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ABSTRACT
As opposed to the neighbouring countries, Benin counts only few areas covered by tropical forests.
This is observable in the Ouémé valley where took place the research. The only remaining forests in
the region are all sacred, due to vodoun, spiritual or historical reasons.
The present study mainly examines the way the sacred forests located in the Ouémé valley are
managed. Because they are the last forests remaining, several authors assume that the sacredness of
forests ensure their sustainable management. The research also intends to investigate the threats facing
sacred forests and the actual formal regulations promoting nature and forests conservation.
Informations have been collected through structured interviews of local communities, local formal and
informal authorities, as well as employees of several ministries. The survey has been conducted in the
Ouémé valley mainly Adjohoun, Porto-Novo and Cotonou.
Due to a general lack of information regarding sacred forests, we first had to inventory the sacred
forests of the study area, identify the main activities occurring in them and investigate the general
awareness of local communities about nature conservation and formal policies. The study reveals that
sacred forests of the Ouémé valley are highly threatened; rural communities rely on these groves to
meet their daily needs (food, wood, medicinal plants) and do not see any alternatives to forest
exploitation. The situation is driven by people’s poverty, population growth, energetic needs and a
limited access to fertile lands. Even if the holy aspect of forests has for decades enable their
conservation, forests sacredness is not anymore enough to sustainably protect the remaining forests.
The main challenge for project developers is to find alternatives for local communities in order to
sustainably protect sacred forests. The action should notably focus on agricultural development,
creation of tree nurseries and medicinal plant garden. Nationally we recommend the creation of a legal
status for sacred groves.
Keywords: Benin, Adjohoun, Ouémé, sacred forest, threats, management, nature conservation,
vodoun, policy, survey, inventory, alternative.

Contrairement aux pays voisins, une petite partie du territoire Béninois est couverte de forêt tropicale.
Ce fait est notamment observable dans la vallée de l’Ouémé où a eu lieu cette étude. Dans la région,
les quelques forêts restantes sont toutes sacrées, dû fait de la présence de vodoun à l’intérieur et des
valeurs spirituelles et historiques qui leur sont associées.
Ce rapport étudie principalement la façon dont les forêts sacrées situées dans la vallée de l’Ouémé sont
gérées. Parce qu’elles sont les dernières forêts présentes dans la région, plusieurs auteurs ont conclu
que leur valeur spirituelle assure leur gestion durable. L’étude a également évalué les menaces pesant
sur les forêts sacrées et les législations existantes concernant la conservation des forêts et de la nature.
Les informations ont été collectées grâce à l’interview de riverains, d’autorités locales formelles et
informelles ainsi que d’employés de différents ministères. La présente étude s’est déroulée dans la
vallée de l’Ouémé principalement Adjohoun, à Porto-Novo et à Cotonou.
En raison d’un manque général d’information concernant les forêts sacrées, nous avons dû recenser les
forêts sacrées de la région d’étude, identifier les principales activités ayant lieu dans les forêts et
évaluer les connaissances générales des communautés locales à propos de la conservation de la nature
et des textes de loi. L’étude révèle que les forêts sacrées de la vallée de l’Ouémé sont très menacées;
les communautés rurales dépendent de ces forêts pour satisfaire leurs besoins journaliers (aliments,
bois, plantes médicinales) et ne voient pas d’alternatives possibles à l’exploitation des forêts sacrées.
Ce sont principalement la pauvreté, la croissance de la population, les besoins énergétiques et l’accès
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limité aux terres fertiles qui ont engendré la situation actuelle. Même si la valeur sacrée des forêts a
permis leur conservation pendant plusieurs décennies, cette étude a pu démontré clairement que le coté
sacré des forêts n’est plus un moyen suffisant pour les protéger durablement.
Le principal challenge qui attend les développeurs de projets est de trouver des alternatives pour les
populations locales dans le but de protéger durablement les forêts sacrées. Les actions envisagées
doivent notamment inclure le développement agricole, la création de plantation d’arbres et de jardins
de plantes médicinales ; et la création d’un statut légal pour les forêts sacrées.
Mots Clés: Bénin, Adjohoun, Ouémé, forêt sacrée, menace, gestion, conservation de la nature,
vodoun, politique, enquête, recensement, alternative.
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Chapter I: Introductory Chapter

1.

INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER
According to the Organisation Internationale des Bois Tropicaux –OIBT- (Kempf, 2006), the tropical
part of our planet is forested by 814 million hectares of natural forests. The Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO) estimates the tropical forest cover at 1.2 billion ha, which are divided into 110
million ha located in Africa, 168 in Asia and the Pacific, and 536 in Latin America. However, the
OIBT estimates that only 25 million ha are exploited in a sustainable way and only 11 million ha of
tropical forests are conserved with an effective political protection (Kempf, 2006). All the tropical
humid forests in Africa suffer from a massive deforestation. According to the FAO, 4.1 million ha of
forests land are deforested each year in Africa. The deforestation rate is alarming since humans and
humanity depend on the tropical humid forests for economic, environmental, social and cultural
reasons. The degradation will probably continue and even worsen if nothing is done about forest
conservation (Gbaguidi, 1998).
The fieldwork took place in South-East Benin, in the Ouémé department and more particularly in the
Ouémé River Valley. The general aim of the research is to investigate how local communities
participate in forest management. The study will especially focus on sacred forests and will explore
the way sacred groves of the Ouémé valley are managed in order to assess the sustainability of the
management and if necessary formulate recommendations.

1.1.

Forest and deforestation: a critical issue

1.1.1.

Role of forests and threats

All around the world, people depend on natural resources and more particularly on forests, which are
used for many different purposes. This dependence is notably due to the fact that tropical forests
shelter a great biodiversity. According to the Beninese Ministry of Environment, Habitat and
Urbanism (MEHU), biological resources represent at least 40% of world economy and 80% of poor
people needs (MEHU, -). Forests provide essential resources for the local rural economy such as
valuable food supplements, construction materials, medicines, organic fertilisers, fuelwood, and
religious items. These products are collected frequently for traditional and commercial purposes
(Altieri, 1999 and Gbaguidi, 1998). Forests contributions are “vital in many developing countries for
the subsistence, and sometimes survival, of the poorest rural population groups” (Montalembert,
1991:2). The continuous deforestation will have short- and long-term consequences on the
neighbouring population.
A great number of plants such as medicinal plants are already known, but many are still undiscovered.
Tropical forests form an important reservoir of known and unknown plants and genes to be presumed
of high value notably for medicinal reasons. Therefore, a direct consequence of over logging is the
disappearance of a great number of animal and vegetal species, which can be useful in pharmacopoeia
and for traditional, national and international purposes (Kempf, 2006). Biodiversity conservation is the
main reason for protecting forests. Forests have aesthetic values as well; they constitute leisure places
and pleasure for the eyes. Moreover, it is generally admitted that forests play a role in climate, notably
on the microclimate by regulating rainfalls and local water supply. Forests take part in CO2
sequestration. Nevertheless, the sequestration role is a controversial issue and will not be further
developed in this report. Finally, forests play a role in soil stability and quality; forest cover avoids
high levels of soil erosion (Sayer, 1995).
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With the above-mentioned uses of forests, it is clear that humanity depends on forests and that natural
resources should be sustainably used. As stated by the third principle of the Rio Declaration, “The
right to development must be fulfilled so as to equitably meet developmental and environmental needs
of present and future generations” (United Nations, 1992:1). The third principle recommends
combining both sustainable management of natural resources and states development in order to
protect natural resources in the short, medium and long terms.
At the present time, the conservation strategy advised by the third principle of the Rio Declaration is
not a reality. The worldwide population growth generates a large demand for resources notably in poor
countries where a vast reservoir of poor people eagerly seeks new lands on which to eke out a living
(Sayer, 1991). Moreover, fuelwood shortage especially in Africa is a significant issue. According to
Arnold (1992), wood provides roughly 20% of all energy in Asia and Latin America, and about 50%
of all energy in Africa. In addition to social factors, administrations have been unsuccessful in their
political regulations. About 96 of the 814 million ha of tropical humid forest on the globe have a
management plan. Nevertheless, without attentive control by the administration, companies do not feel
obliged to apply these regulations. In fact, the OIBT report noticed a general lack of means to manage
correctly the tropical forests, notably a shortage of foresters and equipments such as vehicles. The
general lack of means explains why illegal logging is largely spread and represents one third of the
total wood volume trade each year (Kempf, 2006).

1.1.2.

Main reasons of deforestation in Africa

In Africa, deforestation is linked, among other factors, to population growth and the need for
cultivated lands. Population growth has rendered traditional patterns of agriculture unsustainable,
cultivated land areas need to be increased if the needs of developing country populations are to be met
(Montalembert, 1991). Unfortunately, deforestation and clearing are taking place in developing
countries, where the biodiversity is the richest. For instance, in Côte d’Ivoire the forests area has
dropped from 14 million ha to two or three million ha within 40 years (Faure 1993, in Tchoukpeni
1995). In Southern and Central Africa the practice of shifting cultivation increases the need for cleared
land and puts excessive strain on forest resources. After several seasons, land fertility decreases and
farmers needs to clear new lands. In Madagascar and parts of Central Africa, slash-and-burn
agricultural practice contributes to the problem of deforestation. The growth of herding on marginal
lands has significant impacts on the region’s forests. In many instances, farmers are forced to harvest
forest products to feed their herds. Grazing within forested areas damages the foliage and root systems
of plants and trees, which not only maintain soil health, but also provide a bulwark against erosion and
desertification (Global Change Game, 2000).
Another contribution to the problem of deforestation in Africa is that many Africans depend on the use
of forest products to meet their energetic needs. Currently, almost 90% of Africans rely on firewood,
charcoal and other biomass fuels to cook and heat up. Forests represent an important fuel resource and
the dependence on forests will continue to grow with the population. The energetic needs and the
dependence on forests reduce the likelihood of local people to implement sustainable forestry practices
(Global Change Game, 2000).

1.1.3.

Conservation and sacred forests in Benin

The level of poverty highly influences people behaviour with forest. The poverty level makes that the
conservation of natural resources is not a priority for local population of Benin. Rural communities
consider the fight for forest conservation as a luxury. They naturally favour the satisfaction of
fundamental needs mainly for food and fuelwood, even if it may irreversibly damage forests. Local
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communities rely on forests and a part of their livelihood comes from forests exploitation (income,
food, medicine, and wood). People need to use forest for their daily life, which is in conflict with
conservationists’ point of view (Kokou et al., 2005).
Beninese people are in general not well educated about the environmental issues and are badly aware
of the necessity to preserve natural resources. Nevertheless, sacred forests have a specific status and
have been protected for decades by local population, mainly for their spiritual value. In most part of
Benin, sacred forests are the only observable forests because they are the last remaining forests.
Therefore, sacred forests have strong ecological benefits for the region and the country. Sacred forests
notably shelter threatened species and constitute the last habitat for many plants and animals. They
have a fundamental role of microclimate regulation. In the case of sacred forest, the conservation may
not be seen in opposition with the use of forest, but rather, conservation is necessary to preserve the
socio-economic value of the forest. The section 2.4 of the conceptual framework details the concept of
sacred forests.
Finally, national laws and codes have been written in order to favour nature conservation in Benin.
However, the legislation is not easily applicable on the ground. Moreover, local communities have
their own traditional regulations that are progressively abandoned for modern values. Therefore, it is
important to create efficient regulations to ensure the sustainable use and management of forests,
through the interplay of the government, local authorities and local population.

1.2.

Research objective and related assumptions

The research intervenes on the diagnosis phase of the intervention circle. Indeed, a diagnosis aims at
exploring the actual situation, knowing the problem.
The Research objective is to explore the relation between sacred forest and biodiversity conservation
in the Ouémé Valley, by identifying sacred forests, investigating the way local communities
participate in forest management and the existing policies, in order to provide knowledge and
recommendations to local and national authorities, as well as local organisations and facilitate the
implementation of conservation programs and the writing of policies specific to sacred forests.
Based on the literature review, the main assumption of the present research is that the spiritual value of
the forest is not anymore enough to ensure its sustainable management. It implies that actions and
notably political actions need to be undertaken in order to conserve Beninese forests.

1.3.

Research issue

1.3.1.

Central research question

The research will work around and will try to answer four research questions:

- How do local communities in the Ouémé Valley participate in the management of sacred forests?
- How does the sacredness of the forest influence the conservation of forest and biodiversity?
- How do direct and indirect local factors threaten the sacred forests?
- How do national policies contribute to sacred forests conservation?

3

1.3.2.

Concept definition

Forest: for the FAO, quoted by J. Sayer (1991), a forest in the tropics is an area of land of which at
least 10% is covered by the crowns of trees or bamboos growing upon it and which is not subject to
agricultural practices. According to the authors, the minimum area of a forest can vary between one
and ten hectares. A forest is an ecosystem densely covered by trees and composed with liana,
epiphytes, moss, mushrooms, lichens, micro flora, fauna and micro fauna (Gbaguidi, 1998 and
Ametepe, 1997).
For the purpose of this study, a forest is a land densely planted with trees containing different types of
plants and animals, with a minimum area of one ha.
Deforestation: for the FAO, deforestation implies a reduction in the crown cover to less than 10% or a
change in land use (for example conversion to agricultural land1). Subsequently, an area of wellwooded productive agricultural land will be officially classified as deforested. When an area of forest
has been badly damaged, notably by improper logging, but still contains at least 10% crown cover and
has not been converted to another use, the forest is qualified as degraded. Outside the FAO
definitions, the terms deforestation and forest degradation are used much more loosely and often
interchangeably (Sayer, 1991).
In the report both forest degradation and deforestation will be used to speak about a forest that has
been damaged mainly through the cutting and burning of trees. The land use of the cleared area will
not be considered.
Sacred Forest: According to Agbo and Sokpon (1997), a sacred forest is a wooded area, worshiped
and/or feared, dedicated to the cultural expression of a fixed community. The access and management
are regulated by traditional powers; sacred groves are informally managed (Boraiah et al., 2003). As
stressed by Gbaguidi (1998), a forest, a tree, a plant, an animal can be inhabited by spirits. The access
to sacred forests is restricted and there are four types of forests (detailed in section 2.4): fetish,
cemetery, community, or multifunctional (Ametepe, 1997). Due to this fact, the consecration of a
grove to a fetish is a traditional way to conserve natural resources. The majority of sacred forests are
small, the area is often between 0.5 ha and 20 ha (Juhé-Beaulaton, 2005).
For the purpose of the research, a sacred forest is a wooded area containing plants and animal, and is
said to be inhabited by spirits. The minimal area is 0.2 ha and there is no maximum. As mentioned by
the priest of Adjohoun, “a sacred forest is like a church which is devoted to one or several vodoun”.
As a church, a sacred grove is informally managed, has rules and contains precious and dangerous god
representations that are hidden to profanes.
In the thesis, the terms sacred forest and sacred groves will be used interchangeably, simply because
the two terms correspond to the direct translation of the French forêt sacrée. The term in Fon/Goun is
vodounzoun, zoun means forest and vodounzoun is literally vodoun forest).
Biodiversity: is a concept used to describe the variety of life forms. Biodiversity is “the variety and
variability among living organisms and the ecological complexes in which they occur” (Office of
Technology Assessment –OTA-, 1987). Biological resources include genetic resources, organisms,
populations, or any other biotic component of ecosystems with actual or potential use or value for
humanity (United States Agency for International Development –USAID-, 1993).
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J. Sayer (1991) clarified that agricultural practices does not necessarily lead to deforestation. Very often in
Brazilian Amazonia, an area of forest is cut and burnt, usually leaving some trees still standing. The land is
cultivated for a few years and then left fallow, it eventually leave the opportunity to the tree to re-colonise the
area.
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Sustainable Conservation: The sustainable conservation of natural resources is defined as the
management strategy implemented by humans that may yield the greatest sustainable benefit for
present generations while maintaining its potential to meet needs and aspirations of future generations.
Conservation embraces preservation, maintenance, sustainable utilization and restoration, and
enhancement of the natural environment (World Conservation Union –IUCN-, United Nations
Environmental Programme –UNEP-, World Wide Fund for Nature –WWF- 1980, in USAID, 1993).
Conservation consists of any action or practice that (1) prevents or mitigates resource depletion and,
(2) is designed to do so, either intentionally or through cultural selection (Wadley & Pierce Colfer,
2004). Sustainable development or sustainable management take the impact on the environment into
account and tries to minimize environmental damages.
In the following report, the term conservation is understood to be the sustainable management of
biosphere by humans, with short, medium and long-term perspectives. The management is designed to
prevent resource depletion and is intentional.
Participation: is detailed in the second chapter, section 2.3.2.

1.4.

Research method

The methodology will be more detailed in the fourth chapter of the report. In short, the research is
divided into three steps:

Figure 1.1: Overall research path from research design to thesis writing
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1.5.

NGO CERGET

The research is made in partnership with the CERGET. The Centre de Recherche pour la Gestion de
la Biodiversité et du Terroir is a Beninese Non-Governmental Organisation –NGO-, which provided
the local support for the present research. The Organization was created in 1994, is based in Cotonou
and has regional vocations (for more details, see the webpage: www.cerget.org).
The main missions of the NGO are: the sustainable management and conservation of natural
resources, the inventory of forests, mammalian fauna and entomofauna, the sustainable protection of
plants and the sustainable conservation of an endemic specie: the red bellied monkey (see figure 3.11).
The CERGET mainly intervenes in the domains of research/action on the territory management,
feasibility study, conception and execution of projects, and management of natural resources.
The CERGET has realized several projects:
-

Conservation of the red bellied monkey in the low river valley of Ouémé (2001);

-

Preliminary inventory of the useful terrestrial invertebrates (edible, medicinal and mythological)
present in Benin (since 2001);

-

Follow up of the red bellied monkey conservation in the Ouémé valley (2002);

-

Inventory of the Odonates of the humid zone, in South Benin (2002);

-

Inventory of the arachnids of Benin (since 2002);

-

Conservation of the red bellied monkey in South Benin (2003);

-

Conservation of the medicinal ligneous species with the participation of the local population (since
2005).

-

Entomologic inventory of the marshy forest of Lokoli, South Benin (2006) and;

-

Study the diversity of braconides and apoides (Insect and Hymenopter) in the sacred forests of
South Benin (2006-2007).

1.6.

Thesis outline

This thesis report consists of seven chapters. It starts with an introductory chapter where the context of
the research, the problem description, the research objective, and research question are presented. The
second chapter is devoted to the theoretical base of the research and present the main concepts to be
used for this research (Conceptual Framework). The third chapter describes the background of the
Republic of Benin in general and the studied region in particular. This chapter gives information about
vodoun religion and present sacred forests. The fourth chapter presents the methods used to collect
data from the field with the processes that follow to retrieve and analyze them. Chapter five presents
the results and give answers to the research questions based on the collected data. The sixth chapter
discuss the results in light of the theory in three sections, discussion of the findings, theoretical
reflection and policy study. Finally, the general conclusions and the recommendation are presented in
chapter seven. Complementary informations are available in the annexes.
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Chapter II: Conceptual Framework

2.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
As explained in the first chapter, the study intends to understand the role of local communities in the
process of nature conservation particularly in the Ouémé River Valley in Benin. The conceptual
framework focuses on the presentation of concepts such as the relationship between poverty and
environment, nature conservation, participation and sacred forest. The second chapter is based on
literature review, and aims at defining and setting briefly the debate about the different concepts.

2.1.

Environment and poverty relationship

Many natural and traditional ecosystems have been devastated by social factors such as poverty,
population growth, and the rural communities’ reliance on natural resources to meet basic needs.
According to Scherr (2000), agriculture accounts for most land use in developing countries and
therefore is probably the single most powerful influence on environmental quality. Agriculture is also
the main livelihood of the rural poor. Local communities can have devastating activities on forests for
several reasons. The pressure exercised on natural resources is linked with the local population
standard of living and the satisfaction of daily needs, the population growth, the increasing demand for
land, and the accessibility to good land.
People in developing countries living in or near forests are generally among the poorest. They often
live under the poverty level and are unemployed or rely only on agricultural activities. In addition to
agricultural products, rural communities gather in their surroundings additional products such as food
(fruits, roots, leaves, game, and herbs), medicinal plants, firewood, and construction material (timber,
leaves and vegetal ropes). Poverty and dependence on natural resources lead rural communities to
exercise a pressure on natural resources in their attempt to reach a sustainable livelihood (Senanayake,
2000 and Scherr, 2000). Rural communities tend to clear new lands to increase the cultivated areas and
increase the quantities harvested. Moreover, poverty and population growth bring more and more
people to exploit and even over-exploit natural resources and forests.
As a result of natural resources over-exploitation, forests are destructed; diverse flora and fauna are
replaced by monocultures, which are designed for maximum short-term production. The resulting
highly simplified ecosystems are unstable and unsustainable, and often require considerable external
inputs. The over-exploitation of lands and forests brings about degradation of soil and vegetative
resources and threatens agricultural productivity, biodiversity, and water quality (Senanayake, 2000
and Scherr, 2000).
Consequently, researchers have documented a ‘downward spiral’ in some rural areas, linking poverty
and environment degradation (Mink, 1993 and Grepperud, 1996). Population growth and economic
marginalisation lead to environmental degradations; poor people place increasing pressure on the
natural resource. Local people poverty and other social factors entail the over-exploitation of natural
resources and forests. It engenders the degradation of unique ecosystems and the deterioration of soil
fertility, provoking a drop of the yields. The resulting environmental degradation leads in turns to
declining consumption, human health and food insecurity (Scherr, 2000).
The relationship between poverty and environment can also be considered the other way round.
Poverty can also be a consequence of deforestation as local communities highly depend on natural
resources. Moreover, natural resource degradation is often encouraged by inappropriate environmental
and agricultural policies that fail to offer a sustainable alternative to the forest. The conservation of the
forests is therefore conditional upon the alleviation of rural poverty (Montalembert, 1991 and
Senanayake, 2000).
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However, some researchers have challenged the existence of such spiral and the close relationship
between environment and poverty. Scheer (2000) lists some of the critics in his article. He argues,
“they [researchers] have found, variously, that degradation resulted from natural forces rather than
human mismanagement” (Scherr, 2000: 481). Humans are not the primary and only cause of natural
resource degradation. Environment is also affected by non-human factors such as floods, droughts,
fires and storms. Local communities are not the only person responsible for environmental degradation
and are in some cases the powerless witnesses of natural forces. In the case of resource degradation by
natural forces, there is clearly no relationship between poverty and environment.
Moreover, Scherr (2000) continues by arguing that local communities have the capacity to develop
technologies, land use control or diversified their activities to decrease the pressure on resources. If
effects become more pronounced, farmers seek innovations to stabilise or improve the resource base
over time, they develop technical and institutional innovations in natural resource management to
reduce the risks and adapt to or reverse degradation (Scherr, 2000). In some cases, local communities
are not the agents of environmental degradation; but on the contrary, they are able to generate
innovations and compensate for resource depletion by knowing their milieu well. Local people look
for other sources of income and they try to find alternatives for wood exploitation. As opposed to the
hypothesised relationship presented above, poverty does not inevitably lead to over-exploitation of
forests and environmental degradation. Pressure on the resource can have the effect of stimulating
alternatives and environmental protection.
When considering the particular case of sacred forests in the Ouémé valley, agricultural improvement
is a solution. But poverty remains a major constraint to technological innovation and implementation
of alternatives; poverty is the main obstacle that stops the innovation process. Indeed, the Biodiversity
Support Program report argues that in Africa, poverty is one of the prime forces eroding biodiversity.
As agriculture and land use management practices change, the availability and use of wild resources
change. It has profound implications for the food and economic security of marginal populations, as
well as for biodiversity (USAID, 1993). Therefore, we can say that in Africa and more particularly in
Benin, poverty has negative impacts on natural resources integrity.
Rural communities in developing countries, particularly in Africa, have often low standards of living,
near or bellow the poverty level of one dollar per day. People poverty is provoked by several factors
such as population growth, a limited access to land or an access to poor quality and fragile lands,
limited resources for investment and for sustainable resource management. People highly depend on
natural resources to meet their daily needs and to earn a living.
The situation leads rural poor to exercise a pressure on the environment and mismanage natural
resources notably forests to meet their needs. The pressure is emphasised by a lack or inappropriate
environmental and agricultural policies, and regulations on land property. The combination of a low
standard of living and inadequate policies entails the degradation of environment and forests. To a
larger extent, the local ecosystem becomes unstable and unsustainable, which results in low yields,
low soil fertility and affects water quality. Agricultural production decreases and harvest is used for
self-consumption only; farmers have less and less surpluses to sell. As a result, rural communities are
getting even poorer and they clear new lands to find fertile soils.
The relationship between poverty and forest over-exploitation is presented as a spiral, presented in
figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1: Vicious circle generated by people poverty

The present research is based on the existence of a spiral. The model can be applied to natural
resources in general but the study mainly focuses on the specific forests ecosystem, only sacred
forests. The model was used during the field research to make questionnaires and to analyse the
results. The sixth chapter discusses the model to see how it reflects the Beninese situation.
The spiral is reversible in many circumstances, by intervening on one or several drivers of forests
over-exploitation. South-East Benin has the potential to find alternatives to natural resources
exploitation. In this sense, several recommendations will be formulated in chapter seven in order to
break the vicious circle.

2.2.

Nature conservation

As already presented in the concepts definition (section 1.3.2.), nature conservation is a way to
manage nature and generate the greatest sustainable benefit for present generations while maintaining
its potential to meet needs and aspirations of future generations. The section 2.2 presents the main
values associated with ecosystems in order to understand why local communities have, for decades,
protected forests and how they depend on them. Secondly, the conservation of nature is not an isolated
action. However, nature conservation is related to many diverse social factors that need to be
considered in order to sustainable protect natural resources.

2.2.1.

Biodiversity importance

Ecosystems have many different uses and reasons justifying their protection. It can be related to
environmental, social and economic services. In the case of sacred forests, the most obvious service is
related to spirituality, but sacred forests have many other uses. As defined in the Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment Synthesis Report (2005), ecosystem services are the benefits that people obtain
from ecosystems. The main benefits obtained from sacred forests are identified following the services
presented by the ecosystem assessment report.

Provisioning services
Provisioning services are the products obtained from ecosystems. In the case of sacred forests in
Benin, the category includes food (plants and animals), fibre (ropes, vegetal brush and chewing
sticks), and fuelwood. Sacred forests are in many parts of Benin the last remaining forests, as such,
they constitute genetic resources for animal and plant breeding and biotechnology, pharmaceutical
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resources. People obtain fresh water from forest ecosystems and the supply of fresh water can be
considered a provisioning service. Indeed, some sacred forests shelter springs.

Regulating Services
Regulating services are the benefits obtained from the regulation of ecosystem processes. Sacred
forests intervene in the regulation of air quality and local climate, for example at a local scale changes
in land cover can affect both temperatures and precipitations. Sacred groves regulate erosion as
vegetative cover plays an important role in soil retention and the prevention of landslides. Sacred
forests may regulate diseases; changes in ecosystems can directly change the abundance of human
pathogens, such as cholera, and can alter the abundance of disease vectors (such as mosquitoes). The
existence of forests insures the presence and effectiveness of pollinators.

Cultural Services
Cultural services are the nonmaterial benefits people obtain from ecosystems through spiritual
enrichment, cognitive development, reflection, recreation, and aesthetic experiences. The spiritual and
religious values attached to sacred forests are very important for local communities.
Many people find beauty or aesthetic value in various aspects of ecosystems, as reflected in the
support for parks, scenic drives, and the selection of housing locations. Many societies place high
value on the maintenance of either historically important landscapes (“cultural landscapes”) or
culturally significant species. Forests have cultural heritage values.

Supporting Services
Supporting services are necessary for the production of all other ecosystem services. They differ from
provisioning, regulating, and cultural services in that their impacts on people are often indirect or
occur over a very long time, whereas changes in the other categories have relatively direct and shortterm impacts on people.
Forests have a role in soil formation (nutrients), photosynthesis, the production of primary products,
and water cycling.
Finally, the notion of biodiversity and nature conservation raises philosophical and ethical questions.
Does biodiversity and natural resources have to be protected? How can they be selected? Who is in
charge of selecting and protecting the environment? These questions will not be further elaborated in
the research mainly because of a lack of time and a lack of space.

2.2.2.

Social factors of nature conservation

The problems related to nature conservation are not only bounded by ecological matters, but also
imply historical, social, cultural, financial and political factors. In order to understand and reduce
forests over-exploitation, it is essential to take into consideration these factors. The different social
factors influence people behaviour regarding forests and condition their depletion or conservation. The
social factors presented below are of high importance in the case of sacred forests and are used to
understand forests management systems as well as to formulate recommendations.
The history of the region is the first factor to be documented, in order to understand why the resource
and biodiversity have become threatened, what need to be done and eventually helped to understand
the results of the actions already implemented (Daniels & Walker, 1997). For instance, historical
factors help to explain why some local communities view management restrictions as illegitimate. A
“historical understanding of people and park dynamics offers insight on how current scientific
management approaches inevitably inherit past legacies” (Wilshusen et al., 2002: 23-24).
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Another factor is related to finance. Sayer (1995: 2) says that the main problem is no longer “to obtain
more money for conservation, but to spend the money that we have more efficiently”. The money
available for conservation is used inefficiently; money is spent on project of lower importance, and
more relevant high value sites have fewer funds. Therefore, it is important to choose carefully the
project that receive funding and the areas to be protected.
The natural environment that is protected or neglected has an intrinsic value. The losses of species and
valuable areas of natural habitats are irreversible and provoke invaluable damages. The lost of
biodiversity costs a lot and is difficult to value, for instance the unknown species that disappear each
year (Sayer, 1995). Grimble and Laidlaw (2002) stress the necessity to assess the benefits local
communities get from natural resources. It is important to evaluate who are the winners and losers of
the environmental changes and conservation strategies, by considering the viewpoints of the groups or
communities directly concerned (Grimble and Laidlaw, 2002).
For decades, traditional management systems have existed and have ensured the conservation of
natural resources. The traditional structures are not always known; they are not always considered for
project planning and policy-making. Local communities are important actors in the process of nature
conservation and play a role in resource management. Access to resources can be governed by factors
as diverse as culture, class, ethnic, gender and power dynamics (Brechin et al., 2002). Social factors
are central for designing and implementing interventions (Grimble and Laidlaw, 2002). Local or
indigenous knowledge constitute a base for interventions and partnerships can be created between
local communities and project implementers, allowing each party to combine their experiences
(Brockington, 2004). The co-operation encourages communication and explanation about what is
going on, and partnerships can prevent violent reaction against the plans implemented (Wilshusen et
al., 2002). Finally, the joint work can allow balancing local, national and even international needs. A
strong partnership between implementers and local people can help them to be introduced and to
achieve an open decision-making2 (Daniels and Walker, 1997).
As shown, the concept is complex and implies many factors. One major problem in the issue is to
combine international laws and recommendations with national or even local considerations.
Particularly in developing countries, strict conservation is often contradictory with the aspiration for
(economic) development.

2.3.

Conservation strategies

Presently, two main conservation strategies still exist. On the one hand, some conservationists think
that there is an opposition between humankind and nature or between civilization and wilderness. The
western idea of conservation is based on a conceptual separation between environment and people.
The opposition between humankind and nature implies that “the preservation of nature is best
achieved by further separating humankind from nature and thus creating wilderness” (Colchester,
1996:1). In this case, land is not combined with use and the protected area is kept entirely wild with
the least human interferences. The establishment of protected areas can be very effective to protect
particular ecosystems. It is for example the case of the spotted owl conservation in the United States of
America or the maintenance of an untouched temperate coniferous forest in Canada (Sadath, 2005).

On the other hand, the total separation between humankind and nature is challenged. Looking at the
developing and underdeveloped regions of the world, the story is not that promising.
2

Open decision-making has been defined by Daniels and Walker (1997) as the exchange of views among all
interests, encourage the sharing of information, help to identify opportunities for joint problem solving and make
clear how the decision is reached.
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In developing countries, where there is an aspiration for development along with people’s dependency
on natural resources for livelihood, forest conservation is a big challenge (Sadath, 2005). People are
dependant on natural resources for their daily needs and it might be very difficult to exclude them
from the land of their ancestors. Moreover, the IUCN president argues, when speaking about protected
areas: “quite simply, if local people do not support protected areas, then protected areas cannot last”
(Brockington, 2004: 412). According to him, humankind has a role to play in nature conservation;
local communities are key person in nature conservation and therefore must not be excluded from their
native lands.
The following section will elaborate on the two main conservation strategies.

2.3.1.

Authoritarian protectionism

Considering that the actual conservation approaches do not successfully protect species and habitats,
some authors believe that the less complex and most effective solution is to adopt authoritarian
protectionism also called strict protection or imposed conservationism (Brechin et al., 2002 and
Wilshusen et al., 2002). Authoritarian protectionism was largely widespread in the 1970s and applied
from outside in the developing countries. The authoritarian strategy continues to be applied today
(Colchester, 1996 and USAID, 1993).
The main idea of authoritarian conservation is that “to be conserved, nature must be protected from
human interference” (Colchester, 1996: 1). Following the authoritarian strategy, Bernard Grzimek
campaigned to conserve wildlife in the Serengeti plains by excluding the indigenous Masai cattle
herders. He argued that “a national park must remain a primordial wilderness to be effective. No men,
not even native ones should live inside its borders” (Colchester, 1996: 2). The authoritarian
conservation strategy focuses on the state or local authority role in limiting personal freedom for the
public good, economic development and incentives; by imposing control over indigenous management
and rights. In fact, conservation is often based on a policy that is introduced either by outsiders to a
region or by foreigners to a country. The authoritarian strategy seeks legitimacy and authority through
government. The state control of lands enables military intervention if the access restriction is not
respected. In most cases, park guards or paramilitary units govern protected areas. Conservationists
seek to effect real changes on the ground by changing the legal status of land and obliging local people
to change their economic activities. The negative consequence is that local population do not anymore
consider the resource as theirs and they do not have incentives to care for it (Wilshusen et al., 2002
and Colchester, 1996).
Nevertheless, for some authors (detailed in Brockington, 2004), this last point is not contradictory with
a viable conservation of the nature. Indeed, these authors believe that local support is not vital for the
survival of protected areas and that nature can be conserved without the support of the surrounding
population. Conservation can be imposed despite local opposition and protected areas can flourish
notwithstanding the resistance to them. Authors add that the lives of villagers are already influenced
by the central government decisions (roads, credit, subsidies, tax, trade barrier, law). In other words,
people are used to be controlled by the state, and to be excluded from decision-making; they are used
to top-down scheme. Finally, Terborgh warns, “Biodiversity conservation is doomed to failure when it
is based on bottom-up processes that depend on voluntary compliance” (in Wilshusen et al., 2002: 19).
Like him, some authors advocate a top-down approach to nature conservation “because in most
countries it is the government, not the people around the protected areas that ultimately decides the
fate of forests and wildlife” (in Wilshusen et al., 2002: 19).
However, in some instances the authoritarian protection of natural ecosystems from humankind is not
the main issue, indeed “in Latin America, 86% of protected areas are, in fact, inhabited” (Colchester,
1996: 2). Authoritarian protectionism often ignores or denies indigenous land right in order to protect
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‘wilderness’ areas and has devastating consequences on social structure. Protectionists exclude and
relocate local communities from their traditional land and resource use areas. The relocation often
leads to impoverishment of the populations, causes severe hardship, social dislocation and cultural
disruption. People expropriation constitutes an abuse to humans’ rights and a breaking of the
traditional systems of resources management. Indeed, Brechin et al. (2002: 42) argue that a strict
protection could “lead to morally and pragmatically questionable prescriptions that most likely will
not safeguard biodiversity over the long term”. Authoritarian conservation has often generated
conflicts. Moreover, relocation of populations leads to a concentration of people around the protected
areas and may devastate the surroundings. On a long-term view, people concentration can represent a
threat for the protected area itself that may succumb to outside pressures from both extractive
industries and impoverished communities. Therefore, this is perhaps not surprising that the attitudes of
local people living near national parks and reserves often reflect suspicion and mistrust of
conservation policies (often the case in Sub-Saharan areas). The authoritarian conservation strategy
has been and continues to be used by large development agencies that prefer to apply top-down
approaches (Wolfangel, 2004; Colchester, 1996; Brechin et al., 2002 and USAID, 1993).

