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4 
Dagara migration and  
environmental change in 
Ghana’s forest-savannah 
transition zone1  

Abstract 

LANDSAT images published by the United Nations Environment Program in 2008 
reveal large-scale land degradation in Ghana's forest-savannah transition zone 
(1973-2003). Most degradation has allegedly occurred in the North of the transition 
zone, which is a prime settlement area of migrants from Northwest Ghana. This 
paper investigates to what extent deforestation can be attributed to in-migration of 
farmers from the Upper West Region. In-migration can contribute to land cover 
change by increasing population size and pressure on natural resources. In addition, 
settlers may have less sustainable land use practices. The study uses a variety of data 
at different geographical levels, including remotely sensed vegetation data, census 
data, group discussions and a household survey (N=276). The findings show that 
migrants’ farm practices differ from those of native farmers, but no evidence is 
found that their practices are less sustainable. The findings challenge earlier studies 
that blamed settler farmers for environmental degradation.  

                                            
1  A shorter version of this chapter has been submitted for publication and is currently under review (co-

authors: Kees Burger and Augustine Yelfaanibe). In addition, part of the chapter has been translated in 
French and published as: Van der Geest, K. (2010). Migration agricole et usages durables de la terre dans 
la zone de transition forêt-savane au Ghana. Hommes et Migrations. No. 1284 (mars-avril 2010): 112-127. 
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Introduction 

In 2008 the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) released a publication 
called ‘Atlas of Our Changing Environment: Africa’. Using the adages ‘a picture is 
worth a thousand words’ and ‘seeing is believing’, this impressive collection of 
satellite images and ground photographs is intended to expose major environmental 
changes on the African continent. The atlas contains two LANDSAT satellite 
images depicting large-scale land degradation in Ghana’s Forest Savannah 
Transition Zone (see figure 4.1). On the first image2, captured in 1973, the area is 
densely vegetated with only small patches of more barren land in the North and 
around major settlements (shown in light grey). The dark, sharply delineated areas 
in the image are forest reserves. Outside the forest reserves and settlements are 
farms and fallows. Darker shades of grey indicate the presence of more green cover. 
In the second image3, from 2002/2003, much of the vegetation in the Northern part 
has disappeared (UNEP 2008: 185). The degraded area is a prime destination area of  
 
 
Figure 4.1 Land degradation in the Brong Ahafo Region (LANDSAT, 1973 – 2003) 

 
Source: UNEP (2008: 185). Note: the original publication shows the images in ‘true colour’. The dark patches 
are forest reserves. Lighter shades of grey indicate less green cover. The white dots in the South and Midwest 
of the first image are clouds. The location of the LANDSAT images is indicated in map 4.1. 

 
 

                                            
2  Landsat-1 MSS, 25 November 1973, bands 2, 4 and 1 (UNEP 2008: 360). 
3  Landsat-7 ETM+, 24 December 2002 and 19 February 2003, bands 7, 4 and 1 (UNEP 2008: 360). 
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migrants from Northwest Ghana. This paper investigates what role settler farmers 
have played in the alleged ‘savannisation’ of the Northern Forest-Savannah 
Transition Zone. 

UNEP’s Atlas of Our Changing Environment states for Ghana that “about one-
third of the land area is threatened by desertification, caused mainly by slash-and-
burn agriculture and over-cultivation of cleared land, resulting in widespread soil 
erosion and degradation”. Other factors that contribute to land degradation, such as 
surface mining and logging, are also referred to (UNEP 2008: 182-185). However, 
to speak with Adger et al. (2001), the ‘villains’ are small-scale farmers who are 
accused of using unsustainable farming methods that cause land degradation.  

UNEP’s Atlas of Our Changing Environment does not inform its readers that the 
first image was taken at the end of the rainy season and the second image at the peak 
of the dry season. The 1973 LANDSAT image, in which the environment looked 
very green, was taken on 25 November. For the 2002/3 image, in which the northern 
part of the area looks barren, UNEP used images from a combination of two dates4: 
24 December 2002 and 19 February 2003. As shown in figure 4.2, this makes a big 
difference. Figure 4.2 depicts the seasonality of vegetation cover in Wenchi District, 
as measured by the remotely sensed Normalized Difference Vegetation Index 
(NDVI). Wenchi is located in the centre of the degraded area (see below). The figure 
is based on monthly vegetation data over a period of twenty-five years.5 November 
is the last month of the rainy season in the Northern – degraded – part of the 
LANDSAT image. January and February are the driest months of the year. The 
average NDVI score in Wenchi District (1982-2006) is 0.300 for January and 
February, while in November the average NDVI is 0.528. If the latest LANDSAT 
image had been recorded in November 2002, the contrast with the 1973 image 
would have been much smaller and the situation would have looked much less 
alarming. This does not mean, however, that the area has not experienced a process 
of conversion from forest to savannah. Most studies and the inhabitants (see below) 
confirm a negative long-term trend in vegetation cover. However, reverse transitions 
also occur and an important question involves the timing of the changes. The NDVI 
trend for 1982-2006 is moderately positive (see also Van der Geest et al. 2010), 
especially after 1984 (see figure 4.2). This would mean that most degradation took 
place between 1973 and 1984, which was indeed a period of widespread droughts 
and bush fires. Unfortunately, no NDVI data exists for the 1970s.  
 
 

                                            
4  UNEP does not provide any information about the motivation for this choice and the procedure followed.  
5  See Van der Geest et al. (2010) for a more detailed description of the NDVI database.  
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Figure 4.2 Average monthly NDVI and NDVI trend in Wenchi District (1982-2006)  

  
Note: In the NDVI scale, a value of zero indicates bare soil and a value of one indicates dense forest. 

 
 

The view that African farmers cause land degradation by using unsustainable 
farming methods, as stated by UNEP, is quite common, but not uncontested, in 
debates about ‘the African farmer’ and population-environment relations (Wardell et 

al. 2003). Population growth and poverty are commonly associated with deforesta-
tion or savannisation as increasing numbers of poor farmers are thought to penetrate 
into forest areas to practice slash and burn agriculture (Afikorah-Danquah 1997). 
Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) argue that there is a mutually reinforcing relationship 
between poverty and environmental degradation which produces a trap that is hard 
to escape from. In their view, the poor are often forced to degrade their environment 
and, in doing so, they further weaken their livelihood base. They also highlight the 
danger that population growth forces people to farm on marginal and fragile lands 
which can lead to environmental degradation. According to Carr, although there is 
ample evidence of a positive correlation between population growth and deforesta-
tion at macro level, both temporally and spatially, at micro level the evidence is 
limited (Carr 2005: 586, see also Wardell et al. 2003). Lambin et al. (2001) go a 
step further by stating that it is a myth, or at least a simplification, to state that 
population growth is the major driver of tropical deforestation. In their view, land 
cover changes result from people’s responses to economic opportunities which are 
mediated by factors at local, but also national and global levels, and “population 
growth is never the sole and often not even the major underlying cause of forest-
cover change” (Lambin et al. 2001: 263). Opponents of the view that poverty and 
population growth are prime drivers of environmental degradation question the very 
allegation that the poor contribute disproportionately to land degradation. They 
argue that blaming the poor for environmental degradation is a legacy of the colonial 
past. It results from western observers’ incapacity to understand indigenous resource 
management styles in non-equilibrium environments (Richards 1985; de Haan 2000; 
Leach and Fairhead 2000; Ribot 1999). According to Leach and Fairhead, the 
opposite conversion (from savannah to forest) can occur in situations of population 
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growth when people benefit from protecting their environment. They found this in 
their case study in Guinea (Fairhead and Leach 1996) and also present evidence 
from other locations around the world (Fairhead and Leach 1998).  
 
 
Map 4.1 Ghana, Dagara migration and coverage of the LANDSAT image 

 
 
 

The area covered by the LANDSAT images that depict widespread land degrada-
tion is mostly located in Ghana’s Brong Ahafo Region (see map 4.1). The Northern 
part of the LANDSAT image, which experienced most degradation, is a prime 
destination area of Dagara migrants from Ghana’s Upper West Region. Most of the 
degraded area lies in the former Wenchi District.6 This area became an important 
destination for settler farmers in the 1970s and 1980s. Before that, most Dagara 
migrated to the mines, cocoa plantations or urban destinations further south, 
especially to the Ashanti Region and the Western Region. The vast majority of the 
Dagara who settle in the Brong Ahafo Region are small-scale farmers who migrate 

                                            
6  In this paper, we use the boundaries of Wenchi District as it existed until 2004. In that year, the district 

was split into Wenchi Municipal District in the West and Tain District in the East.  
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in search of better agro-ecological conditions (Abdul-Korah 2006; Van der Geest 
2011). They mostly settle in rural destinations. Their area of origin in the North of 
Ghana has only one rainy season and the soils are less fertile, especially in the more 
densely populated parts of the Upper West Region (Amanor and Pabi 2007; Van der 
Geest 2004).  

Theoretically, the environmental impact of in-migration can follow two lines. 
Firstly, migration alters the population size in the areas of origin and destination. As 
Hugo (1996: 121) states: “Other things being equal (which of course they rarely 
are), emigration will reduce environmental pressures at the origin and increase them 
at the destination.” Secondly, if other things are not equal, the impact of migrants on 
the natural environment differs from that of non-migrants. Hugo uses Ehrlich and 
Ehrlich’s (1990: 58) IPAT equation7, to indicate that differential environmental 
impacts of migrants and natives can be caused by differences in the productive and 
consumptive domains. The focus in this paper will be on the productive domain.  

