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Conservation vs. farming: 
A shared vision for land  

in Madagascar

Farmers on the island nation face conflicting demands often  

shaped by global forces. Can they work through discord  

and reimagine a future for their land?  
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It’s no secret that over the years, the global push to pro-
tect land rich in biodiversity has sometimes come into 

conflict with local communities that rely on nature to make 
a living.  

Farmers in northeast Madagascar know this first-hand. 

As the country’s protected areas quadrupled between 2003 
and 2016, land restrictions for conservation added to other 
problems – such as a lack of well-functioning irrigation – 
that limit their capacity to grow staple crops such as rice. 

“I see that the farmers are struggling due to the different 
restrictions on use of land, for example the implementation 
of protected areas,” says Ntsiva Andriatsitohaina, a scientist 
at the School of Agronomy at the University of Antananari-
vo. “But really the problem is also the lack of infrastructure.” 

Andriatsitohaina coordinates a research 
team working to help farming commu-
nities in Madagascar not just to cope 
with those challenges, but to imagine 
a new future for their land – and to do 
that in dialogue with partners who often 
have different priorities. 

The island nation is an example of how global forces, 
whether biodiversity protection or market prices, can come 
to overpower local motives that drive how land gets used. 
And this has knock-on effects on both people and ecosys-
tems. 

Scientists use the term ‘telecoupling’ to describe this type 
of long-distance connection between ecological and social 
systems across the world. The effect is also linked to glo-
balisation, where decision-makers get to shape ecosystem 
services remotely – too far away to be touched by the local 
fallout of their decisions.

In the region of Analanjirofo, that fallout comes in the form 
of a short supply in arable land that leaves farmers con-
stantly looking for ways to secure a food supply. 

But it gets more complicated than that.

Rice farming conflict
To get to Morafeno, a village of just over 600 households, 
you have to travel on foot. The area is hilly with no infra-
structure for irrigation, and villagers are used to growing 
rice with shifting cultivation – a practice now banned by 
conservation rules. 

That often means not having enough to feed the household. 
And in Madagascar, that’s a problem. “We eat rice three times 
a day,” says Andriatsitohaina. “The land the farmers have, 
they think it is not sufficient for their subsistence needs.”

For a solution, Morafeno’s farmers turn 
to agroforestry: growing cloves and va-
nilla. These can bring in income that 
tops up the rice supply for the family 
and enables them to purchase consumer 
goods or invest in infrastructure. 

But there’s a reason shifting cultivation 
takes centre-stage in this conflict between conservation and 
agriculture. The method involves clearing land temporarily, 
then moving on to new plots. And it’s a driving force behind 
deforestation in this remote part of Madagascar – precisely 
what conservation rules are there to address.

At first glance, agroforestry seems like a win-win. It helps 
farmers adapt to the shortage of land, restores soils back to 
health and boosts income. 

And it’s a move sometimes encouraged by another form of 
‘telecoupling’: a global market that ensures enticing prices 

“I see that the farmers 
are struggling.”

Ntsiva Andriatsitohaina,  

ESSA-Forêts

Burnt plots for shifting cultivation on the road to Beanana.  © r4d project managing telecoupled landscapes, Ntsiva Andriatsitohaina
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for the cash crops. It wasn’t so long 
ago that a gram of vanilla was worth 
more than a gram of silver – a price 
boom that left a mark on Madagascar, 
which supplies 80% of the world’s nat-
ural vanilla.

“From an external perspective it’s a good adaptation,” says 
Andriatsitohaina. But for the farmers it’s both an opportu-
nity and a constraint. 

Being self-sufficient is important. “If I was able to grow my 
own rice during the year, I will be so satisfied,” explains An-
driatsitohaina. “Because it’s my own rice, and I won’t [worry 
about] when and where should I find money to buy [more].” 

Mapping out a new vision
It’s far from easy to reconcile the different demands for 
communities’ development and the health of ecosystems. 
And it’s not just up to farmers. Once controlled by the gov-
ernment, Madagascar’s protected areas are now managed 
in collaboration with NGOs and other partners, including 
local people. 

That’s why Andriatsitohaina and her colleagues are now fo-
cusing on getting everyone around the table to come up with 
a shared vision for using the land. The participatory proj-
ect, called PLUMALA, is supported by the r4d programme, 
a joint initiative by the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation and the Swiss National Science Foundation.

