EFFECTS OF WAR AND DISPLACEMENT ON LOCAL SEED SYSTEMS
IN NORTHERN SIERRA LEONE

Catherine Longley

1 INTRODUCTION

Thisarticle examinesthe impact of war and displacement
on the seed systems of resource poor semi-subsstence
farmers in north western Sierra Leone. Rice isthe staple
food crop grown by farmersin thisregion. It is cultivated
both in upland, rain-fed areas and in inland valley
swamps. This paper focuses on upland rice.

Data were collected from farmers in and around the
Susu town of Kukuna in Kambia Didrict. Whilst the
area of study was directly affected by war and
displacement in both 1995 and 1996, it is important to
point out that this part of the country has not witnessed
the same degree of devastation as parts of the south
and east of Sera Leone. The torture and maiming of
civilians which was reported by the international media
did not occur in the north west of the country, and the
sense of insecurity has not been as prolonged here as
in the south and east. Also, the proximity of the Guinea
border has provided a safe refuge to fleeing civilians.

These observations are not in any way intended to
belittle the impact of the war in the case Sudy area
Thewar caused serious hardship asthis paper will show.
Nevertheless, there are important differences between
the case study area and other parts of Sera Leone,
where war has been endemic since 1991, which mean
that the findings of the paper are not necessarily
applicable elsewhere in the country. An important
feature of this particular case study is that farmers were
not only able to continue upland rice cultivation
following the rebel attacks but that the number of farmers
growing upland rice actualy increased.

2 CROPPING PATTERNS AND SEED

SYSTEMS IN THE CASE STUDY AREA

The mgjority of farmers in the case study area are Suay,
although some data was also collected from
neighbouring Limbafarmers. Among the Susu, dembaya
is the name given to the household group which forms
an independent productive unit and, in most cases, eats
from the same cooking pot. Each year members of the
dembaya might cultivate temporary fieds of upland rice,
groundnuts and fundi (Digitaria exilis, fonio), together
with semi-permanent fields (gardens containing various
tree crops and swamps which are sown to rice in the
rainy season and vegetables in the dry season).

Within the dembaya women and men of different
ages have distinct agricultural tasks. If upland rice is
grown, the household head (dembaya kbunyi) is usualy
responsible for obtaining seed and organising the labour
required for the cultivation of the main household farm
(khe khumbe). In some cases other members of the

dembaya (usualy young married men or occasionally
the wives of the household head) might be allocated a
smdler, private plot of their own (lokho di makhei or
khe khuri). Groundnuts, once regarded as a women's
crop, are now cultivated by men and women in roughly
equal numbers. They are an important cash crop. Swamp
rice can aso be cultivated by either men or women.

Among the Limba of the case study area, broadly
smilar agricultura practices are followed, though the
tendency of the Limba is to cultivate much greater
quantities of rice (both upland and swamp) and
consderably smaller amounts of groundnuts.

The upland agriculturd system is best described as a
form of shifting cultivation in which alarge tract of land
(khe kankay) is sub-divided into plots (khe) and all ocated
to particular farmers (usualy household heads) by the
leaders of the families that are recognised as the
landholders. The sze of the land tract varies and there
might be anything from about 30 to 100 household rice
fams on asingle tract. The plots are cleared and a rice-
groundnut-fundi crop rotation is followed for about three
to four years. They are then left to fdlow for a least
seven years before the landholders allow further
cultivation.

There is an overall shortage of suitable upland farm
land which prevents dl households - particularly in the
more densely populated areas such as Kukuna - from
cultivating upland rice every year. This shortage may
have been exacerbated in recent times by a dight
increase in the length of the falow period reported by
farmersin the case study area. Theincreaseis explained
by the greater frequency of bush fires and the longer
time subsequently required for falow regeneration. Due
to the overall land shortage, as well as farmers
involvement in the production of cash crops, the Susu
of Kukuna are unable to produce enough rice to meet
their subsistence needs. They therefore rely on trade
relations with their Limba neighbours to make up for
rice shortfals.

The choice of rice varieties sown will depend upon:
anumber of factorsincluding: the local agro-ecology of
the particular upland plot; the labour available to the
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Map 1. Map of Sierra Leone, showing the case study area
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farmer for particular tasks at particular times;, and
personal preferences relating to morphological and
gadronomic characterigtics. The degree of efort required
in the various post-harvest processes undertaken by
women (threshing, parboiling, milling, cooking) also
influence a farmer's choice of varieties.