In studies dealing with sustainability of farming methods, migrant farmers are 
often found to have more environmentally destructive cultivation practices than 
native farmers. A key explanation is that they usually do not own the land they farm 
and that they often regard their stay as temporary. This would reduce the incentive 
to apply environmentally sound farming methods. Moreover, they often have to rent 
land which would encourage them to ‘mine the soil’ (Afikorah-Danquah 1997; 
Codjoe 2006). Another common explanation is that migrant farmers do not have the 
same knowledge about local environmental conditions as native farmers, which can 
also lead to unsustainable farm practices (Lambin et al. 2001).  

This paper studies to what extent the cultivation practices of Dagara migrant 
farmers have contributed to land degradation in Ghana’s forest-savannah transition 
zone. The analytical approach is guided by Batterbury and Bebbington (1999: 281) 
who warn that dynamics of land-use change should be studied “within the context of 
longer histories of society-environment interactions.” In section two the history of 
Dagara migration to the Brong Ahafo Region is discussed. In section three census 
data are used to identify periods and areas of increased population growth in the 
region (1960-2000). In section four the findings of some studies of land use / cover 
change (LUCC) in the Wenchi District are reviewed to assess what kind of land use 
systems are most detrimental and beneficial for vegetation cover in this particular 
ecological zone. Sections five to eight are based on primary data collected in 
Wenchi District and Techiman District. Section five provides some background to 
the methodology used. In section six, local discourses of environmental change in 
the study area are discussed to find out which trends people perceive and what they 
regard as common causes of environmental change. Sections seven and eight 

                                            
7  Environmental impact (I) is a function of population size (P), affluence (A) and technology (T) (Ehrlich 

and Ehrlich 1990: 58). 
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compare the farming methods of migrant and native farmers in the area and of 
migrant farmers in geographically different areas (in terms of ecology and 
accessibility). This part is divided into a section in which qualitative data on 
perceptions of land use by ‘the other’ (settlers of natives, natives of settlers) is 
analysed and a section in which the findings from a questionnaire survey are 
discussed. The results of this analysis show that there are clear differences between 
settlers’ and natives’ farming methods in terms of land tenure, farm size, crop mix, 
tree planting and tillage methods. However, the results do not confirm that settlers’ 
cultivation practices are less sustainable.  

Dagara migration  

The Dagara people’s homeland is on the savannah of Northwest Ghana, although 
many have migrated southward. At the time of the population census in 2000, fifty-
one percent of the Dagara were living outside the Upper West Region, thirty-six 
percent in Southern Ghana and eighteen percent in the Brong Ahafo Region where 
they constituted 6.8 percent of the total population (Ghana Statistical Services 
2005a). Apart from the more permanent Dagara settlers, there is also a seasonal in-
flow of Dagara migrants who use the off-season in the North to earn some money as 
farm labourers in the South.  

Within the Brong Ahafo Region the most popular destination districts of Dagara 
migrants were situated in the North of the Region (see map 4.2). Wenchi District 
had the largest number and proportion of Dagara people (23,965; 14.38 percent of 
the total population), followed by neighbouring Techiman District (20,805; 11.92 
percent). The districts in the Southwest of the Brong Ahafo Region receive few 
Dagara migrants. Map 4.2 also shows the location of the LANDSAT image. The 
districts that had received more Dagara in-migrants had experienced much more 
land degradation than the districts with less in-migration of Dagara. The question 
addressed in this paper is to what extent there is causality in this correlation. To 
follow Hugo’s (1996) line of reasoning: is degradation just a consequence of 
increased population pressure or do migrant farmers have a more negative impact on 
green cover than native farmers? Before we move on to the comparison of settlers’ 
and natives’ farming methods, we first look at population growth in the Brong 
Ahafo Region to find out whether the more degraded Northern part of the region has 
experienced more population growth than the Southern part which has preserved 
most of its vegetation cover according to the LANDSAT images.  
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Map 4.2 Dagara in-migration per district of the Brong Ahafo Region  

 
Notes: (a) total number of Dagara; (b) percentage of Dagara in district population; (c) districts covered by 
LANDSAT image; (d) location of the Brong Ahafo Region in Ghana. Source: The district figures of Dagara 
in-migration were acquired through a special data request at the Ghana Statistical Services by project 
colleague Victor Owusu. 

 
 

Population growth  

The previous section showed that the Northern districts of the Brong Ahafo Region 
were more popular destination areas for Dagara migrants than the districts in the 
South of the region. Table 4.1 shows that the Northern districts have also experi-
enced substantially more population growth between 1970 and 2000. Table 4.1 and 
figure 4.3 use the administrative areas as they existed at the time of the 1960 census. 
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‘North’ includes the present Wenchi, Techiman, Kintampo and Nkoranza districts. 
Between 1970 and 2000 – roughly the time between the first and second LANDSAT 
image shown in the introduction of this paper – the population in the Northern 
districts of the Brong Ahafo Region almost tripled while the districts in the South 
‘only’ doubled their population size. The annual growth rate in Brong Ahafo North 
has been over three percent annually between 1970 and 2000.  

In the 1948-1960 and 1960-1970 inter-censal periods, when Brong Ahafo South 
was an important cocoa frontier, the population growth rates were higher in the 
Southern districts of the Brong Ahafo Region (9.4 percent! and 4.3 percent per year 
respectively). In those days, more than half the population in Brong Ahafo South 
were in-migrants from outside the region or outside Ghana (60.9 percent in 1960 
and 51.4 in 1970).8 Brong Ahafo North had a much smaller proportion of in-migrant 
population (12.3 percent in 1960 and 20.2 percent in 1970).9 In the 1970s and early 
1980s, when the cocoa sector was in crisis and some hitherto inaccessible and 
uninviting areas in the North of the region had been ‘opened up’ through govern-
ment interventions (Amanor and Pabi 2007), the agricultural frontier shifted from 
South to North and from cocoa cultivation to food crop farming.  

Despite substantial population growth, the districts in the North and especially the 
East of the region are still much less densely populated than the districts in the South 
(see figure 4.3). Most of the settler farmers from Northern Ghana are attracted by 
the availability of land for farming in the Northern and Eastern Districts of the 
Brong Ahafo Region (Amanor & Pabi 2007; Van der Geest 2011). In the Southern 
districts of the region land is less readily available because of higher population 
densities. Moreover, due to the cultivation of cocoa there, land has become more 
commoditized and harder to access for in-migrants. To sum up, the areas in the 
Brong Ahafo Region that received more Dagara in-migrants were less densely 
populated and experienced more population growth between 1970 and 2000 than the 
areas that received fewer Dagara settlers. The areas in the South had more green 
cover in the early 1970s due to their favourable situation in the forest zone and 
despite higher population densities. According to the LANDSAT images discussed 
in the introduction, these areas were able to maintain most of their green cover 
between 1973 and 2002/3. Relatively low population growth rates may have 
contributed here but, more importantly, the mature cocoa plantations in this part of 
the region help to preserve green cover much more effectively than the annual crops 
(mostly maize, yam and cassava) that are cultivated in the Northern part of the 
region.  

                                            
8  Sources: Census Office (1964: 27) and Census Office (1972: xxxviii). At the time of the 1970 census, the 

1960 “Brong Ahafo South” consisted of three local councils: Goaso, Kukuom and Asutifi.  
9  The extra-regional migration rate for the old Wenchi District in 1970 was 17.6 percent (including 3.1 

percent international migrants, mostly from Burkina Faso). 
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Table 4.1 Population growth in the Brong 
Ahafo Region (1960-2000) 

 

(a): Total population 

 1960 1970 1984 2000 

North 194,304 221,773 372,476 616,971 
East 65,849 90,223 164,927 245,496 
Central 246,178 329,972 466,400 694,430 
South 81,589 124,541 175,604 258,511 

 

(b): Annual population growth (%) 

 1960-1970 1970-1984 1984-2000 

North 1.3 3.8 3.2 
East 3.2 4.4 2.5 
Central 3.0 2.5 2.5 
South 4.3 2.5 2.4 

 

(c): Population density (inh/km2) 

 1960 1970 1984 2000 

North 13.1 15.0 25.1 41.6 
East 4.7 6.5 11.9 17.7 
Central 34.4 46.1 65.2 97.1 
South 22.2 33.9 47.8 70.4  

Map 4.3 Administrative map of the 
Brong Ahafo Region in 
1960 

 
 

Figure 4.3 Population density 
(inh/km2) in the Brong 
Ahafo Region (1960-2000) 

 

North: Wenchi, Techiman, Nkoranza and Kintampo 
East: Atebubu and Sene 
Central: Sunyani, Berekum, Dormaa, Jaman and Bechem 
South: Asunafu and Asutifi 

Sources: Census Office (1964); Central Bureau 
of Statistics (1984); Ghana Statistical Service 
(2005b) 

 
 

No accurate population data for Wenchi District is available because the adminis-
trative boundaries changed in 1988 (Ghana Statistical Service 2005a: 18). However, 
it seems that the population of Wenchi grew slowly between 1970 and 1984 (0.5 
percent annually) and rapidly between 1984 and 2000 (more than 3 percent). The 
old Wenchi District had a population size of 98,091 in 1970. In the next inter-censal 
period (1970-1984) the district population grew only marginally to 105,115 (a 
population growth rate of 0.5 percent per year). At the time of the 2000 population 
census, the new Wenchi District, which is smaller because part of the territory was 
lost to Kintampo and Techiman, had a population of 166,641 (a population growth 
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rate of 2.9 percent per year). The population within the old district boundaries must 
have grown by well over 3 percent annually. The low growth figures for 1970-1984 
and the high growth figures for 1984-2000 indicate that most migrants probably 
came to Wenchi District in the late 1980s and 1990s, as confirmed by household 
survey data and community questionnaires. Survey data from a major source area of 
migrants further indicates that the Brong Ahafo Region is a relatively new 
settlement area for Dagara migrants. 