2.3.2.

Participation in nature conservation

Local people participation in nature conservation, also named community-based approach (Otsuki,
2005), is defined by the FAO (2006):
Participation is a process of equitable and active involvement of all stakeholders in the formulation of
development policies and strategies and in the analysis, planning, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation of development activities. To allow for a more equitable development process,
disadvantaged stakeholders need to be empowered to increase their level of knowledge, influence and
control over their own livelihoods, including development initiatives affecting them.

First of all it is important to simply remark that local people have for decades inhabited “most of the
world’s areas of highest biological diversity” and they have at the same time “sustainably used and
maintained it over millennia” (Wolfangel, 2004: 1). Before world modernisation, local communities
have been able to live with and use in a sustainable way, their natural environment. Even more
recently, local populations had a say in natural resource and environmental decision-making (Daniels
and Walker, 1997).
The idea of local population rights and weight appeared in 1975 when the IUCN passed a resolution
linking indigenous people with their lands, notably area of environmental interests. In short, the
resolution says that the role of projects and organisations is to “maintain and encourage traditional
methods of living” and “devise means by which indigenous people may bring their lands into
conservation areas without relinquishing their ownership, use or tenure rights”. The resolution advises
against the displacement of the population from their lands, and adds that protected areas cannot be
proclaimed anywhere without adequate consultation (Colchester, 1996: 4). Going in this direction in
1982, the IUCN passed a further resolution which affirmed the rights of traditional societies to
“participate in decisions affecting the land and natural resources on which they depend” and to “social,
economic, cultural and spiritual self-determination” (Colchester, 1996: 4). The resolution advocated
for collective works and management arrangements between conservationists, policy-makers and local
communities. Participation aims to work closely with local people, draws on their knowledge, and
contributes to their livelihoods (Grimble and Laidlaw, 2002).
Over the last two decades, conservationists and international fora started to realize “that they have to
take into account the needs, aspirations and rights of local peoples” if they want efficient conservation
of biodiversity (Wolfangel, 2004: 5). As well, conservationists “increasingly begun to acknowledge
the important role indigenous and traditional people play in the conservation of natural resources”.
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Local communities have a role to play in the course of nature conservation and in the process of
decision-making, notably by considering their rights (Wolfangel, 2004: 1).
The research will work on the base of the participation conservation strategy. It starts from the
assumption that sustainable conservation of resources and forest cannot last if local community are not
deeply involved in the management. As it will be explained later in the case of sacred forests, local
community have created the sacred forests and they have built strong management systems to protect
their resources. Actually, sacred forests are exclusively informally managed by local communities.
There is no regulation, no state involvement in the management of sacred forests. The traditional
management system serves as base for formal management. In the case of sacred forests, it is therefore
more logical to focus on the bottom-up approach.

2.3.3.

Main principles of participation in nature conservation

Based on Daniels and Walker (1997) and the FAO, the main principles of people participation in
Nature Conservation are:
Decision-making: “People should have a say in decisions about actions which affect their lives”
(Daniel and Walker, 1997: 6). Local communities constitute a major stakeholder in the process of
decision-making, with policy-makers, experts/scientists, and NGO/association workers. Participation
involves a multi-party action, the partnership of different parties and actors. Participation ensures that
grassroot communities take an active part in the design of actions and decisions, according to their
needs and skills. Local communities are able to manage activities in line with their own modalities
(Montalembert, 1991, Bell, 2004 and Otsuki, 2005). Ribot (1999) argues that if local communities
have a greater voice and more significant control in decision-making, it will lead to a better
management of natural resources; better in equity, efficiency and development.
Influence and consensus: “The public’s contribution will influence the decision” (Daniels and
Walker, 1997: 6). Participation in nature conservation ensures that the different stakeholders are
involved in development planning and management processes. The dialogue between the different
stakeholders encourages the respect and concern of each party by the others. The final objective is to
achieve, as much as possible, a consensus that communicates the interests and meets the needs of all
participants. The decisions taken through participative process are supported by all the stakeholders
involved (Daniels and Walker, 1997 and Otsuki, 2005).
Communication and feedback: The participation strategy “communicates to participants how
their input was, or was not used” (Daniels and Walker, 1997: 6). After the consultation of the different
stakeholders, the final product is communicated and discussed with the participants. The participants
can get feedback, explanations about the final decisions and eventually make additional adjustments.
By favouring communication, local populations’ initiatives are encouraged by planners whose then
explain how and why the propositions are used or not (Montalembert, 1991 and Ribot, 1999).
Respect of rights: It is fundamental to take “into account the rights of the world’s indigenous and
minority peoples: their right to continue to develop as distinct people with their own languages and
cultural traditions” (Wolfangel, 2004:1). Conservation strategies have to respect humans’ rights to
develop and to land. With the presence of policy-makers, formal and informal authorities, the respect
of traditional and formal rights can be respected and combined.
Define how people participate: For the FAO (2006), “There are various levels or degrees of
participation ranging from simple consultation to joint decision-making to self-management by
stakeholders themselves”. The implication degree of the different stakeholders depends on their needs,
knowledge and skills, and will be re-adjusted during the development process. The participation
process provides participants with the information they need to participate in a meaningful way.
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Consequently, the stakeholders can take part in decision-making by personal and complementary
knowledge. The implication of various stakeholders will be possible with the support of different
institutions and organizations, by increasing the participant access and control over resources.
Therefore, “participation process involves participants in defining how they participate” (Daniels and
Walker, 1997: 6).

2.4.

Sacred forests

The conservation by local community of natural resources with spiritual values takes various forms,
including ownership and management of trees, the use of hills and mountains as venerated sites and
the protection of individual trees that are used as shrines and for spirit worship. The most widespread
conservation practices involve sacred groves that represent cultural landscapes (Mgumia & Oba,
2003). Sacred forests could already be found centuries ago. Greek and Latin authors mentioned groves
dedicated to the worship of the gods. One can think that such groves and ideas might have passed
away with the ancient world. But scores of sacred groves still persist in many parts of India and Africa
(Chandran & Hughes, 2000). “They occur in different forms such as remnants of old forests, burial
grounds and sites of ancestral worship. While sacred groves were not created for biodiversity
conservation, their complex social-spiritual association with deities and spirits of dead ancestors have
contributed to the protection of some ecosystems”. Conservationists now consider whether sacred
forests could be used for in situ conservation. In fact, sacred groves occupy small areas but shelter
great species richness and taxonomic diversity. Sacred forests are often richer and more diversified
than state managed forests and protected areas (Mgumia & Oba, 2003). The theoretical informations
of this section are mainly based on India and Africa.

2.4.1.

What is a sacred forest?

As defined in the section 1.3.2, a sacred forest is a small wooded area that contains gods’
representation, fetishes, burial site, or multifunctional. Sacred forests are believed to be inhabited by
spirits of the ancestors and gods. The access is often restricted and its management is informal. A
sacred forest is a kind of church devoted to different gods that can take the appearance of animals
(snake, tiger) or inhabited plants or stones. A sacred forest is a connexion place where the followers
are in contact with the spirits of gods and/or ancestors.
In Benin, Agbo and Sokpon (1997) have identified five different types of sacred forests:
- The fetish forest contains representation(s) of one or several divinities. The followers pray near the
fetishes and they can organise ceremonies to implore the god. In most of the cases, the followers
request good things or to find the answer to problems. In general, a priest or divinity chief serves as
intermediary between the believers and the god.
- The forest of secret society is generally dedicated to one particular fetish or god. The forest is the
place where the initiated meet secretly and take religious decisions. A secret society grove contains a
convent where the new followers and priest are initiated.
- The community forest is linked to the history of a region or a family. The grove does not necessary
shelter a spirit, but is respected by all the member of the community. In many cases, some important
events have occurred in the area making the forest holy and protected. The community forest contains
a meeting ground where the elders meet to take important decisions about the community.
- Some forests are used as burial sites and contain the bodies of ancestors. Nowadays less and less
people are buried in forests. It is limited to important persons, like a family chief, traditional healers,
divinity priest and/or people that died in abnormal circumstances (diseases, accidents, for children).
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- The last category consists of non-specified sacred forests that can be at the same time fetish forest,
community forest, containing convent and/or a burial site.

Figure 2.2: Picture of the community sacred forest
named Kpinkonzoun, Akpadanou, Benin

Figure 2.3: Picture of the central
place of the Kpassé sacred forest,
Ouidah, Benin

There is a debate about these sacred forests patches in West Africa, are they the vestige of an ancient
vast forest or always appeared in small patches? According to Stigand (1915), seeing these miniature
islands of forest, left in an ocean of cultivation, it is easy to visualise a widespread forest.
“Government forest managers since the colonial period have assumed that existing forest patches are
isolated remnants of a formerly widespread forest which is gradually cleared by local people” (Byers
et al., 2001: 204). On the other hand, several authors argue that these small forests already existed in
the 17th century, under-meaning that there is no deforestation (Byers et al., 2001 and Juhé-Beaulaton
& Roussel, 2003). The answer to the debate probably depends on the situation. In some cases, we can
effectively doubt about the existence of a widespread forest. In the present case study, it is assumed that
there were always forest patches, especially in the river valley, which is flooded part of the year. The sacred
forests are mainly found on the lands always dry.

In Benin, Juhé-Beaulaton (1999) has identified different ecological types of sacred forests. She argues
that sacred groves are not necessary remaining patches of a large degraded forest but may have always
existed as small forested areas.
Created forests:
A sacred forest may have been created for two reasons. First, the area became sacred after the
apparition of a divinity or vodoun. The area is protected by taboos or interdicts which allow the
growing of trees.
Secondly, the area is protected for historical or social reasons. When the area is not often maintained
or completely abandoned, the vegetation rapidly colonizes the space. The area continues to be
respected, in general because the ancestors were buried in this place. The piece of land cannot be used
and is left fallow. The forests in itself are not holy, because there is no vodoun, but it is a respected
area containing the bodies and spirits of the ancestors.
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Pre-existing forests:
The forests were already present when people settled inside or around it with their fetishes. The
sacredness of the forest can be associated with the settlement of a new community in a region, notably
during the tribal wars that generated many migrations. Migrants found a refuge in forests for the
community and the divinity. The forest became sacred due to its function of protection for the
community and the gods.
Finally, some forests became sacred after the appearance of a divinity. By appearance is meant the
accomplishment of a miracle or the appearance of a spirit. In this case, the forest was already there
when the divinity was discovered in the forest or in the surroundings.

2.4.2.

Role of sacred forests

We can distinguish several services benefited from sacred forests, both for local communities, for
regional, national and even international interests.

Provisioning services: Local people rely on forests to meet their domestic needs (fuelwood, edible
leaves, fruits and vegetables). Rural poor depends upon biological resources to satisfy 90% of their
day-to-day needs (Khumbongmayum et al., 2004). Tropical forests provide medicine for around 3
million people in the world (Bodjrenou, 2006). Moreover, nearly one third of the medicines used in
the European Union are made with tropical plants3. The harvest of plants and hunting of animals such
as large and small mammals, birds or bats can generate incomes (Wadley & Pierce Colfer, 2004).
Sacred groves constitute a repository of or a refuge for wildlife; they form a kind of botanical garden
where the traditional healers can find rare medicinal plants, often essential for their pharmacopoeia
(Agbo & Sokpon, 1998 and Mgumia & Oba, 2003).

Regulating Services: Sacred forests play a role in soil and water conservation, by reducing erosion,
salinity, and by providing rich humus. They are often linked with reservoirs, ponds, springs or
streams; they can be a micro watershed. Indeed, peasants believe, with justifications, that forests bring
rain (Chandrakanth et al., 2004; Swamy et al., 2003 and Chandran & Hughes, 2000).

Cultural Services: The groves shelters altars, cemeteries; sacred forests are witnesses of the
community history and therefore constitute identity markers. Sacred forests house some divinities;
they are the place of communion with the gods and sanctuary for initiations (Agbo & Sokpon, 1998
and Juhé-Beaulaton & Roussel, 2003). Sacred forests can be equipped with tourism tracks and provide
some revenues for the local communities. This is the case of the Kpassé sacred forest in Ouidah, Benin
(see figure 2.3).

Supporting Services: Sacred sites play an important role for the management of natural resources and
the biodiversity conservation. In Africa, Latin America and Asia, sacred forests attract more and more
the attention of scientists and nature conservationists (Kokou et al., 2005). Sacred grove systems of in
situ conservation are widespread, especially among the African, Asian and Latin American countries,
and contribute significantly to biodiversity preservation (Mgumia & Oba, 2003).

3

Le FLAMBOYANT n°32 – novembre 1994 : Enjeux forestiers mondiaux
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2.4.3.

Relations between the ‘sacred’ and forest conservation

“Studies of sacred forests and other sacred sites throughout Africa show that religious and spiritual
beliefs can sometimes be the motivation for conservation and environmental protection” (Byers et al.,
2001: 188). Some scholars have made a close link between the sacred and biodiversity conservation
and argue that the religious value attached to the forests is a way to allow their successful conservation
(Wadley & Colfer, 2004). Sacred forests force local communities to harvest natural resources in an
ecologically sustained fashion (Chandrakanth et al., 2004). Finally, some authors associate the
thousand years old management of these forests with values close to sustainable development. Sacred
sites conservation is an example to be followed by conservation politics (Juhé-Beaulaton & Roussel,
2002).
Sacred forests abound in diverse fauna and flora. Many species are rare and/or exclusively found in
sacred forests. These species are highly vulnerable and would probably disappear with the destruction
of the sacred groves (Kokou, 2006). For example, in North-Eastern India 133 species of native plants
are presently found only in several sacred groves (Byers et al., 2001). The forest patch habitats are
fragile; the fragility is mainly due to pressure put on sacred forests for daily use. Changes in
traditional, cultural and economic values may threaten the existence of sacred groves (Wadley &
Pierce Colfer, 2004).
We can identify two level of protection of sacred forests. The rules and laws made by humans and
imposed by them, and the perceived direct protection and punishment by the spirits. First, divinities,
spirits or gods inhabit forests. Due to this fact, forests are protected to preserve the habitat of the spirits
and therefore keep the protective gods nearby the community. In some cases, the forest also houses the
spirits of the ancestors (Tchoukpeni, 1995 and Byers et al., 2001). Secondly, the spirits themselves can
protect the forests and punish people that do not respect the rules. Byers (et al., 2001: 200) give an
example in Zimbabwe, which is similar to the divinity Dan in Benin:
Local residents told us that people should not enter Rukonde Forest without special permission from
the appropriate traditional religious leader. Rukonde is said to be protected by a “big snake,”
described as much bigger and thicker than a python. People who enter the forest without permission or
cut trees there may see the big snake, and then might die, get lost, or become insane, we were told.

2.4.4.

Management of sacred forests

In India, a temple committee consisting of local rural families looks after each sacred grove. More
generally, the sacred forests are under the informal custody and management of local communities, in
some case, this task is hereditary. All management decisions are taken collectively and are imposed by
the heads. The persons responsible are also in charge of the ceremonies that take place in the forest
and their funding (Swamy et al., 2003 and Chandrakanth et al., 2004). The Persons responsible for a
site insure the maintenance of sanctuaries and establish fire-protection zones. Finally, the forest chiefs
are in charge of maintaining respect for the moral principles and different prohibitions that govern
access to the sacred sites (Juhé-Beaulaton & Roussel, 2003).
The most common rules about sacred forests are (Khumbongmayum et al., 2004; Wadley & Colfer,
2004; Juhé-Beaulaton & Roussel, 2003; Swamy et al., 2003 and Chandrashekara & Sankar, 1998):
- The access is limited and regulated, certain places are forbidden to menstruating women;
others cannot be visited without preliminary purification rituals.
- The cutting or the gathering of wood, food crops medicinal plants is strictly regulated.
Farming in or near a sacred forest is forbidden. If people infringe this rule, it is said to result in
illness for their family.
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- Yellow, white or sometimes red pieces of cloth are tied to the trees, which exactly locate the
sacred place.
The rules limit the access to sacred forests, aim at maintaining the sacred space and avoid their
desecration. Then the forest can keep spiritually functions and prevent the divinities flight.

2.4.5.

Sacred forest threats

Based on the literature, several major threats could be inventoried. Later on, the list was used to write
questionnaires and serve as a base to compare with what actually occur in Benin.
One of the most mentioned reasons for sacred forest degradations is the erosion of traditional religions
and the arrival of new ones. Decher (1997) describes the example of two villages in Ghana where in
the early 1970s conflicts arose with the arrival of Christian churches, with the subsequent killing of
monkeys in the sacred forest. In fact, converts did no longer felt bound by traditional taboos and overhunted the monkeys until their complete disappearing. The change of religion, in some cases, can
generate the disrespect of the taboos (Wadley & Colfer, 2004 and Byers et al., 2001).
Age is another factor that can threaten sacred forests. There is an erosion of traditional religious
knowledge and interest among the young generation. Young people are not afraid about the traditional
taboos and degrade sacred forests (Wadley & Colfer, 2004 and Byers et al., 2001). Moreover, the
generation of persons responsible of the forests are getting old and progressively passing away. If
young people do not take an interest in traditional management, sacred forests will probably disappear.
Immigrants have much less links with the sacred forests and do not necessarily respect the traditions.
But remote areas count only a small number of migrants, therefore the threat exercised by immigrants
is secondary (Byers et al., 2001).
As already explained, population growth can have important consequences on natural resources. In
short, due to population explosion and various developmental activities, forests are destroyed
(Khumbongmayum et al., 2004 and Kokou, 2006). The demographic pressure generates a
modification of the land use. For example, Byers et al., (2001: 204) give the example of Muzarabani
(Zimbabwe) where:
Economic development and rapid population growth that have occurred over the last four decades, the
dry forests of Muzarabani and in neighbouring Guruve District are shrinking rapidly. They are being
cleared for crop fields and villages, and thinned by tree cutting for fuel and building materials. Local
residents recognize the rapid loss of these forests, and are generally concerned.

On the politic side, the institutional identity of these traditional forests is fading with the advent of new
national forest policies (Chandrakanth et al., 2004). There are also land conflicts among local
communities; the laws have troubles to clarify the land property rights (Kokou, 2006).
There is a general lack of knowledge and agreement about the exact boundaries of sacred forests.
These are important factors leading to groves degradation (Byers et al., 2001).
Finally, the introduction and the proliferation of exotic conquering species threaten the global
biological resources. Conquering species provokes the depletion of biodiversity and affects the
ecological balance of the natural ecosystems (Kokou, 2006 and Khumbongmayum et al., 2004).
The total areas of sacred forests in Benin and in India are decreasing. It is important today to preserve the

remaining sacred groves, which are highly threatened.
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2.4.6.

Management strategies

To avoid these threats, some management strategies are proposed by authors. Considering the example
of Zimbabwe, Byers et al., (2001) recognises the importance of involving traditional leaders in sacred
forests management, and of strengthening respect for customary rules and traditional forest use. Byers
et al. further recommend the organization of meetings to make sure that people know the location and
the boundaries of sacred forests. They also recommend the visit of sacred sites with local authorities
and resident to show concretely their boundaries. Finally, Byers et al. want to develop maps of sacred
forests, to increase the knowledge and awareness of these sites.
Another general management strategy proposed in India, which is a pre-requisite to any conservation
action, is to offer viable option to the local communities for sustaining their economic conditions
(Khumbongmayum et al., 2004).
The management strategies presented by Byers et al. (2001) and Khumbongmayum et al. (2004) are
concrete actions. In addition, general and concrete actions based on literature review, the survey and
personal conclusion are presented in the seventh chapter: conclusion and recommendations.
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Chapter III: Benin and the Ouémé valley

3.

BENIN AND THE OUÉMÉ VALLEY: CASE BACKGROUND
3.1.

Benin: general characteristics

The republic of Benin is located in the inter-tropical zone, between the 6°30 and 12°30 parallels of
North latitude, and between the 1° and 3°40 meridians of East longitude. The country is situated in the
Southern part of West Africa, which is equatorial. Benin is a small country; the area is 112,622 km²
(nearly three times the Netherlands) and stretches along a North-South axe measuring around 670 km.
Benin is surrounded by Burkina Faso and Niger in the North, by Togo in the West, by Nigeria in the
East and by the Atlantic Ocean in the South (Benin Gulf). The coastline of Benin measures 125 km
(MEHU et al., 1998; Thill and Leonis, 1995/1). For more details, see the map 3.1.
In 2006, the country counted more than seven million inhabitants, of which 64% lived in rural areas.
The population density varies from 16 inhabitants per km² to more than 500 inhab. /km², varying
among departments, urban areas being very densely populated. The country mean density is 43 inhab.
/km². The population growth between 1979 and 1992 was 2.8%; presently, the average population
growth in Europe is 0-1% and 1% in South-America (see annex 1 for more details) (Agbo & Sokpon
1998, and Petit Futé, 2006).
The economy is based on agriculture, nourishing around 75% of the population, employing
approximately 73% of the active population and contributing for 38% to the Growth Domestic Product
–GDP- (MEHU et al., 1998). Fishing and hunting are the second most important economic activities;
they are followed up in importance by local trade, which is essentially managed by women. The
production of manufactured goods such as oil palm, wine and Sodabi (local alcohols made with palm
trees) generates incomes and are widespread in rural areas (Agbo & Sokpon, 1998 and MEHU &
UNITAR, 2003).
In 2003, poverty was estimated to affect 43.4% of the population, with in average incomes of 200,000
FCFA per year per person (MEHU & UNITAR, 2003). This amount is approximately 305 € per year,
equivalent to 0.83 € per day. A recent study showed that the poverty rate did not drop during the last
50 years, partly because of economic and financial difficulties during the 80s. Poverty is caused by a
lack of productive resources and a bad access to those existing; Benin counts few activities generating
incomes (Adegbidi, 2002). Benin is facing a general worsening of the poverty level. The economic
crisis has been provoked by several factors such as the crisis in the cotton sector, the mitigated results
of the agricultural development4 projects, the hydrocarbon crisis (SONACOP -Société Nationale de
Commercialisation des Produits Pétroliers-), and the unemployment rate. Moreover, hygienic diseases
have appeared (cholera, typhoid fever, HIV/Aid, etc.), showing a general deterioration of the living
conditions, more particularly in rural areas (Adegbidi, 2002). According to the Human Development
Index (United Nation Development Program –UNDP-), Benin is among the 15 poorest countries in the
world with 65% of the population living under the poverty level, less than one dollar per day. In
Benin, poverty is one of the main causes of environmental degradation (Guedegbe, 1999).
About vegetal cover, 40% of the territory is covered by forested savannah, with locally dense forests
often highly damaged; 0.55% of the country area is covered by large forests, mainly spread in the
North. Whereas located in the Guinean zone, the country does not have vast and continuous forests
like Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, Cameroon and Gabon.

4

Different projects interested in manioc production, local intervention for the local food security,
liberalization of products markets and means of production.
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Map 3.1: Map of Africa and Benin (source: IZF)
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Benin is composed by two main ecosystems corresponding to the two main climatic zones of the
country. In the Centre and in the North, the savannah consists of trees and shrubs, and houses a rich
and diversified fauna. In the South, the dense forest is largely degraded and is characterized by forests
patches, thick savannahs and mangroves in the swamp coastlines. The forest patches are dense and
semi-deciduous forests, either sacred or listed (MEHU et al., 1998; Global Environment Facility –
GEF-, 2003; Ametepe, 1997 and Ambassade du Bénin en France, 2006). A total of 2.6 million ha of
lands have been conserved as listed forests (1.3 millions ha), national parks (770,050 ha), hunting
zones (500,000 ha) and reforestation areas (4,000 ha), the complete list is presented in annex 2 (Agbo
& Sokpon, 1997 and MEHU & UNITAR, 2003). Sacred forests are not included in this classification;
they are informally protected areas and are not included in the legal status of forests.
During the last three decades, the deforestation has speeded up; the dense and open forests of Benin
are decreasing of 1.1% each year. Deforestation is caused by uncontrolled harvest of wood and timber
mainly meant for urban centres. Several other factors such as agriculture, cattle and goat grazing, and
hunting have impacts on forest and sacred forests depletion. Wood exploitation is becoming a
complementary activity for the rural households located near the forests. Environmental
impoverishment can be mainly observed in the South and the Centre of the country (MEHU &
UNITAR, 2003).

3.2.

International treaties and national environmental policies

The section evocates the international and national engagements made to ensure nature conservation.
Benin wants to develop; people have new needs and want to modernize. Therefore, it is essential to
establish modern regulations and policies to manage this change. Two main policies have been written
since the democratisation of the country: the law 93-009 for regulating forests and the law 98-030 for
the environment. Benin has also ratified international treaties and established several national plans to
reduce poverty and favour nature conservation.
The political willpower to care about environment gets materialized in the Constitution of Benin, the
11 December 1990. The constitution states in the article 27 that (MEHU et al., 1998):
Toute personne a droit à un environnement sain, satisfaisant et durable, et a le droit de le défendre.
L’État veille à la protection de l’environnement.

The constitution of Benin explicitly recognises the importance to preserve the environment and the
major role that the State plays in nature conservation. In this sense, the Ministry of Environment,
Housing and Urban Affairs was created in 1991. The MEHU is responsible for the formulation of
environmental policies and their implementation. Different other codes and laws exist, such as the
forest law, the water code, the pasture law, regulating the care of domestic animals and transhumance.
The MEHU supervises several environmental agencies such as the Benin Environmental Agency
(ABE, in French) (GEF, 2003).
Benin has adhered to the United Nations Convention on Climate Changes, adopted in May 1992 and
signed in June 1992, during the Rio Summit. The UN sought to help governments rethinking
economic development and finding ways to halt the destruction of irreplaceable natural resources and
pollution of the planet. Governments recognized the need to redirect international and national plans
and policies to ensure that all economic decisions fully took into account any environmental impact.
The summit message was the transformation of our attitude and behaviours. The message reflects the
complexity of the problems, poverty as well as excessive consumption by affluent populations place
damaging stress on the environment (Sayer, 1995 and Grove, 1997).
In July 1993, the assembly voted the law about forest, named: Loi 93-009 Portant Régime des Forêts
en République du Benin. The text defines what are listed forests and protected forests. Sacred forests
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can be included in the second category (Article 4). The text further explains what is allowed and
forbidden for the two types of forests, and what are the sanctions if the rules are not respected. Finally,
the law defines the role of the foresters, the state agents that are supposed to enforce this law.
The National Environmental Action Plan was elaborated in 1993 and adopted by the government in
1994. The NEAP fixes the national strategies in the field of environment and essentially aims at
(MEHU & UNITAR, 2003):
−

Changing people behaviour, notably by increasing their standard of living and by organising
awareness campaigns;

−

Achieving a better management of the biodiversity and control the evolution of natural
resources and;

−

Improve the living conditions of the entire population.

Benin ratified the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in June 1994. The CBD is dedicated to
promoting sustainable development. Conceived as a practical tool for translating the principles of
Agenda 21 into reality, the Convention recognizes that biological diversity is about not only plants,
animals, micro-organisms, and their ecosystems. It is also about people and the need for food security,
medicines, fresh air and water, shelter, and a clean and healthy environment. With the ratification of
the Convention on Biological Diversity in June 1994, Benin made a step further into nature
management (MEHU, date unknown). Indeed, the article 10 of the CBD, named sustainable use of
components of biological diversity, says that each Contracting Party shall, as far as possible and as
appropriate:
(a) Integrate consideration of the conservation and sustainable use of biological resources into
national decision-making;
(b) Adopt measures relating to the use of biological resources to avoid or minimize adverse impacts on
biological diversity;
(c) Protect and encourage customary use of biological resources in accordance with traditional
cultural practices that are compatible with conservation or sustainable use requirements;
(d) Support local populations to develop and implement remedial action in degraded areas where
biological diversity has been reduced; and
(e) Encourage cooperation between its governmental authorities and its private sector in developing
methods for sustainable use of biological resources.

The 10th article of the Convention on Biological Diversity highlights the value of local knowledge.
Indeed, local people have a long experience of natural resource use; they have ways and customs to
valorise biological diversity that contribute to its conservation. According to the MEHU, it is essential
to list all the traditional management practices, to conserve, to vulgarise and to valorise these
practices. Traditional management practices constitute a significant knowledge of sustainable
conservation and use of biological diversity (MEHU, -).
The National Environmental Action Plan and the CBD ratification permitted the elaboration of the
environmental law in 1999. The assembly voted the law 98-030, Loi Cadre sur l’Environnement en
République du Bénin, which was promulgated by the president in 1999. In the law, measures have
been taken to dissuade farmers from extending the system of itinerant cultivation and to suppress the
measures encouraging land clearings. The environmental law favours the conservation of local vegetal
and animal species (articles 49 to 51) (MEHU & UNITAR, 2003, MEHU et al., 1998). The Article 56
of the environmental law advocates for the forest protection against any form of degradation:
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Article 56: Les forêts doivent être protégées contre toute forme de dégradation, de pollution ou de
destruction causées notamment par la surexploitation, le surpâturage, les défrichements abusifs, les
brûlis, les maladies ou l'introduction d'espèces inadaptées.

The main objectives of the Environmental law are the protection of the environment, notably by
preventing and anticipating the actions having immediate or future effects on the environment quality.
The law wants to stop pollution and nature degradation or at least limit their negative effects on the
environment. The text promotes the creation of arterial drainage to improve living conditions and the
restoration of degraded lands. The final objective is to ensure a balance between environment and
development (MEHU & UNITAR, 2003).
Additionally, Benin signed the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International Importance in
November 2000. The Convention on Wetlands, signed in Ramsar, Iran, in 1971, is an
intergovernmental treaty, which provides the framework for national action and international
cooperation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources. There are presently 153
Contracting Parties to the Convention, with 1634 wetland sites, with a total of 145.6 million hectares,
designated for inclusion in the Ramsar List of Wetlands of International Importance (MEHU &
UNITAR, 2003). In Eastern Benin, nine sites have been listed as priority conservation, Ramsar 1018
(see annex 3). Notably the sacred forest of Gnanhouizoun located in the study area is significant for
the presence of the red-bellied monkey. This sacred forest suffers from weak traditional management
and the declining respect for tradition (GEF, 2003).
Benin has signed the Kyoto protocol in December 2001 to control actively the national CO2 emissions.
The Kyoto Protocol is an amendment to the international treaty on climate change. Countries that
ratified the protocol commit to reduce their emission of greenhouse gas (GHG): carbon dioxide and
five other gases. The signatory countries are also engaged in emissions trading, if they maintain or
increase emissions of these gases. The Kyoto Protocol now covers more than 160 countries globally
and over 55% of global GHG emissions (Wikipedia, 2006/2).
Benin has ratified the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora (CITES) and the Convention on Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) or Bonn Convention
(Guedegbe, 1999). CITES is an international agreement between governments that adhere voluntarily.
The aim is to ensure that international trade in specimens of wild animals and plants does not threaten
their survival. CITES provide a framework to signatory states, made to be included in national
legislation. CITES counts 169 signatory parties. CMS aims to conserve terrestrial, marine and avian
migratory species throughout their range. It is an intergovernmental treaty, concluded under the aegis
of the United Nations Environment Programme, concerned with the conservation of wildlife and
habitats on a global scale. Since the Convention’s entry into force, its membership has grown steadily
to include 97 parties from Africa, Central and South America, Asia, Europe and Oceania.
Beside the environmental plans, the government of Benin created the Dimension Sociale du
Développement. The DSD program intends to reinforce the institutional capacities for the formulation
and the implementation of coherent social politics. The DSD want to generate knowledge to better
understand and follow up the living conditions of the poorest and vulnerable groups, promote a bottom
development (through micro-project), set-up minimal social infrastructures and support the promotion
of employment in favour of targeted population (Adegbidi, 2002). The program aims at reducing the
number of poor people, notably by understanding the poverty and creating alternative sources of
incomes.
Finally, Benin wrote the national Agenda 21, which was published in 1997. It mentions the necessity
to protect in a sustainable way all the constituent of the biological diversity (MEHU, -).
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3.3.

Vodoun religion and secret societies

The population of Benin has always practised traditional polytheist religion; the cult varies according
to the socio-cultural group. Traditional cults are practised by approximately 44% of the population.
Foreign religions are growing in importance, such as Christianity (35.4%) and Islam (20.6%) (Agbo &
Sokpon, 1998). Many Beninese people practise both a traditional and a foreign religion.
In Beninese mythology, Heaven and Earth got married and gave birth to three types of children: trees,
animals and humans. Trees are the elder brother of men and forested areas constitute a mean to
communicate with the gods (Juhé-Beaulaton & Roussel, 2003). There is a hierarchy within the gods
and spirits: the main gods appeared with the creation of the earth. The children of the main gods may
also be venerated, but they are less powerful. Other new spirits may appear and some humans may be
deified after miraculous events. Sacred forests shelter different divinities, materialised by natural
elements such as stones, trees and snakes. Within a sacred forest, the supreme gods, which are also the
most powerful, coexist with other minor divinities. Benin counts a number of secret societies, linked to
spirits but not dedicated to a god.
In Benin, the gods and spirits are generally named vodoun. Different orthography exists such as
Voodoo, Vaudou or Voudou. While many still believe that the vodoun tradition stems from the
Caribbean and Brazil, its real cradle is Benin. Vodoun is often mistaken for Voodoo, or pure
witchcraft. But, vodoun cult is in reality much more, it is a culture, a norm system and a fundament for
traditional practices. Vodoun can be evil, but its primary task is to protect humans and to help them to
solve their problem. People consult one of the vodoun for health, financial problems and for happiness.
Vodoun can help people to become more self-confident and have better success in their business.
Vodoun can also warn humans in case of great dangers, for instance against floods or epidemics. Some
wizards or witches use vodoun with bad intentions to arm people; but the misuse of vodoun is only
limited to a minority of priests (Souza, date unknown).
Among the most important vodouns, we find Xêbiosso, the god of
thunder and harvest. He controls the rain that irrigates the crops.
Xêbiosso is the symbol of justice who strikes people that committed a
crime (Sodegla, 1993). Xêbiosso is often represented by a man with axe
as presented on
Sakpata is the god of smallpox. He protects against diseases and is also
the god of the soil and fertility. Sakpata protected its worshippers
before the time of hospitals, and he still cure people today (Sodegla,
1993).
Dan or the Sky-snake is the god of prosperity and money. He is the
vodoun managing the evolution of economic activities. Dan created all
the waters of the earth. In the form of a serpent, the movement of his
7,000 coils formed hills and valleys on earth and brought forth stars and
planets in the heavens. Dan has contacts with people living in the rivers,
seas and oceans. He offers protection against death by drowning
(Sodegla, 1993).
Mami Wata is the mermaid, the goddess of beauty and wealth.
Tohossou brings peace and prosperity to the community and the
surrounding villages (Sodegla, 1993).