Although farmers tend to keep seed from one year
to the next, the nature of the shifting cultivation system
is such that an upland rice variety kept from the previous
year's plot may not aways be appropriate to the agro-
ecology of the subsequent year's plot. Once the upland
plots have been allocated and the particular agro-
ecological conditions have been assessed, farmers may
find that they need to exchange the seed they have
kept for a rice variety which is better suited to that
year's conditions. By contrast, farmers often cultivate
the same swamp plot year after year. For this reason,
overdl rates of farmer-saved seed for swamp rice tend
to be somewhat higher than for upland rice.

Farmers who do not have any saved upland rice seed
to plant, whether because they did not have access to
an upland plot the previous year, or due to accidental
seed loss or unplanned events, acquire seed in various
ways. It must be stressed that the successful acquisition
of appropriate seed is highly dependent on the existence
of good socid relations with a network of redives,
friends and neighbours. Farmers may: (i) borrow seed
from neighbours who have seed but no land on which
to plant (particularly significant among Limba farmers);
(if) exchange swamp seed varieties for upland seed
varieties; (iii) receive gifts of smal quantities of seed
from relatives; or (iv) purchase seed for cash (though
this tends to be more common for groundnut seed).
Although a number of agricultural development projects
had, in the past, provided seed to farmers in the case
sudy area, no such project was actively distributing
seed at the time when the fiddwork reported in this
paper began.?

3 THE WAR IN SIERRA LEONE :
Rebels of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) firdt
entered eastern Serra Leone from Liberia in 1991. For
the firg three years the insurgency was mainly confined
to the eastern and southern parts of the country where
smal groups of lightly armed rebels established a
number of forest camps and launched attacks on rurd
villages and main roads, forcibly conscripting young
captives into their ranks. The north of the country was
widely thought to be a 'sefe area up until about 1994
when asmdl group of rebels moved into the north. By
early 1995, dl of Sera Leones twelve didricts were
experiencing sustained rebd attacks, though the intensity
and effects of rebel activities were not uniform
throughout the country. Kambia Didtrict, in which the
case study area is located, has been hit by only two
raids during the war period, and the rebels have not
established any permanent base in the vicinity.?

RUF attacks typicdly last only for a few hours and
the rebels have never controlled any significant area of

the country. Nevertheless, particularly in the south and
ead, the rebels have often promoted socid divisions
within communities by gathering information on on-
going loca disputes prior to an attack and then directing
violence towards those villagers who are prominent on
one sde of the dispute or the other. Largdly invisible,
perhaps minor, tensions within a community are thus
transformed into bitter factiond disputes.

A number of different explanations of the causes of
the war in Sierra Leone have been put forward. Whilst
some reports (e.g. Kaplan, 1994; Sawyer and Dowden,
1995) have emphasised the anarchic and tyrannical
nature of the rebdl incursons and searched for ethnic
explanations, other analyses view the insurgency as a
conflict over control of resources and focus on the pivota
role of Serra Leone's disadvantaged youth (e.g.
Bradbury, 1995; Richards, 1996). Despite the lack of
consensus as to the precise causes of the war and the
political motivations of the RUF, it is generally agreed
that civilians and rural communities have been the main
victims of the war, and that the actions of some
government soldiers have, at times, increased the
suffering of the rural populations.

The rebel activities which are relevant to this case
study include the RUF attack on Kambia Town on 25th
January 1995 and the rebel invasion into Kambia Distict
in February-March 1996. Both these attacks took place
shortly after the harvest season, when seed from the
upland rice farms had been gathered and stored.

The 1995 atack on Kambia Town is thought to have
been largely aimed at seizing military ammunition and
abducting civilians. On the morning of Tuesday 24
January 1995 officdid messages were sent from Madina,
the headquarters of the néighbouring Tonko Limba
Chiefdom, to the local authorities in Kukuna and Kambia,
reporting that a fisherman had seen a group of rebels
on the southern bank of the Little Scarcies River the
previous evening. The rebels had apparently requested
the fisherman to ferry them across the river so they
might enter Kambia Didrict and it was widely believed
that the rebels were planning an attack on Madina. This
news spread rapidly throughout the Didrict and many
families began to pack their belongings in preparation
for seeking refuge either across the Guineaborder or in
villages located along the lower reaches of the Grest
Scarcies River estuary.