To sum up, the census data shows that, between 1970 and 2000, the area that is 
most affected by land degradation according to the LANDSAT images has 
experienced more Dagara in-migration and more population growth than the area 
that did not experience much deforestation. The longitudinal vegetation data 
suggests that most degradation must have taken place before 1984 and the census 
data suggests that most Dagara migrants settled in the area after 1984. The question 
remains as to whether degradation is just a consequence of increased population 
pressure or whether migrant farmers have a more negative impact on green cover 
than native farmers. To answer this question we first look at some land use and land 
cover (LUCC) studies conducted in the research area to assess what kind of land use 
practices are detrimental and beneficial for vegetation cover in the forest-savannah 
transition zone. After that, survey findings are presented that compare the farming 
methods of settlers and natives in Wenchi District and Techiman District. 

Land use and land cover studies  

Several scholars have studied land use / cover changes (LU/CC) in the Northwest of 
Ghana’s Forest-Savannah Transition zone. Most of these studies used LANDSAT 
images in combination with socio-economic and agricultural surveys and sometimes 
with macro-economic information. Pabi & Attua (2005) analysed land cover change 
in six locations in the Wenchi District based on 1984 and 2000/1 LANDSAT 
images. They found that ‘dense woodland’ (forest) had reduced in five out of six 
sites, both inside and outside forest reserves. However, they emphasize that land 
conversion in the forest-savannah transition zone is not a uni-linear process towards 
degradation, but rather a complex, dynamic and multi-directional interplay of human 
and natural factors, such as farming system, land tenure, market access and policy 
environment. The sites with mechanised and high-input agriculture showed least 
potential for regeneration because all the vegetation, as well as the stumps and roots, 
are removed. Most mechanised cultivation takes place in the vicinity of former state 
farms that were established in the 1960s and later privatised. In areas where bush 
fallow systems dominated, there was considerable conversion of forest to farmland, 
but also numerous changes in the opposite direction. Based on the same data, 
Amanor and Pabi (2007: 61) conclude: “In contrast with the main narratives of 
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modern environmentalism, there is considerable evidence that the activities of 
farmers in the transition zone do not lead to a downward spiral of degradation. 
Localized farming practices often encourage regeneration of the root and coppice 
mat in the soil and promote rapid regeneration of many species.”  

Shifting cultivation and more permanent cultivation have different impacts on the 
environment. Shifting cultivation puts more pressure on vegetation in a wider area 
while permanent cultivation reduces soil fertility and regeneration potential. To 
achieve good yields on permanently cultivated fields, the soil needs to be replen-
ished by fertiliser every year. In the 1980s when Ghana implemented structural 
adjustment policies, subsidies on inorganic fertiliser were discontinued and output 
prices of food crops declined because of cheap imports. The fields that were 
prepared for more permanent cultivation could no longer produce good yields and 
were largely abandoned. More than ten years later these areas showed very little 
signs of regeneration. By contrast, areas under bush fallow showed considerable 
conversion of fallow land to open or dense woodland (Amanor and Pabi 2007).  

A central issue in studies of land use in Ghana’s forest-savannah transition zone 
has been the differential impact of settlers’ and natives’ farm practices on vegetation 
cover (Adjei-Nsiah 2006; Afikorah-Danquah 1997; Codjoe 2006).10 The authors of 
these three studies portray native farmers as the ‘heroes’ who preserve soil fertility 
and vegetation cover and even convert savannah to forest. Settlers play the role of 
‘villains’ who cause deforestation and mine the soil. To complete the story of 
heroes, villains and victims (Adger 2001), Codjoe (2006) argues that settlers have 
invaded areas “to the detriment of indigenous people”. Below are some quotes that 
highlight some of the findings of these studies. 

“… [migrants] tend to be more aggressive in their farming practices compared with indigenous 
populations mainly because of insecurity of tenure.” (Codjoe 2006: 103) 

“… migrants have frequently colonized cash crop growing areas to the detriment of indigenous 
people.” (Codjoe 2006: 13) 

“… practices which hasten the conversion of the forest to savannah are intentionally employed 
by the migrants (..) so that the environment will resemble that of their home of origin…” (Adjei-
Nsiah 2006: 58). 

“ [Native] landowners (..) generally use a minimum tillage system of cultivation based on 
cutlass technology, and show a preference for long fallows. (..) such practices (..) generally 
allow the regeneration of forest fallows (..)” (Afikorah-Danquah 1997: 42). 

“… immigrants’ practices (..) can be associated with the savannisation of forest and fallow, 
reduction of tree cover in savannas and in some circumstances soil degradation.” (Afikorah-
Danquah 1997: 43).  

The empirical evidence presented to support the conclusion that migrants have 
more detrimental farm practices centres on their use of hoe technology (with 

                                            
10  Research locations: Wenchi District for Adjei-Nsiah et al. (2004); Afikorah-Danquah (1997) and Ejura-

Sekyedumase District for Codjoe (2006).  
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mounds and ridges), the fact that they are not allowed to plant trees, their larger farm 
sizes, crop rotations11 and their alleged preference for savannah conditions. All 
studies give primacy to insecure land tenure conditions as an important underlying 
cause of migrants’ short-term exploitation of the land.  

Adjei-Nsiah, who voices the complaints of native farmers, is particularly negative 
about the farm practices and social behaviour of the Wala (from the Upper West 
Region) who look for quick ways to amass wealth through “soil mining cropping 
strategies” (Adjei-Nsiah 2006: 60) to invest in their home areas. Adjei-Nsiah relates 
the soil fertility management strategies of different groups of migrants to their 
different ‘time horizons’ meaning their length of stay in the destination area:  

“…the differences in future horizons and ambitions regarding the stay in Wenchi match 
important differences in cropping systems and soil fertility management. While the Bonos 
[natives], Mossi and Lobis tend to have cropping systems that can be expected to partially 
regenerate soil fertility, the Walas tend indeed to mine the soil, while the Dagarbas [sic!] seem to 
take an in-between position in this respect.”  

In Techiman district and Nkoranza district, Owusu (2007) also compared the 
sustainability of migrants’ and native landowners’ farm practices. Contrary to the 
studies discussed above, he found little difference in these groups’ application of 
“short-term land improvement methods” like zero tillage, crop rotation, legume 
intercropping, application of organic and inorganic fertiliser and erosion control 
(Owusu 2007: 148-149). Owusu also looked at the differential application of two 
long-term land improvement methods among migrants and landowners: fallowing 
and tree planting. Although migrants are not allowed to plant trees on their farms for 
fear that this would give them a claim of ownership of the land, many migrants did 
contribute to afforestation programs of the Forestry Department (the so-called 
Taungya system). He further found that migrant farmers do not fallow their farms 
for the simple reason that they rent their plots for short periods. However, when they 
abandon the land to rent a new plot, the land will be left fallow by the landowner 
until the next cycle of cultivation.  

To summarise, the empirical evidence presented to support the conclusion that 
migrants have more detrimental farm practices (Adjei-Nsiah et al. 2004; Afikorah-
Danquah 1997; Codjoe 2006) centres on their use of hoes, the fact that they are not 
allowed to plant trees, their larger farm sizes and their preference for savannah 
conditions. None of these studies tried to complement survey findings with on-the-
spot assessments of deforestation and regeneration to validate their assumptions. 
Amanor & Pabi (2007), who analysed land cover change in Wenchi District under 
different farming systems, concluded that mechanization and monocropping had 
more detrimental effects on vegetation cover than the bush fallow system that 
                                            
11  Adjei-Nsiah (2006) considers crop rotations with pigeon pea (common among native farmers) positive 

strategies while crop rotations with cowpea or groundnuts (common among migrant farmers) are not 
considered positive. 



 

 

76 

allowed quick regeneration of vegetation after farmlands were abandoned. None of 
the case studies comparing the farming systems of migrants and natives looked at 
these factors. The quite negative assessment of migrants’ farming practices may 
include a certain degree of scapegoating. As Hugo (1996: 123) warns: “there are 
considerable dangers that the migrants involved can become scapegoats for a 
general failure to adopt sustainable policies of land and other resource use in the 
destination areas.”  

Research locations and methodology 

The present study of the environmental sustainability of migrants’ farming methods 
is based on questionnaire data gathered among 203 Dagara migrant households in 
eight rural destinations in Wenchi District and one location in Techiman District. To 
enable a settler-native comparison of farming methods we also carried out a 
questionnaire involving 73 families of native farmers in four of the nine villages. 
The questionnaire survey was carried out over a period of four months12 with five 
enumerators. In each research site we also administered a community questionnaire. 
The questions in this questionnaire were more open to debate and were answered in 
small group discussions in which both settlers and natives, men and women, and 
young and elderly people participated. The community questionnaire included topics 
such as settlement history, population composition, access to services, infrastructure, 
environmental change (soil, vegetation and rainfall), charcoal burning, timber 
logging, bush fire occurrence, land tenure, farm labour arrangements and conflicts 
between different types of land users.  

Before the questionnaires and survey sample were designed, the researcher had 
carried out a three-week pilot study in which the research area was explored and 
areas with substantial numbers of Dagara migrants were identified. Two long-term 
Dagara migrants13 working for the Ministry of Agriculture and Ghana Education 
Services assisted in this phase. Both had a profound knowledge of the area due to 
their work which involved them having to travel around the district on a daily basis. 
We organised group discussions in which we were informed about issues such as 
land tenure, agro-ecological conditions, crop mix, farming methods, non-farm 
income opportunities, access to schools, clinics and potable water, migrants’ areas 
of origin, remittance behaviour, etc.  

