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ETHNICITY AND THE COMMONS:
PROBLEMS OF RANGELAND MANAGEMENT IN AN INTER-ETHNIC CONTEXT

Introduction

In this paper I pose the question of how to manage natural

resources that are shared by people belonging to several different

ethnic groups, each having culturally-distinct approaches to resource

use and management. My data and observations cone from 15 months of

fieldwork during 1989-91 among livestock herders who inhabit the

Usangu Plains of southwestern Tanzania. The pastoral resources of the

Usangu Plains are shared by herders representing six ethnic groups;

one with historical ties to the area, and five that have immigrated.

My discussion focuses on the three largest of these groups: the

indigenous Sangu , and the immigrant Maasai and Sukuma.

First I describe the historical situation in Usangu, under which

the Sangu maintained effective control over access to and use of

natural resources which were held by them as common property. Then I

compare the immigration of the Maasai into the area during the

colonial period, when local controls were still in effect; with the

immigration of the Sukuma into Usangu, after political changes brought

about by Independence had undermined local controls over resource

access and use. Finally, I discuss current problems of resource

management in the multi-ethnic context that the Usangu Plains



represent. My aim is to explore solutions to problems of

environmental degradation that are now intensifying in Usangu, and are

in large part due to the open access nature of natural resources in

the region.

The History of Local Resource Control in Usangu

During the 19th century, political life in the Usangu Plains and

surrounding southern highlands region was dominated by an almost

perpetual state of inter-tribal warfare. As a leading military force

in the area, the Sangu were for the most part successful in keeping

other groups out of Usangu. German colonizing forces that arrived in

the late 1890s suppressed inter-group warfare, and by the turn of the

century, military aggression was no longer a viable means of gaining

or defending access to resources in the southern highlands region.

In 1919 Tanganyika became a British territory, governed by a

policy of indirect rule. The Land Ordinance passed in 1923 recognized

and aimed to protect African rights in land, and provided that

African-occupied lands should be administered by tribal authorities in

accordance with "native law and custom". The Native Authorities

Ordinance of 1926 further facilitated local control over access to

resources by giving Native Authorities such as local chiefs and

headmen the right to prohibit, restrict or regulate migration into the

area under their jurisdiction. In effect, this enabled Native

Authorities to control immigration by members of other ethnic groups.

They also had the power to regulate the movement of livestock through

their areas, as well as many aspects of natural resource use.
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The few ethnographic sources available from the colonial period,

together with accounts of local historians, describe Sangu resource

use and tenure arrangements regarding pasture and water as follows.

Land and other natural resources belonged to the community, and were

overseen by the chief. Individual usufructory rights were gained on

the basis of residence in a community. Grazing rights were held in

common by village residents, whose livestock were free to graze

anywhere, as long as they did not damage standing crops. All

community residents had the right, to use free-standing water for

domestic use and watering livestock.

The Sangu grazed and watered their livestock close to their homes

year-round; there was no need for seasonal migration. Settlements

were scattered, allowing for the spacing of herds on the rangelands.

The vast seasonally-flooded grasslands characteristic of the Plains,

together with the natural widespread occurrence of rivers and swamps,

provided ample food and water for livestock throughout the year.

Rangeland conservation was a function of the natural flooding cycles

on the grasslands, which governed their seasonal accessibility to

livestock.

Maasai Immigration in the Colonial Period

This system of resource tenure, and the colonial legislation

which enabled i t , still prevailed in Usangu in 1953 when the first

group of pastoral immigrants - the Ilparakuyu Maasai - entered the

area with their cattle in search of a new place to settle. The Maasai

had been driven from their homes to the northeast by severe and
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prolonged drought, and had no desire to return there. At first, the

Sangu chief refused their petition to settle permanently for fear of

an increase in livestock diseases, stock theft, water and pasture

shortage, and growth in their numbers. The colonial administration

pressured him to reconsider, and eventually a meeting took place

between Sangu and Maasai chiefs, colonial officials, and veterinary

officers. The Sangu agreed to allow the Maasai to remain in Usangu ,

but with the following stipulations that were drawn up into a document

and signed by all parties. The Sangu told the Maasai specifically

where to settle, allocated grazing areas to them, and obliged them to

graze and water their livestock according to the direction of Sangu

chiefs and headmen. The Maasai agreed to recognize and submit to

Sangu authority and jurisprudence, and to pay taxes to them. They

also agreed not to permit additional Maasai immigrants or livestock to

enter Usangu. Finally, they promised to maintain their herds at their

current levels by selling those animals resulting from natural

increase at livestock markets.