On the morning of 25 January 1995 a group of RUF
rebels, numbering perhaps 50 to 100, launched an attack
on Kambia Town (some 40 km southwest of Madina).
This took the resident population largely by surprise.
Therebelshad a'hit ligt' of prominent individuals whom
they attempted to search out during the four or so hours
that they were in the town. About seven civilians were
killed, a few people drowned in the river as they tried
to escape, and over 100 civilians— mostly school children
and able-bodied youths but also including seven
expatriate nuns — were abducted by the rebels. The
police station and several houses were burnt down and
considerable looting took place.
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A sense of fear and panic was fdt throughout the
Didtrict in late January 1995. This caused considerable
displacement both before and after the attack on Kambia
Town. Many of those who were not quick enough to
run away before the attack later decided to evacuate
both because of rumours of a further attack and because
of the tensions generated by the government soldiers
who subsequently arrived in the didtrict. International
news reports a the time estimated that over 20,000
people from Kambia Didrict had crossed the border
into Guinea. One year dfter the attack, the five refugee
camps housing those displaced from Kambia Didrict
were 4ill full, despite the fact that no further attacks
had taken place. This scenario is perhaps typica in
SeraLeone. Although the RUF attacks themsel ves tend
to be short-lived and aimed at specific targets in specific
towns or villages, the resulting crises are neither short-
term nor localised.

The main motive of the 199 disturbances was to
disrupt the second balot of the nationa elections,
scheduled for 26th February 1996. On 20th February
the town of Rokupr, dmost 20 km southwest of Kambia
Town, was attacked by a lightly armed group of rebels
in military uniforms. The attack took place in the early
hours of the morning as people were preparing for the
Mudim festiva of 1d-ul-Fitr(Pray Day) which celebrates
the end of Ramadan. Three civilians were killed by the
rebels and nine people drowned trying to escape. News
of the attack spread rapidly throughout Kambia Didrict
and, once again, thousands of people fled towards the
coast and into Guinea

Four days dfter the Rokupr attack, there was an attack
on Kukuna. A total of 49 houses were burned and three
people were killed. The rebels then progressed to
Madina and remained in the Tonko Limba chiefdom for
a period of about two weeks; they made a base in a
village from where they roamed around in smal groups
attacking, burning and looting some 50 Limba villages
throughout the chiefdom.

It has been estimated that the 1996 attacks in Kambia
Didrict affected over 50,000 people. The large mgority
of these people were small-scae farmers. However,
unlike RUF attacks in other parts of the country, the
1996 rebel activitiesin the case study area did not appear
to promote enduring socia divisons within the loca
community. -

4 METHODOLOGY

The data presented in this paper were collected between
April 1994 and January 1997 from a sample of 248 semi-
subsistence farmers (145 men and 103 women).* Farmers
in the sample came from the Susu-spesking group of
the Bramaia Cheifdom and the Limba-spesking group
of Tonko Limba Chiefdom. Both are located in Kambia
Didrict, northern Serra Leone. Mogt of the respondents
from the Bramaia Chiefdom came from the rurd town
of Kukuna (pre-war population ¢.3,000) and four smaller
settlements nearby to the south and east. The Limba
gpeaking farmers sampled (n=4I) were dl based in the
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village of Samapindi which lies about 10km south-east
of Kukuna

Surveys undertaken just after the planting seasons in
1994 and 1996 recorded the amounts and varieties of
rice, groundnuts and fundi sown, together with
information on the farmers source of seed. Even before
the firg population didocation of January 1995, it was
often difficult to re-trace some of the sample famers
for checks and follow-up interviews. As a conseguence,
the data set for the 1994 fams is partly incomplete. At
the end of 1996, after the disruptions caused by the
rebel attacks of January 1995 and February 1996, it was
possible to re-interview just 189 of the origind sample
of 248 farmers. These farmers were asked about their
movements immediately following the attacks and about
their farming activities for 1995 and 1996. Mog of the
data presented refers to the 161 sample farmers for
whom details of both the 1994 and 1996 cropping
patterns are complete. Additiond insghts were provided
by direct personal observation in the project area from
late 1993 to February 1995 and again in late 1996.

5 POPULATION DISLOCATION
By the time of the 1996 survey eight of the 248 sample
farmers had died (these deaths were in no way related
to the rebel attacks) and 78 were no longer living in the
same place in which they had resided in 1994. Of those
that had moved, it was reported that: 51 (65.4%) had
moved due to locd insecurity; five had given up farming
to find paid work; five had moved elsewhere to farm;
and four women had divorced their husbands and
returned to their parents homes. The mgority of those
who were displaced by the war (43 out of the 51 that
had relocated) were living in refugee camps, Sx were
living in villages in Guinea and two had moved to
Conakry, the capital of Guinea. Smilar proportions of
men and women were reported as displaced though
there 'was some sgnificant variation in the profiles of
those displaced. Slightly more elderly people - women
in particular - were displaced, wheresas the proportions
of displaced adult men (c. 30-55 years old) and young
adult women (c. 18-25) were low in comparison to the
proportion of these groupsin the population asawhole.