We soon discovered in this pilot phase that we would have no problems finding 
Dagara settler farmers. In many villages in Wenchi District the Dagara constitute a 
large part of the population, often even a majority. We also found out that, due to its 

                                            
12  The questionnaire survey was administered among Dagara settlers between November 2003 and January 

2004. In February and March 2004 we carried out the survey among natives of Wenchi District.  
13  Mr Ben Tibo (MoFA) and Mr Constance Sasie (GES).  
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location in the forest-savannah transition zone, the district has a very diverse 
ecology. Afikorah-Danquah (1997) describes the ecology of the district as follows: 
“… the southern part of the district largely comprises dry semi-deciduous forest, 
while the northern part consists of a mosaic of gallery forests and forest patches in 
more or less wooded savannah grassland.” There were areas in the North that were 
typical savannah environments, producing savannah crops (yam, cassava, sorghum, 
legumes) and having very accessible land tenure regimes for migrant farmers. In the 
South of the district forest conditions prevailed with a different crop mix (maize, 
plantain, pepper) and a land tenure system based on sharecropping. In between there 
was a transition zone with a land tenure system based on annual rents and a crop 
mix containing both savannah and forest crops.  

In the group discussions in the pilot phase we also discovered that there were 
important differences between remote and accessible villages in terms of population 
composition, access to land, social amenities and type of migrants attracted to these 
locations. In accessible villages, which are located along a major tarred road and/or 
close to an urban centre (see map 4.4), less fertile land was available and settlers had 
to pay higher rents. On the other hand, access to amenities like education, healthcare 
and agricultural extension was better in these villages. Dagara migrants in accessible 
locations tend to have higher levels of formal education and more non-farm income 
(see survey findings below). In the remote villages, which are far off the major road 
network and hard to reach in the rainy season, it is easier and cheaper to get access 
to land, but farmers depended on traders and lorry owners from the market centres to 
sell their produce. Dagara migrants in remote locations have larger farms and are 
more often traditional believers. We noticed in the data gathering phase that 
migrants in these remote locations were quite anarchistic and suspicious. The 
enumerators had to gain their trust by making clear that they were not government 
officials and by identifying a person both parties knew, preferably somebody in the 
home area.  

In the design of the sample framework, Bilsborrow’s (1984) guideline of using 
probability sampling at household level and judgment sampling for the selection of 
villages was followed. Villages were selected in such a way that migrant households 
in the three ecological zones as well as in remote and accessible villages were 
represented in similar numbers (see table 4.2). In each location, we first contacted 
the local chief to introduce ourselves, to ask permission to carry out our research and 
to pour libation to appease the ancestors. The local chief would then introduce us to 
the Dagara chief. In most Ghanaian villages and towns with a substantial in-migrant 
population, migrants have their own chief who is usually the first settler, the earliest 
settler (in the event that the first settlers died or returned) or a descendent of the first 
settler. This person intermediates between migrants and the native population. The 
Dagara chiefs assisted us in drawing up lists of Dagara migrants. In eight out of nine 
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villages we included all migrant households in the survey sample. In one location 
(Krobo) the Dagara were too numerous to be included all. There we drew a random 
sample of twenty households from a list of fifty-two Dagara households.  
 
 
Map 4.4 The study area and its location in the Brong Ahafo Region  

 
 
 
Table 4.2 Survey sample of Dagara settlers (N=203) 

 Remote villages Households Accessible villages Households Total 

Savannah - Fawoman 
- Wewa 

24 
16 

- Subinso No.1 29 69 

Transition - Seikwa 23 - Droboso 
- Krobo 

23 
20 

66 

Forest - Adadease 
- Abomfua 

12 
22 

- Amoahkrom 34 68 

Total  97  106 203 

 
 

To enable a comparison of farming methods between settlers and natives we also 
interviewed native households in Fawoman (25), Droboso (24), Seikwa (12) and 
Adadease (12). To achieve a random sample of native farmers we used a method 
called ‘line sampling’. We drew lines through the villages and interviewed 
households along those lines up to the quota we needed (for each locality just as 
many natives as settlers). Before choosing which line to take we inquired about the 
spatial distribution of socio-economic groups in the village. One condition to be 
included in the sample was that the household should engage in farming even if that 
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was just a side activity. In eight cases an interview had to be cancelled because the 
respondents did not farm.  

The native farmers belonged to different ethnic groups: Those in Droboso were 
Brong, the ones in Fawoman were Banda or Nafana and the people in Seikwa and 
Adadease called themselves Nkorain. Both Brong and Nkorain are sub-groups of the 
Akan. The Nafana – a sub-group of the Senufo – migrated from Côte d’Ivoire in the 
late 17th century (Stahl 2001). Krobo, Droboso and Adadease are old settlements and 
are more like rural towns than villages. The other communities were more recent 
settlements (1930s – 1980s). In most locations, the first Dagara in-migrants arrived 
in the 1980s. The earliest settlement of Dagara migrants occurred in the 1960s. 
Before that, young Dagara men had been coming to this area as seasonal labourers, 
but they did not establish their own houses neither did they bring their families. In 
Krobo, Droboso and Adadease, settlers constitute about ten percent of the 
population. In the newer settlements, the proportion of settlers tends to be much 
higher. In three locations (Abomfuo, Amoahkrom and Subinso) settlers are in the 
majority. An examination of the arrival year of the 203 survey households shows 
that the research sites in the savannah are the oldest settlement areas (mean: 1989), 
followed by the transition zone (mean: 1993) and lastly the forest zone (mean: 
1998).  

Local discourses of environmental change  

We administered a community questionnaire in the different research locations with 
the aim to capture people’s – possibly conflicting – perceptions of environmental 
change and its causes. The questionnaire included several questions on trends in soil 
fertility, vegetation and rainfall. In the case of negative trends, the respondents were 
asked about the causes of these trends and whether, and if so how, the arrival of 
settlers from Northern Ghana had contributed to negative trends in soil fertility and 
vegetation cover.  

In almost all group discussions, the participants had the impression that the soil 
had become less fertile, that the vegetation cover had reduced and that the rainy 
seasons had reduced in length and volume.14 In the most Northern locations 
(Fawoman, Wewa, Subinso) the group discussants doubted whether they could still 
talk of two rainy seasons per year. They said that cropping twice had become risky 
because rainfall in the minor season (September – November) had become 
unreliable. In one group discussion, the settler farmers perceived the area as having 
two rainy seasons while the native farmers said that there was just one.  

The group discussants made several linkages between these environmental 
changes. Some groups mentioned, for example, that the rains had reduced because 

                                            
14  Unfortunately, no attempt was made during the group discussion to determine the timing of these changes. 
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the forest used to attract rain. Due to deforestation, they said, the rains also became 
less heavy. As a sign of fertility decline, several groups said they now had to apply 
fertilizer to get good yields. In one group, the farmers mentioned that they had had 
to abandon maize cultivation and concentrate on cassava because of soil fertility 
decline. Reduced fallows were seen as an important cause of soil fertility decline in 
the accessible villages. One group (in Krobo) explicitly linked this to population 
growth and in-migration of Dagara. The group discussants in the more remote 
locations said that the land was ‘too plenty to over-cultivate’. These groups 
mentioned uncontrolled bush fires as a more common cause of fertility decline and 
also of deforestation. Hunters, palm wine tappers and charcoal burners were most 
commonly blamed for causing uncontrolled bush fire. Farming was not regarded as 
a common cause of bush fires because strict regulations governing the use of fire on 
farms during the dry season were put in place after the devastating drought and bush 
fires of 1982-1983. People try to clear new farms at the end of the rainy season. If 
they are late, they have to call the community fire volunteers who create a fire belt 
around the farms (against a small fee). According to the group discussants in all 
villages, these rules are quite strictly adhered to.  

When asked specifically about the contribution of Dagara migrants to soil fertility 
decline, most groups could not think of any, but one group (in Krobo) mentioned 
that the tenure system (fixed rent for a number of years) contributed to mining the 
soil. One participant said: “If the land is given out for, say four years, the settler will 
make sure he gets the maximum out of it and won’t leave the land to rest.” Another 
group (in Abomfua) mentioned a more indirect contribution. They said that the 
settlers had shown that “there is money in farming” causing the natives – who had 
gradually abandoned agriculture to focus on non-farm activities – to go back to 
farming. This, they said, had caused increased pressure on farmlands and reduced 
fallows.  

As mentioned above, most groups thought that there was a negative trend in 
vegetation cover (deforestation/savannization) in their area. In one location (Wewa), 
the discussants emphasized, like Amanor & Pabi’s (2007) land cover / change study, 
that there are also changes in the opposite direction. They said: “Some areas were 
like ‘savannah forest’ and have become savannah due to farming, but the forest 
comes back after some time.” In another Northern location (Fawoman) the 
respondents perceived a positive trend in vegetation cover. They said that the 
presence of spear grass15 in the area was reducing and being replaced by ‘Akyeam-
pong’16, a grass that is more common in the forest area and that is associated with 
more fertile soil. In places where the trend was perceived to be negative, timber 
logging, farming and charcoal burning were mentioned as causes of deforestation 

                                            
15  Imperata cylindrical. 
16  Elephant grass, Chromolaena odorata. 
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apart from uncontrolled bush fire. When asked specifically about Dagara migrants’ 
contribution to deforestation, most groups said that they did not see why migrants 
would be more to blame than others, but in one locality (Krobo) they said that the 
Dagara are more expansive farmers, that they try to make their farms as large as 
possible, which causes more deforestation.  

The occurrence, timing and impact of timber logging varied greatly between the 
localities, but it has been less extensive in the Northern part of the District. In some 
places, large-scale extraction took place in the past, but stopped when the quality 
species, like mahogany, kapok and odum,17 were depleted. In other places logging is 
ongoing, either illegally or with authorization. Illegal chainsaw operators negotiate 
with land owners while official timber companies have to pay the District Assembly. 
Some relatively new settlements in the forest zone were established in the wake of 
logging operations. In Abomfua, for example, the discussants said: “Timber 
operators came to fell big trees which farmers could not have felled with their 
simple tools. The place was opened up and became suitable for farming.” In these 
cases land cover change occurred in an interplay between timber extraction and in-
migration of settler farmers, a process that is well-recorded in other parts of the 
world, for example in Amazonia (see Lambin et al. 2001). It should be noted, 
however, that the ‘opening up’ of the Brong Ahafo Region is not only a result of 
timber logging. Amanor & Pabi (2007) emphasize that the state farms that were 
established in the 1960s played a crucial role in opening this new food crop frontier.  