Figure 3.1:
Representation of
Xêbiosso, the thunder
divinity, Adjohoun

Vodoun Ogou or Ogun is the god of metals and warriors. People working with metal will pray him for
fortune and for protection when using metallic tools.
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Shrines for Ogou can be observed on old
traditional houses because the ancestors were
warriors and needed individual protection
(Sodegla, 1993). In the Ouémé Valley, Ogun
is considered as a very powerful and
dangerous vodoun. He helps to solve
conflicts related to robbery. The thief is
entrusted with Ogun, which will track the
guilty of theft until death. If the robber
confesses his crime and arrange a solution
with the stolen person, then he will not die.
In general, Ogun asks for the blood of the
guilty party.

Figure 3.2: Fetish of Ogun, war and metal god,
with the vodoun chief, Akpadanou

The god Legba is the gatekeeper; he is the owner of the roads and doors in this world. In particular,
Legba stands at the crossroads of the human and the divine, as he is child-like messenger between the
two worlds. Legba is represented with a massive erected penis (see figure 3.3), which is the symbol of
his force and power. Legba is often present at the entrances of a village to protect against bad spirits
(Souza, date unknown).
Thron is a powerful and good god who protects people against curses, poisons and witchcraft. More
and more people are initiated to this vodoun to get his protection. In the Thron temple, the followers
and priest are obliged to dress in white, as presented in the figure 3.4.

Figure 3.3: Representation of
Legba, Ouidah

Figure 3.4: Fetish Thron, with the vodoun chief and
adepts, Akpadanou

Each vodoun has many children or branches. Sakpata, for instance, has 41 branches; among them, the
one that goes in earth, the one that goes in water, the one that goes in fire, and the one that goes in the
air (Sodegla, 1993).
During the fieldwork, it was difficult to make a clear distinction between a vodoun and a fetish. What
could be understood is that a vodoun is the god or spirit itself, while the fetish is a representation of
god or a kind of relic. Followers pray vodoun and make offerings near or on the fetishes. The two
terms are used in this sense in the report.
Benin counts also four main secret societies: Egoun, Zangbéto, Guélédé and Oro. The spirits of the
ancestors are represented by Egoun, the family name for the spirits. Egoun-goun ceremonies often
occur in South of Benin, and it is common to run into a celebration of ancestors in a street or squire,
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most typically in Ouidah, Abomey or Porto Novo. The ancestors are covered in large colourful
costumes, they spin and dance, and chase after the audience of the ceremony (Souza, -).
The secret society of Zangbéto first appeared in the region of Porto-Novo and is present in all the
districts of the Ouémé department. Zangbéto insures the security of local population (Commune
d’Adjohoun, 2004). The legend tells that during his migration to the East, Tê Agbanlin, the future
founder of the Porto-Novo Kingdom, have met on his way hostiles groups. One of his warriors taught
him a trick to escape the opponents. The warrior suggested the troops to move on during the night and
pass themselves off as a spirit, by playing horn and getting dress with palm branches. According to the
warrior recommendations, Tê Agbanlin succeeded in crossing the hostiles regions up to the PortoNovo Plateau where they found asylum. Therefore, Tê Agbanlin set up a new secret institution, quasireligious, in charge of guarding the kingdom and provide there order (Sodegla, 1993).
More generally, Zangbéto is a kind phantom, without material consistency. He is volatile and can
merge with air. Under this gas form, he can at the same time guard the entire village and the places
under his protection.
Zangbéto notifies his presence by playing
horn and speaking with a nasal voice. In
principle, he only appears during the night,
which gave him the name Zangbéto,
meaning night guard.

Figure 3.5: A Zangbéto, Adjohoun

Zangbéto is seen as a mobile hut, made with
raffia and sometimes topped by a mask (see
figure 3.4). The Zangbéto society is treated
as equivalent with vodoun, mainly due to
the secret and mystery enclosing the
society. Zangbéto also protect all vodoun
temples and believers (Koudjo, -).

Guélédé is a secret society coming from the Yoruba ethnic. The masks are brought out for ritual
ceremonies. They are generally carried on the skull top, exclusively by men that dress feminine finery.
The figure 3.6 presents two types of dress and masks.

Figure 3.6: Pictures of two Guélédé, Adjohoun
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In principle, the men who wear the masks are not recognizable at the risk of their lives. The masks
represent a divinity, an animal, or make fun of a person or a clan; but the masks always have a morale
message. They are constituted with a woman face, surmounted by a structure representing a metaphor
or telling a tale. The masks are also used to call upon divinities mildness, by appealing to the society
mothers that take care of the traditions and have the power to give birth (Petit Futé, 2005).
The last secret society is Oro. Oro is a vodoun but the cult is very secret and mysterious. Whenever
Oro cult members are out to perform, a curfew is imposed all over the region. The Oro cult festival
takes place once a year and lasts two weeks, between July and August. However, outside the festive
period the cult members may perform on ad hoc occasions. Such occasions can be for offering
sacrifices to ancestral spirits, the burial ground of the founders of the community or when there is
security problem in the region and the elders want to control people’s movement. Women and
uninitiated men are obliged to stay at home; otherwise, they are supposed to die. In fact, one of the
main features of the cult is the exclusion of women from any knowledge of whatever Oro is. Oro
usage is under the control of the traditional executive council. The council comprises several cult
ministers, with an Oro chief: the Adjina. For the older cult members, ceremonies are a time to discuss
serious issues affecting both the individuals and the community at large, especially issues they cannot
or would not discuss in the presence of women and children. Oro ceremonies are accompanied with
music and songs, the youths members of the cult drum and sing. Sacred Forests are places of
discussion with Oro divinity who communicates by sounds made with kinds of harmonicas and mouth
organs. Oro is said to transmit his message to an interpreter that takes the responsibility of interpreting
the god message in plain language. Oro’s raison d'être, is to ward off evil in the community and, at the
same time, to entertain. Oro is a cult, which promotes a good harmony between humankind and his
environment. For instance, most parts of Yoruba-speaking areas of Benin have been overtaken by
palm plantations, following the destruction of the natural forest in the 1950s and 1960s. Only Oro
sacred forests have survived, containing luxuriant vegetation (Egba-Yewa association, 1999).
Finally, divinatory practices are often used in the study area, notably to choose informal authorities.
Fâ is the oracle, capable of telling about the past, the present, and the future. Bokonon, the Fâ
consultant, transmits the predications. Bokonon is able to interpret the signs of Fâ. The person who
wants to consult the future has to take small objects given by Bokonon, including coloured rocks and
various shells, and secretly describes his problem to the objects. These objects are placed in front of
the Bokonon, who takes his essential tool of divination: a rosary of cowries or concave palm nutshells,
linked by a cord. The rosary is thrown on the ground several times, which gives a combination of
signs, as presented in the table 3.1.

x
x
x
x
Way

x
x x
x
x x

x x
x
x x
x

Loss

Profit

x
x x
x x
x x

x x
x x
x x
x

x x
x
x x
x x

x x

Joy

Sadness

Red

Dragon’s tail

x
x
x

Table 3.1: Examples of the Fâ predication signs

The Bokonon then observes the pattern in which the shells have fallen, whether face-up or face down.
Using this information, the Bokonon describes the source of the problem and the remedies available.
The sources may include sorcery, failure to honor an ancestor or a vodoun. Remedies include
sacrifices to the offended ancestor or vodoun, the purchase of charms, amulets, and other protective
objects.
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3.4.

Sacred forests in Benin

Studies have listed 2,940 sacred forests covering an area of 18,360 ha, representing 0.2% of the total
area of Benin. The small sacred groves, areas less than one hectare, represent 70% of the total number;
18% cover an area between 1 and 5 ha and 12% of the forests are bigger than 5 ha (Agbo & Sokpon,
1998). Sacred groves play an important role for the local population, constituting a cultural and tourist
patrimony. However, there are sacred forests with large areas like Igbo Doléo (1,600 ha), Adjougni (1
200 ha), Ekpasso (800 ha), Igbo Lakou (600 ha), Félia (600 ha) in the Zou department, as well as,
Adakplamé (450 ha) and Gnanhouizoun (around 300 ha) in the Ouémé department. These remnant
vegetations play a fundamental role in the socio-economic environment of local populations. Many
traditional principles and rules based on animism are used to manage the sacred forests in Benin
(International Development Research Centre –IDRC-, 2005 and Agbo & Sokpon, 1998).
Number of Sacred Forest Per Departement

Area of Sacred Forests Per Department

536
18%

812
27%

2139,9
11,7%

411,71
2,2%
2083,01
11,3%

Atacora
Atlantique

474
16%

90,74
0,5%

Borgou
Mono
Ouémé

493
17%
139
5%

Zou

486
17%

1081,68
5,9%

12552,32
68,4%

Figure 3.7: Number and area of sacred forests per department (Source: Agbo and Sokpon, 1998
and author)

As shown by the figure 3.7, the Zou is the department possessing the largest number of sacred groves
(812). On the contrary, the Mono department only counts 139 sacred forests. The Zou has the biggest
area of sacred groves while the Mono only possesses 90.74 ha of sacred forests. According to Agbo
and Sokpon (1998), in 1997, the Ouémé department had 493 sacred forests covering an area of
1081.68 ha (Agbo and Sokpon, 1998).
Type de
sacred
department

Fetish forest
Nb

Atacora

309

Atlantique

309

Borgou

368

Mono

105

Ouémé

174

Zou

488

Total

1753

%
58
11
65
11
76
13
76
4
35
6
60
17
60

Burial sites
Nb
127
18
45
24
7
24
245

%
24
4
4
1
9
2
17
1
1
0
3
1
8

Community Secret societies
forests
forests
Nb
%
Nb
%
16
89
0
0
3
2
28
11
133
0
5
12
58
0
0
2
4
3
6
4
0
0
4
59
18
290
1
10
13
23
106
185
4
6
288
10
612
21

Non-specified
purposes
Nb
%
2
11
0
1
3
0
3
15
1
0
4
9
42

0
1
0
1
0
1

Total
Nb
536
474
486
139
493
812
2940

%
100
18
100
16
100
17
100
5
100
17
100
28
100

NB. The numbers in blue are the percentage for the total number of forests.
Table 3.2: Different types of sacred forests found in Benin in 1997 (Agbo & Sokpon, 1998)
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The sacred forests of Benin have different socio-cultural and religious functions, which are divided as
forêts fétiches (60%), forest of secret societies (21%), community forests (10%), and burial sites (8%).
The last category consists of non-specified sacred forests; they are at the same time cemetery,
community and/or contain fetishes. The table 3.2 presents detailed figures for each department: the
number of each type of sacred forests and the percentage it represents.
The sacred items vary significantly from one province to another and comprise rivers, trees and sites.
Usually, trees are the most sacred things in the groves, because they are said to be inhabited by spirits.
The most famous sacred tree is the Iroko or Milicia excelsa, main tree deified in Benin. The Iroko is
the protector of the local population against bad spells. The other sacred items are fetish
representations such as stones, iron, pottery, graves, sanctuaries, spirits, animals and snakes. Many
functions are assigned to sacred forests, fertility, health, prosperity, rain-making, protection, hunting,
farm yields, harm, power, predication, peace and justice (Agbo & Sokpon 1998/2 and Sodegla, 1993).
Within the sacred forests, the different plants present do not have the same importance. Some are the
symbol or the incarnation of a spirit, others may sanctify, purify or neutralize bad spirits and spells.
Milicia exelsa embodies the prosperity divinity. Local people all over the country preserve seedlings
and saplings of this specie. Dracaena arborea embodies the rain divinity while Newbouldia laevis is
for the iron divinity –Ogun; these trees are used for vodoun ceremonies. In general, the local
population protects these tree species, even if they are isolated in the middle of fields or villages. The
sacred forests contain diversified and specific species, characteristic of the dense semi-deciduous
forests. Globally, the vegetation can be classified in three strata with some characteristic species
(IDRC, 2005; Agbo & Sokpon, 1998/2, and Thill & Leonis, 1995/2):
−

The arborescent stratum, height above 25 meters: Triplochiton scleroxylon, Ceiba pentandra,
Antiaris toxicaria, Celtis adolfi-frederici, Albizia glaberrima.

−

The shrubby stratum: Holarrhena floribunda, Bridelia atroviridis, Allophyllus africanum.

−

The herbaceous stratum mainly dominated by: Aneilema beninense, Panicum parvifolium,
Securinega virosa, Talinum triangulare.

In Benin, the foundation of the sacred forest conservation is mainly based on spiritual aspects; and
most importantly, the punishments associated to bad actions. Sacred forests have series of rules that
are in principle known before entering sacred forests (see section 2.4.4 and 5.2). If the traditional and
religious rules are not respected, the sacred groves are considered to be profaned and the forest spirits
are disturbed. The sanctions are variable, regarding the seriousness of the fault. It can goes from a
simple warning, to a bewitchment and even the death of the offender. In some cases, the delinquent is
sentenced to pay a fine (beef, chicken, drink, etc.). Humans do not decide about the penalty, the
vodoun chief seeks advices to the forest god and Fâ, which will give the judgment. Although cultural
and religious aspects protect forests, nowadays in Benin they suffer from demographic and socioeconomic pressures, to be detailed in the following section (IDRC, 2003).

3.5.

Pressure on sacred forests in Benin

The Beninese population highly depends on the forest, which constitutes an important source of goods
and revenues for people, and are valuable environments. Therefore, this is necessary to preserve the
natural resource as much as possible. Nevertheless, forests are under pressure and several problems
generate the inadequate use of natural resources and sacred forests (MEHU et al., 1998). Poverty and
population growth, history and religion are major factors of sacred groves destruction. The main
consequences of these factors are the over-exploitation of sacred forests.
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3.5.1.

Historical factor

It is necessary to distinguish three main historical periods to present the successive threats on sacred
forests. Before 1972, the sacred forests were respected; the traditional management structures were
strong. Then, between 1972 and 1980, the Marxist-Leninist regime of the general Mathieu Kérékou
started a broad campaign to eradicate ‘obscurantism’ or witchcraft. During this campaign, thousand
hectares of sacred forests were razed, targeting big trees supposed to shelter bad spirits. The sacred
forests were always replaced with fields; indeed the soil had thick humus, making the soil very fertile
for crop cultivation. Vodoun representatives were obliged to stop their activities and imprisoned,
judged guilty of witchcraft (Agbo & Sokpon, 1998 and Tchoukpeni, 1995). Jails were built all over the
country to greet the sorcerers and witches. However, in 1976, the politics of the president Kérékou
changed, as explained by Juhé-Beaulaton and Roussel (2003: 12):
But in 1976, a severe drought occurred. This was interpreted by public opinion as a sign of the anger
of the divinities, something that worried the government and encouraged it to undergo a change of
attitude. Since then, it has adopted a policy of compromise with traditional authorities without
formally recognizing them. Tension between the political and religious authorities has gradually
decreased during the 1980’s, and, especially since the recent decline of the economic situation, the
population has showed a renewed interest in vodoun cults.

From that moment, the conceptions of Mathieu Kérékou started to change with politics oriented
towards environmental conservation. For instance, in 1984 June 1st was instituted as the National Tree
Day (Journée Nationale de l’Arbre). Each first of June, the population is invited to plant a tree;
usually a fruit tree, and the ecological role of forests are reminded in the media. An upgrading of the
forests and the traditional management systems started with the participation to the 1992 Rio
conference (Agbo and Sokpon, 1998).

3.5.2.

Religious factor

Since the appearance of new religions from the second half of the 19th century, traditional religions
have been progressively abandoned; it has impacts on sacred groves. As explained by Juhé-Beaulaton
(2005: 3):
Dès leur arrivée les missionnaires chrétiens rivalisent systématiquement avec les prêtres des religions
locales, à la fois dans leur prêches et dans l’implantation des églises qui bien souvent jouxtent des bois
sacrés, dans le but non dissimulé de s’y substituer. Ce processus s’accélère encore avec la diffusion
notamment des nouvelles religions issues du christianisme et dans une moindre mesure de l’islam.

With the decreasing interest for the vodoun religion, the ancestral rules are less and less respected.
People are not afraid anymore to enter the sacred forests and to cut trees, which entails a lower
protection of sacred forests. Moreover, vodounsi (vodoun followers) and vodoun chiefs are getting
older, in many villages the guardian is deceased, provoking anarchic penetrations in the sacred groves.
The majority of the younger generations do not have the same vision and do not believe in polytheist
religion. Therefore, the death of a divinity priest can lead to the neglecting of the sacred forest by the
population and the clearing wood (Agbo & Sokpon, 1998; Tchoukpeni, 1995 and Kokou et al., 2005).

3.5.3.

Poverty and demography

As already explained in the second chapter, rapid demographic growth can have devastating
consequences on the environment. This is also the case in Benin for the sacred forests. The population
density in the South of the country (place of the research) is increasing; and the urban areas are
expanding. The population of Benin has more than doubled between 1960 (2 million) and 1995 (5.2
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million). An acceleration of urbanisation was observed since the independence of the country.
Cotonou, the economic capital, is attracting many young people who seek a job.
The demographic growth rate is high in the Southern zone (8% per year), the maps of annex 4 shows
the evolution of population and population density per department. The population growth coupled
with stagnant, if not decreasing per capita income, leave local population with no other livelihood, but
reliance on direct exploitation of natural resources for both subsistence and income generation.
Therefore, people tend to be more and more dependant on the surrounding forests (GEF, 2003).
In the context of increasing poverty and demographic pressure, several interrelated factors occur: a
low standard of living provokes bad or over-exploitation of sacred forests. It generates an irreversible
degradation of the groves, making people even poorer (for more details see the section 2.1, Poverty
and Environment Relationship). Farmers are obliged to clear new lands; fields are spread out up to
sacred forests, which are then subject to bush fires or overgrazing. Local communities started to cut
fraudulently trees of high value and many sacred forests became rubbish dumps (Ametepe, 1997;
Kokou et al., 2005 and Agbo & Sokpon, 1998). Forest destruction for agricultural purposes
accelerated with the introduction, during the colonial period, of cash crops mainly oil palm and cotton.
However, these activities are now declining. The demand for field remains important (Sodegla, 1993;
Hessou & Houngnon, 1999 and ABE, 1997). The impoverishment situation lead to the breakdown of
informal constraints that communities imposed upon themselves for many centuries in order to ensure
the sustainable use of the natural resources that maintain their livelihood (GEF, 2003). The traditional
conservation systems are neglected.
In short, the increasing population and the lack of alternative sources of incomes, makes the
population totally dependent on their natural resources. In particular, forests are over-exploited,
generating irreversible damages and endangering highly diversified ecosystems. Moreover, people
livelihoods are intimately linked with the forest, making them even more vulnerable if the forest area
decreases.

3.5.4.

Energy needs

Benin owns different energetic resources, conventional energy such as electricity, hydrocarbon, brown
coal, and renewable energy such as wood, wood coal, hydro-energy, solar energy, and wind energy.
The energetic needs are nearly entirely satisfied by
biomass energy: wood, coal, biogas, vegetal wastes.
Indeed, firewood counts for 73% of the total
consumption of energy. Wood is collected for
different purposes, as firewood to cook for both rural
and urban population; and for economic activities
(restaurant, preparing oil palm and Sodabi),
representing an annual consumption of 3 millions
tonnes of wood (MEHU & UNITAR, 2003). From
this amount, 900,000 tones per year are covered by
wood coming from forest fallows highly exploited,
located in the Northern regions and the surrounding
plateaus.

Figure 3.8: Wood extracted from
Kpinkonzoun sacred forest, Akpadanou

According to Juhé-Beaulaton (2000), more than 90% of the domestic energy needs in Benin are
covered by the exploitation of fallows and natural forests by rural people. The proportion of wood
produced by national companies such as the Office National du Bois (ONAB) and the Projet Bois de
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Feu (PBF) are rather low. With the growing demand of wood, the gathering of wood is becoming a
very lucrative activity and therefore attracts more people. In average, a woman can earn 500 FCFA per
day from firewood and 650 FCFA per day from charcoal (Bodjrenou, 2006).
The urban population growth poses a problem for fuelwood supply. In fact, the cities depend on rural
areas for the supply of wood and charcoal. This all causes wood shortage in the Southern regions of
Benin where are located the administrative capital –Porto-Novo- and the economic capital –Cotonou-.
The situation generates the search for new areas of wood extraction, which progressively extend to the
Central and Northern regions of the country. The high consumption of wood cannot be compensated
by forest fallows. Actually, the Mono, the Atlantique and the Ouémé departments are nearly devoid of
large forests. At the same time, fallow duration has diminished in favour of longer cultivation periods.
The land regeneration capacity is not fast enough and trees do not have time to grow (MEHU et al.,
1998 and Juhé-Beaulaton, 2000). The use of fuelwood is progressively replaced by charcoal, which is
more efficient to cook and warm food. Nevertheless, its usage remains limited. Today 65% of the
households of Cotonou use fuelwood and only 13% use charcoal (Juhé-Beaulaton, 2000).
To conclude, the low development of alternatives sources of energy and the bad dissemination of those
existing, constantly increase the need and use of wood. Moreover, the remaining forests are generally
badly managed leading to their exhaustion. This has several consequences: the forest disappearance in
itself, soil erosion, loss of biodiversity and irreversible degradation of the environment (MEHU et al.,
1998 and GEF, 2003).

3.5.5.

Other needs

In rural areas, wood is used to build traditional houses and storehouses (see figure 3.9). Rural
communities also depend on wood for pirogues construction and poles; each family living near a river
owns at least one canoe (MEHU & UNITAR, 2003; Tchoukpeni, 1995).

Figure 3.9: Pictures of wooden traditional houses and storehouses, Akpadanou

Both rural and urban people use traditional medicine and medicinal plants to treat themselves. The
regular harvest of medicinal plants can reduce their availability and diversity. Indeed the harvest of
medicinal plants can threaten the supply of plant, for example, when the ingredient needed is a root or
bark. Moreover, the medicinal plants are often over-harvested. The traditional pharmacopoeia is
widespread in Benin and many plants are used in this purpose. The trade of medicinal plant is an
informal network well organised composed by producers, retailers and consumers. The plants are sold
on the local markets, in the main cities or even exported to Togo or Nigeria (Hessou & Houngnon,
1999 and MEHU, -). Some stems or roots are used for hygienic purposes, as toothbrush or for bodily
uses (Kokou et al., 2005).
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Another traditional practice induces the cutting of branches and small trees in order to built Acadja. It
can be assimilated to fish culture (see figure 3.10). Acadja is a fishing technique consisting in planting
pieces of wood in water. Then, the fishes start to grow within this radius, eating the decomposing
wood. After few years, a net is placed around the areas and the fishes are fished (Affoukou 1997).

Figure 3.10: Pictures of Acadja, the traditional fish culture, Ganvié, Benin

3.6.

Region of study: the Ouémé Valley

The region of study is located in the Southern part of Benin, at around 150km from Cotonou and 35km
from Porto-Novo. The study has taken place in the Ouémé department, mainly in the commune of
Adjohoun5. The total area of the commune is 308 km². The commune is surrounded by five other
communes: Dangbo (South), Bonou (North), Sakété (East); Abomey-Calavi and Zè (West); and is
constituted by 57 villages and eight town districts: Adjohoun, Akpadanou, Awonou, Azowlissè,
Dèmè, Gangban, Kodé and Togbota.
The administration of Benin has been decentralised, different representatives are in charge of the
region. The commune formal authority is divided into three levels, first the mayor who is in charge of
the commune, then the height district heads (CA -Chef d’Arrondissement) and finally 57 village chiefs
(CV –Chef de Village). The population elects the CVs, and the communal council elects the CAs and
mayor. One forester is in charge of the forests of the department (Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004).
In 2002, the department counted about 730,772 inhabitants; Ouémé is the second most populated
department of Benin. The population density is 570 inhabitants per km², one of the most densely
populated departments. The rural population represents 458,413 persons compared to 272,359 living
in the urban zones. The population consists of three ethnic groups: Fon/Goun (78.5%), Yoruba
(10.2%) and Adja (7.5%) (INSAE, 2004 and Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004).
The commune of Adjohoun counts 56,455 inhabitants and the population density has constantly
increased, from 139 inhab/km² in 1979 up to 190 inhab/km² in 2002. The Ouémé population is mainly
Catholic (37.1%), Celeste Christians (12.3%) and Muslim (12.1%), and many people observe the
practices of animism (Bodjrenou, 2006; INSAE, 2004, and Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004).

5

Adjohoun means stealing stopped or has fled; Adjo (stealing) and Hon (has fled), Adjohon became later
Adjohoun (Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004).
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The land availability in the Ouémé department varies from region to region. In the sub-urban zones, a
strong demographic pressure is observed, which leaves little space for agriculture. In the South of the
department, the farming activities are quasi inexistent. In the commune of Adjohoun (map 3.2), the
lands are used for oil palm plantation, fields and fallow. Agriculture is the main economic activity in
the department and the commune (76% of the population). The agricultural techniques used are
archaic (hoe), which are not very favourable for agricultural intensification. Other activities such as
hunting, trade, food transformation, fish breeding (Acadja), pork breeding and handicraft are the main
secondary activities (INSAE, 2004; Bodjrenou, 2006 and Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004).
The department is divided into two main ecological types, the Plateau and the Ouémé river valley,
which flood the low lands during the rainy seasons. In the department, the vegetal cover has been
largely damaged, and is progressively replaced by agriculture and palm groves. A large number of
sacred groves remains, and the region has many listed forest principally located on the Plateau (see
annex 2, the list of listed forests) (Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004).
The only listed forest in the valley is located in Togbota (around 10 ha).
The Togbota sacred grove constitutes the habitat of the red bellied
monkey (Cercopithecus erythogaster ssp. erythogaster – ZinKaka, see
figure 3.11), an endangered and protected endemic species. The redbellied monkey is also found in other sacred forest such as Gnanhouizoun.
Although not listed, all the sacred forests in the commune and in general
in the country are areas entirely protected by the population
(Gouvernement du Bénin, 2005 and Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004).
Figure 3.11: Cercopithecus erythrogaster ssp. erythrogaster

Two studies evocate the causes of forest degradation in the department. The causes are similar to the
ones observed on the national level. The sacred forests are mainly threatened by poverty and
demographic growth. According to the studies, local communities have low incentives for nature
conservation and bad management practices. Sacred forests are over-exploited for wood, or cleared for
agricultural purposes (clearing, bush fires, slash and burn cultivation). Finally, there is presently a lack
of respect for the traditional rules by young generations (Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004 and Bodjrenou,
2006).
Gbaguidi (1998) shows that in the Ouémé department as elsewhere in the country, people are highly
dependant on wood products, mainly for firewood. Around 940,000 tones of wood are used each year
for cooking, supplied by oil palm plantation and natural sacred forests.
Quantity of wood products needed (t)
94000; 9,0%

1250; 0,1%

3500; 0,3%

Firewood
Charcoal
Other Sources
Timber (m²)

943000; 90,5%

Figure 3.12: Annual consumption of wood per household in Ouémé (Gbaguidi, 1998).
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Moreover, Bodjrenou (2006) argues that the forester of Adjohoun mainly focuses on the Plateau, has
little knowledge about the sacred forests in the Ouémé valley and not enough time to supervise the
entire region. As a conclusion, we can say that the forest resources are seriously threatened in the
Ouémé department and Adjohoun commune. It is mainly due to intensive anthropogenic activities.
Finally, no sociological research has been done about sacred forests in this region (Gbaguidi, 1998).
There is a general lack of information about sacred forests.
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Chapter IV: Methodology

4.

RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY
The fourth chapter introduce the methodology used to pursue the research. The first section justifies
the selection of the research area. The second part details the different informants’ categories; they are
the targeted group to be interviewed. The third and fourth section present the research strategy set up
in order to collect data and to analyse the results. Finally, during the research, some biases came up;
they are briefly presented in the last alinea.
4.1.

Selection of research site

In accordance with the site suggested by the CERGET, the study is designed for the Ouémé
department. The aim is to focus on the Ouémé River valley, which is rich in sacred forests and
includes many different types of sacred forests (fetish, convent and community forests). The Ouémé
department is vast and could not be covered within the time available. The survey was based in
Adjohoun, from where several cities and villages were reached (see map 4.1).
Several remarkable sacred groves were identified due to their size, history and/or magical capacities,
in particular Kpinkonzoun, Bamêzoun, Bohouézoun, Avazoun and Kingbézoun. The area of
Kpinkonzoun is important compared to the other groves of the region. It is a dense and semideciduous forest of around eight hectares and is known to shelter monkeys, bats and butterflies. It was
decided with the CERGET to study in details the management structure of Kpinkonzoun. The Ouémé
valley counts one listed sacred forest named Togbozoun. But for time and distance constraints, it was
not possible to visit this particular sacred grove and further study it.
Interviews were carried out in the main cities Adjohoun, Bonou, Azowlissè and Porto-Novo, and in
small villages located nearby sacred groves. Some interviews were made on the plateau (Kétou, AdjaOuéré and Sakété), but vodoun and subsequently the sacred forests management were totally different.
The Plateau has a majority of Oro forests, a secret society difficult to study. Women or uninitiated
cannot enter Oro forests, and the followers answer to the questions with difficulty. Therefore, it was
decided to essentially focus on the Ouémé river valley.
Some villages are more remote and are difficult to reach in comparison to others. Public roads lack
and remote villages are only accessible by canoe and/or small tracks. Consequently, these villages
were only visited ones due to time constraints. The interview locations are presented on the following
map, identified by red crosses. The complete list of interviews location is detailed in the annex 5 with
the list of informants.

4.2.

Identification of informants

The key informants have been divided into three categories:
1. The general users or residents are people living in the Ouémé department, and more
specifically in the Ouémé valley. They have general or extensive knowledge about one or
several sacred forests and enter them sometimes or regularly. This category of informants has
heard about sacred groves and has an opinion about them.
2. The local experts or traditional chiefs have a particular status regarding sacred forests. They
are people directly in charge of a sacred forest, of a secret society, responsible person of
imported religions (other than vodoun), or members of the family owning the sacred forest.
The local experts can also be vodoun chiefs and/or traditional healers. The local formal
authorities are considered as local experts, including the mayor of Adjohoun, the eight chefs
d’arrondissements and the 47 chefs de villages. Finally, the local kings are included in the
local expert category, they are considered as formal authorities.
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Map 4.1: Map of the Ouémé department, with the main locations of interviews, indicated by
(Source: author and Petit Futé)
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3. The experts are the representatives of the ministries, or other state organisations such as the
Direction d’Aménagement du Territoire (DAT) or the Direction des Forêts et des Ressources
Naturelles (DFRN) (the foresters are part of this governmental agency). The experts do not
have informations about sacred forests of the Ouémé valley. They provided data about
national regulations, the projects already implemented and state objectives concerning sacred
forests conservation. The answers of the experts are essentially discussed in the sixth chapter
and are partly used to elaborate the recommendations (chapter seven).
Several characteristics about the informants were documented during the interviews such as ethnic
groups, age, gender, profession and religion. The ethnic group do not vary in the region; the majority
of people are Ouéménous, which means that they belong to the Wémé ethnic group. The age of the
informant varies from 12 to approximately 100 years old. A group interview has been done in a
primary school to evaluate the knowledge of schoolchildren about sacred forests and nature
conservation.
The interviews focus on the local expert and old general user’s knowledge. The first interviews made
clear that older generations and informal authorities take more part in the decision-making and that
they have more knowledge about sacred groves. It is indeed presented by the Beninese expression:
“Un vieux qui meurt c’est une bibliothèque qui brûle”. The younger generation, between 30 and 60
years old, were also targeted, but the answers do not vary greatly according to the age of informants.
In other words, the older and younger informants do not have significantly different point of views.
The age factor is not a distinction point for the result analysis. Women have been progressively
abandoned from the informants. In general, women are more reluctant to speak about spiritual aspects,
instead they often replied to question men. Apparently, women were more afraid to disclose some
taboos or to admit that they entered sacred groves to collect wood and medicinal plants.
From the several criterions initially selected, only the profession/activity and the religion give
differences among the informants. Moreover, the different informant categories may have the same
answers. In this case, the general result is presented without specific detail per category.

4.3.

Research strategy: a survey

The research involves the use of both secondary sources of information, such as reports, articles,
books, and statistics; and primary data such as observations and direct interviews with government
officials, CERGET executives, local authorities and local people. I intend to study the interaction of
people with the sacred forests as a whole. Consequently, it was necessary to include diverse factors,
the energetic and financial needs of local communities, the spiritual value attached to sacred forests,
environmental and legislative considerations. As a result, the research combines different factors to
map the actual situation of sacred forests.
A quantitative research method was adopted, the survey. The objective is to get a general
comprehensive view, by gathering a sample of data or opinion considered to be representative of the
whole. The same questionnaire was used to interview a hundred of informants, in a systematic way.
The study focuses on sacred forests and is restricted to the Ouémé valley and surroundings of
Adjohoun. The primary information could be gathered from direct observation and mainly semistructured interviews and group interviews.

4.3.1.