Although most Susu families had, by 1996, built a
house in one of the refugee camps or at least established
a secure base somewhere in Guinea, adult men from
these families and their young wives, tended to return
or day in the origina family home to guard against
theft and to continue with the farm work. The elderly,
by contrast, remained in the new homes partly to
maintain the family's position in the refugee camp and
partly due to the effort involved in returning home on
foot. This concern was heightened if there was the
remotest likelihood that the family might have to flee
again. By early 1997 the survey areawas thought to be
sdfe from rebel attack and many refugees were planning
to return to their homes atogether after Ramadan,

Of the 158 Susu-speaking farmers that were present
in the survey area at the time of the 1995 rebel advance,
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over hdf (60%) fled from their homes and did not return
for & least amonth. The mass panic witnessed in Kukuna
on 24 January 1995 was so great that it seemed unlikely
that there was a single household from which the
mgority of family members did not run. BBC news
reports the previous 'week had indicated that a group
of RUF rebels was moving towards Kambia Didtrict,
creating awidely-spread sense of apprehension. When
the news that rebels had actudly been seen wanting to
cross the river into the Didtrict at a point some 20 miles
from Kukuna was conveyed to the Paramount Chief -
in a private meeting, S0 as not to cause alarm - it was
only a matter of minutes before a rumour of the rebels
imminent arrival had spread and people had begun to
pack up their belongings and run for the border. The
speed a which the rumour spread was increased by
the fact that the news came at a time of the morning
when people had not yet left for their farms. This meant
that the throng of people running to and fro was that
much grester.

People began to panic and many (mostly women
and children) ran at once without any possessions. In
some cases they even left cooking pots on fires. Others
began to throw their belongingsinto bundles and within
an hour or two the mgority of the population - perhaps
as many as 2,000 people - had gathered what they
could carry and started heading towards the banks of
the Great Scarcies River, about a mile from the town, in
order to cross into Guinea. The sense of anxiety was
clearly evident at the river bank where people were
struggling against one another to get into one of the
three large canoes which were ferrying people across
the water. Women were crying for their children who
had got logt in the rush to evacuate and children were
crying for their mothers. Belongings were dropped into
the water and many later remarked it was a miracle
that the overloaded canoes did not capsize and that no
one drowned in the crash to clamber aboard. At this
point, many did not know exactly what had happened.
They had merely assumed that the rebels were about to
enter the town when they saw others running. It was
only dfter a few hours that it became apparent that the
rebels were not in the immediate vicinity. At this point
people - predominantly men - began to return to the
town to secure their household's property.

When people fled, they moved in stages: fird to the
river bank, then acrossthe river to the border village of
Wundilaya, then to a temporary shelter and, findly, to
one of the refugee camps. The fird three stages - from
Kukuna to the temporary shelters — took place on the
day of the evacuation, 24th January 1995. It then took
five weeks before the refugee camps were established
and the refugees began to receive supplies. Many of
those who had crossed into Guinea in fact returned the
same day or afew days later. In the days following the
initid flight, some of the evacuees - paticularly boys
and young men - made a number of visits back to their
homes to secure the family's belongings. These
belongings were then transported in Smilar stages as

those described above. At each stage, many of the
evacuees were forced to leave their belongings -
including seed, in some cases - in someone else's care,
thus incurring the risk of loss or damage. Many
informants reported that the loss of their seed occurred
in the village of Wundilayah, just across the river, asthe
capecity of the locd store was not sufficient to cope
with the enormous quantity of possessions left there.
By the time of the 1996 attack the population of
Kukuna was already considerably reduced. Large
numbers of local residents had aready transferred to
the refugee camps and those that were in town either
hid in their houses or ran into the bush as the rebels
arrived. A much smaller proportion of people who fled
in the face of the 1996 atack stayed away for over a
month; presumably those who fdt that it was not sfe
to stay had aready moved in 1995 and were not around
to witness the 1996 attack on Kukuna. Also, by this
time, many people had experienced the negative effects
of displacement and had decided to risk facing the rebels
rather than suffer the losses incurred by being displaced.

The news that the rebels were about to attack was
initidly conveyed by a boy on a bicycle. The boy had
passed the rebels on the road just outside the town and
raced around ringing his bicycle bell and shouting,
They're here! They're herel' (Asin 1995, the resident
population was vaguely expecting the rebels arriva.)
Looking back people often Joke about this but, at the
time, the sense of darm would obvioudy have been
acute.

The attack on Kukuna was typica of the RUFs hit-
and-run tactics. The rebels remained in town for a matter
of hours, set light to over 50 dwellings and looted the
mgjority of houses, taking clothing and any money or
valuables they could find. Three civilians were killed
and a few were forcibly abducted (either to carry the
looted property or to point out the paths into the
neighbouring chiefdom) but later released. From Kukuna
the rebels went on to attack Madina, the capital town
of the neighbouring Limba chiefdom. They later
established a temporary base in a Limba village which
they used over a period of about two weeks.