The occurrence of charcoal burning also varies largely between different places in 
the study area, as do the rules and byelaws governing this activity. Charcoal burning 
is most widespread in the Northern part of Wenchi District. In most locations 
charcoal burning is not permitted in the dry season and only dead trees can be used. 
However, in Adadease the group discussant maintained that they are allowed to fell 
trees deliberately and then process them into charcoal. In some places, charcoal 
burning is carried out by the farmers themselves while in other locations the work is 
done exclusively by ‘professionals’, mostly Sisalas from the Upper West Region. 
They negotiate the right to burn with local chiefs (uncultivated land) or farm-
ers/landowners (farmland or fallow land), either for a fixed amount or by sharing 
one out of three bags of charcoal with the landowner. Settler farmers’ rights to tree 
resources vary per locality and type of land tenure arrangement. In some locations, 
the person who cultivates the land has the right to use the dead trees for charcoal, 
but is not allowed to ‘sell’ the trees to professional burners. In other locations the 
land owner has full control over the trees and, if the settler farmer wants to use the 
dead trees for charcoal, he has to negotiate with the owner. Settler farmers in 
Amoahkrom are allowed to use trees for charcoal if the land tenure is an annual rent, 
but not if they farm on a sharecropping basis.  
                                            
17  The scientific name of odum is Milicia excelsa/regia or Chlorophora.  
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The group discussions yielded an interesting overview of local discourses of 
environmental change and its causes. The participants perceive the trends mostly as 
negative and they attribute these negative trends to a combination of timber logging, 
increased pressure on farmland, charcoal burning and uncontrolled bush fire caused 
by hunters, palm wine tappers and charcoal burners. The discussion also yielded 
interesting information about the different institutional setups that govern access to 
natural resources. Dagara in-migration did not turn out to be an important 
contributing factor to soil fertility decline and deforestation except in one location 
(Krobo). It could be argued that the findings would perhaps have been different had 
we talked to settlers and natives separately, but the findings of the survey presented 
in the following two sections indicate that this is not the case.  

Perceptions of land use by ‘the other’ 

As part of the household questionnaire we asked Dagara settlers whether they could 
identify differences in the way they farmed and the way natives farmed. Similarly, 
the native farmers were asked whether there were any differences between the 
farming methods used by them and settler farmers. This was an open question 
without any pre-determined answers to choose from. The answers of both settlers 
and natives were coded and clustered. The respondents’ answers sometimes 
contained more than one cluster. Table 4.3 shows the differences identified by both 
settlers and natives in descending order of frequency.  

About a quarter of the settler farmers and about a tenth of the native farmers said 
that they could not think of any differences in farming methods between the two 
groups (#1).18 In addition, three respondents said that they did not know because 
they never visited the other group’s farms (#18). The other perceptions listed in 
table 4.3 give a rough idea about some differences in farm behaviour. Firstly, 
settlers are perceived as having bigger farms and larger harvests than natives (#2, 
#5, #25). Secondly, farming is more often the main occupation of settlers (#7, #8, 
#22). Thirdly, native farms are more capital-intensive while settler farms are more 
labour-intensive (#3, #7, #9, #11, #13, #24, #32, #33, #34). Fourthly, native farmers 
are more likely to farm on their own land while settlers have to rent land (#7). 
Fifthly, settlers and natives grow different crops, with natives being more likely to 
grow cash crops and settlers food crops. There was no agreement on which group 
cultivated a larger variety of crops (#10, #14, #15, #19). A final and frequently 
referred to difference is that settler farmers tend to make more use of hoes to prepare 
the land and weed while natives prefer to use cutlasses (#5). The picture that 
emerges from this analysis is that the settlers’ style of farming is one of hard work 
with little capital input. The natives’ farming style seems to be more capital-

                                            
18  The number between parentheses refers to the item number in table 3. 
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intensive and their livelihoods are less centred on farming. They do not work on the 
farm every day and have more non-farm income.  

 
 

Table 4.3 Perception of differences in farming methods by settlers and natives 

# Description Settlers 
(75) 

Natives 
(72) 

Total 
(147) 

1 There is no difference 22 7 29 
2 Settlers have bigger farms; they farm on a larger scale 12 16 28 
3 Settlers work on the farm themselves; natives hire labourers  9 12 21 
4 Settlers use hoes and natives only use cutlasses 6 11 17 
5 Settlers achieve better yields or larger produce 6 8 14 
6 Settlers have to rent land or engage in sharecropping 7 7 14 
7 Settlers go to the farm every day 0 10 10 
8 Settlers depend on farming more than natives  3 6 9 
9 Settlers organise labour parties 1 6 7 
10 Settlers cultivate more food crops; natives more cash crops 4 3 7 
11 Settlers work harder 3 3 6 
12 Settlers do more intercropping; natives do more monocropping 3 2 5 
13 Natives don't weed properly 5 0 5 
14 Natives cultivate a wider variety of crops 1 4 5 
15 Settlers cultivate a wider variety of crops 3 1 4 
16 Natives achieve better yields or more produce 3 1 4 
17 Natives sow crops in rows; settlers sow randomly 1 2 3 
18 I don't know because I never visit their farms 1 2 3 
19 Settlers and natives cultivate different crops and varieties 2 1 3 
20 Natives have bigger farms; they farm on a larger scale 3 0 3 
21 Settlers don't weed properly 0 2 2 
22 Natives farm to feed their households, not for cash needs 0 2 2 
23 Natives keep the best lands for themselves 2 0 2 
24 Natives make greater use of tractors for ploughing 2 0 2 
25 Natives jealous / annoyed because settlers harvest more 2 0 2 
26 Natives sow on flat land while settlers make mounds/ridges 2 0 2 
27 Settlers sow on flat land while natives make mounds/ridges 0 1 1 
28 Settlers use juju and therefore they get better yields 0 1 1 
29 Settlers do shifting cultivation; natives stay longer on a field 0 1 1 
30 Settlers live closer to the farm 0 1 1 
31 Settlers apply fertiliser more often 0 1 1 
32 Natives apply fertiliser more often 1 0 1 
33 Natives have access to loans for farming 1 0 1 
34 Natives farm with money 1 0 1 

 Total 106 111 217 
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Natives did not explicitly accuse settler farmers of contributing to land degrada-
tion through environmentally unsustainable farm practices. Only one native 
respondent said that the migrants’ use of hoes “spoils the soil”. The use of mounds 
and ridges, which is lamented in Adjei-Nsiah’s work (2004, 2006) was not linked to 
negative effects on the land at all. In general, natives had a quite positive perception 
of settlers’ farming skills. They seem to admire the Dagara’s strength and 
dedication. Very few negative remarks were made. Even the respondent who 
mentioned settlers’ use of juju19 made this comment with a certain admiration. 
Settler farmers did make some negative statements about natives’ farm practices and 
behaviour. Five of them mentioned that natives do not weed properly. Two settlers 
also said that the settlers’ agricultural achievements created jealousy and annoyance 
among native farmers. Lastly, two settlers complained that natives keep the best 
lands for themselves and only allow settler farmers to cultivate the infertile 
portions.20 

Environmental sustainability did not emerge as a big issue in the analysis of 
perceptions of differences in farming methods between settlers and natives. 
However, the analysis did yield a few clues about differences in land use sustain-
ability. Perceived differences that suggest that the Dagara cause more land 
degradation are: (1) they have larger farms; (2) they do not engage in tree cropping; 
(3) their use of the hoe may cause more soil erosion than natives’ minimum tillage 
with cutlasses; and (4) settler farmers seem to shift faster to a new plot, which can 
put more pressure on vegetation cover. Conversely, factors that suggest that native 
farmers cause more land degradation are: (1) natives are perceived to engage more 
in monocropping; (2) they make more use of tractor services for ploughing; and (3) 
they stay longer on one plot, which can exhaust the soil.  

In the next section, we analyse the results of a socio-economic and land use 
survey among native and settler farmers. Some of the findings on perceptions are 
confirmed, some are refuted and some additional differences are identified.  

Land use sustainability of settlers and native farmers 

In this section the environmental sustainability of migrants’ and natives’ farm 
practices are compared. Several aspects of their farming systems are discussed, such 
as land tenure, farm size, crop mix, tools used, tillage methods, capital inputs and 
tree cutting and planting. As mentioned earlier, there are substantial differences in 
agro-ecological conditions and market access within the study area. Therefore, 
differences between ecological zones and between accessible and remote areas also 

                                            
19  See also Sarfo-Mensah & Oduro (2010) for a very interesting paper on the spiritual aspects of natural 

resource management in Ghana’s FSTZ. 
20  See also Leach and Fairhead (2000: 34). 
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receive attention. To avoid ecological fallacy in the comparison of farming methods, 
a distinction is made between all Dagara settlers and only those Dagara migrant 
households that settled in the communities in which native farmers were inter-
viewed. 

As mentioned in the methodology section, all Dagara migrants in the survey 
villages were selected, irrespective of whether they farmed or not. Ninety-six 
percent turned out to be farmers (194). Four worked as farm labourers (mostly 
recent arrivals), three were full-time charcoal burners and two engaged only in non-
farm activities (a pito brewer and a driver). Beside the three professional charcoal 
burners, 17 out of 203 Dagara respondents (8.4 percent) also engage in charcoal 
burning as an extra source of income. Charcoal burning was more common among 
native farmers though: 11 out of 73 respondents (15.1 percent) engaged in this 
activity. Among the native population, it was more common to find non-farm 
households.21 Since the purpose of this study was to compare farm practices, we 
only included those households that engaged in crop cultivation.  