“We are going back to the villages, and we want to [develop] 
ideas on how to use their landscape in the future,” says Enrico 
Celio, a senior scientist at ETH Zurich’s Institute for Spatial 
and Landscape Development who coordinates the project.

The research covers rural commu-
nities in four villages far down the 
north-eastern tip of the island nation.

“You see, for example, here, a strong 
trend towards the agroforestry sys-

tem,” Celio says as he points at online maps showing par-
cels of land in different shades of green. 

These mapping snapshots show that over the years, the 
lighter shades are set to expand if agroforestry continues to 
stretch into forest, or into areas previously used for shifting 
agriculture. 

For the team, the snapshots are also a starting point to get 
farmers thinking about how they want to see the region’s 
landscape develop – a process due to begin when pandemic 
restrictions allow. The researchers call it ‘visioning’, and it 
builds on maps they produced to assess how the land has 
been used in recent years. 

After that, the visioning process gets personal: farmers will 
get a chance to sketch out what their own fields could look 
like. “We would like [them to] have a kind of a brush and 
say ‘ah, in my vision I want to have more paddy fields, or I 
want to have more agroforestry or I want to have more clove 
trees’,” explains Celio – and then to start a discussion about 
implications.

A new path on common ground
Next, the team plans to hold discussions for partners to 
work back from that joint vision and lay out a path that gets 
them there. Then in the final step, this will be translated 
into concrete measures – what needs to happen when – to 
make that path a reality. 

Ntsiva Andriatsitohaina explains the process of producing land-use maps.
© r4d project managing telecoupled landscapes, Enrico Celio

“We would like them to  
say ‘ah, in my vision I  

want to have more paddy 
fields, or I want to have  

more agroforestry.”

Enrico Celio, ETH Zurich

https://www.businessinsider.com/vanilla-expensive-stolen-madagascar-2018-9?r=US&IR=T
https://www.businessinsider.com/vanilla-expensive-stolen-madagascar-2018-9?r=US&IR=T
https://www.ft.com/content/02042190-65bc-11e8-90c2-9563a0613e56
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CONTRIBUTING TO THE UN’S SUSTAINABLE  
DEVELOPMENT GOALS

•	 SDG 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere. 
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/poverty/

•	 SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive employment and 
decent work for all. 
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/economic-growth

•	 SDG 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and  
production patterns. 
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-con-
sumption-production/

•	 SDG 15: Sustainably manage forests, combat desertifica-
tion, halt and reverse land degradation, halt biodiversity loss 
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/biodiversity/

•	 SDG 17: Strengthen the means of implementation and revi-
talize the global partnership for sustainable development.  
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg17

LEARN MORE

•	 r4d project: Managing telecoupled landscapes. 
www.telecoupling.unibe.ch/

•	 TAG initiative: Participatory land-use modelling to  
accelerate sustainable transformation applying a land-
scape approach. 
www.r4d.ch/modules/ecosystems/telecoupled-landscapes
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The project doesn’t operate alone. Land-use planning is al-
ready underway in the area through a large inter-ministe-
rial programme called PADAP (Projet Agriculture Durable 
par une Approche Paysage). The researchers plan to ex-
change good practices for modelling and planning methods 
with PADAP.

For the changes outlined by the participatory process to have 
a chance of success, it’s vital to keep active links with local 
policymakers and other groups with a stake in how farmers’ 
fields are used, such as conservation NGOs. It’s also crucial 
to take government rules and regulations on board.

The mechanisms for collaboration are a work in progress. 
The partners are many, and their time is in short supply. 
Then there’s logistics: it’s a long way from the capital to the 
remote region where the research is underway.

But the team has a head start, having developed links with 
various groups in the field since PLUMALA’s parent project 
began in 2015. Overall, that work covers three countries – 
Myanmar and Laos as well as Madagascar – and is made up 
of three stages or ‘work packages’ that began by producing 
maps of each country’s land-use history since 2000. 

The second stage focused on creating scenarios for how 
land use could change in the future.

Reflecting on the process is the final stage: how best to en-
able learning, what works well and what doesn’t, and how 
the knowledge produced can stay with those who can use it.

The PLUMALA project now builds on those foundations. 
Whether this involves leaving behind rice in upland areas or 
shifting cultivation in favour of agroforestry is an open ques-
tion. It’s not about having a scenario set in stone: the project 
is a chance to take charge of what happens next. “A key word 
of PLUMALA is ‘planning’,” says Andriatsitohaina.
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Drying cloves.  
©r4d project managing telecoupled landscapes, Enrico Celio
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