The displacement suffered by the Limba-speaking
farmers in the sample was quite different to that of the
Susu. In 1995, only a very few people in the survey
village of Samapindi had fled into the bush and none
had registered at the refugee camps. Whereas it was
radively easy for the Susu to cross the border into
Guinea to stay with their Susu relatives until the camps
were established, this option was not open to the Limba
who, in effect, had nowhere to run to. The rebel
presence in 1996, however, caused considerably more
disruption amongst the Limba. Though the village of
Samapindi itsdf was never attacked, the presence of
the rebds in the chiefdom posed a very real threat of
attack and forced dl of the Samapindi residents (total
population c¢. 150) to flee from their village. Amongst
the 30 who were interviewed at the end of 1996, the
average time of displacement was 19 days. Only one
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Table 1. Number of farmers who planted particular crops, 1994-96
Upland rice Swamp rice Groundnut Fundi

1994 43 (27%) 103 (64%) 131 (78%) 62 (39%)

1995 52 (32%) 110(68%) 90 (56%) 67 (42%)

1996 82(51%) 118(73%) 106 (66%) 66(41%)

n =161

young man was based in the refugee camp; most people
from Samapindi hid in the bush throughout this period,
occasionaly returning to the village during the day to
check their houses and any belongings they had left
behind. After a while some thought it safe to return to
the village. However, when a boy who had gone to
check for news of the rebels whereabouts narrowly
managed to escape capture by the RUF, residents of
Samapindi retreated once more into the relative safety
of the bush.

6 CHANGES IN FARMERS CROP CHOICES

DURING THE WAR

Table 1 offers a broad overview of the effects of the
war on the crop choice of the 161 sample farmers for
whom information was collected in both 1994 and 1996.
Comparing the figures for 1994 (pre-displacement) and
1996 (post-displacement), it can be seen that
considerably more farmers were growing upland rice
post-displacement. Sightly more farmers were cultivating
swamp rice, whereas far fewer were growing
groundnuts. The numbers of farmers growing fundi did
not ater significantly over the 1994-96 period.

It appears that the drategy of farmers during this
period was to concentrate on food crop, as opposed to
cash crop, production. This led to a relative emphasis
on rice as opposed to groundnuts.® An alternative
explanation for the changes in cropping patterns might
be that in 1994 there was smply not much land available
for upland rice cultivation; by 1996 previoudy falow
areas were deemed suitable for cultivation. This would
aso explain the 1995 decline in groundnut production;
due to the smdl land area that was cleared in 19%4
there would have been a shortage of land for the second
year of the crop rotation (1995). However, data collected

on the length of fadlow for land cleared in 1995-1996
reveals unusualy short fallow periods (e.g. one tract of
land cleared in 1995 had been falowed for only sx
years). This observation, together with the overall
decrease in the average upland fam size (from seed
inputs of 32.9 pans in 1994 to 23.9 pans in 1996 - see
Table 3),° suggests that the main change "wes on the
demand side rather than the supply side. There appears
to have been a marked increase in the overadl demand
for upland rice farms following the events of 1995 and
1996. This is consistent with the increased emphasis on
food crops remarked upon earlier.

The increased amount of upland rice cultivation was,
as Table 2 shows, due not only to an increase in the
number of household heads growing upland rice; in
addition greater numbers of women and other household
dependents, who had not previoudy cultivated upland
rice, were undertaking rice cultivation.

Greater numbers of both men and women were
cultivating upland rice in 1996. The increase in the
number of women is particularly striking since,
traditionally, the cultivation of upland rice is
predominantly associated with men. The gender
structure of the dembaya as a unit of agricultural
production was not dradtically atered by didocation,
S0 it does not make sense to clam that women were
forced to undertake upland rice cultivation because their
husbands were absent. It seems more reasonable to
suggest that the overal increase in the number of
individua farmers cultivating upland rice was a direct
response of the household as a whole. Women took on
an added respongibility to produce more rice to meet
household subsistence needs. The data suggest that some
were able to do this only by giving up their production
of the main cash crop (groundnuts).