The respondents 

Before the farm practices of settlers and natives are compared, some basic socio-
economic information of the respondents and their households is given (see table 
4.4). The main difference between migrants and settlers (column 2 and 3) in the four 
selected localities was that the native household heads had higher levels of 
education and non-farm income. Within the group of migrants, there were 
substantial differences between ecological zones (column 4, 5 and 6) and between 
accessible and remote areas (column 7 and 8). Migrants who had settled in savannah 
locations tended to be older and had migrated longer ago than those in the forest 
zone. Another difference between migrants in the different ecological zones was that 
non-farm incomes were much higher in the transition zone. This is because two 
relatively large rural towns (Droboso and Krobo) were located in the transition zone. 
Non-farm income opportunities are better there, and this also explains the higher 
proportion of female headed households. The same difference is evident between 
remote and accessible locations. An additional difference is that, on average, 
migrants in accessible locations had higher levels of education than migrants in 
remote areas.  

As noted above, natives have substantially higher non-farm incomes than settlers. 
Non-farm income includes remittances from migrant relatives. An important 
difference between settlers and natives is that settlers are expected to send 
remittances to their relatives in the Upper West Region, while native farmers 
received appreciable amounts of money from children and siblings in Kumasi, 

                                            
21  As mentioned in the methodology section, eight interviews were cancelled because the respondents did 

not farm.  
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Accra and from overseas. Sending remittances drains an important part of settlers’ 
income.22 By contrast, native farmers have more ‘room to manoeuvre’ due to the 
remittances they receive.  
 
 
Table 4.4 Socio-economic profile by migrant status, ecological zone and market 

access 

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 

(1) 

Natives 

(2) 

Settlers 

(3) 

Savannah 

(4) 

Transition 

(5) 

Forest 

(6) 

Accessible 

(7) 

Remote 

(8) 

Total 

(9) 

Households  73 82 69 66 68 106 97 204 

HH size 5.5 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.4 5.4 6.0 5.7 

Female HH 11% 8% 7% 14% 0% 12% 1% 7% 

Age HH 49 42 49 43 37 45 41 43 

Educ HH (yrs)  5.6 2.1 2.3 2.6 2.3 3.4 1.4 2.4 

NFI HH (%) 84% 45% 45% 52% 46% 53% 41% 47% 

NFI HH (¢1000)  3325 1516 1745 2655 1615 2431 1504 1986 

Settlement year - 1995 1989 1993 1998 1991 1996 1993 

Note: HH size = household size; Female HH = proportion of female headed households; Age HH = Age of 
the household head; Educ HH = household head’s years of schooling; NFI HH (%) = proportion of household 
heads with a source of non-farm income; NFI HH (¢1000) = average amount of non-farm income. Non-farm 
income sources were recorded over the year 2003 when one euro amounted to 9,000 cedis 
(http://www.oanda.com).  

 
 

Land tenure 

As noted in other studies dealing with farm practices of migrants and natives, the 
land tenure situation of these groups varies and this may give rise to differences in 
decision-making at farm level. Table 4.5 shows that the majority of natives farmed 
on owned land or ‘borrowed land’. In the Northwest of Wenchi District, where land 
cannot be owned as private property, borrowed land referred to fields that were 
farmed under usufruct right. In this area migrants have to pay an annual fee to the 
traditional council after which they can farm as much land as they like (‘stool land’ 
in table 4.5). In the southern locations, borrowed land referred to non-rented plots 
which were not privately owned by the farmer (e.g. lineage land or fields given out 
by relatives or fiends on a temporary basis). In one savannah location (Subinso) 

                                            
22  On average, the Dagara migrants in the survey sample remitted a bit less than ten percent of their income 

to their relatives at home. About half the remittances were in cash, while the other half consisted primarily 
of foodstuffs and, to a lesser extent, consumer goods (Van der Geest 2009).  
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many long-term migrants, who had established good relations with the native 
population, also cultivated ‘borrowed’ land.  

Among the seventy-three native household heads eighteen rented out land, mostly 
to Dagara farmers and mostly on sharecropping basis. The average size of the leased 
land was 13.5 acres and the land owners received about ¢ 50,000 to ¢ 100,000 per 
acre in the case of fixed rent or one to three bags of maize per acre in the case of 
sharecropping (not in table). 
 
 
Table 4.5 Land tenure (% of fields) 

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Fixed rent  10 30 11 45 19 42 7 27 

Sharecropping 1 33 1 37 54 20 52 33 

Stool land 0 27 49 0 0 1 29 13 

Owned 43 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

‘Borrowed’ 44 6 38 12 4 21 9 16 

Taungya 2 1 0 2 21 14 0 8 

Other 0 2 0 5 2 2 3 3 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Note: Taungya = re-forestation land of the Forest Commission. 

 
 

In the forest zone, sharecropping is the dominant system. The most common 
arrangement is the ‘abusa’ system in which the owner takes one third of the harvest. 
The most common crop to share is maize. Most land owners do not demand a third 
of the secondary crops on the farm. A different sharecropping system (‘abunu’) 
applies to cassava. The cassava field is split into two equal parts, one part for the 
tenant and one part for the land owner. One difference with the ‘abusa’ system is 
that the owner has to harvest his/her own share of cassava. The sharecropping 
system is commonly preferred by landowners and not by tenants, but an advantage 
for recently arrived settlers is that they do not have to pay rent in advance. 
Conversely, short-term financial needs sometimes force owners who would prefer to 
make their lands available on a sharecropping basis to rent out land for a fixed price 
because this means immediate payment.  

Fixed rent is the most common tenure arrangement in the transition zone. A 
relatively new land tenure arrangement is the so-called ‘taungya’ system. This 
concerns re-forestation land of the Forestry Commission, on which farmers are 
allowed to grow food crops while the trees – mostly teak – are small (see Owusu 
2007: 46). This system was common in Amoahkrom (accessible, forest) where more 
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than half the settler farmers cultivated at least one field from the Forestry Commis-
sion. One might expect settler farmers to make more use of this opportunity than 
natives, but our survey cannot confirm this because no native farmers from 
Amoahkorm were part of the sample.  

In the literature on land use sustainability of migrants and natives, tenure condi-
tions play a central role. A quote by Adjei-Nsiah et al. (2004: 343) illustrates the 
line of reasoning. In this quote, a migrant farmer explains why he does not invest in 
long-term soil fertility management strategies.  

“I will never plant pigeon pea again because when I planted pigeon pea to improve the fertility 
of my farmland, the landlord asked me to quit the land because one of his sons was coming to 
farm on the land when he observed that the fertility of the land had improved”. 

In our study area, land tenure conditions for settler farmers are also quite insecure 
though less so in the northern part. As we will see below, this does not automatically 
mean that farmers apply environmentally destructive farming methods.  

Farm size  

One of the perceptions discussed earlier was that settlers tend to have larger farms 
than native farmers. The perceptions analysis also gave some clues as to why their 
farms are larger: settlers have to farm more and work harder to survive because – in 
comparison with most native farmers – they have to rent land or sharecrop and they 
have less non-farm income. An additional pressure to work harder is that they are 
expected to send remittances to their relatives in the Upper West Region. The 
perception that settlers have larger farm sizes than natives is confirmed in table 4.6. 
Migrants’ farm sizes are especially large in remote settlement areas. The consider-
able difference in farm sizes between accessible (4.7 acres) and remote (9.0 acres) 
locations can partly be explained by the dominant tenure arrangement. In accessible 
areas, most settlers pay a fixed rent per acre in advance while in more remote 
locations sharecropping is the most common way to access land to farm. To farm a 
large acreage, settlers in accessible locations need to have quite a lot of cash 
available. Another explanation could be that there are fewer non-farm income 
opportunities in remote areas and therefore the settlers concentrate more on farming.  
 
 
Table 4.6 Farm size (acres)  

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Farm size 6.0 8.0 5.6 7.2 7.2 4.7 9.0 6.7 
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The fact that settlers’ farms tend to be larger than natives’ farms could be an 
indication that migrants contribute more to the conversion of forest to farm and 
fallow land than native farmers. However, as we will see below, settler farmers 
usually farm the old fallows of native farmers and there are indications that their 
style of farming, which is less capital-intensive and more labour-intensive than that 
of native farmers, allows for faster regeneration of soil and vegetation after farms 
have been abandoned. 

Crop mix  

In the literature on land use and land cover change in Ghana’s forest-savannah 
transition zone, an important distinction is made between indigenous and modern 
farm practices. The environmental impact of the traditional system of bush 
fallowing differs from that of modern systems that are more sedentary and that rely 
more on external inputs. Less land has to be cleared for modern, intensive and 
sedentary cultivation, but once the fields have been abandoned recovery takes a long 
time. Amanor and Pabi’s (2007) analysis of farming systems and land cover change 
showed that high input farming systems are more detrimental than cultivation under 
bush fallow systems because they lead to more permanent conversion from forest to 
savannah. Conversion in the opposite direction, from fallow to woody vegetation 
was common in areas where bush fallowing was dominant.  

The most typical crop to be cultivated under a modern regime is maize, especially 
when monocropped. Maize is an important cash crop for both natives and settlers, 
especially in the forest and transition zones and in more remote areas. Native 
farmers recorded slightly higher sales of maize. As we will see below, maize 
cultivation in the remote forest zone is less capital-intensive than in the more 
accessible transition zone. In more accessible areas maize is cultivated more often – 
mainly by native farmers – under a modern regime with tractors and inorganic 
fertilizers. The most typical crop in the bush fallow system is yam. On yam farms 
most trees are left standing because yam does well in shady conditions. Similar 
proportions of settlers and natives cultivate yam (see table 4.7), but for settler 
farmers, yam is much more important as a cash crop. They recorded over three times 
more yam sales than native farmers (see table 4.8).  