The Sangu and Maasai have enjoyed a peaceful co-existence in

Usangu since the 1950s, despite the fact that most of the conditions

of the 1953 agreement have now broken down. The Maasai have permanent

settlements in their own areas, where they graze their animals during

the rainy season. In the dry season they move their herds to

temporary camps at perennial swamps. There they employ a system of

grazing that aims to conserve grasses throughout the dry season.

Although the Maasai remain culturally distinct and have not socially

integrated with the Sangu, the two groups do interact and cooperate
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with one another. The Sangu do not complain about the Maasai, and say

that their presence in Usangu has created few problems for then vis a

vis livestock herding.

I suggest that the ability of the Ilparakuyu Maasai to adapt to

life amongst the Sangu has been shaped by their history of living as

an ethnic minority among groups of Bantu cultivators. Historically,

these Maasai did not maintain an exclusive territory. Instead, they

inhabited small, unoccupied areas interspersed between other ethnic

groups with whom they had to interact and negotiate to gain access to

pasture and water.

Sukuma Immigration in the Independence Period

Tanganyika gained independence from Britain in 1961. By 1963,

the Native Authorities Ordinance and the office of chief had been

abolished. Legislative power was now in the hands of district

councils, which greatly diminished the power of Sangu chiefs and

headmen to control resource access in Usangu. Since Independence,

there has been a strong drive on the part of the government to settle

people into villages in order to facilitate development. The Villages

and Ujamaa Villages Registration Act of 1975 conferred the power to

control access to and use of natural resources within village

boundaries upon local village councils and chairmen. Also prominent

in the ideology of the new government of Tanzania have been pro-

nationalist, anti-tribalist sentiments. Since Independence there has

been a strong official drive to promote a national identity amongst

the ethnically-diverse population of Tanzania. Ethnic identity is no
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longer a valid reason to deny an individual access to resources in a

specific area, as it had been during the colonial period.

These policy changes worked in favor of people seeking new places

in which to settle, and against groups like the Sangu who wanted to

stay in their homelands and retain control over immigration, resource

use, and resource management. It was during this time (the late

1960s/early 1970s) that the second major group of pastoral immigrants

- the Sukuma - began to enter Usangu. These Sukuma left Sukumaland in

northwestern Tanzania due to extreme shortages of grazing land and dry

season water sources there. Their population in Usangu increased

dramatically throughout the 1970s, and their immigration into the

region has taken place largely unchecked and unregulated. The same

circumstances apply to the three remaining groups of pastoralists that

have immigrated to Usangu, who I don't discuss in this paper - the

Gogo, the Taturu , and the Barabaig.

The Sukuma settle where they choose, with or without the consent

of village councils; move frequently; make opportunistic use of

pasture and water; and have remained socially isolated. The Sukuma

move their livestock herds to both wet and dry season camps, using

areas that are also used by Sangu and Maasai herders. The common

complaint on the part of the latter is that the Sukuma do not follow

any planned system of water and pasture utilisation, and have no

notion of rangeland conservation. They have not responded to efforts

by the Sangu and Maasai to coordinate or regulate use of pastoral

resources, claiming that they don't want to be told what to do. The

Sukuma are, consequently, blamed for causing the degradation of
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natural resources in Usangu.

The behavior of the Sukuma on Usangu's rangelands can be better

understood by considering their historical experience in Sukumaland.

The Sukuma inhabiting Usangu are much less socially and politically

integrated into Tanzanian society than the other two groups. This has

limited lines of communication with the other groups. The Sukuma come

from a part of Tanzania where they are and were in the past by far the

dominant ethnic group. Therefore, they are not accustomed to having

to conform to other sociocultural norms. Finally, their grazing

practices in Sukumaland were extensive, with mobility being an

integral part of their resource management strategy. In the

environment of extreme resource scarcity which they left behind, they

maximized short-term use of pastoral resources where they occurred -

perhaps to the point of over-exploitation - but with the assumption

that they could then move on and let the area recover. Unfortunately,

given the demographic constraints of Usangu and the presence of other

pastoral groups there, this strategy is not ecologically viable.