Table 2.1994: Farmers with primary responsibility for planting upland rice

Female Male All farmers

1994 1996 1994 1996 1994 1996
Dependent 2 (4.7%) 12(14.8%) 6(13.9%) 12(14.8%) 8 (18.6%) 24 (29.6%)
Household head 0 0 35 (81.4%) 57 (70.4%) 35 (81.4%) 57 (70.4%)
All farmers 2 (4.7%) 12(14.8%) 41 (95.3%) 69 (85.2%) 43(100%) 81 (100%)
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Table 3. Upland rice types planted
Number of plots Total pans Average pans per plot
Duration 1994 1996 1994 1996 1994 1996
Short 4 1 55 99 138 9.0
(8.3%) (8.7%) (3.5%) (3.3%)
Medium 43 112 1438 2849 334 25.4
(89.6%) (88.9%) (90.9%) (94.7%)
Long 1 3 ' 88 60 88 20.0
(2.1%) (2.4%) (5.6%) (2.0%)
All 48 126 1581 3008 32.9 23.9
(100%) (100%) (100%) (100%)

7 CHANGES IN VARIETAL DIVERSITY
Associated with the increase in the number of farmers
growing upland rice is an apparent increase in the
diversity of varieties under cultivation. The data
presented below draw on farmers own names for rice
types and their knowledge of the duration of cultivation
of different varieties (rather than on results from on-
dation trids of farmers material). It is possible not only
that a particular variety may be known by more than
one name but dso that a name which appears to be
used in reference to a single variety may in fact be a
generic term to cover severd different varieties of a
samilar duration (e.g. types known as 'three months' or
types which are perceived to have the same origin,
such asforto maleh [lit. white man rice], often used to
refer to 'improved' varieties previoudy distributed by
development projects).” The inadequacies of such a
“clasdification as an indicator of varieta diversity are
recognised. However, thisisthe only indicator presently
available for the sample.

Sample data for 1994 reved that 43 farmers planted
atotd of ten differently named varieties. In 1996, 98
farmers planted atotal of 20 differently named varieties.
Despite this apparent increase in diversity, the
proportions of short-, medium- and long-duration types
remained fairly constant, as shown in Table 3.

The data also showed that in 1996 a number of
farmers appeared to have planted varieties best suited
for swamp ecologies on upland farms (a feature which
has not previoudy been encountered in the case study
area). This seems to indicate that not everyone was
able to obtain the varieties most appropriate to their
needs during the 1996 planting season. The increase in
diversty shown in Table 3 might therefore be due to
the fact that many farmers resorted to planting any variety
they were able to obtain, regardiess of suitability or
their persona preference, in the season following the
rebel attacks. This would indicate that there was a
relative lack of availability of preferred varieties which
would, in turn, mean that yields in 1996 would be sub-

optima. On the other hand, it is dso possible that this
dtuation might promote innovation amongst farmers.
Whether or not the increased varietal diversity is
maintained in future years remains to be seen.

8 SEED ACQUISITION BY FARMERS
The 'new' varieties (i.e. those that were not previoudy
planted by the farmers sampled in 1994) were obtained
largdly from local farmers and farmer-traders rather than
relief agencies. Precise details of the seed provided by
the relief agencies was not recorded and only one farmer
in the sample reported planting upland rice seed that
had been provided by such an externa agency (he
claimed that the seed was provided by the German
agency, GTZ). Table 4 compares the sources of upland
rice seed for 1994 and 1996.

Table 4 clearly indicates that there have been some
ggnificant changes in the source of seed since the

- disruptions of 1995-96. What is most noticegble is that

the amount of farmer-saved seed as a proportion of
total seed planted has decreased from 69.6% to 42.5%,
whereas the purchase of seed for cash has increased
from just 6.0% to 33.2%.

Many farmers who planted upland rice in 1996 may
not have had access to saved seed because they did not
cultivate upland rice the previous year (though one
farmer had managed to keep seed from two years
previous). Equdly, some farmers had attempted to save
seed but had logt their stocks before planting time. Ina
number of cases, seed that had been stored was either
destroyed by fire when the rebels burnt houses or by
pests. or moisture which were left unchecked after
civilians fled. Many farmers reported that their seed had
been stolen. Some who took their seed reserves with
them when they fled reported that the seed was stolen,
eaten or somehow spoilt. This was despite the fact that
farmers went to considerable lengths to secure their
seed stocks. In one case, two farmersjointly dug alarge
pit in which to hide their seed. In another case, the
farmers of one whole village reportedly transferred al
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their seed reserves onto a specialy-congtructed platform
in the bush "which was then permanently guarded.

In 1996, despite a considerable rise in the price of
seed on the local market, both the proportion of seed
purchased by farmers and the average size of individua
purchases had increased. Although the number of seed
loans (from fellow farmers) had risen from 9.3%to 16.2%
of the total number of seed 'bundles planted, the average
gze of each loan had halved from about 41 pans in
1994 to about 22 pans in 1996. Smilaly, the sze of
seed bundles received through exchange and gift-giving
had decreased, possibly indicating an overdl shortage
of seed. This shortage would appear to have been caused
primarily by the increase in demand rather than a
decrease in supply.