Besides maize, other crops that are cultivated under modern regimes are cashew 
and vegetables (when cultivated commercially). Table 4.7 and 4.8 show that both 
these crops are more popular among native farmers. For native farmers, vegetables 
were the main cash crop after maize. Pepper and tomatoes were most popular in the 
forest and transition zone and a local soup ingredient called ‘agushi’23 was most 
common in the savannah zone. Settler farmers also engage in vegetable cultivation, 

                                            
23  Citrullus colocynthis, locally translated as ‘melon’ or ‘bitter apple’. The ground seeds are usually eaten 

with leafy vegetables and a starchy staple.  
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but this is mostly done for home consumption. Typically, Dagara women sow some 
vegetables between the major crops on the field. 
 
 
Table 4.7 Crop mix (% of farmers cultivating each crop) 

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Maize 92 96 83 100 100 96 92 94 

Yam 86 91 92 87 88 86 92 89 

Cassava 97 78 70 90 90 90 76 84 

Cocoyam 51 33 6 48 38 38 23 31 

Sorghum 26 37 71 19 0 21 38 29 

Cashew 58 10 27 11 6 16 13 14 

Plantain 29 21 10 38 32 40 12 27 

Legumes* 56 83 86 67 82 70 88 78 

Vegetables** 92 79 62 79 90 75 80 77 

* Legumes: groundnuts, beans, bambara beans and cowpea (in order of frequency). ** Vegetables: okra, 
pepper, tomato, garden eggs and pepper (in order of frequency). 

 
 
Table 4.8 Crop sales (¢ 1000) 

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Maize 2104 1647 187 1845 2275 1116 1872 1468 

Yam 204 663 991 760 470 900 539 730 

Cassava 223 146 492 73 118 308 125 222 

Sorghum 48 245 400 17 0 61 215 132 

Legumes 181 641 760 264 293 351 525 432 

Vegetables 715 281 235 346 426 223 473 339 

Cashew 150 0 23 0 0 1 15 7 

Total cop sales 3798 3775 3235 3313 3704 3038 3888 3432 

Notes: (1) Crops for which the sales of any group were less than ¢ 100,000 are excluded from this table. (2) 
Crop sales concern the year 2003 when one Euro (€) amounted to 9,000 Ghana Cedis (¢). 

 
 

Cashew cultivation is relatively new in the area. More than half the native 
respondents had planted cashew trees, but most trees are still young and have only 
recently started to bear fruits. Although cashew plantations add to green cover in the 
area, this new crop may also have some environmental drawbacks (see Amanor & 
Pabi 2007). An interesting observation from table 4.7 is that settler farmers are also 
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going into cashew cultivation, especially in the savannah zone where tenure 
arrangements are less exclusive. Apparently, the rules that prevent migrants from 
planting trees are more flexible than often assumed.  

Integrating legumes in the crop mix is an important strategy to protect the soil 
from erosion and depletion (Amanor & Pabi 2007). Table 4.7 and 4.8 show that this 
the cultivation of legumes is much more common among settler farmers who are 
used to this practice from their home areas.  

Despite the fact that settlers have larger farms, their crop sales were similar to the 
sales of native farmers. This is an indication that native farmers practice a more 
intensive type of agriculture, but it should be noted that part of the produce from 
sharecroppers is not included in tenants’ crop sales and rather added to the crop 
sales of the landowners. The differences between ecological zones in terms of total 
crop sales were relatively small.  

Tools  

An important aspect of land use sustainability is the type of tools used to clear the 
land and to weed. Most studies that conclude that settler farmers from Northern 
Ghana have less sustainable farm practices lament their use of hoes and praise the 
natives’ use of cutlasses. Table 4.9 shows that this conclusion may be primarily 
based on stereotyping. No significant differences were found in the three most 
common tools used for land preparation and weeding – fire, cutlass and hoe – by 
migrant and native farmers. More pronounced differences between settlers and 
natives exist in the use of tractors for ploughing and chemicals for weeding. Both 
methods are more commonly used by native farmers, but some settler farmers in 
accessible parts of the transition zone have also adopted these practices. The use of 
tractors is associated with a more permanent conversion from tree cover to 
grassland. The most common chemical used for weeding is Monsanto’s Roundup. 
This herbicide is, somewhat contra-intuitively, promoted by Ghana’s Ministry of  
 
 
Table 4.9 Tools used for land preparation and weeding (% of farmers) 

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Fire 100 95 94 98 98 98 96 97 

Cutlass 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Hoe 97 99 100 99 98 99 99 99 

Tractor 10 5 0 16 0 12 1 6 

Chemicals 18 7 0 20 9 17 4 10 
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Food and Agriculture as an environmentally sound alternative to manual weeding. It 
is not yet clear what the outcome of this method is in terms of vegetation cover, soil 
fertility, biodiversity and human health.  

Farm techniques  

Besides the tools used for land preparation and weeding, the questionnaire also 
inquired about specific farm practices and tillage methods used by settlers and 
natives. In our question about intercropping we specifically referred to sowing 
different crops intermixed in the same field. So if a field had several portions, each 
with a different crop, this was not counted as intercropping. In the case of crop 
rotation we inquired specifically about the application of crop sequences that aim to 
restore soil fertility. Soil and water conservation measures (SWC) involved anti-
erosion measures such as ridges along the contours. Table 4.10 shows that a higher 
proportion of settlers employs methods that are meant to improve the fertility of the 
soil. The only method which was more common among native farmers was the 
application of inorganic fertiliser. This finding goes against the ‘received knowl-
edge’ that migrant farmers do not invest in soil fertility management strategies. 
Dagara farmers in Wenchi District apply some of the techniques that they are used 
to at home – where soils are less fertile and rain is scarcer – to maintain the fertility 
of the soil. This phenomenon has been noted by Lambin et al. (2001: 263) who 
write: “In some cases these ‘shifted’ agriculturalists exacerbate deforestation 
because of unfamiliarity with their new environment; in other cases, they may bring 
new skills and understandings that have the opposite impact.” Table 4.10 also makes 
clear that Dagara migrant farmers prefer labour-intensive techniques over capital-
intensive ways to increase yields. 
 
 
Table 4.10 Farming techniques (% of farmers) 

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Intercropping 40 43 60 34 34 42 43 42 

Crop rotation 27 46 60 32 41 44 44 44 

Fertiliser 21 14 6 19 18 21 6 14 

Animal dung 0 8 7 11 9 12 6 9 

Compost 0 1 3 0 0 1 1 1 

Cover crops 58 64 57 49 68 51 67 58 

Physical SWC 3 32 36 29 8 28 17 23 

Note: Physical SWC are physical soil and water conservation methods.  
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Capital inputs  

The picture that has emerged so far is that native farmers have a more capital-
intensive style of farming and that Dagara migrants farm in a more labour-intensive 
way. In the section on perceptions of farming methods of ‘the other’, an important 
difference noted by both groups was that natives depend more on hired labour. The 
results of the survey do not confirm this (see table 4.11). Dagara farmers in the 
sample spent more money on hired labour than native farmers. The perception may 
well be fuelled by the fact that most labourers, both on settlers and natives’ farms, 
are Dagara seasonal migrants. Other capital inputs captured in the questionnaire are 
the purchase of inorganic fertilizer and chemicals, which was much more common 
among native farmers and which indicates that they tend to farm in a more ‘modern’ 
way.  
 
 
Table 4.11 Farm expenditure (¢ 1000) 

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Hired labour 480 627 498 458 418 372 552 458 

Fertilizer 107 20 3 94 43 83 6 47 

Chemicals 55 14 2 55 66 59 21 41 

Note: Farm inputs were recorded over the year 2003 when one euro amounted to 9,000 cedis.  

 
 

Tree cutting and planting 

The last aspect of land use sustainability that is analyzed here concerns farmers’ 
direct impact on tree cover. To establish a field one would expect farmers to have to 
remove trees. Table 4.12 shows that this is not necessarily the case. Almost sixty 
percent of the settlers farmers and forty-four percent of the native farmers indicated 
that the tree cover of the lands they farmed were sufficiently open to start farming 
without removing trees. On average, settler farmers estimated that they removed 
eighty-seven trees on the fields they presently cultivated (eleven trees per acre). 
Native farmers removed an average of 162 trees and their farm size was six acres, 
amounting to twenty-seven trees per acre. From a mainstream environmentalist 
point of view, it could be argued that asking farmers how many trees they cut is 
similar to asking a thief how many wallets he has stolen. In the local setup, however, 
this was quite a matter-of-fact question. Removing trees to farm is just one of many 
activities that need to be carried out on the way to a good harvest. The fact that 
migrant farmers removed fewer trees from their fields than native farmers is not all 
that surprising. Clearing trees is a demanding job and – perhaps somewhat 
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paradoxically for a Western audience – is seen as an investment in the farm, at least 
when tree densities are high. With low tenure security a settler farmer would prefer 
to farm on land that is already more open. Moreover, native landowners usually do 
not release their more virgin and woody lands because they prefer to cultivate these 
lands themselves. Settler farmers tend to cultivate the old fallows of native 
landowners.  

The number of trees cut to cultivate varied largely between ecological zones and 
between accessible and remote villages. In the remote forest zone settler farmers 
removed most trees. The remote forest is an agricultural frontier where most 
migrants sharecrop maize in a bush fallow system. In the more accessible transition 
zone locations (Krobo and Droboso) maize is also the major cash crop, but this is an 
old settlement area with predominantly open woodland and farm fallows. This 
explains why fewer trees had to be removed here.  
 
