis in Africa must address the type and processes of development that have taken place. This is more so if we agree that the current impasse is partly a reflection and the result of the development strategies adopted over the years by most countries. The dominant strategies of development have been based on the quest for a faster rate of economic growth, industrialization, and consumption essentially through the substitution of natural resources for man-made capital. However, as Goodland et. al., point out, we may now be at a conjuncture where this development strategy can no more be sustainable. Previously countries could adopt this strategy because the world was « empty » as there were enough idle resources elsewhere. Unfortunately now with every country embarking on the same path to development, we have entered a « full world » and hitting against the outer limits of the planets’ natural resource endowments9
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