The continued provision of seed through exchange,
gifts and loans — abeit in smaller amounts — implies
that the socid networks of the informa seed system in
north west Serra Leone were not serioudy affected by
the events of 1994-96. This is perhaps due to the close
proximity of the refugee camps as well as the fact that
most of the Susu farmers, if not the Limba, had relatives
and friends in Guinea from whom they could enlist
support. Indeed, amongst Susu farmers the percentage
of seed obtained through loans rose from 4.8% in 1994
to 14.4% in 1996. By contrast, the percentage of seed
borrowed by the Limba, who did not have such thriving
family networks in neighbouring areas, but who had
traditiondly depended to a far greater extent on seed
loans, fel from 32.6% in 1994 to 20.5% in 1996.
Importantly, the rebel attacks did not appear to
precipitate the level of social discord which was
experienced in other parts of Sera Leone and which
might otherwise have damaged the social networks on
which loca seed supply depends.

Yet, despite the continued functioning of the sociad
seed networks, the increase in purchased seed in 1996
indicates that upland rice seed has now become more
of a commercid commodity. Accounts were given of
farmers sdlling whatever they had (often only the
bulghur and vegetable fa supplied in refugee camps)
in order to buy seed a double the usua price. At the
time such refugee supplies were sdling at well below
market prices due to their widespread availability in
the camps, hinting at the desperate measures which
farmers took to acquire seed for planting.

Whilg it was emphassed a the outset that the findings
of this particular case study are not necessarily
generdisable to other parts of Serra Leone, various
pardlels with the Rwanda case described by Sperling
suggest that the findings are not atogether unique either.
There are Smilaities both in the nature of the conflict
(the periods of actud fighting or rebd attacks were
relatively short-lived compared to the periods of stability
in both places) and in the outcomes with respect to
local seed practices and systems (family and varieta
dability, for instance).

Despite the rebel attacks of 1995 and 1996, the basic
systems of agricultural production in the case study area
remained more or less intact. The increase in the
numbers of farmers growing upland rice and the capacity
of loca seed networks to alow for this increase,
demongtrate the enormous resilience of the local farming
gystems in the face of substantial disruption. The
response of the case study farmers to the rebel
disruptionswas to increase their cultivation, as best they
could under the circumstances, and to concentrate
particular attention on the production of food crops.

Table 4. Acquisition of upland rice seed
n (sead bundles)* Total seed amount (pans) Average bundle size
1994 199% 1994 1995 1994 1996
Bought 5 39 95 1001 19.0 25.7
{9.3%) {28.79%) (6.0%) (33.2%)
Excharige 5 10 144 168 8.8 16.8
(9.3%) (7.4%) (9.1%) (5.6%}
Gift 2 8 38 79 19.0 9.9
{3.7%) (5.9%} (2.4%) {2.6%)
Kept 37 57 1162 1274.5 29.8 22.4
{68.5%) (41,9%} (69.6%) (42.5%)
Loan 5 . 22 202 485.5 40.6 221
(9.3%) (16.2%} (12.8%} {16.1%}) )
All seed 54 136 1581 3008 29.3 221
{100%) (160%) (100%} (100%)
* in a small number of cases, farmers revealed that they had acquired the seed planted on a single farm plot from more than
one source. For want of a better word, the seed obtained is referred to as seed ‘bundles’.
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This resulted in sgnificant increases in seed inputs used
by case study farmers - from 1581 pans in 1994 to
3008 pans in 19962 Women, especidly, altered their
crop choices in order to cope with the situation. From
the data available, no varietal loss could be discerned.
Y this is certainly no cause for complacency; despite
the continued functioning of local seed channels, many
farmers appeared not have access to the varietieswhich
were most appropriate to their needs due to the overdl
shortage of upland rice seed.

The ways in which rdief assigtance either helped
farmers to adapt or possibly exacerbated problems is
debatable. Although the loca seed system was quite
effective in coping with seed demand during the
emergency period, it seems that much more could have
been done to assigt the large number of farmers who
urgently required seed.

No rice was supplied as food to those who registered
with the agencies providing assistance despite the fact
that this grain is the nationa staple in Serra Leone.
(Presumably the choice of food provided was related
to the desire to avoid creating dependency on food
aid.) Regardless of the quantity of other types of food
consumed, a Serra Leonean considers that he or she
has gone hungry for that day if rice is not eaten. This
remark was a frequent complaint among the refugees.
The question then becomes, was farmer-saved rice seed
eaten in preference to the bulghur and cornmeal
provided by the relief agencies? Here it is pertinent to
point out that in many cases in which seed was stolen
the culprit was often thought to be a member of the
household who was suspected of having cooked and
eaten the rice seed. The answer to this question is
unknown, but the fact that it is being asked does suggest
the importance of considering the link between food
provisioning and seed requirements when planning relief
interventions.