Main activities

The main research questions presented in the introduction are a basis for the survey and data analysis.
The literature review intends to gain information about the topic and set up a theoretical background.
Theoretical informations are used to analyse collected data and to frame the discussion chapter.
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Specific literature about sacred forests in India and Benin was used to set up a questionnaire. The
questionnaires and some interviews were made in French. For the majority of interviews, an
interpreter had to translate the question in Fon or Goun, the two local languages. Apart from
individual interviews, some group meetings were done mainly in remote areas in order to get a general
view of the villagers in a single interview and short period. The fieldwork was divided into two main
activities.
- Inventories. It is necessary to inventory the sacred forests (name, location, size, type) of the
study area, and for what purposes they are used. After several interviews, we decided to make a
medicinal plant inventory, which gives a broad idea of plants diversity. The plant inventory is not
complete; indeed, plant gathering was only made in the sacred forest of Kpinkonzoun. We did not
have time to extend plant inventory to other sacred groves. However, we consider that
Kpinkonzoun is representative of the other sacred groves of the Ouémé valley.
- Survey. The aim is to study the social and economic importance of the sacred groves and to
conclude about people dependency on natural resources. For better understanding why local
communities protect the sacred groves, it was necessary to make inquiries about the forests’
history. Then, we evaluate the degree of pressure that is exercised on sacred forest, who is putting
pressure on the natural resource and for what reasons. We try to perceive the sources of threats to
resource integrity and conflicts about resource use. The next step is to study how local
communities manage the forest, identify the persons responsible for the sacred groves and the way
they are structured. We also consider the legal status of forests and sacred forests in Benin and
evaluate the knowledge of informants about it. The last point developed is the proposition of
recommendations to reduce the threat on sacred forests.

4.3.2.

Sampling

Two sampling methods have been combined, haphazard sampling and snowball sampling (strategic
sampling system).
According to the haphazard sampling, respondents were randomly chosen within the categories by
walking through villages and ask residents for participation in interviews. Haphazard sampling was
used to select the general users or residents and to set up group meetings. When arriving in a village,
we asked the first persons we found to answer some questions or to be introduced to the local
authorities. In most of the cases, people asked children for finding the elders. Mostly all villagers were
curious to know what the research was about. Consequently, it was usual to start the group interview
with five persons and finish it with 25 and the quasi obligation to try the local alcohol. In some cases,
some questions were asked two times to have the opinion of the new comers.
The snowball sampling was mainly used to select local experts, by asking some respondents to give
the name of key persons such as local authorities, traditional healers, vodoun chiefs, old men and
women. We mainly used snowball sampling in Adjohoun and the surrounding villages, where we
spent most of the time. At the end of the interview, the respondent was asked to name key people.
Each time we came up with four or five new names. After some interviews, we obtained the same
names.
The experts in Cotonou or Porto-Novo were chosen after discussions with the local authorities and the
manager of the CERGET, mainly by selecting the key ministries and offices to be consult. In total, we
made 99 individual interviews and 10 group interviews. The total number of informant is 156 people,
of different categories. We notably interviewed five experts working for ministries and state agencies.
The list of informant is in the annex 5.
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In general, everybody was willing to answer the questions. However, women were generally more
afraid and often referred to the men during the interview (“I don’t know, you should ask a man”).
Therefore, in most of the cases, the women interviewed had a particular link with sacred forests or
with the family managing it. We also targeted the women fetish chiefs, who were often more selfconfident.

4.3.3.

Semi-structured and group interviews

Semi-structured Interviews
Two questionnaires have been used, the first questionnaire was tested during ten days, and the
interviews were used as a pilot study. During the test period, I introduced the research topic to the
main family chiefs, local formal and informal authorities of the study area. A group interview was also
tested. After the pilot interviews, I adjusted the questionnaire, which has been used without any
modification during the rest of the field research. The interview was semi-structured composed with
open questions and yes/no questions (see annex 6). The interviews of the scientists in Cotonou were
open interviews, structured by a general guideline. The main points were the existence of precise
information about sacred forests, the necessity to protect them and the threats facing the sacred forests,
the role of the local communities and the state agencies in sacred forests management.
The semi-structure questionnaire counts 26 questions and allowed interviewing many people in a
relatively short period of time. In general, the interviews lasted 30 minutes to 1 hour depending on the
willingness of people to present details. Some informants had trouble to understand questions,
therefore it was necessary to reformulate them. The interviews of French speaking informants were
shorter, simply because it was not necessary to translate the questions and their answers.

Figure 4.1: Individual interview, with a woman
and the interpreter, Akpadanou

Figure 4.2: Group interview, Houédo-Agué

Group Interviews
In remote villages, it was easier to make group interviews in order to get a broad overview of the
opinion of people. In some cases, the village chief was first interviewed and then asked to bring
together some key persons to be questioned in group. In general, one person started to answer the
question, then the others added if necessary extra information or expressed a different point of view.
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During group interviews, people were polite and respectful to let everyone express his/her point of
view. Therefore, during one interview we had the opinion of five to ten different persons.
During the group interviews, we recorded the different answers of the informants presents. In most
cases, one person started to answer the question and other people added extra informations. The result
of group interviews is the combinations of all answers obtained.

4.4.

Data analysis

The data from the semi-structured and group interviews were computed with Word and Excel. The
Excel tables were used for yes/no questions, the inventories and the list of informants. Excel was also
used to process the information obtained from content analysis.
Content analysis is a technique for making inferences by objectively and systematically identifying
specified characteristics of messages (Holsti, 1969).The method of content analysis enables to include
large amounts of textual information, and systematically identify keywords in the answers of
informants. The large amount of textual information is categorised according to the theoretical
framework. The selection of keywords was done while re-reading the informants answers and
underlining important facts. We try to keep as much as possible the words of informants, and present
them in the form of charts. This explains the variety of keywords, which can sometimes overlap.
For the sacred forests areas, it was decided to use a system of classes, for several reasons. First, we
selected the same classes than Agbo & Sokpon (1997 and 1998), in order to compare the results
obtained. Agbo and Sokpon made the only national inventory of sacred forests; therefore, their work
constitutes a reference. The system of class is also a way to minimise the approximation mistakes and
standardize the areas mentioned by the informants. The areas of the forests were estimated by asking
the respondent to give an approximate size. The answer can greatly vary for the same forest; therefore,
we mainly made average of the respondent answers, considering more the most common answers.
The respondents are divided in three categories, the general users, the local experts and national
experts. In order to guaranty the anonymity of local communities, we decided to use a system of
codes. For local experts: religious authorities, formal and informal authorities, it was decided to
mention their names. The other informants are coded; the author keeps all informants identities (which
can be communicated if requested). In the text, the informants will be referred by category and number
(chronologic order of the interview), for instance GU1 is the General User 1 (corresponding to the
interview 2) and LE28 is the eighteen Local Expert interviewed (complete list in annex 5).

4.5.

Time schedule

The research took place from February 2006 to January 2007, full time from April to end of August
2007 and then part time from September until February.
The first theoretical researches were made from February to Marsh; and are essential based on the
analysis of secondary data, for the proposal writing.
The second part of the research took place in Benin for the fieldwork and data collection, from midApril to the end of August.
Finally, the last part of the research consisted of complementary theoretical information gathering, the
analysis of collected data and thesis writing.
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4.6.

Biases and limitations

At the beginning of the research, the theoretical information gave guidelines to start the research. The
literature review may not have been complete and homogenous, giving some pre-conceived ideas and
directing the research toward a certain angle.
In addition, the respondents may have not always told the truth or focused on specific points to please
the interviewer. Another limitation is that responses stating abstract beliefs or opinions that are not
always followed up with congruent actions and behaviors. In the case of frequency of sacred forests
penetration, informants might have diminished the number, to appear more respectful of sacred
groves. As well, about the activities done in the sacred groves, they might have attenuated the
frequency of gathering or deny some damaging and traditionally forbidden activities.
As explained by Byers et al. (2001), I could observe during the field research that the presence of
outsiders who are interested in traditional culture and sacred places can catch the attention of local
people, and informal authorities. The population was surprised to see a white woman interested in
their sacred forests. It has aroused a certain infatuation for the research that helped to get the attention
of people. Informants were happy to see someone travelling in the region to listen at their problems,
notably the one related to the over-exploitation of the forests. People in general fell powerless and
were hopeful to see that finally someone seems interested about their ancestral forests.
However, after a while, some stories circulated about the research, saying that its purpose was to buy
some sacred forests. Therefore, at the middle of the research it was necessary to re-explain the aim of
the research by organising meetings with the family heads and local (formal and informal) authorities.
The field research was done with an interpreter, as most of the people in the villages do not speak
French. On the one hand, the interpreter was well know (for playing football) in the region and people
probably did not try to lie, as he would probably have noticed. On the other hand, he might have led
the interview, and people might have felt obliged to answer in a certain direction. Nevertheless, the
contact with villagers was easy, and it was probably in part due to his presence. Finally, to limit the
interpreter biases, the field supervisor attended some of the interviews and estimated that the
interviews were well organised and efficient.
One limitation is related to the religious aspects. It was sometimes difficult for me to have access to
sacred forests, and subsequently have an idea of their state (density, size). However, the fact that I am
a stranger and sometime walked for hours to reach a village, asking specific questions, was probably a
strength. People felt confident and allowed me to see some fetishes or secret places that inhabitants of
the region did not know about. Some sacred forests were totally closed for me; Oro is reputed to be
dangerous for women and uninitiated. It was decided to leave Oro forests and not insisting to enter one
of these forests by respect for the traditional believes. It was not possible to visit all the sacred groves,
even if it could have been interesting to see their state and shape. The visit of all sacred forest requires
a lot of time, to cover a large area and cost money. Indeed, it is often necessary to make offerings to
vodoun such as palm oil, Sodabi, cola nuts and get the approval to enter the sacred groves.
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Chapter V: Results

5.

RESULTS: SACRED FORESTS IN THE OUÉMÉ VALLEY
In the study, we focus on the sacred forests located in the Ouémé Valley. As already explained, the
department is divided into two ecological zones, the river valley and the Plateau. After a short study of
the Plateaus’ forests, we could notice that the diversity of type is lesser than in the valley. On the
Plateau, there are mainly Oro forests, which are difficult to study.
This chapter details the empirical information obtained during the field research in Benin. The
findings presented below arise from interviews of 156 informants, general users of sacred forests and
local residents, of local experts and traditional chiefs, and experts. The first section gives general
information about the sacred forests of the Ouémé valley such as the sacred groves names, sizes, and
uses. We select five significant sacred forests: Kpinkonzoun, Bamêzoun, Avazoun, Bohouézoun and
Kingbézoun, which have particular histories and roles for the Ouéménous. Secondly, we identify the
management system and structure of the different sacred forests. In section, three are presented the
results of interviewees about the ecological role of sacred forests and the reasons to conserve them.
Finally, we give an insight into the awareness of local communities about formal laws regulating
forests in general. In each section, general results will be presented and when relevant, one or several
particular cases.

5.1.

Sacred forests characteristics

As presented in the methodology, only one inventory of sacred forests exists in Benin. Therefore, it
was decided to first inventory the sacred forests of the valley to complete the existing list. From the
sacred forest inventory, we listed 106 groves for the Ouémé department (valley and Plateau), from
Bonou to the Aguégués. Among the 106 sacred forests, 18 are located on the Plateau and 23 are Oro
forests, located on both the Plateau and the Ouémé valley. As explained above, it was decided to
eliminate this type of sacred groves. To summarize, the following results are based on the 65
remaining forests, located in the Ouémé valley and dedicated to several divinities and secret societies,
except Oro.
The 65 sacred forests are spread over 23 different localities. Most of the groves listed are located in
Adjohoun and the surroundings. Adjohoun counts 24 sacred groves; Kodé has nine sacred forests,
Dékanmè five, Akpadanou four, Démè three and Affamè counts three sacred forests. The high number
of sacred forests identified in Adjohoun is probably due to the fact that more time was spent in this
area for interviewing people. Moreover, Adjohoun is a renowned religious centre for vodoun cult,
secret societies and witchcraft, explaining why the commune possesses a high concentration of sacred
forests.
The name of a sacred forest is often made with the name of the main vodoun inhabiting the forest or in
some cases the name of the nearby village, and zoun meaning forest. For instance, Kingbézoun is
literally the forest of the vodoun Kingbé and Togbozoun is the forest of the village named Togbota.
The informants most frequently named the sacred groves of Bamêzoun (five times), Bohouézoun (13
times), Dokounonzoun (seven), Gnognouholouzoun (seven), Gogbozoun (four times), Kingbézoun
(13), Kodjizoun (four), Kpinkonzoun (45 times) and Togbozoun, the only listed forest in the region
(mentioned four times). The list of the 65 sacred forests is presented in the annex 7.
Out of the 104 interviews made, only 2% of the respondents were not able to mention the name of a
sacred forest. The 98% others know one or several sacred forests at least by name or more extensively.
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5.1.1.

Sacred forests sizes and types

In Benin, most of the sacred forests have a small area, often below five hectares. As a result of the
survey, we found that this is also the case of the Ouémé valley, where 25 sacred groves representing
38.4%, have an area below one hectare. Twenty sacred forests (30.7%) have areas comprised between
1 and 5 ha; and 7 representing 10.7% of the sacred forests cover an area above 5 ha. The informants
were not able to estimate a size of 13 sacred groves; they are often sacred forests of least importance.
The results are presented by the figure 5.1.

Sacred Forests Size in Ouémé Valley
20,3%

38,4%

Less than 1ha
Between 1 and 5 ha

10,7%

More than 5 ha
Unknown

30,7%

Figure 5.1: Chart presenting the average areas of the Ouémé sacred forests

Among the 104 interviews of general users and local experts, 24 informants never entered a sacred
grove, and 14 of them know some sacred forests just by name. None of the interviewees could know
about all the 65 sacred forests identified in the Ouémé valley, because this is a large area. Informants
are not necessarily interested about the sacred forests located far from their village and dedicated to
other vodoun. Moreover, rural communities are tied to their lands and do not take the time to travel
around.
Some respondents had problems to estimate sacred forests sizes and have sometime given extravagant
figures such as hundreds hectares. In that case, the sacred forest area is considered as unknown.
Among the 70 informants of the region who know about sacred forest areas, 47% of them think that
the sacred groves in the Ouémé valley have a stagnant size. Around 20% think that the groves are
widening and only 33% estimate that the size is decreasing.

Type of Sacred Forests in the Ouémé Valley
2; 3% 2; 3%
1; 2%
10; 15%

Fetish
Convent

32; 49%

Community
Fetish/Convent
Fetish/Community
Fetish/Community/Convent

15; 23%

Fetish/Cemitery

1; 2% 2; 3%

Fetish/Convent/Community/Cemitery

Figure 5.2: Different types of sacred forest in the Ouémé Valley
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As defined by the schoolchildren interviewed, a sacred forest is a religion forest (interview 39, code
GU29, see list in annex 5). Sacred groves can have different functions; the main types identified from
the survey in the studied region are fetish, community, convent and burial sites. As presented in the
chart above, the sacred groves of the Ouémé valley are for almost 50% fetish forests. We also
inventoried one community forests and two convent forests. The rest consists of different
combinations such as 15 fetish/convent forests (23%) and ten fetish/community forests (15%).
All the experts interviewed are based in Cotonou. They did not have precise informations about sacred
forests on national level and therefore about sacred forest of the Ouémé valley. At the DFRN, there is
no list of the forests patrimony, except the listed forests (annex 2). Knowledge about sacred forests
number and areas is limited to the inventory and report of Agbo and Sokpon (1997 & 1998).
When considering Kpinkonzoun the most quoted sacred grove, 49% of the respondents think that the
sacred forest has a constant size whereas 34% estimate that the size is decreasing. On the opposite,
17% believe that the forest is widening. The justifications for the stagnant or changing size of
Kpinkonzoun are presented by the following answers:
For Kpinkonzoun, there is no change in the forest size. There are small trees that grow instead of the
larger ones that have been cut. The forest can regenerate cut trees (GU44, interview 58). Kpinkonzoun
cannot grow because the sacred forest is surrounded by cultivated plots, owned by several families
(GU35).
When people do not cut trees, the forest size can increase. In fact, trees produce shoots that can
subsequently maintain the sacred forest. Therefore, when people do not cut trees the number of trees
increases and the forest size widen (GU47, interview 61).
The forest of Kpinkonzoun decreases, because the regular floods carry away small pieces of land and
trees located on the riverside (GU73).

The present justifications for the eventual change of Kpinkonzoun area are very diverse. People
recognise that the forest regenerate new trees, and is bounded by fields. On the other side, the sacred
forest is threatened by the regular floods of the Ouémé River that nibbles the riverbanks, carrying
away large trees. The other reasons for sacred forests degradation will be detailed in the section 5.3.
Based on the interviews, the area of Kpinkonzoun was estimated at 4.5 ha, with estimations ranging
from one hectare to sixteen ha. I had the opportunity to use a GPS to measure the real size of the
forest. The actual area is about eight hectares, measured via GPS tracking and further analysis with
Map Source. Therefore, we can conclude that people in general have largely underestimated the size
of Kpinkonzoun. Unfortunately, it was impossible to measure other sacred forests, mainly by lack of
time and availability of the GPS. Consequently, we cannot say if informants generally underestimated
the sacred forests areas or if it was just the case of Kpinkonzoun. I used the GPS a second day in order
to locate exactly the sacred forests of Gnanhouizoun and to take some points around it. Gnanhouizoun
is a semi-flooded forest divided into several portions, therefore it is difficult to make a GPS tracking
and obtain the exact area.
Kpinkonzoun is a multifunctional forest, containing the fetishes of three different vodouns: Aviti,
Gnéssouhoué and Savagoli. Kpinkonzoun is the sacred forest of the Houèssanou community, and is a
burial site for this community; people say that it is not the case anymore. The map 5.1 shows the exact
location and area of the sacred forest of Kpinkonzoun.
To conclude about the sacred forests inventory, we show that the Ouémé valley possesses many sacred
forests, with a majority of small groves. The precise area of a forest is difficult to determine, people
have problems to estimate it, and the measure by GPS-tracking is often very difficult. As observed by
Agbo and Sokpon (1998) on the national level, there is a majority of fetish forests. However, the
Ouémé valley counts a great proportion of multi-functional sacred forests, which represents only 1%
of the national sacred forests.
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Gnanhouizoun

Kpinkonzoun

Map 5.1: Map of the Ouémé Valley, with the exact location of two large forests (Sources: author
and Adi Mama).
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5.1.2.

Activities in the sacred forests

This section presents the activities occurring in sacred forests, in order to understand the relationship
between local communities and natural resources. Indeed, some frequent and aggressive activities may
greatly threaten sacred forest (see section 5.3.4: sacred forests integrity and threats). This part also
shows for what reasons local communities depend on sacred forests.
During the survey, we noticed that the dignitaries of the imported religions (mainly Catholic,
Protestant, and Islam) do not want to speak about sacred forests and vodoun. They consider the
ancestral cult as black magic, witchcraft and evil. This is the case of one Catholic sister (LE1), the
Imam (LE31) and the Protestant pastors (LE10). Only the Catholic parish priest (LE13) was willing to
speak freely about the vodoun religion and admitted to have been initiated to Oro when he was
adolescent. He sees vodoun religion as part of Beninese traditions and cultures but considers that
vodoun and Oro can be satanic.
About 85% of the people interviewed (94 people) already entered one of the inventoried sacred
forests. From them, 32 respondents (40%) go often -at least one time per month- into one or several
sacred groves. In general, 27 respondents go to the forest for one activity, 23 informants have two
activities and 20 have three different activities. Ten persons never entered a sacred forest and fourteen
people have four or more activities in sacred forests.
The main activities pursued in sacred forests are the gathering of medicinal plants (45 respondents)
and the attendance of vodoun ceremonies (48 people). One often mentioned ceremony is related to
adulterine women. As explained by the General User 19 (interview 23):
If a wife committed adultery, and the husband wants to keep her, the husband should bring her in a
sacred forest before she goes back home. The fetish chief organises a ceremony with the couple and
make rituals to purify the wife and remove the sin from her mind. Only then, she is allowed to go back
home.

Different activities in sacred forests, Ouémé Valley (nb of informants)
6

7
4 3
48

7
9

Ceremonies
Medicinal plants
Food
Firewood
Household needs

13

Hunting
Building Timber
Tourism

15

Surveillance
Herbs/spices

45

16

Go across
Other

17

Figure 5.3: Chart presenting the different uses of sacred forests, in the Ouémé Valley.

As presented by the figure 5.3, the other reasons mentioned by the informants to enter sacred forests
are the gathering of food mainly fruits and snails; the collect of firewood and for household needs,
mainly vegetal rope and chewing sticks used as vegetal toothbrush. Some people enter the forest to
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hunt and to cut trees. Others entered a sacred forest only in one or two occasions by curiosity, to
discover the forest. Finally, six people regularly go to the forest for inspection purposes, to guard it
and to see if people cut trees.
In the particular case of Kpinkonzoun, 38 people (93%) already entered this forest, 23 respondents
(60%) go there occasionally, while 15 people go into the forest at least one time per month. The grove
visitors have in average two or three activities in Kpinkonzoun, to gather medicinal plants (15 people),
to attend ceremonies (17), to hunt (11), for household needs (11), to collect firewood (eight) and food
(eight), and to supervise the forest (six people). Finally, there is a path in the sacred forest connecting
Dékanmè, Honsa and Houinsa; consequently, people often cross Kpinkonzoun to reach other villages.
To conclude, Ouéménous mainly use sacred forests for spiritual and provisioning needs. For many
people, sacred forests are a free source of staple products such as medicinal plants, food and wood.
The rural communities living around sacred forests are poor and could not afford to pay for these
products otherwise. Therefore, local communities are dependent on sacred forests for many different
products.

5.1.3.

Forests stories

To understand why local communities have for decades protected forests patches, it is necessary to
know the stories of the sacred forests. This section permits to answer partly the second research
question about the relationship between forest sacredness and conservation.
During the survey, we rapidly realised that each forest has its own story, based on historical events or
miracles that occurred. The sacred groves are said to protect the surrounding communities and to be
peace-makers. Sacred forests are often intimately linked with the community history. The sacred
groves are part of the traditions and cultures of the local communities and have important roles on
social and spiritual activities.
As confirmed by the interviews, the inventoried forests became sacred for three main reasons: during
the migrations when migrants imported their fetishes, after a miracle or an inexplicable event, or as a
planned creation. Native and migrant populations compose the Ouémé River Valley. Indeed, the
former Dahomey kingdom has undergone many migratory movements due to tribal wars and slavery.
A lot of families or communities have left Abomey (see map 3.1) and other nearby localities to settle
in the region of Adjohoun. The river network, most importantly the Ouémé River, facilitated the
migration. During their movement, the communities have brought with them their fetishes. In most of
the cases, the groves represented a safe refuge for the migrants. In order to settle in a forest, the
migratory chief had to make a certain number of religious acts, notably to assess the compatibility
between the new location and the imported vodouns as well as between the previous divinities and the
imported ones. Some ceremonies were performed and the imported vodouns were installed with the
eventually pre-existing one, if possible. Therefore, the sacred forests of Adjohoun shelter both preexisting divinities from the native communities and fetishes brought by migrants during their exodus.
Some vodoun or spirits may suddenly appear in a forest and talk to someone. Then the religious chiefs
are consulted and will organise some ceremonies in the forest in order to consult Fâ and to officially
recognise the new vodoun. Local people will make ceremonies and offering more or less often,
according to vodoun importance.
Finally, in some cases, people voluntary give a piece of land to create a sacred forest and bring
happiness and wealth to the nearby community. It might also occur when the forested land is needed
for any reasons (to build a road, a building, etc.); vodoun is moved and the forest is re-created farther.
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Kingbézoun
According to most informants, the forest became sacred after a miracle. Decades ago, a lonely fetish
chief entered in the bush and saw a huge tree in a calm area. The tree gave him the desire to pray for a
long moment. He wished to see the tree transformed in a beautiful woman to marry her. Effectively,
his wish came true and his future wife appeared; with the only condition, that he would keep the secret
of the transformation. The fetish chief and the tree lived together during several years, in opulence.
But one day, the husband quarrelled with his wife and revealed the secret, calling his wife The Tree.
Misfortune arrived, the wife disappeared, and the husband lost his wealth and luck. The tree and
whishing place became sacred and ceremonies (animal sacrifices) are done to get peace, wealth, cure
ill children (see figure 5.11).
Bohouézoun
The informants knowing the story of this sacred forest explained that one day, migrants needed to
hide. They found refuge in a forest where they found a pile of sand, which was moving and making
mystic noises, as if there was something inside. They immediately knew that it was a vodoun, later
named Bohouénon: king of the forest. The visitors decided to bring him home. One night, Bohoué
talked to the villagers, saying that he cannot live with people in houses, but rather in the forest. People
respected his decision and settled him in Bohouézoun.
When someone wants to travel and does not have proper clothes to dress, he/she can ask vodoun’s
help. Then he/she has to stand the back on the pile of sand and ask for loincloth, which is supposed to
appear. When not used anymore, the loincloth is returned in the sacred forest. Finally, Bohouézoun
contains a stream with fishes that cannot be cooked (always remain raw).
Bamêzoun
The forest of Bamê is one of the most famous sacred forests of the region, notably because the forest
has received funding to be fit out, make statues of vodouns (see figure 5.4) and has been visited by the
former President Mathieu Kérékou. Bamêzoun is the only sacred forest of the region that has already
been studied (Barbier and Kponton, date unknown).
As I personally observed, the entrance of Bamêzoun is indicated by a white piece of cloth and a board
(see figure 5.5); the forest name is written in French and Goun. Just after the entrance, there is a
hillock, used as a watchtower. The mound is now surmounted by a Christian cross marking the holy
character of Bamêzoun and all the taboos it implies. In the sacred forest, the zones prohibited to the
uninitiated are materialised with a piece of red cloth and/or branches of palm tree.

Figure 5.4: Statue of vodoun Houéto,
the graves guardian

Figure 5.5: Picture of the entrance of Bamêzoun
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A part of the forest is ancestors’ burial site that arrived in the 18th century from Abomey (see figure
5.6). The graves are materialised by some altars (Assin) in wrought iron. The Assins receive libations,
offerings and animal sacrifices to honour the ancestors. The forest also contains a well, the water is
used to purified the king wives, notably after adultery (see figure 5.7).

Figure 5.6: Picture of the ancestors’ graves

Figure 5.7: Picture of the water used by the
kings’ wives to be purified

As explained by informants, Bamêzoun is linked with two tragic stories. During the revolutionary
regime, some dignitaries cut trees and branches in this forest to make Acadja (see figure 3.10). People
could see the fishes growing and one day the dignitaries decided to fish them. But when the anglers
entered the water, the Acadja was full of snakes (pythons) instead of fishes; no fisherman survived.
According to the story, vodoun did not like the fact that people entered the forest to cut small trees and
branches. Since the event, people are afraid to cut wood in Bamêzoun.
The second story took place on the inside of the sacred forest.
There is a big hole, dug in the ground, symbolising the
jealousy between two brothers, a poor one and a rich one.
Instead of the hole was the house of the poor brother. He dug
the hole in the middle of his house, filled in it with arrows
and loaded guns in order to kill the wealthy brother and get
his money. When the wealthy brother came to visit the poor
one, he could not see the hole, which was covered by a mat.
Luckily, he came with his dog, which jumped on the mat and
get killed. The wealthy brother realised that his brother
wanted to kill him and decided to revenge by expropriating
the poor brother. The poor brother never came back in the
village and nobody knows what happened to him.
Finally, people say that Bamêzoun contains spirits that care
of babies when the mothers are working in the fields or at the
open market. The mother brings her child in Bamêzoun, as
well as food for the day and blankets. When she comes back
the evening, the baby has eaten and is bathed, but nobody can
say who did it.
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Figure 5.8: Picture of the hole,
Bamêzoun
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Avazoun
According to informants (GU2, group interview), the forest contains a fetish named Yéssikpè (see
figure 5.9) that can identify adulterous women. On foot of the fetish, there are cups fill up with water
and magical plants (figure 5.10). When a husband suspects his woman, he asks her to drink the water.
If she effectively deceived her husband, she is supposed to die. In most of the cases, suspected women
are so afraid to drink the water that they confess the adultery before drinking.

Figure 5.9: Fetish Yéssikpè in Avazoun

Figure 5.10: Water used to test women fidelity

Kpinkonzoun (Avitizoun or Kpékonzoun)
As confirmed by most interviews, the Houèssanou community migrated from the Abomey region to
Akpadanou, during the tribal wars. The ancestors ran away by boat through the Ouémé River, with
their main vodouns. They saw a large forest on the riverbank, where the migratory chief decided to
settle, with the vodoun Aviti. The forest was used as burial site, for the fetish chiefs of the community.
People were living in the forest with vodouns.
The forest is located on the right riverbank, whereas the main roads and villages are located on the left
bank. For convenience reasons, the community left vodouns in the forest and established a new village
on the other riverbank, in Dékanmè. Other informants think that vodoun Aviti and people could not
live together; explaining why people moved to the other riverside leaving Aviti alone in the forest. The
forest is now sacred, and belongs to the descendants of the first migrants of the Houèssanou
community.
According to some respondents, the Houèssanou community gave the name Kpinkon to the forest
because it was the name of the district in Abomey where the first migrants were coming from.
Therefore, Kpinkonzoun literally means the forest of the district Kpinkon. A second theory says that
the forest was initially named Kpékonzoun. Kpékon means the divine strength, the power that can
make good and evil. Then, by abuse of language, the name became Kpinkonzoun, Kpin means
something heavy or valuable.
As explained by some informants, mysterious events used to happen in Kpinkonzoun. When a member
of the Houèssanou community was supposed to die, people in the nearby villages could hear the sound
of drums, people singing or weeping, but nobody could say who was doing these sounds. People took
these noises as a warning from the ancestors or vodoun.
Some paths in the sacred forest are always swept; apparently, spirits do it. However, the magical
events do not occur anymore. The traditional rules of Kpinkonzoun are not respected anymore, making
vodouns angry.
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As presented through these five examples, sacred forests are part of the history of Ouémé valley
communities. People believe that sacred forests have magical powers and protect the nearby
communities. Consequently, Ouéménous have respect and sometimes fear for sacred forests. The
historical and spiritual values attached to sacred forests entail their protection by local communities.

5.2.

Sacred forests management

The first research question investigates the local communities’ participation in sacred forests
management. The sacred forests are not completely closed and forbidden. As already presented, the
local population collects some products to satisfy their needs. The forests used for burial sites, fetishes
and community are exploited. On the other hand, the use of secret societies forests, like the Oro or
Zangbéto is completely forbidden. To understand how local communities manage sacred forests, this
section presents the structure of sacred forests, the forests managers, the traditional rules and the
sanctions if they are infringed.

5.2.1.

Forest structure

According to several interviews and personal observations, it is possible to draw a general structure of
sacred forests. In most cases, there is only one path to enter. The path is indicated by a piece of white
or red cloth and/or dead leaves and branches. The main way to follow inside the forest may also be
shown by these two types of signs. The path leads to the central point of the forest where the adepts
meet and make ceremonies. The central place is a more or less large area, depending on the sacred
groves, but is always cleared and constitutes the spiritual power centre. For all sacred forests, people
say that the forest spirits clean and sweep themselves the area. The central zone, which is not
necessarily the middle of the forest, contains representations or fetishes of the main vodoun inhabiting
the forest.
The figure 5.11 presents the central place of
Kingbézoun, with fetishes. Only one path leads to the
fetishes, the area is clear and clean. We can notice on
the picture foreground a plant (Dracaena arborea)
that surrounds often the most sacred areas and
protects them against thunderbolt.
The central point is the site where took place the
miracle or the first appearance of vodoun, and
sometime can be marked with a sacred tree, for
example an Iroko (Milicia excelsa). Other fetishes
can be scattered in other parts of the grove.
Fetish of the
vodoun
Kingbé

Around the central zone can be distributed different
spaces such as a cemetery, a convent, a well, etc.
Ceremonies can independently take place in each of
these sub-areas. The areas containing valuable
fetishes have stricter rules, and the access to
uninitiated can be forbidden.
Figure 5.11: Picture of the central place
of Kingbézoun, with the fetishes,
Adjohoun
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5.2.2.

Sacred forest managers

According to the people interviewed, the District Chief has a say in decisions concerning the sacred
groves and has to approve informal decisions such as cutting trees, or gathering wood. The CA gives
the authorisation after consultation of the mayor. The forester, who is entitled to cut trees, applies the
decisions taken. The state supervision is often restricted to the need of timber for public buildings. The
CA participates in the funding of ceremonies, from 1,000 to 100,000 FCFA depending on the
importance of the ceremony. If the CA wants to enter a sacred forest, he needs an authorisation from
the traditional managers. The local king is also considered as a formal authority that can take decisions
concerning the sacred groves. In the Ouémé valley, the king is Dekanméhossou, inhabiting Gbékandji.
Benin counts several kings; the most famous are in Abomey and Kétou.
As explained by Camille Ogou (communal responsible of agricultural promotion –interview 89),
before the revolutionary regime, a structured body was in charge of taking decisions about sacred
forests, voting the informal rules and making people apply them. Every site was placed under the
responsibility of members of the religious hierarchy, the vodounon (priest, literally “vodoun-mother”)
assisted by vodunsi (follower, “vodoun-wife”). The religious community and the fetish priest have
been persecuted during the revolutionary regime. At that time, the commune was in charge of the
sacred groves management. The traditional management structure was completely dismantled. Since
the end of the Marxist-Leninist regime, the different religious confessions are taking care again of the
sacred forests, and the traditional management structure are being rebuilt and reorganised. Nowadays
in Adjohoun, vodoun cult counts one main responsible per forest and per vodoun; several subresponsible assist the fetish chief.
We already distinguished different types of sacred forest. The role of forests managers depend on
these types. In the case of community forests, the owners are the entire community or family. The
main responsible is the family chief or the village chief and the ancient or sage of the community. The
sacred forest management is ensured by a co-management of the member of the community
possessing the forest; it is a customary management system. The people in charge of the sacred forest
maintain law and order. The state authorities do not officially recognise the traditional management
structure. However, the managers are well known and fully respected by the local population. One
informant (GU65) further explains it:
The community forest belongs to the community, which is in charge of the sacred forest management.
The role of local formal elected members is to support and protect the actions of the informal leaders
with the existing laws and decrees. The commune officials should inventory the sacred forest and
subsequently implement a strong management system. The traditional practices have limits and need
the support of the State.

This informant elaborates about the relationship between formal and informal authorities. He argues
that the formal laws are not anymore sufficient to ensure the sustainable management of sacred forests.
The official authorities have a great role to play by supporting the traditional managers; the state has to
be more involved in the sacred forest conservation.