The Current Situation on Usangu's Rangelands

The current situation on Usangu's rangelands can be summarized as

follows. The livestock population of the Usangu Plains has more than

doubled since the 1950s, while available grazing lands have diminished

due to the spread of agriculture. Since the 1970s and the immigration

of the Sukuma into Usangu, the Sengu and Maasai have experienced

growing resource scarcity, particularly during the dry season. The

pastoral resource base of the Plains has become extremely degraded in
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their view. Pastoral immigration has encouraged the spread of cattle

diseases. The Sangu have lost many of their animals to disease, as

well as to theft by the Sukuma. Indeed, today the Sangu are

essentially rice and maize cultivators, having all but lost their

livestock herds in response to the changing ecological and social

conditions on the Plains. Although the Maasai have for the most part

retained their livestock herds, their cattle are not multiplying the

way they once did. Since the 1980s, most Maasai households have taken

up cultivation in order to conserve their herds by not having to sell

animals in order to buy grains. Ironically, the Sukuma have

flourished in Usangu. Their livestock herds have grown substantially

since their arrival, and they do not perceive resource scarcity there.

Interestingly, most Sangu and Maasai blame the deterioration of

Usangu's rangelands on the Sukuma and the way in which they abuse the

region's resources. They do not identify factors such as increasing

demographic pressure, or the rapid expansion of irrigated rice-

cultivation into former grazing areas as contributing to the problem.

This suggests that they see pastoralism continuing to be a viable

economic option in Usangu only if there is a way to control pastoral

resource use there. But if the Sukuma do not perceive resource

degradation or scarcity in Usangu, and if their herds continue to

flourish, why should they be motivated to do anything differently?

Moreover, how would a resource management plan for Usangu be

drawn up and implemented? The Sangu say, "we are all Tanzanians now",

and therefore feel that they can do nothing to exclude or control

other ethnic groups. The relatively new village councils have taken
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little initiative to regulate immigration into their areas, or to

control resource access and manage resource use within their

boundaries. Regional and state authorities recognize the problems

that exist in Usangu, and some agencies have even drawn up resource

management plans for the area. But these lack local input, and are

impossible to implement or enforce given the financial constraints and

weakness of infrastructure that state institutions suffer from.

Conclusion

In short , pastoral resources in the Usangu Plains have been

converted from common property to open access status. As a result,

they are deteriorating rapidly, and many herders are being pushed out

of the pastoral sector. What should be done to address these problems

of environmental degradation, and the negative social consequences

they imply? Much of the common property literature suggests that

local-level resource users are the most appropriate group to solve

problems of resource management in their areas, advocating community-

based development of common property systems. However, most case

studies describe relatively homogenous populations of local-level

resource users. Could herders in Usangu devise a solution to their

problems, when they come from different ethnic backgrounds, have

different approaches to resource use and management, are socially

unintegrated, and have different perceptions of resource scarcity

there? Or, should the State step in and impose regulations from the

outside? Given the current weakness of Tanzanian institutions that

are engaged in resource management, combined with a lack of
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enforcement mechanisms, this is an unlikely option. I would like to

think that the Usangu case study is not a hopeless one, especially

because it is certainly not unique. How might a culturally-diverse

set of demands upon Usangu's resources be coordinated and managed,

without large-scale state intervention?

Let me suggest some options that might warrant consideration.

The first simply follows the lead taken by some of Usangu's village

councils, that have begun to designate specified agricultural and

pastoral areas within village boundaries. This at least addresses the

problem of encroaching cultivation, and ensures that extensive

rangeland areas will be demarcated and preserved. There remain two

broad possibilities then for managing these grazing lands. The first

would geographically subdivide the resources of Usangu in some way

among the contending ethnic groups. This would require a regional

plan to allocate different parts of Usangu to different ethnic groups,

and would require some resettlement. The advantage of this approach

is that it would give each ethnic group the freedom and responsibility

to manage resources within its area in its own way, following its own

methods of resource conservation. The second alternative is to allow

Usangu's rangelands to remain culturally pluralistic, and to seek a

way of integrating and managing the diverse sets of demands made upon

them. Local councils composed of herders representing each ethnic

group might be formed to discuss problems, develop a management

scheme, and encourage adherence by their respective groups, drawing on

customary institutions of authority for enforcement.

I cannot pretend to offer a solution to this problem, and believe
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that ultimately one must be developed by the people of Usangu

themselves. Rather, my purpose today is to question and critically

examine how local-level approaches to solving common property problems

might apply when the population of resource users sharing a single

resource base is ethnically diverse.
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