The case study makes it clear that some parts of the
rural economy can continue to function in specific
localities even under conditions of general
destabilisation. Richards et al. (1997) have madeasmilar
observation; they suggest that there is a need to
understand more fully how different kinds of disruptions
cause different kinds of damage to seed systems. More
constant and prolonged disruptions to rurd life, as
experienced in southern and eastern parts of Sera
Leone, inevitably have a very different efect on loca
seed systems than the type of brief and localised
incursions which took place in the case study area of
north west Sierra Leone.

Rdief agencies must have a detailed awareness of
these differences when they devise locally-appropriate
forms of assistance. There is already a growing
awareness among relief and rehabilitation agencies of
the need to supply locally-adapted cultivars to displaced
farmers, yet it is often difficult for such agencies to
acquire local seed types in the quantities required for
digtribution. If an holistic approach is adopted, areas in
which seed systems have been less severely damaged
may offer enormous potential as a source of seed for

digribution to farmers from areas where agricultura
production has been more subgtantialy affected by war.

The. case study location - partly due to its border
location and partly due to nature of the rebe activities
in this area - provides an example of an area in which
appropriate support to local farmers might have
produced seed for future digtribution among farmers
elsewhere in the country (the south and east, for
example). Such a gtrategy was indeed adopted in 1995,
swhen large quantities of loca seed varieties were
collected in the case study area by the Minigry of
Agriculture to help meet the needs of future resettlement
programmes. Ye it is suggested that a more proactive
approach could be taken by rdief and rehabilitation
agencies to promote agricultural production in 'safe
areas with assured access’ so that seed can later be
bought and distributed in other locations where
agriculture has been more severely affected.® The
farmers in such 'safe areas would not only benefit from
the agricultural support provided but aso from the
greater opportunities to sdll their outputs. Of course,
'ssfe areas are rardly completely safe. Nevertheless, this
case study of north western Sierra Leone has illustrated
the considerable resilience displayed by loca farming
systems in the face of two short-lived rebel disruptions.
This resilience is a feature of local seed systems which
can be highly advantageous in planning for post-war
national seed provision requirements.
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ENDNOTES

1. Ealyfiddwork in SerraLeone was funded by ODA's
(now DFID's) Economic and Socid Committee on
Overseas Research (ESCOR). Fieldwork undertaken
in 199596 was funded by Economic and Socid
Research Committee (ESRC). The author is attached
to the Community Biodiversity Development and
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Conservation project, administered by the Rice
Research Station, Rokupr in Serra Leone.

2. AdionAid, aBritish-based NGO workingin the areg,
had previoudy provided seed inputs. However, at
the time of the research the farmer groups promoted
by this NGO ‘were effectivedly managing their own
seed loan system.

3. In mid-May 1997, renewed rebel activities in the
north caused considerable anxiety in Karnbia Didrict
and some residents in the case Sudy area once again
evacuated to Guinea. _

4. Much of the survey data was collected and processed
in collaboration with Abdulai M. Sillah, whose able
assistance is gratefully acknowledged.

5. Though used in the preparation of soups and sauces,
groundnuts are mainly considered to be a cash crop,
particularly around Kukuna which is one of the
national centres of groundnut production.

6. A panisacommonly used measurement of volume
in Sera Leone. Though the precise size of a pan
may vary, farmers in the case study area take one
bushel to be equal to 22 pans.

7. For example, numerous samples of a popular variety
known locdly as samban konkower e collected from
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10.

farmers fidds and screened a the Rokupr Rice
Research Sation (RRS) by Madcom Sdlu Jusu. He
found them to be identical to ROK 3, a pure-line
selection released by RRS The same variety is aso
sometimes referred to as IDA inthe case study area
since it was once distributed by an agricultura
development project commonly known by this
name.

Roughly equivaent to an increase from 72 bushels
to 137 bushels.

In northern Sierra Leone, for example, accessible
areas include not only border locations but aso
villages on river estuaries, sSince water transport was
not adversely affected by the security situation.

A loca NGO, Community Action for Progress,
successfully provided seed and cash loans (through
a grant from Womankind UK) to both displaced
and resident farmers in the lower reaches of the
Great Scarcies River estuary in 1996. After the harvest
the NGO purchased a substantia quantity of the
seed output which was subsequently sold to
rehabilitation projects operating in other parts of -
the country.