In the particular case of Kpinkonzoun community forest, it was possible with the informants’ answers
to schematize the following management structure. Each of the people presented in the figure 5.12
take part in decisions-making concerning Kpinkonzoun. The managers can be divided into two main
categories, the formal (red) and informal (blue) authorities. Among the formal authorities, the mayor is
the most powerful in the region of Adjohoun. Then, the District Chief of Akpadanou has also a say in
decisions concerning the sacred forest located within the district. The CA and the mayor are in direct
relation with the forester, they can ask him to intervene in the sacred forests of the district. But the
forester cannot take decisions and acts alone in Kpinkonzoun.
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Figure 5.12: Management structure of Kpinkonzoun

The lowest formal rung is the village chief. Gandonou Lucien is a hinge and is at the same time a
formal authority and an informal one. The mayor, the CA and the CV may take common decisions
about Kpinkonzoun, represented by the black arrows. Another person who may intervene is the local
king, but his role is limited to exceptional cases. The formal authority can take various decisions,
notably to cut trees. This already happened in several sacred groves, notably for the building of
schools and public dispensaries. The official authorities are obliged to consult the Houèssanou
community, when they have taken a decision about Kpinkonzoun. They always need the local
community approval to intervene in the grove. Four main representatives of the community take
decisions about Kpinkonzoun: a secretary (LE27), an accountant, a fetish chief (LE25) and a forest
guard (LE23). They can speak for the Houèssanou community, they fix the rules and ceremonies
dates. However, they also consult the family members when important decisions are taken. In that
case, the four representatives are in charge of applying the community decision and supervising
Kpinkonzoun. If the rules are not respected, they are entitled to take immediate sanctions.
At the end of the survey, we concluded that the management model can be applied to the other
community forests of the Ouémé valley and to a larger extent to the other types of sacred groves.
However, the informal authorities may not be so well structured. In most of the cases, there is only one
forest chief, one family chief or one fetish chief that can take the decisions concerning a sacred forest.
The responsible can never take decisions alone, and he discusses at least with the community elders
and sages.
In the case of fetish forests and convents, the most important responsible is the fetish chief also called
by some informants ‘pape vodoun’ or vodoun priest. The fetish chiefs are mainly men, but in some
cases, a woman can be a priest, depending on the fetish. Vodoun priest may be in charge of several
sacred sites. A group of initiates or collaborators that participate in the decision-making supports the
fetish chief. The fetish chief approves the decision and makes the laws apply; he takes the decisions to
organise vodoun ceremonies. He gives authorisations and requirements to enter a fetish forest.
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As stated by most informants, the roles are shared among the cult responsible; there is a hierarchy
among the priests that have specialisations. For instance, there is one fetish chief to remove a spell
from children; one is in charge of adulteress. One priest makes the first prayer before the ceremony
starts, and another one feeds the fetish. In the particular case of Adannouzoun, there are five fetish
chiefs, also called Dah: the manager of occult forces. The Dah are easily recognizable by their hat.
Dah-Nougbonnon is the fetish chief; Dah-Adanounon is the principal assistant. Then, Dah-Ayidji is in
charge of removing spells from people as soon as they feel the first symptoms, with magical potions.
Dah-Azizanon and Dah-Ahoténon also have specific tasks.
In general, the main fetish chief goes to the forest every five days, to maintain the sacred forest as well
as to consult and pray vodoun and ancestors. The fetish responsible prays for the entire community, to
get protection and wealth, to get rain. He can also make sacrifices, if it is requested by the spirits or to
solve the problems of a member of the community. If there is any problem in the village, the fetish
chief goes to the sacred forest and implores the gods to solve the problem. A group of fetishists
nominates the fetish chief after Fâ consultation. A son or a principal assistant does not necessarily
succeed to the main priest, but the successor is always a follower of vodoun.
The multi-functional sacred forests have at their head a group of different chiefs. First, there is one
main priest for each vodoun; the priest is in charge of the convent and the initiation of new followers.
The community or family chief has a say about the decisions taken concerning the sacred forest. In
some cases there is a forest keeper that also takes part in decisions-making. Consequently, for this
category of forest, there is a kind of council made with vodoun chiefs, community or family officials,
the elders and sage of the community. For important decisions, the followers and the member of the
community may also be consulted.
In any cases, the sacred forest managers are the fetish chief and the followers, the family or
community chiefs, the elders and all the members of the community. They take decisions together by
organising community meetings; women also attend the meetings, except for night meetings. The
sacred groves often have a guard who protects the forest and prevent people from cutting trees. In
some cases, he can fine the offenders and he guides people that want to visit the sacred forest. One of
the forest managers gives the authorisation for the collect of medicinal plants, wood, food.
For important decisions, the fetish chief consults Fâ in order to be in touch with vodouns and
ancestors. It is essential to ask what the divinity or ancestors want before taking a decision. According
to Aubin Hounsinou, the director of the Porto-Novo secondary school (LE28):
Sacred forests have a participatory management, even if there is always a main responsible, this
person cannot take decisions alone, he always has to discuss with assistants to know how to manage
and protect the forest. As well, the sanctions are decided jointly.

As stated by most informants, there is always a consultation of Fâ in order to select a vodoun chief and
subsequently a forest chief. When a fetish chief deceases, a new manager is entitled. The informal
managers of sacred forests are chosen for several reasons. They are followers of the sacred forest cult
and know vodoun secrets. The eligible persons are trustful, they are observed, and must behave
according to the traditions and vodoun rules. If the candidates succeed, they are presented to Fâ. The
population assists at the divination. Whatever the number of people ‘nominated’ during Fâ
consultation, the Bokonon evaluates the chance of everyone. When Fâ chooses the new vodoun chief,
the entitled person does not have choice. If Fâ has selected the person, the new chief has to accept the
duty. Traditional healers have a responsibility in the choice, by selecting the persons presented to Fâ.
In the example of Avazoun, the choice of Fâ occurred via a succession of miracles (Group interview,
Avazoun):
The forest vodoun, Yéssikpè, has a particular faculty; he can appear to people and speak. The brother
of one deceased manager was chosen to succeed him. But the newly selected man refused the duty.

59

One day, he was eating when a sparrow hawk appeared and pulled out his hat, fleeing away with it.
Few days later, the sparrow hawk came back to bring him back his hat. But the man kept on refusing
the sacred forest responsibility. One day, a spirit appeared and explained him that he was the sparrow
hawk. If the man accepted his task, he would get peace; otherwise, vodoun would continue to tease
him. When the man came back to the village, he explained the miracles to a fetish chief that
recommended him to accept the decision. Soon after, a ceremony was organised to enthrone the new
fetish chief and offerings were given to vodoun. In exchange, the new fetish chief gets his news name:
Dah-Agbandé, the one that accepted to support the cult responsibilities.

The managerial task can be inherited from the parents, and be passed from one generation to the other
one. When the fetish chief deceases, children and family member take care of the sacred forest. The
hereditary transmission happens more and more, there are fewer followers, exclusively devoted to one
vodoun. Therefore, the range of possible successors is limited and involves the family member.
However, it is a normal practice for the community forest to select a manager from the family, as the
sacred forest belongs to a particular family.
To conclude, sacred forests are essentially managed informally by local communities. The local
formal authorities have little to say about sacred forests management. The people responsible are
selected after Fâ consultation. The religious chiefs and the family chiefs take the decisions concerning
sacred forests. The community at large participate in the decision-making for important choices.

5.2.3.

Traditional or informal laws

As explained by informants, the access to a sacred forest depends on who you are, on the type of forest
and on the purpose of the visit. The member of the community, the dignitaries and the initiated
persons are allowed to freely enter a sacred forest.
The rules and laws regulating sacred forests have been set by the ancestors, often at vodoun’s request.
The initiated and followers have been baptized, they have followed an initiation, received information
about a particular vodoun; know the rules and can attend or may actively participate in the ceremonies.
As already said, vodoun pantheon counts many different gods; the initiation is specific to each vodoun
and gives access to the forests dedicated to this specific divinity. In other words, if someone is part of
the Xêbiosso cult, this follower is not supposed to enter a Zangbéto forest.
The forest chief or vodoun chief is the only person officially allowed to collect medicinal plants. It is
important to note that sacred forests are made to help and protect humans, therefore everyone who has
a problem, need something or is ill can go to the grove and present his/her problem to vodoun.
Some informants mentioned the age has a limit. Children below eight are often not allowed to enter a
sacred forest. The age limitation relates to the fact that sacred forests contain secrets that a child may
not understand and might reveal. A profanes is not allowed to enter a sacred forest alone and has to be
escorted by an initiated guide, or the forest/ vodoun chief. The guide knows the rules and the secret
places of the forest that a lay person is not supposed to see. It is also safer to visit a sacred forest with
someone that knows the place that avoids getting lost. Sometimes, a spirit can appear in the sacred
grove to explain the property of a medicinal plant and how to prepare it. When accompanied by a
follower, everybody is able to see this spirit.
According to most respondents, there are two main interdicts, valid for both followers and profanes. It
is not recommended to enter a sacred forest during the night. It is considered highly dangerous
because the god spirits and ancestors go out during the night. There is also a calendar of the harmful
days, during which sacred forests are not supposed to be penetrated. The calendar can easily be found
in the local grocers. For example in April 2006 there was five harmful days, in December 2006, there
was only three harmful days listed, the first, the seventh and the eleventh (see figure 5.13).
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Figure 5.13: Pages of the vodoun calendar

Moreover, within a month, some days are more favourable than others to visit a sacred forest or to
organise ceremonies. The followers know these days, and people recommend the profane to enter the
sacred forest with a guide that can handle them. For instance, the days marked with a T for Tokpa are
the market days. Consequently, people may go to the sacred forests to pray vodoun in order to get
success in their business.
In the case of strangers to the community or tourists, it is wiser to ask for an authorisation before
entering the grove. The authorisation can be requested from a local dignitary, the family chief and/or
the vodoun chief, depending on the kind of forest. In general, they are well known and can easily be
found in vicinity of the village. Most of the time, the visitor has to pass entry requirements, the
dignitary might ask you to inform seven days in advance, so that the forest chief has time to make
some pre-requisite ceremonies.
Some sacred forests can be entered without previous warning but after some purification at the forest
entrance, for example by cleaning the face with a decoction of plants. This purification is supposed to
dismiss bad intentions from people’s mind. To enter some forests, for instance Kingbézoun, the guide
has to say Agoo several times, to inform the forest spirit that someone wants to enter. If nothing
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happen, the person is allowed by vodoun to enter the sacred forest. Sometimes there is no prerequisite
to enter a forest. The guide may ask for food, drinks and/or money to make ceremonies afterwards (to
close down the forest) or simply to compensate for the time he will not spend in his fields. As
mentioned by some informants, the forest keeper does not earn any money from this activity; therefore
giving money is a way to reward him.
Before planning a visit in a sacred forest, it is important to know that a menstruated woman is not
allowed to enter a sacred forest. It is considered as dirty and incompatible with vodoun. If a
menstruated woman has a problem and needs a ceremony, she remains outside the forest while the
ceremony is done inside. The menstruated woman will be informed soon after of what she has to do in
order to solve her problem. Mainly women but also men are not allowed to enter a sacred forest soon
after sexual relations. It is necessary to have a bath before and/or wait some hours. A woman that gave
birth has to wait three months to be allowed to enter a sacred forest again. It is important to be in a
good mood, have positive energy to enter a sacred forest. Consequently, people that quarrelled with
someone during the day are supposed to avoid the sacred forest during that day.
As already said, inside sacred forests, some places need more respect and have additional rules asked
by vodoun. In general, it is necessary to take out shoes and hat (see figure 5.14). In some cases, a
woman has to tie up her loincloth in a particular way and put a leaf in her mouth (to keep it closed).
This is observable on the figure 5.15. For some specific vodoun, followers and uninitiated are not
allowed to wear clothes.

Figure 5.14: Picture of a sign explaining the
rule in the sacred forest of Bamêzoun

Figure 5.15: Way women should dress to
enter some forests, Kodé

In the forest, there are important signs to observe. When a place, a tree or a stone is located with a
white or red piece of cloth, this means that the place or object is sacred. If a palm leaf bares a path, the
access is then prohibited. The person who does not respect these warnings is supposed to get troubles.
As stated by most informants, it is forbidden to harvest wood, even dry wood, collect fruits and hunt
animals. The medicinal plants can in principle only be gathered by the persons responsible of the
sacred grove.
About the accessibility of the sacred forests to foreigners or people from other communities, the
answers are very diverse and opposed. The majority of people think that it is strictly forbidden and

62

Chapter V: Results

impossible for foreigners and profanes to enter a sacred grove. Only the member of the local
community, the family members and the followers can enter a sacred forest. On the opposite, other
people said that it is possible for foreigners to enter a sacred forest, only if they have requested the
authorisation of the forest chief, or in case of necessity (a problem to solve). The visitors are always
escorted by at least one follower. Finally, some respondents observed that today the ancestral rules are
not anymore respected, allowing foreigners to enter sacred groves.
In the specific case of the listed forest of Togbota, hunters are not allowed to enter the forest, in order
to protect the red-bellied monkey (Cercopithecus erythogaster spp. erythogaster). The sacred forest is
in general accessible but can only be entered by one specific path.
As stated by most informants knowing Kpinkonzoun, the four main interdicts are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

To collect wood, firewood and timber;
To enter after sexual relations;
For menstruated woman
People that have a bad mood.

Extra-rules are applied in some part of Kpinkonzoun. Where the ceremonies take place, visitors and
followers are required to remove shoes and hats. Only the members of the Houèssanou community are
allowed to be buried in this sacred forest. According to two informants, it is not allowed to eat salty
food before entering Kpinkonzoun, especially during Tokpa days. An authorisation of one of the
forests managers is necessary (listed in figure 5.12) for people that are not followers of vodoun Aviti.
In July 2006, the Houèssanou community decided to set a new rule; each visitor has to request a
signed authorisation (see figure 5.16) from Gandonou Lucien (LE24), and then go to Dékanmè where
a guide (Houton Mathieu LE23) ask for the authorisation before visiting Kpinkonzoun.

Figure 5.16: Authorisation to visit Kpinkonzoun (source: LE24)

5.2.4.

Sanctions

When the customary rules are transgressed, the divinities have been profaned. It is therefore necessary
to appease vodoun. The sacred forests managers try to arrange a solution with the faulty person. If the
person accepts the arrangement, the problem is solved. If the agreement is not respected, then the
problem gains in importance.
According to the informants, the degree of sanctions can greatly vary. If someone gathers medicinal
plants and does not take off shoes where requested, the plants will not be effective. If a woman enters
a sacred forest when she menstruates, she will have early menopause, continuous or smelly menses, so
that nobody can seat near her. Even catholic women are afraid of this sanction and respect this
particular rule. If someone enters a sacred forest without authorisation, bees, wasp, owl, snakes or any

63

other wild animals may attack this person. This is for example the case of Avazoun where it is
forbidden to enter without authorisation or during the night. If so, informants said that the offender
would be caught by a wild animal and would disappear. As well, when entering without authorisation,
people may get lost in the sacred forest, being unable to find an exit. A follower might come and find
the guilty person wandering in the forest, knowing that culprit did not respect the rules and can then
report the fault to the forest managers. If nobody comes, then the person may wander during days and
finally die. For some sacred groves, the informal managers have fixed a fine when people illegally cut
and gather wood and medicinal plants. In Kpinkonzoun, the Houèssanou community set up a system
of fine for some infringements for instance it costs 60,000 FCFA to cut a tree.
The cemetery forests are supposed to receive only the member of the family owning the sacred grove.
The deceased are traditionally buried without coffin. If the two rules are not respected, the informants
said that the day after the body will be dug up by forest spirits, and the mortal remains will lie on the
road. It is for example the case of two sacred forests: Kpinkonzoun and Bamêzoun.
The most serious sanction is disappearance or death; the sanction mainly applies to the family or
community members and the followers because they know the rules. A profane is not supposed to
know all the rules; therefore, when the traditional laws are infringed, the profane will have sanction of
less importance, if at all. Another punishment for not respecting the rules can be misfortune and curse,
for the offender and his family. For instance, the person can become unfertile or crazy, or be affected
by the measles. A catholic sister presented the case of a former District Chief (LE1):
In 1972, the Chef d’Arrondissement of Adjohoun wanted to follow the campaign of deforestation and
eradication of obscurantisms, started by the revolutionary regime. Therefore, he decided to raze
sacred forests, cut trees and use timbers to built public buildings. Some times after, he felt ill, and
other members of his family were infected. People bewitched him because they did not like the fact that
he cut sacred trees. Finally, the CA stopped his politic and quickly recovered.

Specific mystic sanctions are said to occur in every sacred forests of the Ouémé Valley, three
particular cases will be presented. First, a striking event occurred in Bohouézoun; a woman entered the
sacred forest to fish in the sacred stream whereas this is strictly forbidden. Then Bohoué vodoun
appeared and killed her; at the same time, the sacred stream disappeared. To remember the event, the
woman was buried at the location of the stream.
Secondly, for some offences vodoun or a spirit may appear in order to reprimand the offender; a
respondent gave a recent example of Bamêzoun where (GU8):
A person came into the sacred forest to hunt game. In the grove, he met a person dressed in white,
which was a spirit. The divinity asked the hunter why he came in this sacred grove to hunt game. The
hunter was so afraid that he did not reply the question and ran away forgetting his arm. Then he
explained the apparition to a fetish chief because he was afraid of the reprisals. It was just a warning.

Finally, according to some informants, in Kpinkonzoun, vodoun can take the appearance of wild
animals in order to frighten hunters. Moreover, some interviewees have noticed that more and more
canoes capsize in Ouémé River at the forest level. They argue that vodoun agitates the river to punish
the surrounding communities because they care less and less about vodoun.
To conclude, sacred forests are regulated by a system of rules. The rules are fixed both by forests’
vodoun and by the local community managing the sacred grove. The rules are very diverse and
regulate the access, who can enter sacred forests and the purposes of the penetration. If the vodoun
rules are infringed, people believe that the action is sanctioned mystically (diseases or bad luck). If
managers’ rules are contravened, then the sanction is financial or material: fine, offerings such as oil
palm, chicken, or small goat. In general, people are afraid of these sections, but as already presented,
they need sacred forests for basic needs. Therefore, they penetrate sacred groves at the risk of being
punished.
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5.3.

People, nature conservation and sacred forests protection

The section presents the way people perceive nature conservation. First, a brief list of plants and
animals is presented to give a small overview of the sacred forests biodiversity. Then, the section
explains why local communities protect sacred forests and the actions undertaken to conserve them.
Thirdly, informants were asked to inventory the threats exercised on sacred forests. Finally, people
assessed the economic value of sacred groves and benefits they earned from them. To know why
people exploit sacred forests is the first step before implementing concrete and useful alternatives and
conservation projects. The general aim of this section is to understand why and how local communities
conserve sacred forests, and to assess the local direct and indirect factors threatening sacred groves
(third research question).

5.3.1.

Sacred forests biodiversity

A variety of medicinal plants is found in the sacred groves of the Ouémé valley. Plants such as
Anchomanes difformis (Bl.) Engl. (Araceae, see figure 5.17), Momordica charantia Linn.
(Cucurbitaceae, see figure 5.18), Treculia africana Desc. (Moraceae), Mondia whytei (Hook. F.)
Skeels (Asclepiadaceae, see figure 5.19), and Carpolobia lutea G. Don (Polygalaceae) are used as
antibiotics, for sexual capacities or to diminish pain.

Figure 5.17: Bulb, stem and leaves of Adonta,
Kpinkonzoun

Figure 5.18: Picture
of Agnansikin

Figure 5.19: Picture of
Tchilikoun

Each medicinal plant has traditional properties that need to be scientifically proven; nevertheless,
Souza (1988) has already done one research to list all the medicinal plants of Benin and test their
virtues. For example, Newbouldia laevis (Desré) is used to cure headaches, stomach pains and to make
amulets by mixing the leaves with water, then including salt and lemon juice. Infusions are used for
funeral ceremonies; people participating at the ceremony wash their hands with the infusion.
Momordica charantia (Agnansikin) is used to treat headaches; the leaves are crushed and prepared in
infusion. To cure stomach pains, the leaves are triturated and mixed with Sodabi. Local communities
frequently use the traditional medicine, in some cases endangering specific species.
The table 5.1 presents some medicinal trees and plants found mainly in Kpinkonzoun. The list is not
exhaustive but gives an overview of the species and families represented in the Ouémé valley. For
reasons of organization, plants were only collected or photographed in Kpinkonzoun, during two
visits. Moreover, during the survey, 20 informants were asked to list medicinal plants. Then we
combined the plants listed by informants and the plants gathered. The column quoted presents the
number of time each plant has been mentioned, confirming the presence of some medicinal plants in
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other sacred groves (A). The plants marked with R have been collected or photographed during the
visits in Kpinkonzoun with LE23 and GU41. The plants have been put in a herbarium (see author).
Many other plants have been mentioned during the interviews, but could not be identified.

K: Kpinkonzoun, A: Other forests. R plants collected in a herbarium. goto means bark, ma means leaf and do means root.

Table 5.1: Some medicinal plants and their property, found in Ouémé’s sacred groves
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In general, informants know only one or two medicinal plants and they are used to gather these
specific plants in case of needs. Parents transmit the knowledge about medicinal plants to their
children. Traditional healers know more medicinal plants, but some of the plants are secrets and their
virtues are only passed down from healers to healers.
Apart from medicinal plants, respondents mentioned several animals living near or in the sacred
forests of the valley. The olacodes (cane rat –Tryonomys swinderianus) constitute a major component
of rural communities’ food. Sitatunga antelope (Tragekaphus spekei) and North African crested
porcupine (Hystrix cristata) are said to inhabit the Ouémé sacred groves, but are rarer; local
communities also eat them. Finally, bats, galago (lesser galago – Galago senegalensis), vervet monkey
(Cercopithecus aethiops), white-bellied (Cercopithecus mona) and red-bellied monkeys are present in
some of the sacred forests, notably Kpinkonzoun, Gnanhouizoun and Togbozoun. The red-bellied
monkey is considered endangered since 2000 by IUCN and the population is continuously decreasing.

Figure 5.20: A galago, olacodes and porcupine (Lamarque, 2004)

As I personally observed and according to the CERGET, sacred forests shelter a multitude of snakes,
lizards, dragonflies, spiders and insects, among others Papilio phorcas Cramer, a butterfly that in
Benin could only be observed in the sacred forest of Kpinkonzoun, the Nile varan (Varanus nolitocus),
the common civet (Civetticis civetta), and the tree hyrax (Dendrohyrax arboreus).

5.3.2.

Protection of sacred forests

When speaking about nature conservation and sacred forests protection, it is first wise to know if local
communities are aware of these notions and feel concern. The study of sacred forests is an interesting
topic to address the notion of nature conservation as people are closely related to the sacred groves for
many different reasons and are subsequently affected by their conservation.
Among the 104 interviews, three respondents openly acknowledged that they do not consider sacred
forests conservation as a priority. They think that the land is used for other purposes such as farmlands
and to built buildings. Indeed, the land pressure is important in the South of Benin, it is especially the
case in the main cities of the Ouémé Department. The sacred forests are progressively gained by
urbanised areas, and in some cases can block cities progression. Therefore, it is logical that some
people complain about the sacred forests. In the present research, the Mother Superior of the Catholic
convent and the two Pastors do not see interests to protect the sacred grove of the region. The Mother
Superior for example answered that (LE1):
Many sacred forests in Adjohoun have been cut. Buildings and important infrastructures could be built
with the wood and the space disengaged, which can benefit to the entire population. For instance in
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Adjohoun city, a taxi station and a school have been built instead of sacred forests. Consequently, the
cutting of a sacred forest provides two gains the wood as well as the space for buildings. Places of
obscure or dark practices can be replaces by useful things for the population.

Arguing in the same direction, the pastors Couts (LE10) said:
Vodoun is the traditional religion of Africa. When referring to the Bible, vodouns are gods that
became holy by human decisions. Therefore, it is a false religion that brings perdition. If people have
installed fetishes in the sacred forests, it was not to protect natural resources; it was only to get a
secret place to make satanic ceremonies.

From the two points of view, it is easy to understand that some religious authorities do not value
sacred forests, which are perceived as satanic places. More mitigated, the Imam of Adjohoun
expressed the importance to protect the natural resources, but not vodouns and spirits sheltered by the
sacred groves.
On the other hand, the majority of interviewees (101) believe that this is essential to protect the sacred
forests, for diverse reasons. The figure 5.21 presents the main causes given by the respondents
justifying the conservation of sacred forests. The most important benefice obtained from sacred forests
is cultural service. Indeed according to 40 informants, the heritage of sacred forests from the ancestors
is a reason to conserve them. In many societies, when the ancestors decease, they transmit a patrimony
and an inheritance to their children. In the case of Ouémé valley, people include sacred forests in the
community patrimony. People argued that the past and present generations could see and use sacred
forests; consequently, the future generations must also have this chance. Local communities have
notions of long-term conservation and want to transmit the natural resources to their children.
Sacred forests have historical values. According to seven respondents, they are the witnesses of the
history of the family and in some cases were used as refuge during migrations and tribal wars. As
such, sacred forests have played a role in the survival of some communities. Sacred forests are part of
the history and the culture of these communities. During his interview, the king of Adja Ouéré
(Northeast of Adjohoun) said that ‘a part of Benin would be destroyed if the sacred forests are cut’
(LE26). Moreover, the director of the secondary school of Porto-Novo (LE28) agued that this is
imperative to protect the sacred forests of the Ouémé valley because they are the witnesses of the
presence of ancient communities and they constitute a cultural and spiritual patrimony.
Reasons to conserve sacred forests
7

6 5 3

Heritage
Future Generation
Vodoun
Climate
M edicinal plants

40

7
8

Peace & Protection
Ecological value
Custom
Other

9
10
30
11

Animals
Historic
Plant conservation
Wood Ressource

11
13

18

Solve Problems

Figure 5.21: Chart presenting the reasons to conserve sacred forests

Sacred forests have spiritual and religious values as well. For 18 informants vodoun is a reason to
conserve sacred forests, and notably for the protection they provides for neighbouring communities
(11 informants), and the help to solve problems. Indeed, people believe that sacred groves and vodoun
provide peace and protection for the surrounding communities. When people have problems, they
often consult vodoun in the sacred forest to get solutions. People make ceremonies to succeed in their
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businesses and be spared from poverty. Sacred forests enable the perpetuation of the traditional
religion and its convent, its initiation ceremonies and festival. In addition to cultural and spiritual
values, sacred groves and vodoun play a philosophical role in people daily life to guide them.
Sacred forests have a provisioning value. Indeed, seven informants go to sacred forests to hunt and
five people gather wood. Sacred groves have regulations effects such as climate and rainfalls, as often
said by the interviewees, ‘les arbres attirent la pluie’, trees attract rain. One general user goes further
(GU10, interview 13):
Forests influence the micro-climate, trees provide air and oxygen, save from atmospheric and
sonorous pollutions, trees also maintain soil. Forests are by excellence an element of environmental
conservation.

Apart from the services obtained from their ecosystem, six informants explicitly support sacred forests
protection to keep plants and animals. Local communities advocate for the sacred forest protection
because they shelter diversified animal and vegetal species. Sacred forests also offer a reservoir of
unknown species. As presented by the mayor assistant of Adjohoun (LE2):
The sacred forests constitute the only refuge for many known and unknown species. It is important to
avoid as much as possible the harvest of trees and plants to safeguard this natural habitat.

Moreover, according to the director of the Porto-Novo secondary school (LE28), sacred forests of the
Ouémé valley shelter a great diversity of animals and plants and allow their protection. The most
famous case is the red-bellied monkey that in Benin can only be found in the Ouémé valley; elsewhere
they have already disappeared. Sacred forests constitute a refuge for animals during floods. The
species diversity is important for traditional medicine, in fact, many people cannot afford to buy
medicines and directly collect plants in the sacred forests. Therefore, sacred forests are vital for many
people in the valley to keep their health.
In the figure 5.21, the category named other includes the coolness effect of the forests, a refuge,
tourism and food supply (words used by informants). Sacred forests are fresh and calm areas, where
people rest from the daily life attacks. Sacred forests are aesthetic places; people can be delighted by
the trees, the birds and bats flight (in the case of Kpinkonzoun).
The informants have been asked to list the valuable things contained in sacred groves. The value of
sacred forests is according to 47 people related to the vodoun or fetishes located inside. Trees
represent sacred forests wealth for 31 people, because they shelter vodoun and can generate economic
revenues. Moreover, trees supply firewood and fruits. Medicinal plants for 17 people are valuable
things contained in the sacred forests. Ten people award a great importance to the animals living in the
sacred forest such as the Galago, the ZinaHovi (white bellied monkey) or bats that are totem animals
for some communities. Finally, sacred groves contain talismans and amulets (6 people).
Valuable items of sacred forests
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Figure 5.22: Valuable items found in sacred groves
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To conclude, the majority of informants acknowledged the necessity to protect sacred forests. Indeed,
sacred forests have provisioning, regulating, cultural and supporting roles (see section, 2.2.1). They
contain remarkable plants and animals used by local communities. However, most informants
mentioned the lack of means to protect sacred forests. The following section details the conservation
strategies implemented by local communities to protect sacred forests.

5.3.3.

Sacred forests conservation strategies

From the previous section, we know that the majority of informants believe in the necessity to protect
sacred forests. We also know that mostly local communities are managing sacred forests.
Consequently, we questioned the informants about the existence of conservation strategies to protect
sacred forests. Thirty-four respondents think that nothing is done to conserve sacred forests.
Informants argue that this is mainly due to a lack of financial means.
On the contrary, 47 informants said that conservation strategies are in place to protect sacred forests.
The conservation strategies are related with spiritual and environmental values. First, the holy aspect
and the rules associated are perceived by the respondents as a way to protect efficiently sacred groves.
The fear of vodoun and spirits repulse some people to penetrate sacred forests. The traditional laws
such as prohibiting the prospecting of wood or restricting the access to sacred forests are seen by eight
respondents as ways to safeguard the forests. People in general know the traditional rules and are
supposed to respect them.
Another practice related to holy is the setting up of warning signs made of vodoun representations,
pieces of white or red clothes, fragments of calabashes, branch fences (mainly in the case of Oro
forests). According to nine respondents, people keep respecting these interdicts. Vodoun in itself is
supposed to protect the sacred forest where he is located. Therefore, if local communities take care of
vodoun, he will be powerful enough to protect his forest. The persons responsible for sacred forests
free some paths, transplant trees and clean the forest edge, protecting the forest against bushfires. They
watch sacred forests, notably to make everybody respect the rules (according to six respondents).
Secondly, in the particular case of Bamêzoun, a listed sacred grove, the state financed the fitting up of
the forest, with several panels and vodoun statues. It attracts the curiosity of tourists and scientists.
According to GU8 and in spite of the classification of the forest, people continue to penetrate
anarchically the forest in order to collect trees and medicinal plants.
Thirdly, several concrete actions are undertaken by the formal and informal authorities to protect the
sacred forests of the Ouémé valley. Formal authorities made a first step by promulgating laws
concerning forests and nature conservation (eight respondents). The state started to make people aware
of nature conservation, and subsequently the necessity to protect sacred forests. Four informants
mentioned the national tree as a state intervention to promote sacred forests conservation. Simple
notions like tree and forest are now included in the elementary school syllabus (GU1). Pupils learn the
importance of forests regarding the micro-climate, water regulation and soil maintenance. Informal
authorities in the majority of the sacred forests initiated the creation of trail to avoid the propagation of
bushfires to the forest, or make early bush fires. According to GU1, people leave a strip of land
uncultivated but the information was not verified as a common practice.

If people had the opportunity to further develop conservation strategies, they would in majority (16)
fence sacred forest with wire-netting, branches, thorny bush or trees; or simply delimit them with
landmarks or stakes. Eleven people would be interested to reforest and they stressed the importance to
select carefully the trees to be planted. On the one hand, people want useful species that can provide
fruits, while on the other hands some people advise against this choice. They argue that women would
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be tempted to go regularly into sacred forests to collect fruits and at the same time look for wood or
medicinal plants.
Another strategy often mentioned is to implement in the forest a more dangerous vodoun, which is
supposed to protect in a stricter way the forest, with important sanctions afflicted to the offenders.
People think that the actual vodoun can also be reinforced by better installation, for instance be
covered by a roof. A vodoun representation can be placed at the sacred forest entrance to scare people.
Some respondents evoked the creation of medicinal plant gardens; and argued that if they had such
garden, they would no longer collect the plants in sacred groves. As well, a garden offers the
possibility to multiply rare medicinal plants.
In the case of some sacred forests, there is a need to choose new persons responsible for their
management, new vodoun priests and/or new guardians. The former managers of these sacred groves
died and the forests have been abandoned. If new manager are nominated, then the forest is supposed
to run better and be more respected. In the case of Kpinkonzoun, villager of Houinsa (GU82)
suggested to:
Give responsibilities of the forest to several people. The sacred grove is surrounded by three villages;
therefore, each of the villages should have a forest chief. These responsible persons would be trained,
take jointly decisions concerning Kpinkonzoun and make the rest of the village aware of the decisions
taken and the importance of the sacred forest.

Three informants wish a reinforcement of current state actions, especially inventory the sacred forests
of the region and their superficies and enhance the sacred groves legislation. The transfer of the
traditional laws to formal policies may strengthen the informal managers authority, notably by giving
them the right to punish the offenders. The director of the secondary school of Porto-Novo further
explains (LE28):
The central state should take administrative and statutory decisions, the foresters need to consider
more the sacred forests and get aware of the important spiritual and environmental role of them.
Sacred forests should also be part of the responsibility of the foresters and not only restricted to listed
forests as it is today. The local formal authorities have to realize that these sites are very important for
the socio-economic development of the region (tourism). The state has a role to play in supporting the
traditional managers to perpetuate the sacred forests and traditional management systems. The sacred
groves are witnesses of the history of the region, we inherited them from our ancestors and we have to
transmit them to our children.

Mito Awatagan one of the kings of Porto-Novo, evoked the problem of corruption and
mismanagement (LE21). He thinks that all the projects concerning forests conservation are conceived
in offices in Cotonou. The planners use the money to buy vehicles and built nice houses, leaving little
amount to the project. Consequently, the conservation programs are inefficient. He recommends that
in the future, to control more the conservation project in order to effectively reach the targets fixed.
Finally, a last solution to protect sacred forests has been proposed by one informant. It consists of
avoiding everybody to be converted to imported religions.

About conservation strategies, no concrete formal or informal plan really exists. As stated by most
informants, the state does not support local initiatives to protect sacred forests, leaving people without
any means. However, some informants consider the traditional rules as a way to sustainably protect
sacred forests. Other mentioned some punctual actions such as the national tree day or the creation of
paths to protect sacred forests against bushfires. Some people try to protect sacred forests with few
means, but is it enough to protect them sustainably?
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5.3.4.

Sacred forests integrity and threats

For local people, sacred forests are important to conserve due to many reasons. Local communities in
many cases depend on sacred forests for spiritual and daily needs. This dependence can threaten
sacred forest integrity.
In the research area, 24 people (27%) think that sacred forests are not threatened, mainly because local
people respect the traditional rules, especially the rule prohibiting the access to sacred forests,
according to five respondents (informal laws are presented in the section 5.2.3). Seven informants
argued that people are afraid of vodoun and this fear is sufficient to prevent people from entering
sacred groves. For these informants, vodoun cult protects sacred forests.
On the contrary, 67 people (73%) believe that some or all the sacred forests are threatened. Forest
degradation first occurred during the Marxist-Leninist regime, as explained by the director of a
primary school of Adjohoun (GU1), during the revolution, many sacred forests have been destroyed,
in order to eradicate obscurantism and feudality, as well as a way to find new lands.
The CERPA (Centre Régional pour la Promotion Agricole) agent of Adjohoun (interview 89) adds
that the Marxist-Leninist regime had impacts on the sacred forest management structure.
When the revolution has arisen, everything has been broken. People and the state started to cut trees
without any restrictions, and sacred forests lost their –spiritual- value. Therefore, nowadays people
are obliged to re-create the past structures, to establish new informal rules and to re-constitute
management bodies. The critical destruction period is now behind, but time is needed to rehabilitate
the remaining sacred groves and their traditional managers.

