
Bassari, Kédougou region
Senegal 

The Bassari agriculturalists of south-eastern Senegal report shorter rainy seasons and increased 
frequency and intensity of dry spells. Agricultural extension projects, demographic growth, economic 
forces, and acculturation lead to the marginalization of traditional drought-resistant crops. These 
drivers of change reduce agroecosystem ability to respond to climate change impacts.
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Multiple factors drive changes in Bassari farming

Adaptation actions do not equally benefit all Bassari 

Trade-offs between responses

Bassari farmers in south-eastern Senegal work within an environment of highly variable and interacting 
climatic, environmental, economic, and political conditions. Drivers of changes in farming practices are 
multiple, intertwined, rooted in colonial histories, and deeply entangled in the integration of local communities 
in globalized capitalist economies. Non-climatic drivers are as salient as climatic drivers in guiding farmers’ 
decisions.

Policies to enhance climate 
change resilience need to address 
historical agrarian injustices 
and embrace the complexity of 
social and politically contested 
processes, paying attention to 
whose knowledge is considered 
legitimate, and putting local 
communities at the center.

LICCI is a European Research Council (ERC) funded project aiming to bring 
Indigenous and local knowledge to climate change research. Visit the project 
website for more details and research results.
www.licci.eu
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Agricultural extension projects 
and NGOs should adopt bottom-
up participatory approaches that 
situate farmers’ knowledge and 
practices at the center, while 
including power and gender 
analyses as a first step for any 
intervention aiming at fostering 
local adaptation. 

Multiple trade-offs exist between changes in farming practices that respond to different stressors. Responses 
to short-term socio-economic stressors (e.g., adopt cash crops as cotton and small-scale horticulture), could 
erode access to important assets (e.g., through the abandonment of subsistence drought-resistant crops) 
and lower future adaptive capacity to climate change.

Agriculturalist community of around 20,000 people, living in south-
eastern Senegal and northern Guinea. The Senegalese part was 
declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2012 due to its rich 
biocultural landscape. 
Men and women have their own fields as well as granaries and seeds.
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Mixed income activities: wild plants 
gathering, art and craft selling, and off-
farm employment (dry season).

Livestock: free-range of 
goats and cows during both 
seasons.

Agriculture: Cereals and legumes 
(subsistence). Cotton and irrigated 
small-scale horticulture (profit).

Changes in agricultural management practices entail different costs, benefits, and trade-offs for different 
social groups, with the least vulnerable bearing the benefits and the most vulnerable (i.e., women and poor 
households) bearing the costs. Gender or access to financial, physical, and natural capitals define who within 
the community or household can implement and benefit from changes in farming practices. 

Niokolo-Koba 
National Park

Only women cultivate 
Bambara groundnut and taro. 

Only men cultivate sorghum.

THE UNTAPPED 
TRADITIONAL CROPS
In the light of climate change, 
research should reach untapped 
traditional crops, like fonio and 
Bambara groundnuts, which can 
help strengthen locally adapted 
crop diversity and seed systems, 
bolstering the resilience of 
smallholder farming communities.

Kédougou

Fieldwork conducted by: Anna Porcuna Ferrer, Benjamin Klappoth, Théo Guillerminet
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Senegal

Bassari villages: 
Etiolo, Edane, 

Ekesse

Mali

Guinea

Gambia river



VOICES OF LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

TERRITORY AND CLIMATE

Bassari communities are undergoing rapid and severe environmental and socio-economic changes steering 
modifications in their local agricultural system due to climatic and socio-economic stressors. Their voices can 
help scientists and policy-makers better understand climate change impacts in the context of global change. 

IMPACTS ON LIVELIHOODS 
AND CULTURE

Change of life, change of farming
Deep socio-economic transforma-
tions, such as cash dependency, 
external agricultural interventions 
by NGOs, and the loss of traditions, 
among others, have altered the Bas-
sari way of life and impacted crop 
diversity and also the management 
of seeds, water, and soil.

Abandonment of drought-tolerant 
crops
Bassari traditional staples are har-
vested by lots of manpower thrive 
in poor soils and withstand drought. 
External agricultural interventions 
are replacing them with fertilized 
crops with market value and shorter 
cycles, like cotton, maize, and rice. 

“Enap”, the Bassari traditional sta-
ple dish made with local crops is 
being substituted by new dishes, 
like “mafe” - vegetables or meat in 
peanut sauce served over rice -, 
which leads to a shift in family nu-
trition towards market dependency 
and reduced self-sufficiency.

Tropical dry or savanna climate

Changes in the climate Changes in the territory

28ºC avg. Traditional wells, pumps, water holes in riverbeds 
and rain-fed crops. Small-scale horticulture, 
which is highly water demanding, ends up drying 
wells and compromises mouth water. 

Slight increase of annual mean temperature, increase
of minimum temperatures.

The construction of wells and pumps by NGOs im-
proved access to water and changed land uses.
The establishment of the Niokolo Koba National Park 
restricted hunting and gathering activities. 
Population growth leads to increased land use. New 
paved roads facilitated tourism, forest resource ex-
traction, and market integration.

CLIMATE
ACCESS TO NATURAL 
RESOURCES

“Nowadays it does not rain like before. Before the rain was soft and 
would last for the whole day.”
“Now we grow short-cycle crops. The old varieties do not reach 
maturity anymore, because the rainy season stops very early.”

Drivers of change

Agricultural 
policies and 

interventions
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Socio-
demographic 

changes

Unimodal rainy season, 
1,000 mm/year avg 

Rainy season is shortening (currently from May to September).
Partial rainfall recovery after 60s’ and 90s’ droughts.

Communal lands for cultivation: families have 
land use rights.

Climate
change

“Now it is possible to access the 
village all year with the new road.”

“To harvest the sorghum we would 
organize big agricultural common 

working days and by sunrise 
everybody would be there. Nowadays 

people start arriving at lunch time.”
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“Before they gave us powder [pesticide] for seed storage but not anymore. If you don’t have the money to buy it, 
insects will eat everything!” 
“Cotton is the only option to earn the money to pay children’s schooling. You can have 100 cows, but to whom are 
you going to sell them to?”
“Vegetables help us get some money, but if you don’t.. go to the well very early in the morning, you don’t find water 
and need to go further.”

Diet changes: from enap to mafe