 
Table 4.12 Tree cutting and planting  

 Migrant Status 

(four locations) 

Settlers  

by ecological zone 

Settlers  

by market access 

Settlers 

 Natives Settlers Savannah Transition Forest Accessible Remote Total 

Cut trees?  56% 41% 68% 38% 44% 45% 56% 50% 

How many? 162 87 102 47 229 39 235 130 

Planted trees?  72% 14% 32% 14% 31% 33% 17.8% 26% 

Tree acreage 2.14 0.49  0.43 0.76 0.81 0.67 0.67 0.67 

 
 

Native farmers tend to cut more trees on their farmlands, but they also plant more 
trees. Almost three quarters of the native respondents had planted trees, mostly 
cashew. Ninety percent of the tree plantations had been established in the ten years 
prior to the survey. The average size of native farmers’ tree plantations was more 
than two acres. It would be interesting to find out whether a positive effect of 
cashew plantations on vegetation cover will be visible in the next round of 
LANDSAT images.  

The survey revealed that settler farmers are much more involved in tree planting 
than hitherto thought. About a third of the settler farmers in the savannah and forest 
zones have planted trees on their farms. In the forest zone, tree planting usually 
involved teak and was part of the land tenure arrangement (taungya), but settlers in 
the savannah zone have started to establish their own cashew plantations.  

Evaluation of survey findings on land use sustainability 

The land use survey conducted among settlers and native farmers yielded a number 
of differences in farm practices, both between settlers and natives and between 



 

 

95 

settlers in different zones. However, the findings do not confirm the common belief 
that migrants have more detrimental farm practices. Although they have larger farms 
and plant less trees than natives, migrants’ performance on most other aspects of 
land use sustainability was better. Settlers cut fewer trees. They make less use of 
tractors and other capital inputs that are associated with more permanent land cover 
change. Migrants cultivate more yam, which is associated with fast regeneration of 
vegetation cover. Integrating legumes into the crop mix, which is an effective soil 
fertility management strategy, is also more common among settler farmers. Migrants 
are used to this technique because it is widely practised on the poorer soils of 
Northern Ghana. Some migrant farmers also maintain their use of physical soil and 
water conservation measures on their farms in the Brong Ahafo Region. This 
practice is not common among native farmers.  

Important differences were also found between settlers in different ecological 
zones and between settlers in accessible and remote destination areas. The 
cultivation practices of migrants in the savannah zone seem to be most sustainable. 
Their farms were smallest in size, but their crop sales were comparable to migrants 
in the other areas because they concentrated on the labour-intensive and high-
yielding cultivation of yam. About a third of the migrant farmers in the savannah 
zone had planted trees. None of them used tractor services or chemicals, and the use 
of inorganic fertiliser was negligible. Moreover, several sustainable farm practices 
such as inter-cropping, crop rotation and integration of legumes in the crop mix 
were most commonly used by settlers in the savannah zone. Migrants in the forest 
and transition zone concentrated mostly on maize as a cash crop, but their farming 
styles seemed to differ significantly. Maize cultivation in the forest zone, and 
especially in the remote forest, is practised in a bush fallow system, while more 
capital-intensive practices are common in the transition zone, especially in the more 
accessible villages. Dagara migrants in the forest zone removed most trees, but their 
methods, without the use of tractors, allows for faster regeneration. Settlers in the 
accessible transition zone seem to be more inclined to adopt the farming style of 
native farmers. Their farms are smaller and they use more capital inputs, including 
tractor services, inorganic fertiliser and chemicals. They cut less trees, but their 
fields probably need more time to regenerate after they are left to fallow.  

Two limitations in the data prevent a more thorough analysis of differences in 
land use sustainability of migrant and indigenes in different zones. Firstly, in an 
early phase of this study, the research villages were selected with the aim of 
achieving equal coverage of the three principal ecological zones (savannah, forest, 
transition) and accessible and remote areas. The large presence of Dagara migrants 
made this possible while still retaining an acceptable level of randomness in the 
sampling procedure (see methodology section). The rationale for using this stratified 
sampling method was to avoid a bias towards particular destination area types. 
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However, within the ecological zones, accessible and remote areas were not equally 
represented. In the transition zone, for example, twice as many migrants we 
interviewed lived in accessible villages.  

Secondly, and more importantly, much fewer native farmers (73) than settler 
farmers (204) were interviewed and most of the native farmers (49) lived in more 
remote localities (see table 4.2 in the methodology section). In the present analysis, 
whose primary aim was to compare the farming methods of settlers and natives, a 
distinction was made between all settlers and a sub-group of settlers who lived in the 
villages where we interviewed native farmers. This made it possible to study 
differences in farm practices between migrants and natives without risking errors 
because of ecological fallacy. The information about settlers’ land use in different 
types of destination areas was retained in the analysis because ecological zone and 
accessibility appeared to be important determinants of land use. In order to acquire a 
better grasp of the environmental impact of in-migration it is important to know 
where migrants settle. The survey findings indicate that there are a number of 
similarities and differences in land use between settlers and native farmers and 
between different zones. The findings question the claim of earlier studies that 
migrants have more detrimental farm practices than native farmers. However, no 
reliable statements can be made with regard to the explanatory power of migrant 
status vis-à-vis ecological zone, accessibility and control variables, such as age and 
gender of the household head, household size, education level and non-farm income.  

Conclusion  

The aim of this chapter was to study the environmental impact of Dagara migration 
to the Brong Ahafo Region. Several sources suggest that this impact could be 
considerably negative. Firstly, LANDSAT images from 1973 and 2003, published 
by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP 2008), reveal large-scale land 
degradation in a prime destination area of Dagara migrants. UNEP identifies 
population growth and primitive agricultural practices as major causes of deforesta-
tion in this region. Secondly, several studies that compare the land use of migrants 
and native farmers in Ghana’s forest-savannah transition zone conclude that 
migrants’ farm practices are less sustainable and contribute to deforestation and soil 
fertility decline. Insecure land tenure is usually identified as a major underlying 
cause of unsustainable farm practices. Native farmers tend to be portrayed as the 
‘heroes’ who conserve and even contribute to tree cover. The picture that emerges is 
that in-migration contributes to environmental degradation both by increasing the 
human pressure on natural resources, and by applying less sustainable farm 
practices. In this chapter, the notion that migration must be an important cause of 
land degradation – no smoke without fire – is challenged with a variety of data.  
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Firstly, UNEP’s land degradation narrative is challenged by highlighting the 
seasonality of vegetation cover. The 1973 LANDSAT image, in which the 
vegetation looks lush, was taken in November, at the end of the rainy season. The 
2003 image, in which the area looks more degraded, was taken at the peak of the dry 
season. Data from a remotely sensed vegetation index (NDVI) is used to show that 
this makes a considerable difference. In the allegedly degraded area, NDVI values 
are almost twice as high in November as in January-February. This data also shows 
that, between 1982 and 2006, the trend in vegetation has not been negative. This 
could mean that most land degradation took place in the 1970s and early 1980s, that 
not much degradation has occurred at all, or a combination of the two.  

Secondly, census data is used to show that most population growth in the alleg-
edly degraded area took place in the 1984-2000 inter-censal period (annual growth 
rates of over three percent). In the 1970-1984 inter-censal period, annual growth 
rates were less than one percent. The census data for 1984 does not provide district 
level in-migration data, but the settlement history of Dagara migrants in the area 
suggests that most arrived in the last inter-censal period.24 If most degradation took 
place before the mid 1980s and population growth and in-migration increased 
sharply after the mid 1980s, other factors must have been at play. It may well be the 
case that the widespread drought and bush fires that caused havoc in the early 1980s 
have had a lasting impact. Cocoa plantations in the area were decimated and were 
never replanted because of increased risk of fire invasion (Afikorah Danquah 1997; 
Amanor 1993, in Leach & Fairhead 2000). The positive NDVI trend over the 1982-
2006 period is probably one of ecosystem recovery despite population growth and 
in-migration. 

Thirdly, in group discussions with both settlers and natives, we inquired about 
participants’ perceptions of environmental change. In most areas people perceived 
more negative than positive environmental trends (less rainfall, deforestation and 
soil fertility decline). Unfortunately, the timing of these changes was not deter-
mined. In the local discourse of environmental change, a variety of causes is given 
for negative trends. Uncontrolled bush fire, caused mainly by hunters, charcoal 
burners and palm wine tappers, played an important role. Increased pressure on 
natural resources because of population growth was also mentioned, as was the role 
of timber logging. When asked specifically about the role of migrant farmers, all but 
one group said that migration does not play a role except by altering population size. 
In one locality, migrants were perceived as being more expansive farmers and that 
they over-cultivate their fields before moving on to a new plot. Besides the group 
discussions, native farmers were also asked individually whether they perceived any 
differences in farming methods between themselves and migrant farmers. Many 

                                            
24  Only 16.4 percent arrived before 1984. Other data also confirms that the Northern Brong Ahafo Region 

became a major settlement area for Dagara migrants more recently. 
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differences were mentioned, but native farmers did not perceive migrants as having 
less sustainable farm practices.  

Fourthly, a land use survey was conducted among settlers and native farmers to 
assess differences in farming methods. Once again substantial differences were 
found, but migrants’ methods were not found to be less sustainable. They have 
larger farms and the land tenure system limits their rights to plant trees but they 
perform better on most other indicators. Migrant farmers tend to have more labour-
intensive practices that are associated with faster regeneration of vegetation cover. 
Native farmers tend to have more capital-intensive practices that cause a more 
permanent conversion to grassland.  

The findings of this study challenge the validity of earlier studies that blame 
migrants for land degradation in the forest-savannah transition zone. The arrival of 
migrants from Northwest Ghana may have increased pressure on farmland and 
vegetation cover, but no evidence was found that their farm practices have a more 
negative environmental impact than the practices of native farmers. Earlier studies 
comparing the farm practices of settlers and native farmers were all carried out by 
academics from Southern Ghana who may be more familiar with land use practices 
of Southern Ghanaians. My impression is that these studies hold a certain degree of 
scapegoating of Northerners, which is a known danger in studies dealing with the 
environmental impact of in-migration.  
 