Several other drivers lead to sacred forest degradation. According to 17 informants, the region of study
is badly affected by poverty and demographic growth. People need the sacred groves for divers needs
and lack means to maintain them, sacred forests are often over-exploited. Moreover, people may be
tempted to deforest to free fertile lands. As explained by GU4,
Poverty and low level of incomes are two important factors of sacred forest exploitation. On a long
term, if sacred forests disappear, it will have impacts on soil fertility and accelerate erosion, resulting
in a reduction of yields, having dramatic consequences in an agricultural region such as Adjohoun.

Poverty and the needs for forest products lead people to the disrespect of traditional laws and to enter
the sacred forests, mainly for food and energetic needs. Local communities do not have enough means
to maintain and reforest sacred groves.
According to informants, intrusions constitute the primary
cause of sacred forest depletion. People enter the forest in
order to cut trees for timber, firewood and Acadja (see
figure 5.23), to hunt, for vegetal ropes, to collect medicinal
plants. These factors have been identified has the most
threatening. According to GU48, whereas hunting is an
indirect threat, it constitutes a major cause of sacred forests
degradations:
Hunting constitutes a threat to sacred forests. People
get into sacred forests anyhow to hunt game, monkeys
and bats. When people hunt, they may trample on
plants, small trees and insects. Moreover, they can
discover other valuable things such as medicinal
plants, trees and be tempted to cut it or come back later
with other people.
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Figure 5.23: Two trees cut illegally
on the edge of Kpinkonzoun
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Agricultural practices may also have negative impacts on sacred forests. Slash and burn cultivation is
widespread in the region and when fields are close to a forest, bush fires can easily damage nearby
forests. It has been for example the case of Kpinkonzoun, where a part of the edge has been burnt in
July 2006. Questioned people replied that the freed space would not be cultivated in order to allow the
forest to re-settle the burnt area.
The villages and main cities of the region expend regularly, having consequences on sacred forests. It
is notably observable on the figures 5.24 and 5.25, in Adjohoun city where sacred forests are closely
surrounded by houses. Indeed GU54 explained that:
Today people compress sacred forests because they need fertile lands. They progressively colonise the
sacred groves surroundings and nibble them to increase the cultivated areas. Some forests were in the
middle of the bush and are now find in the middle of a village. But it is not always good to have sacred
forests inside villages, because secret things happen in the forests that are not compatible with houses.

Figure 5.24: A small sacred grove remaining in
Adjohoun town

Figure 5.25: Houses close to Bohouézoun,
Adjohoun

In the particular case of Kpinkonzoun, people often pass through the sacred forest to access crop fields
and villages. Three interviewees see the crossing as a threat for the sacred grove, notably by disturbing
vodoun, as explained by GU75:
People enter anarchically into the sacred forest of Kpinkonzoun, which affects vodoun. Subsequently,
his power decreases and can no longer protect the sacred forest.

With the literature review, we could identify a number of direct threats and drivers to forest
degradation. The informants have been systematically asked about these factors and their eventual
impacts on sacred forests in the Ouémé valley. The figure 5.26 presents the different factors of
pressure and according to informants; if yes or no, they consider it as a threat.
It is difficult to draw conclusions about the informations obtained. People have observed that wild
animals disappear or that some medicinal plants are more and more difficult to find, but they do not
link these factors with human activity. On the figure, we can notice that the main pressures according
to the interviewees are the collect of medicinal plants (40%), people entering the forest to hunt (45%),
and the need for wood (50%).
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Figure 5.26: Chart presenting threats facing sacred forests

Some respondents added other factors such as the emergence of many western religions mainly
Catholic, Muslim, Protestant, Celestial Christianity (Christianisme Célèste) and Cherubim Seraphim.
Rural communities tend to forsake vodoun cult on behalf of imported religions. As a result, there are
less and less vodoun followers and few fetish chiefs to look after sacred forests. Moreover, people
choosing the imported religion have fewer incentives for the spiritual value of sacred groves and
penetrate them regularly. Another point is that the believers of imported religions are not anymore
afraid of the sanctions.

According to 35 people (out of 104), conflicts may occur between families or communities to get the
ownership of the sacred groves, to benefit from natural resources. This was for example the case of
Gogbozoun where several families claimed the ownership of the sacred forest. The conflict ended up
with a judgment that attributed the forest to one family. People appealed the sentence and the verdict is
not yet delivered.
According to GU4, the role of the forester is not pursued completely, mainly because the legislation is
not strong enough and the area to be supervised is too wide. The forester is the guardian of all the
forests of the department; and the actual forester of Adjohoun mainly focuses on oil palm plantations:
There is a lack of protective measures for sacred forests, in spite of the regulations enacted. The
forester only focuses on collecting the tax on oil palms. He does not know the other forests of the
department.

In the particular case of Kpinkonzoun, a rumour circulated affirming that the forest subsoil contains
gold or petroleum, even both. Therefore, the Houèssanou community is seriously thinking to cut soon
or later the sacred forest to exploit the subsoil resources, after consultation of vodoun and its transfer
in another sacred forest. They believe that vodoun put some resources under the grove as a stock in
case of needs. Consequently, the destruction of the sacred forest could provide a lot of money for the
community. They justify the presence of gold and petroleum by the fact that a group of (white) tourists
visited the sacred forest three years ago with scientific equipment and found wealth in the forest. After
a small investigation, we found that only few white people visited Kpinkonzoun, and only in the
purpose of observing the red bellied monkey (that does not exist in Kpinkonzoun) and other animals of
the forest. Moreover, Benin has little mining resources in its subsoil.
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In general, for the interviewees, the hunters, people that harvest wood, the followers of imported
religions, farmers, and the member of other families and community exercise a pressure on the sacred
forests.
The majority of respondents (64) think that the sacred forests cannot totally disappear by arguing that
there will always be people to maintain the sacred groves. The entire traditional managers will not
abandon vodoun cult and younger generation will take over. The actual persons responsible cannot die
at the same time and there will always have people to take care of the sacred groves.
Moreover, people believe that vodoun protects sacred forests and will not allow anyone to live instead
of the sacred groves. For example, there are fetishes buried in the ground that are supposed to make
vibrations, making impossible the settlement of people. Even if they are threatened, the sacred forests
will continue to be maintained, via notably transplanting new trees instead of old and dead ones. The
sacred forests edge is cleaned and trails are made to avoid bushfire propagation.
Some respondents think that the sacred forest of the Ouémé valley did not disappear during the
revolutionary regime; therefore, they will not disappear now.
On the contrary, 23 people think that the sacred forest can totally disappear. If nothing is done, there
will not be successors to the actual managers and religious authorities. The population growth, the
need for new lands and the general development of the Ouémé region may dangerously affect the
sacred groves. The informants claim for the writing of laws targeting sacred forests, scientific research
to list exhaustively the groves, to measure their areas, and to reforest; as respectively explained by
GU17 and LE30:
If nothing is done, they will be an interruption on the formation of fetish chiefs. If nobody cares about
the cult and sacred forests, they will be exploited and nobody will believe in vodoun anymore.
The Dah of the sacred forests are nearly all deceased. After them, no other cults responsible have been
trained, leading people to be converted to imported religions. Therefore, the vodoun priests are not
replaces and the cult counts less and less followers.

To conclude about sacred forests integrity and threats, a majority of informants thinks that sacred
forests are threaten. As presented in the theoretical framework (section 2.4.5), rural communities are
often dependent on sacred forests for energetic needs, food and medicinal plants. It is also the case in
the Ouémé valley, where people enter regularly sacred forests for several purposes. Moreover, the
spiritual values affected to sacred forests are progressively eroded and people are not afraid anymore
to enter sacred forests. But most informants are optimistic about sacred forest perpetuation; people
believe that sacred groves cannot totally disappear

5.3.5.

Economic value of sacred forests

A minority of people (26) thought that the sacred groves of the Ouémé valley do not have economic
values. It is due to the fact that spiritual value is viewed as incompatible with economic value; the only
interest of the sacred forests is there holy aspect.
According to some informants, the medicinal plants cannot be sold; this is a gift of vodoun and is used
only in case of imperative necessity. Medicinal plants are made to protect people and by no means to
generate incomes. Finally, several respondents mentioned the cultural value of the forests.
On the contrary, 63 people acknowledged an economical value to the sacred forests, though the
resource may not be exploited (nine people). First, 38 people evoked the wood value, mainly for
timber uses, to built canoes and furniture, and for energy needs. Then, many other products can be
extracted from the sacred forests such as game (7), fruits, seeds and snails, thatch and living birds for
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instance budgerigars and lovebirds. Medicinal plants and roots are also sold. An indirect economical
result mentioned is related to medicinal plants. The plants found in the sacred forests enable to treat
sick persons; consequently, this maintains people work force and their incomes.
Vodoun and ceremonies may bring revenues. When ceremonies are organised, people collect money to
make sacrifices. Then, vodoun is supposed to help local communities in their businesses, as explained
by GU20:
Vodoun brings them money. When women go to sell in the open market, they generally make small
offerings to vodoun in order to be successful.

People having problems can consult vodoun in exchange of offerings to vodoun itself and to the fetish
chief. The fetish chief can subsequently earn money by making ceremonies. If the problem is solved,
the consultant may decide to donate money and goods to vodoun, to the sacred forest and/or to the
fetish chief. For example, the fetish chief L’Eau Jaune (LE8) is a responsible person of Zangbéto. If a
person has a problem, he or she pays money to the secret society in order to have the intervention of
Zangbéto. As well, when persons have been saved from a disease or bewitchment, this person may be
generous and thanks the fetish chief with a financial donation.
Finally, according to four informants, sacred forests influence the micro-climate, both ecologically and
magically. When the rainfalls are steady, it has positive impacts on agriculture and yields, to a larger
extent to farmers’ incomes. If a long drought affects the region, ceremonies are made to make rain.
The sacred groves play also a role in soil fixing.
Sacred forests provide several products to local communities. Some people gather products in the
grove with the purpose to sell them. Thirty-five people admitted to exploit the sacred forests of the
region in order to earn money. Nineteen informants gather wood (timber and firewood) with the
explicit purpose to sell it. Ten people regularly collect medicinal plants, and seven hunt to sell the
game to restaurants and private persons. The other products often gathered are snail, vegetal brush or
chewing stick, and vegetal rope.

The economical value of sacred forests is linked with provisioning as well as supporting services. It is
possible to consider the creation of projects in order to replace the provisioning role of sacred forests.
The products obtained from sacred forests are easily identifiable, and it is conceivable to create
alternative productions to satisfy local communities’ needs and to generate incomes. The surpluses
obtained from tree plantation or olacodes breeding for example can be sold to the main cities. The
possible alternatives to sacred forests exploitation are more developed in the conclusion and
recommendations chapter.

5.3.6.

Investment in sacred forests

In order to conserve sacred forests, it is necessary to invest a minimum. Indeed, sacred groves are
over-exploited and need to be reforested. The traditional management systems have to be reinforced.
On the one hand, 36 people explained that no investment is made to maintain sacred forests. The state
does not provide any financial support. During the last interview in Adjohoun (GU82), people said
that local communities have already little incomes and have trouble to supply to their needs, therefore
how could they invest money for sacred forests.
On the other hand 52 people argued that money in invested into sacred forests, mainly to make
offerings, according to 14 people; to organise ceremonies (9 people), to clean, to maintain and to
reforest the sacred groves.
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In the case of Kpinkonzoun, eight people said that the sacred forests is delimited by stakes, and
according to seven informants, people participate in the clearing of trails to protect sacred groves from
bushfires. According to four interviewees, the state also acts by communicating and making people
aware of the necessity to protect sacred forests. In the case of Bamêzoun, the state financed the
equipping of the forest.
The main investors for sacred forest conservation are local communities (according to 14 people), the
family owning the grove (27), and the persons responsible. Some people mentioned the family
member living in the cities or abroad; they apparently send money to participate in the sacred forests
conservation.

To conclude, local communities lack of means and more particularly financial means to sustainably
protect sacred forests. The state is too little involved in financing alternatives. With decentralisation,
the commune has to care about it, but is short of financial and technical supports. As stated by expert
two, the conservation of sacred forests is not the main priority of local and central authorities.

5.4.

Formal laws

As presented in chapter three, only two laws exist in Benin to regulate sacred forests exploitation.
Local communities are in general aware of the informal law regulating forests patrimony. The two
only formal texts that can be applied to sacred forests are the law 93-009 for the forests, with the
executive order 96-271 and the law 98-030 for the environment, as explained by the Mayor assistant
(LE2).
Forty-two respondents do not know about formal laws concerning sacred forests, they have not heard
about a regulation but in general they conceive that a law exists arguing that otherwise people would
deforest. Thirty-eight people know that a law exists, which is not specific to sacred forests but relates
to forest patrimony in general. The general forest law strictly regulate the bushfires. According to 16
informants, the state recommends reforesting and prohibits the cutting of trees. The Mayor assistant
(LE2) knows precisely the laws, however he acknowledged that there is no regulation for the
commune, as it is possible with the decentralization. GU65 thinks that a local regulation could be an
efficient way to protect the sacred forests of the Ouémé valley. According to GU10:
There is a law concerning forests, but it is not applied. There is a general ignorance about the law and
there is no hand over of the local authorities to transfer the central government regulation.

A former deputy, GU51 continues by arguing that in Africa the respect of the formal laws is not
ensured. People who write the laws do not respect them; therefore, it is unthinkable to ask the general
public to obey the laws. A deep change on the political level will be necessary in order to efficiently
protect sacred forests.
Finally, some informants think that the state is not allowed to make laws on sacred forests. Sacred
forests are the property of the local communities and cannot be appropriated by the government.
The department of Forests and Natural Resources (DFRN) set up the function of forester. They are in
charge of the forest patrimony, except private forests. Consequently, the charge of the forester
includes the sacred forests. Nine informants see the action of foresters as positive for the sacred groves
conservation. They have the ability to amend people that do not respect the forest law, especially when
people cut trees. On the contrary, some respondents discussed the role of the forester, which obviously
cannot watch all the forests.

77

Nevertheless, all the interviewed people regret the lack of concrete action of the state to maintain the
sacred forests. The state makes very important laws but do not provide the means to apply them. For
example, GU32 said that:
There are laws, the formal authorities speak about it but they never put the means to effectively protect
the resources. If the state gives enough means to the local communities, they will know how to use it in
order to protect the sacred forests. The decentralisation did not improve the transfer of means.

Finally, the state started to recognize the role of traditional healers, by delivering certificates. The
candidates pass several tests at the hospital to prove their ability to cure people by using amulets and
medicinal plants. The recognition is perceived as step made towards the rehabilitation of traditional
practices and the protection of medicinal plants resource.

Figure 5.27: Certificate granted to one traditional healer

Beninese government has stated some laws in order to protect forests in general. However, they do not
include explicitly sacred forests. In general, informants and local communities are not aware of the
laws. They supposed that such laws exist but they do not know the text in details. There is a general
lack of communication between local communities and formal authorities; notably, to make people
aware of the existing regulations.
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Chapter VI: Discussion

6.

DISCUSSION

In this study, I intended to combine environmental and social sciences, and more particularly spiritual
factors in order to evaluate the sustainability of the conservation by sacredness. The discussion chapter
examines the theory presented in the second chapter, notably the environment and poverty
relationship, nature conservation and conservation strategies. The third section presents briefly
similarities that could be noticed between sacred groves in India and the case study of the Ouémé
valley in Benin. The second section discusses the results obtained in the Ouémé valley, according to
the four central research questions. Finally, the last section presents a short analysis of Beninese
policies regarding forests conservation.

6.1.

Theoretical discussion

6.1.1.

Environment and poverty relationship

The theoretical chapter presented a model linking people poverty with environment. The extra
literature review, the fieldwork in Benin and the data analysis confirm the existence of a relationship
between people poverty and environment. People with low standards of living, below or just above
one dollar per day, are tempted and do exploit the surrounding natural resources to meet their needs
and improve their incomes. It is observable in Benin, in the case of sacred forests in the Ouémé valley,
but in many other countries and locations.
We can present two well-known examples occurring in the Amazonian forest. First in Brazil, the
landless farmers settle the Amazonian forest in order to clear lands, cultivate and earn a living. This
phenomenon has been encouraged by the state that found wise to send people in this wild area. The
deforestation rate is constantly increasing, having disastrous consequences on the Amazonian forest.
Secondly, in the case of French Guyana, poor people from French Guyana, Brazil and Surinam
illegally cut trees and undertake gold mining, with the hope to earn a living and the dream to become
rich. Gold mining has two environmental consequences, the clearing of the Amazonian forest and the
pollutions of springs and rivers. The extraction of one kilogramme of gold requires the use of the same
amount of mercury. Presently, the rivers of French Guyana are highly polluted, having important
consequences for river flora and fauna. Moreover, the Amerindian communities are very affected by
the pollution; they rely on rivers for drinking water and fishes. New diseases due to the high
absorption of mercury affect children and adults. The two examples show that poverty and the limited
access to good lands lead people to threaten dramatically natural resources. People need to exploit
natural resources to supply their needs or to earn money. Rural poor are then dependant on the
environment. The consequences of natural resources over-exploitation affect the environment as well
as other communities.
As presented by Scherr (2000), some authors argue that environmental degradation result from natural
forces rather than human mismanagement. However, human activities have consequences on natural
forces. Indeed, people have progressively modified their natural environment, making it more and
more subject to natural disasters. For instance in France, more floods occur leading buildings
destruction and people transfer. The devastating floods mainly happen in much urbanised areas, where
the precipitations cannot be absorbed by the soil. Such phenomenons are also observed in many big
cities of Asia and South-East Asia. To conclude, natural forces have devastating consequences on the
environment, but human action rendered in some cases these consequences even more important.
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Scherr (2000) mentioned that local communities have the capacity to develop technologies, land use
control or diversified their activities to decrease the pressure on resources. Many informants in Benin
presented possible alternatives to sacred forests exploitation. Nevertheless, they all acknowledged the
lack of means to implement these alternatives. This example shows that local communities’
innovations are bounded by poverty. Presently in the Ouémé valley, rural communities do not have the
necessary financial and technical means to develop their alternatives. Therefore, people need to be
listened and supported by local authorities, experts, NGOs to implement such alternatives.
The world at large is becoming aware of environmental degradation leading notably to the
desertification of several areas and the global warming. There is a growing awareness of people both
in developed and in developing countries about the necessity to protect the environment. Then
interventions are needed to break the spiral of poverty and environmental degradation. Interventions
can focus on the regulation of population growth, improve technology. National government and
international organisation have a role to play to implement appropriate environmental and agricultural
policies.

6.1.2.

Conservation strategies

As already presented in the theoretical framework, authoritarian protectionist has permitted to protect
some valuable sites worldwide. However, the protection was often at the expense of local
communities, who have been forced to leave the area and in some cases their ancestors’ lands. The
traditional social structure has highly suffered from this type of transfer.
Therefore, I think that the choice of participation is nowadays more appropriate, and constitute a more
sustainable way to protect natural resources. Local community’s participation in nature conservation is
based on a consensus with local communities and project planners. If people have to be moved from
one place, then it is possible to create alternative activities for local communities to earn a living.
Moreover, it is possible to protect an area without completely excluding local communities. In the
example of the Pendjari Park Northern Benin, a large area has been protected as a wildlife reserve for
elephants, hippopotamus, antelopes, lions, etc. Local people are allowed to enter the core of the Park
and a buffer zone has been created, where communities are allowed to gather wood and to hunt. In
some places, lands are cultivated. The Park is divided into two areas, the centre for tourist activities
(observe animals), and a hunting zone. In the hunting area, tourists pay to hunt a wild animal; the price
depends on the animal. When hunted, the huntsman can keep a trophy (a part of the animal). Then the
meat is distributed to the nearby communities in exchange of a low amount of money. Local
communities are also employed to drive the tourists in the Park; some are tourists guide and others
have to locate the animal in the Park. Finally, a council has been created and the important decisions
concerning the Park are discussed with the different stakeholders, including local communities. The
creation of the park brought activities to local communities. The park cannot profit to everybody, but
project have been implement, with the agreement of local communities to encourage their protection
of natural resources. People are poor, but they have noticed an improvement of their conditions, with
for instance more facilities, more schools, and doctors.

6.1.3.

Sacred forests in India and Benin

By comparing the information collected during the field research and the literature review, we could
curiously notice some similarities with the sacred groves of India, in general well documented.
According to Swamy et al. (2003: 54):
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Trees such as banyan, peepal, neem and tamarind are considered to be the abode of spirits. (…)
Yellow, white or sometimes red pieces of cloth and bangles are tied to the trees; people ask for
material, moral and social well-being in exchange for these gifts to the spiritual realm.

In both Benin and India, some specific trees and plants have spiritual values and are believed to shelter
spirits or gods. Moreover, the colour of the pieces of cloth is nearly the same, red and white. In Benin,
white symbolises purity and wealth, red being the sign of danger. It seems a widespread practice to
pray and make offerings to the spirits in forested areas; we can assume that forests are used
(worldwide) as places to commune with nature and the spiritual realm. Swamy et al. (2003: 55)
continue by saying that in India:
The people believe that any damage to the sacred grove, harm to the fauna residing in it or felling of
any tree from it may invite the wrath of the local deity, causing diseases and failure of agricultural
crops. Even taking a dry twig is forbidden, and any violation of the taboo, people say, will incur the
wrath of the snake gods. Therefore, many people will not even take dead wood out of the sacred
groves.

The traditional believes and rules are very similar with Benin that also possesses a snake god named
Dan (in Goun). One of the rules in sacred forests of the Ouémé valley is the interdiction to collect
wood, even dead wood in some sacred groves. The consequences are the same than the one expected
in India such as misfortune for the offender, drought or diseases. Therefore, once again, the Indian and
Beninese sacred groves have coinciding rules and sanctions.
These two examples show some surprising similarities between sacred groves in India and in Benin. It
would be very interesting to make a comparative study of sacred forests norms and taboos, in different
countries and continents. Such research could investigate the different symbols associated with sacred
forests and try to explain the sociological factors generating similarities among symbols and taboos on
different continents.

6.2.

Findings discussion

The section findings discussion examines the central research questions presented in the introductory
chapter: how do local communities in the Ouémé Valley participate in the management of the sacred
forests? How does the sacredness of the forest influence the conservation of forest and biodiversity?
How do direct and indirect local factors threaten the sacred forests?

6.2.1.

Sacred forests in Benin

In Benin, only one national research to inventory sacred forests has been done; study made by Agbo
and Sokpon (1997 and 1998) with IUCN funding. This research is a reference and represents the basis
for all projects planning related to sacred forests and biodiversity conservation; the list of sacred
forests is presented in the annex 8. In general, the present research intended to confirm and complete
the research done by Agbo and Sokpon ten years ago; the table in annex 7 presents the list of sacred
forests identified by the present research. We have been able to inventory 65 sacred forests (except
Oro) in the Ouémé valley, only 15 of them have already been listed by Agbo, and Sokpon (marked in
orange in the table). Focusing on Adjohoun and Akpadanou, Agbo and Sokpon have identified in the
commune of Adjohoun five sacred forests and four in Akpadanou. The present research could identify
more that 20 sacred forests in Adjohoun (expect Oro) and ten in Akpadanou. The great divergence of
figure can be explained by the fact that we have spent a lot of time in the region of Adjohoun and have
visited many different villages of the Ouémé valley to get as much information as possible. We can
easily see with the above figures that there is a big lack of information concerning sacred forests.
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Lots of them are unknown; and consequently they are not included in conservation plans and
biodiversity inventories.

Regarding the sacred forests areas in Benin, 70% of sacred forests have areas less than 1 ha, 18% are
comprised between 1 and 5 and 12% have areas over 5 ha, according to Agbo & Sokpon (1997). In
our case study of the Ouémé valley, the figures are slightly different. Among the 52 known
superficies, we found that 48% have an area below one hectare; 38% have areas comprised between 1
and 5 ha; and 14% of the sacred forests cover an area above 5 ha. As a result, the Ouémé valley counts
less small sacred forest than the national average, more sacred forests comprised between 1 and 5 ha,
and slightly more large forests.
When considering the particular case of Kpinkonzoun, Agbo and Sokpon estimated the area at 3 ha,
whereas the GPS tracking found an area of 8 ha, an underestimation of 5ha. To conclude about sacred
forests superficies, we can also see a great lack of viable information. Only few sacred forests have
been inventoried and their areas are often approximate. There is a necessity to document sacred forests
and their areas and Benin already possesses tools to achieve this inventory. Indeed, aerial photographs
are available (paying) at the Institut Géographique National (IGN). The only systematic way to have
an exhaustive list of sacred groves is to combine the analysis of available aerial photographs with field
confirmations.

6.2.2.

Participation and sacred forests management

Whereas being part of the state patrimony, sacred forests are in general informally managed. They are
appropriated by local communities and are regulated by traditional and spiritual laws, such as
presented by Chandran and Hughes (2000: 175) in the case of sacred groves (also called Kans) in
India:
In Uttara Kannada the grove was an integral part of village life, and decisions regarding it were made
by the community. In theory the state owned the kans but local committees fined the offenders, a system
prevailing to this day in Halkar. The village headman supervised the safety of the grove and obtained
‘permission’ from the god before cutting down any tree.

As well in West Africa, most of the sacred groves are informally managed by local communities. They
have a system of rules to regulate the penetration in sacred groves and the activities pursued inside.
However, as explained by Decher (1996: 1017), the traditional system of management is not
acknowledged by the central states:
Communities seeking to protect their sacred sites should be recognized and officially empowered by
the government to restrict activities that threaten their groves and to take legal action against those
who encroach on sacred natural sites. (…) Sacred groves could be gazetted “sanctuaries” through
district by-laws. Any change in the legal status of sacred groves should reinforce rather than
undermine traditional religious beliefs and functions.

Decher explicitly recognizes the importance to reinforce local communities in their role of sacred
forests managers. The system is based on the spiritual value of sacred forests but is more and more
threatened. In Benin, the sacred forests management system is exclusively based on traditional
organisation and rules. Some people are selected among the local communities to manage the sacred
groves, and the entire community is consulted to take important decisions. However, the traditional
management system remains informal. According to Gbaguidi (1998), the form of management based
on the respect for the holy tends to develop towards forms much more participative, with the creation
of management committees. This is for instance the case of Kpinkonzoun presented in the section 5.2.
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As defined in the conceptual framework, participation in nature conservation is a process of equitable
and active involvement of all stakeholders concerned in the process of decision-making, planning,
management, monitoring and evaluation of the activities. Actually, sacred forests in the Ouémé valley
are exclusively managed informally by local communities. They are fully supporting the conservation
of sacred forests, mainly because they consider sacred forests as there heritage, the witness of their
(family) history. Local communities completely adhere to the conservation of sacred groves and act
according to their means. Forests managers are taking decisions according to their needs and skills, in
order to manage sustainably sacred forests. The important decisions concerning sacred forests are
taken in common with the holder community. Several members of the community are consulted before
taking decisions, which try to meet the needs and interests of all the participants. Local communities
are the only actors taking part in the process of decision-making. In fact, the state is not very involved
in decision-making regarding sacred forests and has little interest in sacred forests.
For these reasons, sacred forests management in Benin can be viewed as participative. Indeed, the
management structure is based on local communities. They make their own decisions and in some
cases consult formal authorities. The central state provides very little support to local communities.
Formal authorities have an important role to play in sacred forests conservation, notably by
recognizing the informal management structures, reinforcing them and being more involved in
decision-making.
Local formal authorities are the representatives of the state and as such, they have to present to sacred
forest managers the current legislations concerning forest patrimony. Nearly all the people interviewed
are not aware of the existing regulations concerning forests and consequently sacred forests.
Moreover, it is clear that traditional management systems and rules are not anymore powerful enough
to sustainably protect sacred forests. People often enter illegally forests for personal purposes, to hunt,
to gather wood and medicinal plants, and thus break the traditional rules. This is essential to rapidly
broaden the stakeholders to the mayor of the commune, the prefect and the ministers, and come up
with formal regulations approved by both local communities and formal authorities. Politicians,
conservationists, NGO workers, informal authorities, all have to seat around the same table in order to
discuss about strategies to sustainably protect sacred forest and their biological wealth. This point is
further developed in the recommendation chapter.

6.2.3.

Sacredness and conservation

Relations between sacredness and conservation
During the interviews, different relations between sacredness and conservation could be understood.
Some communities have created a sacred forest, in some cases the forest already existed and could be
protected by the implementation of vodoun. Finally, several informants believe that the ancestors
deliberately installed fetishes in forests to protect them.
First, as explained by Juhé-Beaulaton (section 2.4.1); in some cases sacred forests have been created
by humans. The settlement of an ancestral community in one place makes the location respected. It is
often due to the fact that people were buried in this place. When the population left the area, it
continued to be respected and the vegetation started to grow. In this first relation, the presence of
ancestral communities justifies the respect of an area and subsequently its colonisation by trees. The
former presence of communities indirectly leads to the creation of a forest. In the region of Adjohoun,
we could also see the direct creation of a sacred forest. The community kept a piece of land and
planted trees in order to bring peace and wealth to the village.
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A second type of sacredness-conservation relation occurs in pre-existing forests. The implementation
of vodoun inside has directly or indirectly ensured the protection of the forest. Hounsinou, director of
the Behanzin secondary school (LE28) explained that
The traditional rules frighten local communities, more than formal laws. Sacred forests play an
ecological role and I think that our ancestors had ecological considerations. In fact, they took care of
natural forests and have preserved them from agriculture and exploitation. The spiritual value of
sacred forests has indirectly led to their protection. Until know, this strategy is successful.

Moreover, Onibon director of the Direction de l’Aménagement Territoire (expert 5), sees a direct
correlation between sacredness and ecological rules. He argues that the informal rules edited by
vodoun hide ecological rules.
The traditional management system required by vodoun has many ecological rules. For instance about
lakes, vodoun are installed on spawning grounds; it is the place where fishes multiply. Therefore,
fishers are not allowed to fish at this location, and vodoun can protect the multiplication area of fishes.
As well, in hunting activities in the sacred forests, the vodoun chief may ask for the tail and the neck of
the hunted animal as offerings for vodoun. It is a way to know if the game is a male or a female and
subsequently control that females are not hunted during gestation period.

Finally, two informants see the implantation of fetishes as a direct mean to protect sacred forests. The
ancient communities may have deliberately installed fetishes in the forest to protect them. As
explained by GU65:
Our ancestors were illiterate but they had practices, traditions to prevent desertification and to protect
fauna and flora. They identified outstanding ecosystems that needed to be protected and initiated a
protection strategy by holy. By associating a spiritual value to a forest, the animals and plants could
be protected.

Moreover, GU4 gave the recent example of Dangbo. According to him, fetishes have been installed in
the lasts forests remaining in the locality. These forests were not considered as holy, but it was decided
to install fetishes inside to protect them. In this example, fetishes were deliberately installed in forests
in order to give them a spiritual value and consequently protect them.

Actual situation
The combination of holy rules and nature conservation has plenty advantages. The positive aspects
are directly related to the fact that local communities protect the sacred forests. A set of rules regulate
the access and the activities in the sacred forests, which are protected by the fear of vodoun and
sanctions. Consequently, the supervision costs of the vegetal cover are very low. The divinities are
rewarded by offerings such as chicken, palm oil, cola nuts, and other items of poor value. According
to Tchoukpeni (1995), the efficiency of this conservation strategy is relatively high, thanks to the
myths and fears to undergo vodoun wrath. Sacred forests have a tourist potential because they contain
relics and traces of ancestral communities. They have an aesthetic value and constitute a genetic pool
of plants and animals; sacred forests biodiversity can greatly vary from one region of Benin to the
other. Moreover, most of the sacred forests are planted with local species highly adapted to the climate
and soil conditions. Therefore, sacred forests constitute a mean to safeguard threatened species and
multiply them to reforest other areas (Agbo and Sokpon, 1998). To a larger extent, sacred forests play
a role in the maintenance of ecological balance.
As well, five main disadvantages have been identified. Vodoun represents good and evil, and can be
seen as witchcraft, harmful for the society. The sanctions applied by some vodoun and secret societies
are often very severe and can be contrary to humans rights. Indeed, the supreme sanction can be the
death of the offender. It is applied to the person who meets vodoun during the night or when a follower
tries to quit a secret society. The sacredness is often ineffective to stop the progression of farmers. The
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sacred forests areas are very small, in the majority of cases less than one hectare. Finally, youths
progressively lose interest for traditional religions and consequently they abandon sacred forest rules
(Hessou, 1999, Tchoukpeni, 1995 and MEHU, -).
Notwithstanding theses disadvantages, many authors of Benin make the assumption that the holy
aspect of sacred forests is a useful and sufficient factor to protect them. According to Gbaguidi (1998),
several regions or ethnics have chosen a forest, a tree a plant or an animal to implement their spirits.
As a result, in several departments of Benin, the consecration of groves to fetishes constitutes a
traditional technique for the conservation of natural resources. Agbo and Sokpon (1998) further argue
that it is very important to conserve the remaining forests in general but more particularly sacred
forests that are efficiently protected by Beninese traditions. According to these authors, sacred forests
constitute the best conservation strategy because they are regulated by strict laws. Sodegla (1993)
explains that to protect a forest, this is sufficient to install a fetish, which is supposed to protect as well
the neighbouring community. Then the forest is completely saved from anthropogenic actions. The
sacred forests are naturally safeguarded without any other form of control or supervision. Finally,
according to Sodegla (1993), the use of vodoun is a conservation strategy that works better than the
classification used by the state. Affoukou (1997) argues in this sense, the modern conservation
strategies of forests in Benin are less effective than the conservation by holy.
The arguments presented by Gbaguidi (1998), Agbo & Sokpon (1998) and Sodegla (1993) can be
challenged, first from a historical perspective. During the Marxist-Leninist regime, sacred forests have
been targeted to be deforested in order to eradicate feudalism. The forests without spiritual values
were relatively saved. Therefore, the fact that they are sacred encouraged people during the
revolutionary regime to destroy them. The holy aspect may on the contrary have accelerated their
depletion during the revolutionary regime.
Secondly, it is naïve to think that sacred forests are safeguarded just because they are sacred. There is
an important number of taboos related to them and sanctions. The offenders are said to be mystically
punished directly or indirectly when they transgress the rules, and as said by Tchoukpeni (1995) the
sanction can be considerable. The last decades, there has been a rising of the rules. For instance, the
gathering of dead wood was allowed and is now progressively forbidden in all the sacred forests of
Ouémé.
Kokou (2006) argues about sacred forests of Togo that the sacredness as conservation and
management strategy of the forests is becoming a myth. Sacred forests that were places feared are
nowadays profaned by people that were formerly protecting them. In the course of the field research in
Benin, the same conclusions have been drawn. Sacred forests of the Ouémé valley face the same
problem; the local people interviewed openly stated it. Whereas the traditional laws of sacred forests
are known by almost everybody, they are not respected by all. The fear is not enough to discourage
people to enter the sacred groves and gather products. The appearance of new religion is one factor;
followers of new religions feel protected against vodoun sanctions.
To conclude, it is remarkable that sacred forests still exist and continue to be traditionally protected. In
the case of Oro forests, the traditional rules continue to be respected, but no study has been done about
this particular type of forests. The other sacred forests in the Ouémé valley are highly threatened. The
sacredness is not sufficient anymore to frighten local people and to ensure the sustainable use of
sacred forests. It is essential to rapidly find alternative management strategies to safeguard these
forests and the state seems to be a major stakeholder in this process. The majority of the informants
expect more involvement of the state, by formulating specific regulations concerning sacred forests
and by providing more means.
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6.2.4.

Factors threatening forests

When considering the specific case of sacred forests in the Ouémé valley, Bodjrenou (2006) observed
a generally diminishing of forested areas. In 1986, the area covered by forests was estimated at 542 ha.
In 2003, it had fallen to 377 ha, a decline of 165 ha representing a drop of 30% of the total area. In
2003, forests represented only 1.3% of the total area of the commune of Adjohoun and if this trend
continues, the forests will totally disappear from the commune by 2040 (see annex 9 and 10). During
the same period, urbanized areas and cultivated lands have respectively increased by 104 ha (+ 25%)
and 967 ha representing an increase of 25% of the total area. According to Bodjrenou (2006), the
forest destruction has lead to the disappearance of several species such as Chlorophora excelsa,
Manilkara multinervis, and Triplochiton scleroxylon. The few remaining Baobabs (Adansonia
digitata) constitute the witness of the past existence of forests at these locations. Finally, some trees
with proven medicinal properties have disappeared from the commune; this is the case for example of
Chlorophora excelsa and Khaya senegalensis. According to IUCN status, the red-bellied monkey is
progressively disappearing in South-West Nigeria and South Benin. This is caused by hunting and
habitat degradation from agriculture and logging, the ongoing human settlement and infrastructure
development.

In the Ouémé valley, the main causes of forests degradation are poverty and population growth, little
access to land and destructive agricultural practices (clearing, bushfires, slash and burn cultivation),
lack of means to invest in sustainable resource management. These global factors lead the local
population to badly manage the sacred forests, to over-exploit them. Ouéménous are dependent on
their natural resources for daily needs. They mainly enter the forest to collect wood, fruits and
medicinal plants; also to hunt. The wood is needed for energy, timber and fishing purposes; medicinal
plants are the main source of medicine, they are free and are used to cure nearly all diseases (as
presented in the table 5.1). Local communities often do not see any alternatives to the exploitation of
the sacred groves. Whereas people in general have incentives for nature conservation and
acknowledge the necessity to protect sacred forests for spiritual as well as ecological and economical
reasons, the lack of means and their reliance on agriculture and forest exploitation do not offer
possible alternatives. Agriculture is an important factor of forest destruction in the valley. The Ouémé
valley is considered as the most fertile African river valley after the Nil (Houngbo, 2006). Therefore,
this region of Benin is much subjected to agricultural pressure, which on long term might engender the
destruction of sacred forests, due to intensification and the need of lands.
On the national level, Madafime, in charge of pres relations at the ministry of agriculture (expert 3),
recognized the embryonic state of agriculture. People in general do not know that they can easily
increase their yields, especially by managing better fertilisation. Rural communities have often little
knowledge about fertilisers and consequently they often misuse them. Farmers exploit during four or
five years the same plot and when the yields are too low; they will look for free lands and clear them.
Moreover, in the North of Benin, farmers have been encouraged by the former government to clear
lands and produce cotton. As a result all the trees have been cut, inducing soil degradation. Hessou
(1999) thinks that this is necessary to improve agricultural productivity and favour a diversification of
the income sources. He encourages the processing of raw products to increase the value of crops and
he recommends raising awareness of rural communities about sustainable management of natural
resources. As explained by the director of forests and natural resources, Beninese has never been
taught how to sustainably manage natural resources. For instances the state could organise workshops
to teach hunters that during and after gestation, games cannot be hunted to preserve the progeny.
According to the director of forests and natural resources, the actual mismanagement is related to the
ignorance of local users.
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The second point mentioned by Madafime (expert 3), is the energy problem. There is a growing illegal
trade of charcoal that is persisting over years. The state has installed many checkpoints on the roads to
regulate this activity, but without any success. A minority of the population uses gas for domestic
needs; the rest essentially depends on wood and coal. The high dependence on wood pushes people to
exploit illegally sacred and protected forests as well as mangrove swamp. Wood is becoming a high
value product that can generate important incomes.
Chandrakanth et al. (2004) argue about India that large sacred forests are progressively fragmented
into small parcels below their minimum biologically viable size, which can seriously jeopardize their
long-term sustainability. As well, the fragmentation process makes a community vulnerable to lose
control over the portions of the original groves that are distant from the village. The same conclusion
can be drawn about sacred groves in Benin, for instance for Gnanhouizoun located in Bonou.
Moreover, the colonisation of the land by humans is often accompanied by the propagation of
anthropophile species such as Dracaena arborea, Spondias mombin, Carica papaya and Elaeis
guineensis. The propagation of these species may impoverish local biodiversity (Gbaguidi, 1998).
The traditional managers are often overtaken by the events and they feel solution less regarding the
people needs. As presented by several informants, when a child is ill, the parents or the healer collect
medicinal plants in the sacred forests. Moreover, if 15 children are also ill, the parents or the healer
will gather medicinal plants to cure the 15 sick persons. Therefore, in this circumstance, the overgathering of medicinal plants is understandable and it is ethically questionable to restrict gathering. As
well, during the last interview in the village Honsa, people acknowledged to enter regularly
Kpinkonzoun to hunt game and collect firewood. They noticed that the forest area is progressively
decreasing and the forest is less and less dense. The villagers justified the over-penetration of
Kpinkonzoun by the fact that they need to eat, they need meat and firewood to cook. In this case, it is
again delicate to prohibit the access to the forest. The sustainable management of sacred forests in the
Ouémé valley and more generally in Benin can only be ensured if alternative sources of wood, meat
and medicinal plants are provided. The director of forests and natural resources considers this point as
essential. He gave the example of the PAMF: Plan d’Aménagement des Massif Protégés, for which
alternatives to hunting have been tested.
It is important to understand that people are hungry. Therefore, it is essential that conservation
projects take into consideration poverty alleviation and make people less dependent on the forests. In
the centre of Benin, projects of rabbit and cane rat (Tryonomys swinderianus) breeding have been set
up as alternatives to hunting. The forest conservation has to be accompanied by small projects in
order to reduce people dependency on sacred groves (expert 2).

To conclude, in the Ouémé valley people in general acknowledge their dependence on sacred forests.
They further recognize that the destruction of sacred groves is human made and has impacts on local
climate and erosion, affecting crops yields. However, people feel they have no solutions regarding
forest over-exploitation and alternatives. In Benin, listed forests are unable to efficiently protect
forests and sacred groves are progressively abandoned. It is urgent to find solutions to preserve
outstanding sacred forests.

6.2.5.

National actions

The main national actions to protect natural resources and forests get materialised with the follow up
of the forest estates created by the colonial administration (see list of listed forests and superficies in
annex 2). Local communities have abandoned their customary right on the listed forests. A system of
foresters has been set up to supervise the listed forest and later on the entire forest patrimony. The
listed forests are exploited for the wood with a controlled management to avoid anarchic deforestation
(Juhé-Beaulaton, 2000).

87

Another action undertaken by the state is the creation of the tree day each first of June. This annual
action indicates the state desire to show its engagement regarding the problems of deforestation and
desertification. The tree day is also the occasion for national authorities to increase public awareness
on nature conservation. Moreover, the state organises on an ad hoc basis campaigns to increase public
awareness on forest conservation and the socio-economic, scientific and cultural benefits provided by
forests (Gbaguidi, 1998). According to Gbaguidi (1998), raising awareness is an efficient strategy to
reinforce the traditional management structures. The main target group of these campaigns are the
youths, because they are supposed to be a link with older generation. However, I think that the
national tree day is not sufficient to raise people awareness to sacred forests conservation. Concrete
alternatives are needed to sustainably protect sacred forests.
The last main national action takes place in schools. Notions such as nature conservation, forest,
deforestation and desertification have been included in the syllabus of primary and secondary schools.
According to Affoukou (expert 1), a forester, local people have a long experience in the management
of forested areas. The collaboration with the traditional managers is a prerequisite for the rational and
sustainable management of natural resources. In the particular case of sacred forests, the director of
forests and natural resources has the ambition to invest more in traditional management systems. He
wants to give the financial and technical means to traditional managers and organise the population so
that they can manage efficiently the sacred forests. However, the state does not have much money to
spend in this sector. Therefore, the director counts on the international funding such as the FAO and
the UNDP to support projects. To summarize, he wants to rely on local managers to ensure a
sustainable management of sacred forest and support traditional managers with foresters, financing
and trainings.
Several local actions have already been undertaken by formal authorities to support local managers.
The director of forests and natural resources just started a research in Adja-Ouéré (Ouémé-plateau).
The aim is to set up a program to increase public awareness on sacred forests conservation.
For some forests, the foresters have encouraged the enclosure of forests with some plants to prevent
people penetration (Affoukou 1997). But this practice is questionable. The enrichment of forests with
new species is against the notion of biodiversity conservation. It is a prejudice to the structure and to
the biological diversity of forests (Kokou, 2006). The fact to plant a vegetal fence around a forest may
generate a decrease of biodiversity of the forest edge, which is often more diversified than the forest
centre. As a consequence, the enclosure of forests with vegetal fences will lead to the impoverishment
of forest biodiversity. Many informants and some foresters think that the enclosure of sacred forests is
a sustainable solution. But I think that vegetal or other types of fences will never stop people
penetration in sacred groves.
Some projects have been set up around the main listed forests in the centre of the country. Among
other strategies, the hunters have been brought together in organisations in order for the local
authorities to control their activities. Some alternatives to forest exploitation have been set up such as
animal breeding and improvement of the agricultural systems. If the projects implemented on large
listed forests are successful, it will be envisaged by the forest and natural resources office to extend
them to sacred forests.
Finally, Juhé-Beaulaton (2005) highlights the lack of dialog between the different projects and
ministries; the dilapidation of the funding constitutes a restraint to the operation of protection and
conservation. She details the example of Bamêzoun:
The effects of political decisions are particularly observable in Bembé (Ouémé). The identification of
different categories of actors involved in sacred forest conservation shows a superposition of action
without any real articulation. A management committee has been set up in 1995 with the main
objective to compensate for the religious vacancy. In 1998, a project of tourist exploitation is
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developed to eradicate poverty and open up the region. (…) Several NGOs intervened to make people
aware of the importance to protect Bamêzoun and to promote ecotourism. (…) However, this sacred
forest, listed RAMSAR and biological reserve, continues to be exploited for firewood, and local
population does not see any improvement in their economical situation.

During the visit of Bamêzoun in May 2006, the only visible sign of conservation program are the
labels at the entrance and inside the forest. I did not know about the management committee and the
persons interview in the nearby village did not mentioned it. In addition, the Chef d’Arrondissement
supervising the region did not evoke it. Consequently, the impacts of such projects are questionable.
During the field research, many CA and some informants expressed the desire to develop ecotourism.
But it is not a miracle solution, and it is important to select carefully the sites to be fitted out, notably
regarding their accessibility and aesthetic value.

6.2.6.

Conflict between traditions and formal rules

According to Onibon (expert 5), the conflict occurring between traditional and formal rules are linked
with the history of Benin. The country has been traumatized by the colonisation. The country and the
traditional cultures do not evaluate jointly. According to people perceptions, there are on one side the
traditional rules and on the other side the white rules, both can be antagonistic. Secondly, the
revolutionary regime, that took place just after the decolonisation, advocated the destruction of sacred
forests and of their traditional management system. Therefore, traditional managers now mistrust the
central state. Another factor splitting traditional forests managers from the state is creation of foresters.
According to Ahoussounon (LE4), the role of the forester and more generally of the formal authorities
infringes the traditional justice. State regulations about land property create problems and tensions
between formal and informal authorities but also within a community. Formerly, the sacred groves
were the property of a community or a family. But the community are progressively split and
individuals may struggle in order to get the formal ownership of the sacred forests. The traditions have
been caught by the modern values such as land property.
Onibon thinks that a mutation between traditions and modernity is a solution to the conflicting
situation:
We should come up with a grafting between traditions, more particularly traditional management
systems and the modern strategies. The main problem is that actually both traditional and modern
strategies are viewed as dual, putting on one side the traditions and on the other side the formal
authorities with the things coming from developed countries. The situation has to evolve and the
impulse should be given by the president itself. Only then, the traditional management systems would
be combined with more modern strategies.

Finally, it is difficult for the central state to take decisions concerning sacred forests, mainly because
sacred forests are managed by traditional practices very local that can greatly vary from one region to
the other. Therefore, it is difficult to generalise traditional rules into a global law. Moreover, as
presented above, some traditional rules and the sanctions associated may be in opposition with basic
humans’ rights.

6.2.7.

Action of Adjohoun Commune

As expressed by the interviewees, in the commune of Adjohoun, there is no financing of the sacred
forests, and more generally little is done to protect natural resources. With the decentralisation, the
commune has the task to manage natural resources located on the commune. The mayor may decide to
act in order to protect natural resources and develop tourism for instance. With the decentralisation,
each commune has the power to take his own action. The mayor and CA of the commune of Adjohoun
have little knowledge about nature conservation, and often practise a profession beside their state
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activity. Therefore, the central state has the task to support the commune with technical and financial
means.
On the commune level, the Plan de Déloppement Communal (PDC) has included the sacred forests in
the objectives for the period 2004-2008. The PDC also takes measures to protect and promote natural
resources. Some measures may have indirect effects on sacred forests, such as the promotion of
tourism, and traditional cults or the reinforcement of agricultural productivity. The first objective
mentioned indirectly related to the sacred forests is the reinforcement of the traditional healers
associations. In this purpose a strong link as to be created between the traditional healers and the
doctors. The PDC foresees the formation of 120 healers and the creation of at least one medicinal plant
garden per district. The second specific objective is the realisation of the management plan for the
commune, as described in the law 93-009. The other objectives presented in the PDC having a direct
or indirect link with sacred forests are presented in the table below:

By 2005 Create a project to protect the red bellied monkey (elaborate the project and find financing).
By 2006 List all the sacred forests located in the commune, set up a program of reforestation of
sacred forest (find funding), make a municipal ordinance for the respect of sacred forests.
By 2006 Create a service for the promotion of culture, leisure and sports, notably by the promotion
of Zangbéto cult; create museum, library and the advertising promotion of this patrimony.
The tourist potential should be known by 75% of the population. Finally, create and
maintain the roads that lead to the tourist sites.
By 2008 Fit out at least 50% of the Ouémé riverbanks.
By 2008 Diminish by 20% the number of bush fires, by making people aware of the threats and by
applying sanctions.
By 2008 Improve the markets of Azowlissè and Akpadanou, to make attraction poles and generate
revenues for the commune.
By 2008 Reinforce the capacities of agricultural production and transformation of the products, by
the professional organisations (OP) and the individuals.
By 2008 Improve the access to electricity and other sources of energy by reforesting at least 200 ha;
each district will be equipped by a depot of gas oil and gas. Four districts of the commune
will be electrified.
Table 6.1: Some objectives of the Adjohoun commune concerning nature conservation (based
on Commune d’Adjohoun, 2004)

However planned, in the reality, it is sometimes really difficult to achieve the goals set. In 2006, date
of the fieldwork, the project for protection of the red-bellied monkey were stagnant, no real plans have
been created to safeguard this endangered specie. Then, by the end of august 2006, no exhaustive list
of the sacred forests was available at the town hall or forester office or CERPA. Moreover, the mayor
assistant did not mention any communal decree about sacred forests, assuming that it was not done.
Finally, interviewed people were not aware of tourists’ potential of the commune and could not list
them. The PDC includes very interesting, useful and concrete objectives for the preservation of natural
resources and more specifically of sacred forests. However, obviously, few of the objectives were
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really put into action and the commune lack the means to do it. The conservation of resources is on the
middle ground of the commune priorities, behind the improvement of education, health facilities or the
development of infrastructures.

6.3.

Comparing policy

According to Onibon (DAT), the weakness of the traditional system is the fact that it is based on fear,
of vodoun and sanctions. A regulation system based on fear is not legal and is contradictory with the
notion of republic. Onibon recommends the evolution of traditional system from regulation by fear to
legal and legislative sanctions. He is in favor of combining both traditional and formal regulation in
order to reach a common consensus. If the state makes regulation about sacred forests alone, the
majority of people will not know about it. When known, the local communities may reject an imposed
regulation on what their consider as their ancestral patrimony.
The following section will examine the two laws related to forest and nature conservation; the law 93009 for the forests and the law 98-030 for the environment.
The law 93-009, regulating forests, first defines in the article 2 what a forest is. It is a land planted
with trees, excluding agricultural lands. The forests are susceptible to supply wood and other nonagricultural products, to shelter wild animals and to have indirect effects on soil climate or water
system. According to the definition, sacred forests can logically be included in this category. The
majority of sacred forests in Benin have small areas, but the definition does not make any restriction of
size. The possible uses for the forest do not include nor exclude the spiritual use of the forest.
According to the legislation, forests are divided into three categories: natural, semi-natural and
artificial forests (article 3). The article 4 makes the distinction between listed and protected forests of
the state domain. The listed forests are subject to a regime restricting the right of use for individuals or
collectivities, after the accomplishment of a classification procedure. The protected forests are all the
other forests of the state estate, which are not listed and private. The sacred forests can be included in
the protected forests category. Moreover, the forests necessary to stabilise the hydrographical regime,
the climate, to satisfy the country in forest products, for the preservation of sites and the conservation
of nature, for public health, and for national defence can be listed (article 11). According to this
article, the classification of sacred forests is possible in order to ensure their conservation, for public
health reasons and for the micro-climate regulation. But is it wise to consider the classification of
sacred forests? It does not seem to be a feasible solution to alleviate sacred forests over-exploitation. It
would be more realistic to work on the legal status of protected forests. However, some highly
damaged sacred forests could be included as a reforestation perimeter (listed) and subsequently
benefits of (financial) supports.
About the use of forests, a temporary or definitive right can be delivered to a moral or physic person in
order to satisfy individual or collective needs (article 23). In the protected domain, the forests can be
used for cultivation, pasture, picking, exploitation and circulation of forest products (article 25). The
right to use fruits and natural forest products exercises freely in the protected domain, as long as it is
done sustainably. The harvest of products has to be done in a way that does not damage the plants.
Consequently, felling, lopping, mutilating, pulling up, incinerating, or bleeding of protected species is
forbidden, except with a state authorisation. The article 27 mentions an essential point. In protected
forests, every new clearing need the authorisation of the forest administration. The article 61 says that
an authorisation of the forest administration is needed for any exploitation of a forest that can generate
its degradation. If the administration does not reply after 15 days, it is then considered that the
authorisation has been approved. The danger of this law is that if the administration for any reason lost
the form of authorisation or do not reply fats fast enough, outstanding forests may be damaged.
However, the authorisation is subdue to restriction if the forest exploitation compromises: the
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maintenance of soil, the defence of soil against erosion, the protection of spring and catchments area,
the protection of wind barriers, public health and national defence. The exploitation of forests in
prohibited if it has ecological consequences. But the restrictions do not take into account forest
biological diversity. Nevertheless, the biological value of forests is protected in the law 98-030 about
environment.
The article 33 presents the uses of listed forests; they are limited to the gathering of dead wood
without commercial purposes, the picking of fruits and alimentary or medicinal plants without
commercial purposes, fishing, and the passage of animals. What is interesting in this article is that the
formal regulation for listed forests meets the informal regulation set for sacred forests. Moreover, the
traditional rules on sacred forests may be even stricter than formal law. For instance in many forests,
the picking of fruits is forbidden; the gathering of medicinal plants can only be pursued by persons
responsible of the sacred forest. Hunting and fishing are generally prohibited activities. It appears
possible to create a specific status for sacred forests, using the main informal rules for example
prohibiting the collect of wood, visit the sacred forests with a guide, approved the necessary
prerequisites before entering the forest, prohibit hunting inside the sacred forests. However, some
vodoun related rules cannot be included in a formal regulation such as the access restriction for
menstruated women.
According to the article 41, the listed forests borders have to be materialised with firebreaks, beacons,
milestones or any other appropriate mean. Local communities are supposed to have at their disposal
cartography of the forests easily understandable. The same work needs to be done for sacred forests.
Actually, few of them are delimited by firebreak or milestone. Moreover, only one inventory of sacred
forest has been done and is not complete. Therefore, it seems urgent to undertake a national campaign
to list, measure, limit, and make maps of sacred forests. The second step would be the implementation
of a plan d’aménagement as it is done for listed forests (article 44 and 46). In order to permit the
implementation of such plan to listed forests, the law foresees the support and participation of local
communities. The state need to conduct action of sensitization, vulgarisation, and provide advices and
technical support for the implementation of the plan d’aménagement. The state also provide to local
communities aid or material incitement, financial or social action foreseen by the management plans
(article 49). Considering the number of sacred forests, such a support by the state for sacred forests
will require a lot of funds and employees (foresters). The state decentralisation constitutes a tool to
work with local communities and support to sacred forests can be assigned to the commune. A plan
d’aménagement of the sacred forests and the activities associated could be included in the Plan de
Développement Communal, which plans the communal activities.
Finally, the article 56 acknowledges that bushfire causes threats on the forest. The article 65 and
followings define the role of the forester. The main task of the foresters is to look for infringement to
the law 93-009 and sanction (fine) the contraveners. However, the forester action is minimized by the
general lack of knowledge about sacred forest, the low number of foresters regarding the superficies
and the general lack of means (problem of corruption of the agents).
The law 98-030 about environment in Benin counts several articles that are directly or indirectly
related to forests. First, the article 50 states that all activities that can threaten animals and their natural
environment is prohibited or subject to authorisation delivered by the administration. For instance, the
sacred forest Togbozoun inhabited by the red bellied monkey is consequently protected by this article.
Beyond the international conventions and treaties about biodiversity conservation ratified by Benin
several additional laws and rules are added. The threaten plants and animals are listed and are
protected by the law, as well as their natural habitat in order to maintain the threatened and rare
species (article 51). The article 51 can be applied to sacred forests that constitute reservoirs of plants
and animals.
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The article 56 says that forests in general should be protected against any form of degradation,
pollution or destruction, caused notably by the over-exploitation, over-grazing, abusive clearings, bush
fires, diseases and the introduction of inappropriate species. Finally, the article 53 presents the
necessity to list as protected area any piece of land, terrestrial, maritime or fluvial that has special
interests and is threatened by human activities. The protection of lands against desertification, erosion,
and salinization is of public utility. The state openly wants to protect areas with high biodiversity and
value. The means used can go to authoritarian protection, by the removing of local communities and
the prohibition of any exploitation and access by the local communities.
In spite of the existence of laws, the creation of organizations and ministries, the problems of poverty
and environment degradation remain. These codes and laws are not effectively applicable, because
they have a sectoral character. Moreover, the legal framework has been set, but the means to make it
applied are still insufficient (MEHU et al., 1998). In the case of forest, the traditional system of
conservation is progressively replaced by government regulations, which are not really successful.
They do not always meet the livelihood, socio-economic and cultural needs of local populations. “The
breakdown of the local management rules, the perceived unfitness of government regulations, and the
lack of government means to enforce its regulations led to de facto prevalence of open access and the
degradation of the resource base in most areas” (GEF, 2003). Therefore, it is important to find ways to
sustainably manage the forest, notably through the poverty alleviation, create activities generating
incomes. Finally, it is utopian to think that within a short period of time and new policies, the poverty
will be reduced significantly.
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Chapter VII: Conclusions and Recommendations

7.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
In this study, I intended to combine environmental and social sciences in order to evaluate the
sustainability of conservation by sacredness, or in other words if the sacredness can ensure the
sustainable conservation of forests. A sacred forest is a natural or created grove, containing sacred
places, cemetery, convent and fetishes, kinds of vodoun representations. Sacred forests are believed to
be inhabited by spirits. Some other forests are dedicated to secret societies such as Oro, Zangbéto or
Guélédé. Vodoun is a general term to be understood as god, the vodoun pantheon contains many
different deities. However, vodoun is more than a cult; it is also part of the culture and is a system of
norms regulating people’s daily life.
When starting the research, we had to face several constraints. While largely documented in India,
there is not much information about sacred forests in Africa. Moreover, only few of the information
available document sacred forest traditional management systems. The management of sacred forests
is a subject that includes many diverse factors such as history, formal and informal regulations, taboos,
spiritual values, traditional management systems and external factors.
The research took place in Benin and was located on two sites, Cotonou (CERGET office) and the
Ouémé valley, from Bonou to Porto-Novo; most time was spent in Adjohoun. After an extensive
literature review in the Netherlands and in Benin, a questionnaire was drawn up and used to collect
data. In total, 104 interviews have been done in the Ouémé department, completed by several
additional interviews in Cotonou. The questionnaire is designed to inventory sacred forest of the
Ouémé valley and understand why they are sacred. In accordance with the research questions, we
collected information about the use of the sacred forests, the traditional rules regulating them. We
studied the way sacred forests are managed and evaluated the factors threatening forests. Finally, we
were curious to assess people’s awareness regarding national laws.
In Benin, there is a general trend of deforestation. Compared to the neighbouring countries, Benin
counts few areas covered by tropical forests. Beninese forests have disappeared for historical, social
and economic reasons. Indeed, the former Marxist-Leninist regime of Mathieu Kérékou undertook the
eradication of obscurantism and witchcraft. The movement encouraged the anarchic destruction of
hectares of sacred forests. The movement stopped in 1980, but the destruction of general forests and
sacred groves continues. At present, the destruction is driven by population growth, poverty, energetic
needs and the need for lands. People in Benin have a low standard of living, making them highly
dependent on natural resources. The majority of sacred forests in Benin are small; nearly 90% of them
have an area below five hectares. Sacred forests have an important ecological role; they shelter and
conserve diversified fauna and flora, some of them are still unknown. Therefore, even if sacred forests
are small, they constitute the last habitat of many animal and plant species.
As a result of the survey, we have inventoried 65 sacred forests and 12 Oro forests in the Ouémé
valley, and 27 sacred forests located on the plateau. In the Ouémé valley, only small patches of forests
remains and they are all sacred. The area of the sacred groves is generally small, nearly 40%
measuring less than one ha. However, the region counts several large sacred forests for instance
Gnanhouizoun and Kpinkonzoun (eight ha). The main types of forests are fetish, fetish / convent and
fetish / community forests. Each sacred forest has its own story, making it respected and holy. The
groves sacredness relates to the settlement of a new community, the realisation of a miracle or simply
the wish of some communities to create a sacred forest. People enter sacred forests for spiritual
activities, to collect medicinal plants, firewood, fruits and to hunt.
Sacred forests are exclusively traditionally managed and the persons responsible are selecting among
the neighbouring community. The management structure relates to the type of sacred forest; a set of
rules is fixed by the persons responsible and regulates the access to a sacred forest. When the
traditional rules are infringed, the offender is supposed to be sanctioned by the forest managers or by
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vodoun itself (mystic sanctions). The preservation of sacred forests suggests that their spiritual value
insure their conservation in some instances. Informants suggested that if the forests were not holy,
they would already have disappeared. In fact, sacred forest is a location of high importance for vodoun
and secret societies followers. Moreover, in the Ouémé valley the history of several communities is
intimately linked with the sacred forests. People acknowledged that sacred forests have a protective
role for the nearby communities, by providing a mystic and ecological role (climate, water system,
soil).
Around 97% of the interviewees have acknowledged the necessity to protect sacred forests, for
historical, spiritual, ecological and economical reasons. However, sacred forests remain threatened;
the main drivers identified by the survey and personal observations are population growth and people
poverty. These factors lead people to over-exploit sacred forests in order to gather forest products and
clear new lands. The exploitation of sacred forests provides incomes to local communities, such as
timber and firewood, game, fruits, and medicinal plants. The emergence of many western religions
constitutes a threat to sacred forests. There is a general neglect of traditions and traditional cults.
Finally, apart from traditional laws known by most informants, two formal policies regulate forests
and environment. Local communities are in general not aware of the content of these two laws and
requested a more active involvement of the state for the conservation of sacred forests.
From the survey and the results obtained, it was clear that sacred forests in the Ouémé valley are very
threatened, the sacredness of forests is not sufficient anymore to sustainably protect them. There is a
general erosion of the traditions; today traditional belief systems are considered as superstitions. The
traditional values appear to be gradually disappearing with the recent advent of modernization,
urbanization and people changing aspirations. Local communities manage sacred forests; formal
authorities have little to say about the decisions taken. The management is community based, and as
such can be considered as participative. However, there is only one main stakeholder: local
communities at large, and no real relationships with the formal authorities, NGOs and scientists.
Actually, the main action undertaken by the state to provide conservation of the forests is the creation
of two laws about forests and environment. With the decentralisation, the local authorities are in
charge of implementing conservation programs. Consequently, the local action is subdued to the
mayor awareness and interest about nature conservation. Nevertheless, the local authorities actually
lack financial and technical means to design conservation program and implement them.
More generally, the full conservation of sacred forests will be possible with the creation of alternatives
for local communities and the creation of specific regulations. The traditional role of sacred groves has
to be replaced by a new set of reasons for protection. Therefore, efforts should be made to develop
non-religious incentives for people to conserve sacred groves. The following section will present a list
of recommendations. According to personal observations and informants answers, these
recommendations constitute solutions to reduce sacred forests depletion. Of course, it is
understandable that the state has other priorities, but we should recall that national plans to alleviate
poverty, develop industrial sector and regulate population growth have (positive) effects on forest
conservation. However, the recommendations of chapter six do not address the spiritual changes that
have contributed to the sacred groves’ decline, such as the decreasing number of vodoun followers,
and the old age of vodoun priests.

7.1.

General recommendations

Poverty Reduction, a pre-requisite. This is impossible to protect sustainably natural resources
to the detriment of humans. As presented in the conceptual framework, poverty and nature
conservation are intimately related, this is also the case in Benin. Therefore, if we intend to conserve
sustainably sacred forests, we should also work on poverty alleviation and find alternatives to nature

96

Chapter VII: Conclusions and Recommendations

exploitation. By reducing people dependence on natural resources, it is then possible to limit poaching
and the anarchic extraction of wood. The result expected from the poverty alleviation is a reduction of
the dependence of rural communities on ecosystems.
Create a legal status for sacred forests. Based on the articles 4 and 10 of the law 93-009, the
state should include more explicitly sacred forests in the current regulation, guaranteeing the common
property of the forests to the local communities and local formal authorities. The government should
not take the land rights of sacred groves away from local communities. Therefore, I think that a coownership of local communities and formal authorities is appropriate. For instance, a third category of
forest can be created: listed, protected and sacred forests. It is also possible to include more explicitly
sacred forests in the category protected forests, saying that they are part of the state patrimony, but
traditionally managed by local communities with the support of local authorities and the forester. A
legislative recognition permits to reinforce the traditional management system and local authorities’
power. I do not recommend to list sacred forests and make strict protected areas from them. People
rely on sacred forests and by including them in the state patrimony, they might lose their holy aspects
and be less respected by local people. An authoritarian protectionism in this case is not a suitable
solution, because there is not administrative body, the sacred forests areas are small and it is not
feasible to protect the entire Ouémé valley. Finally, people dependence on sacred forests would
require the creation of guard units in order to stop people intrusions in sacred forests.
Create local offices for nature conservation. I recommend the creation in the commune of
Adjohoun of a body specifically dedicated to nature conservation and subsequently to sacred forests
conservation. In general, an organisation would coordinate the different activities presented to protect
natural resources, notably find funding to reforest, coordinate the awareness campaigns, develop the
use of improved fireplaces, and implement trees plantations. The organisation could also organise
campaigns to promote the regulation of population growth (spacing out births, providing
contraceptives and condoms). Indeed, population growth has been identified as a driver to natural
resources over-exploitation.
Create formal management structures. Whatever the management strategy chosen, it is
important to always involve local people in the management and use of biological resources.
Nowadays, the central state wrote laws and the municipality made conservation and environmental
plans. However, the management of sacred forests in the Ouémé valley remains exclusively in the
hand of local communities. Informal sacred forests managers should be regrouped under the
supervision of a district authority, in order to formalize traditional management structures. Such a
structure will allow formal authorities to be more involved in decision-making concerning sacred
forests and informal managers will gain the support of formal authorities. It is important to reach
global agreements and decide common action to sustainably protect sacred forests. Different
stakeholders should work together to organise common conservation actions, by supporting each
other, with local knowledge, technical support and financial support. NGOs can provide technical
knowledge and directly supporting local communities’ initiatives. The other stakeholders are research
institutes, youth club of the locality (seminars, exhibitions and training for the conservation) and local
schools (organize excursions and field trips).
Costs of protection. The cost of protecting critical habitat such as sacred groves should not be
borne by the local villages alone except when tourism generates incomes. Revenue earned from sacred
forests should remain at the local level and contribute to the continued protection of the groves.
Villages can establish partnership with towns in Western countries to start local conservation and
development programmes. Some of the World Bank and other official foreign funds for conservation
should be diverted to benefit grassroot efforts of protecting sacred groves (Decher, 1996).
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7.2.

Actions done during the fieldwork

During the fieldwork, two concrete actions have already been
taken. The firsts results of the research have been
communicated to the local council, they have acknowledged
the importance to protect natural resources and they have
broadcast a radio release to the local radio (La Voix de la
Vallée). The main message was to remind people that the
access to sacred forests for exploitation purposes is strictly
prohibited. I have written the text, with Gandonou Lucien
(village chief of Akpadanou), the Mayor assistant (LE2) and
my interpreter. The second action was the presentation of a
poster for the Premières Journées Béninoises des Airs
Protégées et de la Nature (see figure 7.3 and poster in annex Figure 7.1: Poster presented for the
11). Experts and general public could read the first results of Beninese days of protected areas
and nature
the research. The result expected was to make experts and
public aware of the existence of a great diversity of sacred
forests and their ecological importance.

7.3.

Alternatives to sacred forests exploitation

Reforestation and tree nursery. Most informants mentioned the necessity to reforests sacred
forests and lands, but admitted the lack of financial means and trees. Village nurseries should be
created to motivate the population to plant trees on their private lands and furnish traditional species to
reforest sacred groves. Village nurseries are already widespread in the Centre of the country and may
be used as model for the Ouémé valley. Villagers plants trees with rapid growth such as Acacia
auriculiformis, Eucalyptus ssp., because these species produce good firewood and fertilise soils as
well as fruit trees. In the Ouémé valley, there is not village nursery, leaving a large room for the
creation of such structures. A way to increase plantation of trees is to delimit fields with trees. It is
important to identify the good species to be used, depending on the needs of local communities and the
soil type. If farmers delimit their fields with trees, they will provide wood, the trees will ensure the
maintenance of the soil, dead leaves will increase soil fertility and it will increase local humidity.
About sacred forest reforestation, Swamy et al. (2003) have observed in India that the invasion of
foreign species became a serious problem for their ecology; these species threaten and decimate local
species. Consequently, it is necessary to reforest with local species. Moreover, and unlike Affoukou
(1997 and expert one), I think that this is not a good solution to plant useful species such as oil palm
and fruit tree in sacred forests. It will increase penetration of sacred forests in order to gather fruits and
subsequently wood. To conclude, we recommend reforesting sacred forests with native plants, and
creating orchards and tree plantations to supply people’s needs of wood and fruits.
Energetic and wood needs. I recommend three main alternatives to solve the problem linked to
energetic needs. i) Artificial forests should be planted to supply firewood, charcoal and timber needs.
In the Centre of Benin, the state has initiated the plantation of 8400 ha of trees (Juhé-Beaulaton, 2000).
Such plantation should be initiated in each department and near each large city. If the commune of
Adjohoun decides to plant trees for firewood and charcoal needs, this would provide energy for local
communities as well as revenues for the municipality by selling the surplus to Porto-Novo and
Cotonou. ii) The second solution consists of promoting the use of natural gas; however, the use of gas
requires an initial investment of 10,000 FCFA per household in order to buy a burner. Actually, the
use of natural gas can be developed only in main cities due to the lack of infrastructure to deliver gas
to remote villages. I think that the use of natural gas in Porto-Novo, Adjohoun and Bonou would
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reduce the pressure on natural forests of the Ouémé valley. The development of natural gas should be
supported by the state. iii) Finally, the traditional fireplace is archaic; it is composed of stones to place
the pan (see figure 7.1). Different types of improved fireplaces in clay (see figure 7.2) or in metal are
produces locally for low prices. The improved fireplaces are much more efficient and use both wood
and charcoal. Therefore, a large campaign of promotion of improved fireplace can reduce significantly
the demand of wood.

Figure 7.2: Traditional cooking place, Gaffa

Figure 7.3: Improved fireplace, Sé (Mono
department)

Agriculture and stockbreeding. In the Ouémé valley, agriculture should be diversified to
produce both food crops and cash crops. The aim is both to satisfy people daily needs, to generate
incomes and consequently diminish their reliance on sacred forests. The use of fertiliser should be
systematised, indeed, farmers in the Ouémé valley use very few quantities of fertilisers. Only cash
crops such as oil palm, peanuts and cotton have benefited from national supports for fertilisers.
Stockbreeding is not developed and is mainly composed by chickens, pork and small goats rambling
around the villages. The intensification of animal breeding can provide other sources of meat and
diminish poaching in sacred forests. The manure can be used to make compost, a very cheap fertiliser.
The Ouémé valley has a great potential for agriculture intensification; in fact, the 31st of July 2006,
the president Yayi Boni has visited the Ouémé valley with a group of Chinese investors with the aim
to develop agricultural programs. In this purpose, it would be interesting to develop farm schools to
show farmers how they can improve yields. Farm schools are ways for farmers to appropriate new
technologies.
Medicinal plant gardens. One important objective fixed by the development plan of Adjohoun
is the creation of medicinal plant gardens. The creation of such garden would provide in the case of
important need a reservoir of plants. The plants can also be sold to generate incomes and maintain the
garden. Consequently, people would have an alternative to the exploitation of forests and a garden
would permit to multiply some plants very threatened.
Beekeeping. Another activity that can generate incomes is beekeeping. The idea is to create a
hive nearby Adjohoun and to teach some people or children how to extract honey. The population
appreciates honey; therefore, it can constitute an important source of incomes, a source of sugar and a
way to get closer to nature. Finally, the presence of bees would improve the pollination of the nearby
fields, or palm tree plantations.
Awareness campaigns. Many authors mentioned the necessity to improve public awareness
about sacred forests conservation. The attention can be attracted via posters, movies, local radio,
activities, games, debates. These activities can be organised by the municipality, schools, the office of
forests and natural resources (forester), and NGOs. We can imagine the organisation of seminars by
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professionals, and scientist of the field of nature conservation. All the inhabitant of the valley should
be invited to participate, without any distinction of age, gender and religion. The general public could
be informed about the ecological, but also spiritual and historical importance of sacred forests. The
awareness campaigns should be supported (finance) by the formal authorities. Apart from ad hoc
events, I would recommend the creation of an office in the city hall of Adjohoun entirely dedicated to
sacred forests and their conservation, with pictures, posters, courses, etc., in order to educate people
about environment, sustainable management and present the possible alternatives to forest
exploitation.
Tourism. Many informants and authors mention tourism and eco-tourism as an alternative to
sacred forests exploitation, and a way to generate incomes. However, it is important to keep in mind
that tourism cannot be the only incentive for protecting sacred forests. The direct ecological, cultural
and climatic benefits of sacred grove outweigh the benefits gained by the development of tourism.
Tourism may be restricted to horticulturalists, bird-watchers and amateur naturalists that constitute
both learners and mentors. These expert visitors can then link up with local associations and schools
where they can socialize and attend or even give talks. The development of tourism only concerns a
minority of selected sites, regarding their cultural and/or biological interest.

7.4.

Studies to be done

On the national level, I could observe a general lack of informations about sacred forests. No
document or report of the Direction des Forêts et Ressources Naturelles mentions the complete forest
domain, including sacred forests. As well, in Adjohoun, neither the mayor and CERPA nor the forester
could furnish me an inventory of sacred forests. The forester should inventory the sacred forests of the
region, measure them with a GPS, and subsequently study areas evolutions. Moreover, one of the main
principles of participation is the communication between all the stakeholders. Local people should be
informed about any research done about sacred forests in the region. In this purpose, I will translate
the present report in French, and transmit it to several key informants of the Ouémé valley and
Cotonou.
Basic researches are needed locally to assess the biodiversity of sacred groves. Research results and
their implication should be made accessible to the local people and should be taught in public and
vocational schools, colleges, universities and even seminaries. The main studies are:
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-

Study the biodiversity present in sacred forests, and compare it with the one inventoried in
listed forests. It can then give indications about the richness of sacred forest, and maybe allow
discovering new species. The inventory of biodiversity is important for monitoring
biodiversity trends.

-

Printed maps should be available in the Mayor and CA offices. Maps may reduce the
traditional flexibility of lands and forests by freezing geography. An important step to
empower traditional leaders is to inform modern political leader, District-level officials, and
District Council members of the locations and boundaries of sacred sites (Byers et al., 2001).

-

Elaborate strategies to combine modern ecological practices with traditional management
systems, via notably the elaboration of policies including sacred forests.
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ANNEX 1: BENINESE FIGURES
The table shows the main economical and demographic figures of Benin.
Source: MEHU et al., 1998.
Demographic and Socio-economic data
Country surface

112,622 km²

Population

5.422 millions (1995)

Population density
Birth rate
Mortality rate
Demographic annual growth
rate
Urban population annual
growth rate
Life expectancy
Annual number of birth
Infantile death rate
(<5 years old)
Access to drinking water
Access to health care services
Rate: Inhabitant/doctor
Nutritional situation

45,9 inhabitant/km² (1994)
46.7‰ (1994)
14.3‰ (1994)
3.2% (1994)
2.5% (between 1960 and 1962)

Alphabetization level

28.6% of the population (1992)

Primary education
Full-time education rate
Human development index
GNP per Inhabitant
GDP per Inhabitant
Annual growth rate of the
GNP per inhabitant
Exterior debt
Public aid for development

11% of the population (1990)
34% (1993)
0.327 (1993)
US$ 430 (1993)
US$ 1,650 (1993)

Rank 154 out of 174 countries

3.6% (1993)

5% (1994)

US$ 1.5 milliard (1993)
US$ 257 millions (1993)

68 % of the GNP (1993)
11.7% of the GNP (1993)

Urban population
Less than 15 years old

36.5%
48,9%

4.7% (between 1993-2000)
54.2 year (1994-2000)
260,000 (1994)
162‰ (1994)
50% of the population (1993)
18% (1993)
16.500 (1994)
2,532 calories/day/inhab. (1992)
Woman rate
34.6%
Man rate
65.4%
Woman rate = 51% of the Man rate
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ANNEX 2: LISTED FORESTS OF BENIN, BY DEPARTMENT
Source: Degbo Saliou, Direction des Forêts et Ressources Naturelles, 2006.

Département

Atacora

Atlantique

Borgou

Nom de la Forêt

Arrêté du GG
ou HC

Date Arrêté de
classement

01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

Alibori Sup
Bassila
Bélléfoungou
Birni
Boucle Pendjari
Collines Kouandé
Donga
Kilir
Mékrou
Monts Kouffé
Ouari-Maro
Ouémé Supér.
Pénéssoulou
PR Kouandé
PR Barra.Natit.
PR de Natiting.
PR Tanéka
Sérou
Soubroukou
Sous total 1

31,300
2,500
1,300
3,200
275,500
4,560
250
50
9,390
180,300
57,500
35,000
5,470
27
142
203
1,090
498
84
608,364

275,500
180,300
57,500
35,000
27
142
203
1,090
498
-

2843-SE
2838-SE
3661-SE
479-SE
2838-SE
2840-SE
478-SE
2078-SE
5194-SE
2394-SE
480-SE
4652-SE
2415-SE

20/08/1955
05/08/1943
05/08/1943
14/10/1943
13/12/1954
28/01/1950
05/08/1943
05/08/1943
28/01/1950
21/04/1949
02/12/1946
10/07/1952
07/06/1946
28/01/1950
05/07/1952
25/12/1946
19/12/1951
25/10/1946
08/06/1946

01
02
03
04
05

Djigbé
Lama Sud
Ouèdo
Pahou
Touzoun
Sous total 2

4,300
9,750
586
765
66
15,467

4,300
9,750
-

2447-SE
5574-SE
3518-SE
833-SE
3073-SE

16/07/1942
24/12/1946
29/12/1944
18/04/1940
05/09/1942

01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

Alib Supérieure
Boko
Goungoun
Guéné
N’Dali
Ouari-Maro
Ouémé Supér.
Ouénou Bénou
PR Kandi
PR Parakou
Sakarou
La Sota
Tchaourou
Tchatchou-Gok.
Toui/Borgou
Trois Rivières
W du Niger
Sous-Total 3

256,000
300
73,200
1,300
4,721
50,000
142,542
30,000
250
256
240
53,000
1,100
2,000
27,030
259,500
502,050
1,403,489

73,200
50,000
49,500
30,000
256
53,000
2,000
27,030
259,500
502,050

1914-SE
368-SE
366-SE
5194-SE
3678-SE
370-SE
2079-SE
1862-SE
367-SE
40-SE
369-SE
4524-SE
-

20/08/1956
20/06/1952
04/04/1950
30/01/1942
30/01/1942
02/12/1946
10/07/1952
15/10/1943
06/02/1942
21/04/1949
10/04/1954
16/05/1947
30/01/1942
05/01/1948
30/01/1942
06/09/1949
05/12/1952

Néant

Néant

197

-

Néant

Mono
Ouémé

Superficie (ha)
FC
Rés.F

01

Bonou

Néant
5194-SE

Néant
02/12/1946

113

Zou

02
03
04
05
06
07

Dogo
Itchèdè (Pobè)
Kétou
Sakété
PR Sèmè
Atlantique
Sous total 4

31,850
191
1,100
60
1,290
900
35,588

1,100
1,290
-

3778-SE
1856-SE
5193-SE
2524-SE
-

27/01/1955
12/12/1945
08/05/1946
02/12/1946
19/07/1943
04/11/1953

01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11

PR Abomey
Agoua
Agrimey
Atchérigbé
Dan
Dassa-zoumè
Lama nord
Logozohè
Ouémé boukou
Savalou
Toui/Zou
Sous total 5
TOTAL

173
75,300
2,800
3,150
1,237
2,645
6,500
1,200
20,500
1,015
2,000
116,520

3,150
2,645
6,500
2,000

1671-SE
833-SE
3075-SE
3074-SE
3779-SE
5574-SE
365-SE
1210-SE
369-SE

12/05/1941
04/11/
12/05/1941
05/09/1942
05/09/1942
12/12/1945
24/12/1946
30/01/1942
13/08/1954
20/04/1945
30/01/1942

2,189,328

FC : Forêt Classée

GG : Gouverneur Général

Rés. F. : Réserve de Faune

HC : Haut Commissaire
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PR : Périmètre de Reboisement

Annex

ANNEX 3: PRIORITY CONSERVATION SITES, EASTERN BENIN
(RAMSAR 1018)

Source: Global Environmental Facility, 2003.

Globally
significant
biodiversity

Status & significance

Threats / barriers

Root causes

Forest of Lama (or Largest remaining block of ‘Congolian coastal
Forest of Kô)
forest’ in Benin; supports largest surviving
population of red-bellied guenon. Classified
forest; core zone an integral reserve.

Wood cutting

Non-compliance

Forest of Lokoli

Patch of forest as yet little studied containing
significant populations of red-bellied guenon.

Unknown

-

Forest of Djigbe

Teak plantation enclosing around 100 ha of
natural forest, as yet unstudied.

Unknown

-

Forest of Bimyns

Relict semi-deciduous humid forest supporting
Sitatunga and other antelopes; important for
migratory birds.

Agricultural encroachment

Private management
unsupported

Hunting
Agricultural encroachment

Wood cutting
Hunting

Forest of Sèmè

Relict swamp forest supporting red-bellied
guenon, Sitatunga antelope and rich bird life.

Wood cutting

Open access

Hunting

Forest of Damè
Wogon

Substantial forest in good condition with abundant Agricultural encroachment
red-bellied guenon, sitatunga antelope and other
Hunting
mammals – area important for manatee.

Inefficient agriculture

Forest of
Gnanhouizoun

Characteristic forest supporting red-bellied
guenon.

Poaching

Weak traditional
management, Declining
respect for tradition

Sacred forest of
Bembê

Forest mosaic (flood, gallery & semi-deciduous)
types supporting red-bellied guenon.

Agricultural encroachment

Declining respect for
tradition

Sacred forest of
Avagbodji

Climax forest showing successional stages;
manatee in waters adjacent to forest.

Hunting

Wood cutting

Wood cutting

Weak traditional
management

Declining respect for
tradition
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ANNEX 4: EVOLUTION OF THE POPULATION DENSITY OF BENIN
Source: MEHU, date unknown
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ANNEX 5: LIST OF INFORMANTS
General Users
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Local Experts
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Experts
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ANNEX 6: QUESTIONNAIRES FOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW, GROUP
INTERVIEW AND GUIDELINE FOR EXPERT INTERVIEW
Individual Interview
Enquêtes n°___________ Date________________ Lieu________________ (Village, arrondissement)
Profession ou activité principale :
Activité secondaire :
Niveau d’éducation :
Sexe:
Age :
Ethnie :
Village où vous habitez ?
Depuis quand habitez-vous ce village ?
Rôle dans la communauté :
Religion pratiquée :

Initial site characterization
1) Y a-t-il des forêts sacrées dans la région? [oui/non]
a. Si oui :
Noms

Emplacement de
cette forêt

Type de forêt

Superficie estimée

b. Y allez-vous ? [oui/non]
c. Avec quelle fréquence ?____fois/jours____ /semaine _____/mois
Par la suite, parler uniquement de celles dans lesquelles la personne va le plus.
2) Vous utilisez la forêt pour :
a. Nourriture
[oui/non]
Fréquence : ___/jours____ /semaine ____/
mois
(précisez : légumes, graines, racines, gibiers, pêche)
b. Epices/herbes
[oui/non]
Fréquence : ___/jours____ /semaine ____/
mois
c. Plantes médicinales
[oui/non]
Fréquence :
(précisez : pour quelles maladies, citez des plantes qu’on ne trouve que dans cette foret)
d. Bois de feu
[oui/non]
Fréquence :
e. Bois de construction [oui/non]
Fréquence :
f. Besoin ménager
[oui/non]
Fréquence :
(précisez : éponges, brosses végétales, cuillères, matelas, stockage, paniers, cordage etc.)
g. Cérémonies
[oui/non]
Fréquence :
(précisez : cérémonies funèbres, mariage, naissance, fêtes, vodouisme, fétiche, etc.)
h. Autre
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3) Y a-t-il des règles d’accès à la forêt ? (en fonction de ce qu’on va y chercher, besoin
d’autorisations ????)
4) Quelles sont les sanctions ?
5) Comment est gérée cette/ces forêt(s) ?
6) Par qui est gérée cette ou ces forêt(s) > rôle spécifique? Quelles sont les personnes ayant
autorité sur cette /ces forêt(s)? (chef féticheurs, chef coutumiers, propriétaire terriens, autres,
famille, état ?)
7) Pourquoi cette/ces personne(s) s’en occupe, comment ces personnes sont-elle sélectionnées ?
8) Y a t’il d’autres personnes ou membres d’autres communautés ou étrangers qui viennent dans
cette/ces forêts?
a. Si oui, qui?
b. Pour quelle raison?
c. Si non pourquoi?
9) Pensez-vous qu’il est nécessaire de protégé la forêt ? [oui/non]
a. Pourquoi? (raisons économiques et/ou touristiques, culturelles, écologiques –source, érosion
des sols, biodiversité)
b. Qu’est ce qui est fait ou va être fait en ce sens ?
c. Par qui ?
10) Quelles sont selon vous, les choses de valeurs qui doivent être protéger dans ces forets ? (par
exemple des espèces rares, animale et végétales)

Economic importance
11) Cette (ces) forêt(s) a-t-elle une importance économique ? (vente d’une partie de la faune/flore qui
est collectée, richesse écologique),
a. Si oui, quelle est elle ?
12) Gagnez vous de l’argent avec les produits forestiers (vente au marché) ?

Resource integrity analysis and conservation management plans
13) Y a t’il une pression/menace qui pèse sur cette forêt? [oui/non] la ou lesquelles ?
14) La forêt est-elle en danger, pensez-vous qu’elle(s) puisse(nt) disparaître ? [oui/non]
a. Si oui : à court terme, à moyen terme et à long terme?
b. Pour quelles raisons?
15) Selon vous, ces facteurs représentent-ils une menace pour la/les forêt(s)?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
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La collecte de flore
La chasse
Les feux de brousse
L’agriculture
L’extension des villages
Le besoin en bois de chauffe
La population croissante
La pauvreté

[oui/non]
[oui/non]
[oui/non]
[oui/non]
[oui/non]
[oui/non]
[oui/non]
[oui/non]

Pourquoi?
Pourquoi?
Pourquoi?
Pourquoi?
Pourquoi?
Pourquoi ?
Pourquoi ?
Pourquoi ?

Annex

i.
j.

Influence des nouvelles religions
Autre

[oui/non]
[oui/non]

Pourquoi ?
Pourquoi ?

16) Par qui est causée/exercée cette pression?
17) Qu’est ce qu’il doit être fait pour protéger efficacement ces forêts dans l’avenir, qu’est ce qui
doit être amélioré?
18) Y a-t-il des conflits quant à l’utilisation et la gestion de cette/ces forêts?
19) Quelle est l’histoire de cette (ces) forêt(s)?
a. Date de création / d’existence
b. Evolution : superficie, objet du culte
20) Y a t’il des techniques, mesures pour conserver la forêt et ces ressources? [oui/non]
a. Si non, pourquoi, si oui, lesquelles?
b. Par qui? (population, chefs, politiques)
c. Ces mesures sont-elles respectées? [oui/non]
21) Y a-t-il des investissements fait pour protéger cette/ces forêt(s) ? [oui/non]
a. Par qui?
b. Dans quel but?

Political aspects:
22) Quels sont les lois, codes gouvernementaux… réglementant les forêts sacrées, leur gestion et
leur exploitation ?
23) Avez-vous constaté un impact concret de ces lois sur la gestion/conservation de la forêt?
a. Si oui, comment ces politiques affectent la conservation de la forêt?

Other regulations:
24) Y a-t-il d’autres lois informelles ?
25) Ces lois informelles permettent-elles de protéger la forêt ? [oui/non]
a. Si oui, comment et pourquoi ? (par exemple peur des sanctions)
b. Si non, pourquoi ?
26) Difficultés rencontrées dans la collecte des données, remarques :
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Group Interview
Enquêtes n°___________

Date________________ Lieu________________ (Hameau, village,

arrondissement, mairie)

1) Participants
Nom des personnes
présentes

Activité
professionnelle

Ethnie

Ages

Sexe

Religions

S’il y a beaucoup de monde, déterminer à main levée l’ethnie, l’age et la religion
2) Quelles sont les forêts sacrées de la région?
Noms

Emplacement de
cette forêt

Type de forêt

Superficie estimée

3) Pour quelle(s) raison(s) y allez-vous?
Nourriture

[oui/non]

Plantes
médicinales

[oui/non]

Bois de feu

[oui/non]

Fréquence

Bois de
construction
Besoin ménager

[oui/non]

Fréquence

Cérémonies

[oui/non]

[oui/non]

(précisez : légumes, graines, racines,
gibiers, pêche)
(précisez : pour quelles maladies,
citez des plantes qu’on ne trouve que
dans cette forêt)

(précisez : éponges, brosses
végétales, cuillères, matelas,
stockage, paniers, cordage etc.)
(précisez : cérémonies funèbres,
mariage, naissance, fêtes, vodouisme,
fétiche, etc.)

Autre

Fréquence
Fréquence

Fréquence

Fréquence

Autorisation(s)
requise(s)
Autorisation(s)
requise(s)
Autorisation(s)
requise(s)
Autorisation(s)
requise(s)
Autorisation(s)
requise(s)
Autorisation(s)
requise(s)

Fréquence

4) Quelles sont les personnes qui ont autorité sur la/les forêts ? si possible faire un organigramme
5) Comment sont gérées les forêts ?
6) Pensez-vous qu’il est nécessaire de protégé la forêt ? [oui/non]
a. Pourquoi ? (raisons économiques et/ou touristiques, culturelles, écologiques –source, érosion
des sols, biodiversité)
b. Qu’est ce qui est fait ou va être fait en ce sens ?
c. Par qui ?
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7) Quelles sont les plantes rencontrées dans ces zones sacrées ?
Nom local

Type de plante

Nom botanique

Utilisation

8) Cette (ces) forêt(s) a-t-elle une importance économique ? (vente d’une partie de la faune/flore qui
est collectée, richesse écologique)
9) Y a t’il une pression/menace qui pèse sur cette forêt?
a. [oui/non] la ou lesquelles ?
10) Par qui est-elle causée ?
11) Connaissez-vous des lois/codes aussi bien formelles qu’informelles régulant la gestion et
l’utilisation des forêts ?
Loi

Description

Formelle/informelle

Sanctions

12) Selon vous ces dispositions permettent-elles de protéger la forêt ?

Guideline for experts Interview
- Existe t-il un recensement de toutes les forêts sacrées ?
- Selon-vous, quels rôles jouent les forêts sacrées pour la population ? et pour l’environnement ?
- Est-il nécessaire de protéger les forêts sacrées ? Pourquoi ?
- Ces forêts sont-elles menacées ? risque de disparaître ?
- Quelles solutions préconiser-vous pour mettre fin à ces menaces ?
- Ces forêts peuvent-elles faire l’objet d’un aménagement ?
- Comment sont gérées les forêts, par qui ?
- Ces forêts ont-elles une valeur économique ?
- Y a t-il des techniques, mesure pour conserver les forêts et leur ressources ?
- Y a-t-il des investissements pour ces forêts ?
- Existe-t-il des lois, des codes réglementant les forêts sacrées et leur gestion ?
- Avez-vous constaté un impact des ces lois sur la conservation des forêts ?
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ANNEX 7: LIST OF THE INVENTORIED SACRED FORESTS OF THE
OUÉMÉ VALLEY
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ANNEX 8: LIST OF SACRED FORESTS OF THE OUÉMÉ DEPARTEMENT
The main plants are both scientific names and local names. Source: Agbo and Sokpon, 1997

District of Adjohoun
Forest name

Type

Area
(ha)

Main plants

Observations

Orozoun

Oro

0.25

Houétin

Threaten by
agriculture

Orozoun

Oro

0.75

Gbékandji 2
Azowlissè
Azowlissè
Agué-Milahin
Sissekpa
Adigbonou

Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Houèmè
Orozoun

Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro
Fetish Sissè
Oro

0.25
0.25
0.35
0.25
0.50
50
0.25

10

Glédji-Agué

Orozoun

Oro and Sakpata

0.50

11
12
13

Gbada
Aganmè
Dèmè

Orozoun
Avazoun

0.20
0.25
2.00

14

Fanvi

Kinsièzoun

0.50

-

Ahlan

Dokounnanzoun

Fetish Lasso
Oro
Fetish Attanzè
Fetish kinsiè (for
children)
Fetish
Dokounnon

Bambousa
vulgaris
Yêdê
Yêdê, Houétin
Houétin
Houétin
Houétin
Yêdê
Houétin and Ceiba
pentandra
Yêdê
Yêdê
Mangifera indica

16

Gia

Yêssikpèzoun

fetish yêssikpè

2.00

17

Gledjiaga

Orozoun

Oro

0.50

Houétin

18

Bohouézoun

Fetish Bohoué

1.00

19

Kingbézoun

Fetcihe kingbé

0.50

Adigbozoun

Fetish

0.16

Ata, Houétin
Adrohounsous,
Houétin
Houétin, Milicia
excelsa

Orozoun

Oro

1.00

Houétin

Abato

Orozoun

Oro

0.25

Houétin

Houdjra

Houessiozoun

Fetish houessio

1.00

Adrohounsous

Togbota Agué

Siliko-Awogo

Togboavazoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Orozoun
Igbo Oro
Orozoun

Fetish togboava
Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro
Oro

2.00
0.20
0.20
0.25
0.30
0.10
0.25
0.25
0.20
0.25
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Siliko-Tota

Orozoun

Oro

0.20

35

Siliko-Tohou

Orozoun

Oro

0.30

36
37

Siliko-Takon
Abidomey

Orozoun
Orozoun

Oro
Oro

0.20

Adrohounsous
Houétin, Yèdè
Idem
Idem
Gouho, Kpatin
Yédé
Hêtin,, Manhlanvè
Yédé, Gouho
Hêtin, Manhlanvè
Houhougla
Dialium
guineense, Hêtin
Yede, Tangan,
Hêtin
Gouho
Yede, Gouho

Commune

Village

1
Gbékandji 1

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

15

20

Azowlissè

Dèmè

Adjohoun

Adjohoun

21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33

Togbota

Awonou
centre

Awonou

0.50

Houétin, Cola
gigantea
Houétin, Cola
gigantea

Idem
Idem
Idem
Housing
Agriculture
Sacred marsh
Agriculture
Idem
Idem
Threatened
Threatened by
houses
Agriculture
Idem
Threatened by
houses
Agriculture
Habitations
Near the
openmarket
Threatened by
agriculture and
houses
Idem
-
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Orozoun

Community
forest
Oro

1.50

Houtin and
Houétin
Dialium guineense

Kpognitozoun

Oro

1.00

Gouho

-

Twin forest

1.00

Gouho and Houtin

-

Fetish Djigbé
Community
Oro

1.00
1.00
1.00

-

Kodézoun

Community

1.00

Houkpa
Hounsou
Dialium guineense
Hounsou ,
Bambousia
vulgaris

Forest name

Type

Area
(ha)

Main plants

Observations

Siligbozoun

Fetish Siligbo

2

Ceiba pentandra,
Cola gigantea, Ata

Houéssiozoun

Fetish Houéssio

0.5

Houétin, Hounsou

Dahtinzoun

Fetish daatin

0.5

Dialium guineensis

4

Klouêcotan

Community

2

Elaeis guineensis

Houses and
agriculture
Houses and
agriculture
Houses and
agriculture
Houses and
agriculture

5

Mouzounmè

1.5

Houétin, Cola
gigantea

38
39
40

Akpadanou

Dékanmè

Kniconzoun

Alandowou
DonAllandowou 2

41

Houédo

42
43
44

Kodé-Agué
Kodé
KodéAtindawoli

45

Zinsou et Zinsazoun
Djigbézoun
Gbazoun
Awolomizoun

3.00

-

-

District of Dangbo
Commune

Village

1
Kê
2
3
Dangbo

Doglo

Mondotokpa

6
7

Olozoun

Fetish Oro

Hêlozoun
Hozin

Akpanin

8
9

Slikozoun

Fetish Mouzoun
(to punish
thiefs)
Fetish hêlo
Communautaire
et Fetish
Fetish Oro

Zounguê

Zounguê

Lokozounon

0.25
0.5
0.5
0.5

Cola gigantea
Ceiba pentandra,
Dialium gineense
Cola gigantea
Triplochiton
scleroxylon

Agriculture
Agriculture
Agriculture
Agriculture
Agriculture

Comparing the areas of sacred forests found by Agbo and Sokpon and in present research, 6 have the
same average, 5 an estimation different and the other are unknown.
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ANNEX 9: LAND USE IN THE COMMUNE OF ADJOHOUN, BETWEEN 1986
AND 2003
Source: Bodjrenou, 2006.
Evolution
Unités

Agglomérations

Superficie en 1986 (ha)

Superficie en 2003 (ha)
Superficie (ha)

Taux (%)

418

522

+104

+24.88

Cultures et jachères

3,896

4,872

+976

+25.05

Cultures et jachères sous
palmiers naturels

11,792

12,832

+1,040

+8.81

Îlots forestiers

542

377

-165

-30.44

Formations
marécageuses

1,297

1,184

-113

-8.71

Plantations palmiers
sélectionnés

1,862

684

-1,178

-63.26

Plan et cours d’eau

699

699

-

-

Prairies humides

8,382

7,704

-678

-8.08

Routes et pistes

762

776

+14

+1.83
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ANNEX 10: EVOLUTION OF THE VEGETAL COVER IN BENIN
Source: MEHU, date unknown

-

Class 1, blue: the lowest value represents water

-

Classes 2, 3 and 4, red, orange and yellow: land with low chlorophyllous activity

-

Classes 5, 6 and 7, light green, green and dark green: land with high chlorophyllous activity
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ANNEX 11: POSTER PRESENTED FOR THE PREMIERES JOURNEES
BENINOISES DES AIRES PROTEGEES ET DE LA NATURE
16-17-18 JUNE 2006

Forêts sacrées et leur(s) mode(s) de gestion, étude du cas de la
région d’Adjohoun (Ouémé), Bénin.
Résultats préliminaires
Par Amandine SOURY
Candidate au MSc of International Development Studies option Rural Development Sociology, Université de Wageningen.
Supervision: Prof. Dr. Ir. C.S.A Kris Van Koppen (Université de Wageningen) et M. Sévérin Tchibozo (CERGET).

Qu’est ce qu’une forêt sacrée?

Les forêts sacrées de la
région

C’est un espace boisé, pouvant contenir de grands
arbres et qui fait l’objet d’un culte de la part des
populations riveraines. Elle est un lieu de
cérémonies et de prières pour les adeptes du culte
Vodoun. L’accès et la gestion de cette forêt sont
réglementés par les pouvoirs traditionnels
(religieux).
Il existe différents types de forêts sacrées: les forêts
fétiches, forêts de sociétés secrètes, forêts
communautaires, forêts cimetières, ou une
combinaison de ces différents types.

Entrée de la Forêt de Bamêzoumè

Les forêts sacrées constituent à l’heure actuelle des
réservoirs fauniques et floristiques de grande
importance.

Près de 40 forêts sacrées ont déjà été
recensées (hors forêts de Oro) pour la
région d’Adjohoun. Leurs superficies
respectives varient de moins d’un hectare à
20 ha. Les principales forêts sont (les plus
citées):
-Kingbèzoun (0,5 ha, Adjohoun),
-Bohouézoun (1 ha, Adjohoun),
-Kpinkonzoun (4 ha, Akpadanou),
-Bamèzoun (10 ha, Aguégués) et
-Gogbozoun (20 ha, Gangban).

Les autorisés et interdits
Ils varient d’une forêt à l’autre mais d’un
manière générale:

Les règles d’accès aux forêts
L’accès est très réglementé, libre pour les
personnes initiées et limité voire impossible
pour les non-initiés. Il est interdit d’y pénétrer :

Il est interdit d’y couper du bois,
Il est possible de ramasser le bois mort
(varie suivant les forêts),

Après avoir eu des relations sexuelles,
Pour une femme qui est en période de
menstruations,

Il est possible de collecter des plantes
médicinales,
Îlot forestier: Kpinkonzoumè

Il est parfois possible de cueillir les
fruits (noix de coco, de cola, de palme,
mangues…)

Avec des pensées négatives (après s’être
querellé avec quelqu’un par exemple).
Pour pouvoir entrer dans une forêt sacrée, il faut
avoir au préalable rempli les formalités d’accès
et être accompagné d’une personne initiée. Il est
parfois nécessaire de se déchausser, se dévêtir et
se découvrir la tête.

D’une façon générale, la forêt constitue
une sécurité pour les communautés
riveraines. En cas de crise, ces dernières
peuvent alors exploiter une partie des
ressources de la forêt.

Sont-elles menacées?

Qui s’en occupe?
Dans le cas des forêts communautaires, c’est tout le
village qui participe à la prise de décision au cours
d’Assemblées Générales.

Façon dont les femmes doivent
porter leur pagne

Forêt d’Avazoumè: Vodoun
Yêssikpè

Pour certaines personnes, le fait que les
forêts soient sacrées leur assure une
protection totale.
Mais certaines personnes bravent les règles
d’accès et les interdits. Les principales
menaces pour ces lieux de cultes et
réservoirs écologiques sont liées à la
croissance démographique (besoin en terre
pour l’agriculture et la construction de
bâtiments), au besoin en bois de chauffe et
bois d’œuvre, à la collecte anarchique de
plantes, et au manque de contrôle des feux
de végétation.

Pour les forêts fétiches ou cimetières, c’est un
groupe de féticheurs qui la gère, et plus
particulièrement le chef féticheur et/ou le chef de
forêt. Chaque forêt possède son propre groupe de
responsables.
La ‘succession’ de la forêt peut être matrilinéaire ou
patrilinéaire. Mais il y a obligatoirement
consultation du Fâ qui désigne la personne qui aura
la charge de la forêt sacrée.

Panneau indiquant l’obligation de se déchausser (Bamêzoumè)

141

142

