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Multiple Functions of Agriculture
In Bohicon and Abomey, Benin

Buildings of historic value disappear in the bush if there is no farming around

he Von Thiinen approach to

organising the agricultural space

around the cities is still a relevant
heuristic model. West African cities like
Dakar, Cotonou and Yaoundé are
organised in halos, with intensive intra-
urban market gardening, periurban
intensive food crops and livestock keeping
while these activities become more and
more extensive in more remote areas
(Moustier and Temple, 2004). In the
conurbation of Abomey-Bohicon the
space is also organised in halos, but has a
slightly different pattern (Floquet et al.
2005). The interstitial spaces located in the
city centre are used for various purposes,
particularly for subsistence farming and
dumping of household waste. In the close
periphery, semi-intensive livestock
farming and food processing have created
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jobs, while in the far periphery, land
transformations and investment in
perennial crops and cattle breeding are
dominant.

AGRICULTURE IN HALOS

Agriculture and livestock farming are
practised in the city centre and even semi-
intensive cattle breeding is common, and,
insofar as it can be combined with
housing in the same location, it facilitates
surveillance of the fields and limits the
cost of transport. Livestock farming
concerns goats, pigs, cows, poultry, rabbits
and other rodents. The lack of surface
water rules out any market gardening,
except at the non-constructed areas of the
royal palaces of Abomey, where
particularly okra is grown for the market.

In the outlying periurban areas, food
processing is combined with agricultural
activities that generate little marketable
surplus. On these exhausted lands there is
a growing demand for household refuse
and urban agro-industrial waste. The
city’s expansion and even faster
progression of housing prompts an
intensification of land transactions, which
discourages medium-term investment in
these lands. Food processing, as an off-soil
activity, builds on the proximity of
markets without suffering from these
transactions. It represents the main source

Abomey and Bohicon are two cities in
central Benin whose recent expansion has
prompted their link-up in a conurbation of
180,000 inhabitants. The agglomeration is
located at the junction between the North-
South and the East-West roads.

of income for several thousands of people,
mostly women; and the processing of
certain commodities such as the
“mustard” of Parkia biglobosa seeds (afitin)
enables a real capital gain.

In remoter areas, investments in land have
intensified, either by the urban
populations who buy land to prepare for a
post-retirement activity or by farmers.
Forest plantations, plantations of cashew
nut and palm groves, and grazing-based
livestock activities are developing there.
Since the expansion of some of the
livestock activities that started in urban
areas is now undermined by the lack of
space, the difficulty of waste management
and neighbourhood conflicts, these
activities have been relocated here.
Moreover, market gardening for urban
markets has emerged on the banks of
watercourses.

FUNCTIONS OF AGRICULTURE
Currently, securing income in cash or in
kind is the main function of agriculture,
but its social benefits are also recognised
by residents (if not by planners). In the
urban centres, the functions of waste
recycling and greening (bush and waste),
and improvement of social cohesion
(redistribution of small donations of
staples during the harvest of small fields)
are also appreciated. However, these
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Even crossroads are farmed within the city

functions do not seem to been recognised
nor encouraged by urban decision makers.
In addition, the tradition still prevailing in
some palaces authorises farmers to
“maintain the King’s house” by cultivating
the palace’s vacant spaces that would
otherwise be encroached by bush fallow. If
these spaces were managed in a way that
is more appropriate to historic
monuments, by clearing the areas around
buildings and walls, demarcating
walkways, and planting shade trees, these
historical green cities could become very
attractive tourist destinations.

NETWORKS OF MICRO FOOD
PROCESSING ENTERPRISES

The short supply chains of processed
commodities and fresh livestock products
enable consumers (at least regular
customers and traders) to trace the
products’ origin and ensure a certain
quality, while also benefiting from
reduced transaction costs. The proximity
of consumers and a critical mass of
producers are key functions for livestock
farming and the processing of periurban
perishable products. But are these
functions now being threatened? Since
development planning of periurban areas
is currently limited to the creation of
housing estates, micro enterprises find it
difficult to carry out their activities once
they have gone beyond the level of
domestic production and can no longer be
performed in the family house.

Periurban areas also provide fresh
products such as corn (on the cob) and
various vegetables cultivated during the
rainy season. Farmers try to obtain
household refuse and food-processing
waste from collectors or transporters
capable of assuring field deliveries. These
transfers could be encouraged and the
final dump reserved for non-recyclable
products. Household refuse contains more
and more non-biodegradable plastic bags,
which are used everywhere for packaging.

If household refuse is to be recycled on
periurban fields, these bags will be a
serious issue.

AGRICULTURAL INVESTMENTS IN A
GREEN BELT ARE THREATENED

The green belt of the conurbation is still
rather diffuse. Various measures could
incite or discourage investment in
plantations of energy wood and woody
plants likely to serve as green wrappings
for products from the local food
processing sector, such as fermented corn
pastry.

Neither the importance of grass-fattened
livestock bred to meet the huge demand
for cattle at the Bohicon market which
supplies the large coastal market, nor of
dairy cattle bred to meet the rising local
demand for dairy products has hitherto
incited changes in the management of
grazing land. And yet, these fallow areas
and the remains of gallery forests
alongside the rivers are more and more
often being turned into market gardening
fields and housing areas. Availability and
access to grazing lands are therefore being
reduced. Fulani herd keepers have little
lobbying capacity to protect these spaces.
Two options are possible: either cattle
breeding has to be moved far away from
the city or it has to be integrated into
intensive periurban mixed farming.

The ambiguity of these developments is
that nobody objects to overall expansion
of housing estates, since they are
perceived as a precondition for land
improvement (roads, water conveyance,
electrification), not even those who might
have an interest in further farming in these
spaces. As soon as farm land is included in
an allotment, the value of the land
increases tremendously.

CONCLUSION

Agriculture is still the main activity of 3 to
7% of the people residing in the
conurbation’s urban centres and many
more people practise compound farming
in the city as a secondary activity. At 6 km
from the city centre, it is the main activity
of over 50%of the people, while the
majority of women are involved in food
processing. In a country where
sub-employment and the lack of jobs in
rural areas represent a major cause of
poverty, particularly among the youth, it is
important to foster consultations between
actors and planners on the diverse
functions of urban agriculture, which are
visible but often ignored by statistics.
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Residential allotments, as currently
designed, do not provide for spaces
intended for agricultural and livestock
activities which might create nuisances for
residents. After allotment, land prices
increase and will be an unbearable cost for
small enterprises, especially for space-
demanding activities. The underlying idea
of city planners seems to be the dense and
continuous construction of an urbanised
district, including the relocation of all the
farmers and breeders in the neighbouring
districts (to over 10-15 km from the city
centre). Such a scenario does not provide
for alternative revenues for the numerous
households that have diversified their
livelihoods and partly rely on farming or
food processing. The costs for the
development and maintenance of
roadsides, interstitial areas and green
spaces of the palaces can be very high
should this work be entrusted to
wage-earners. The costs of household
refuse transfer, if this includes all and not
part of the refuse, as is the case currently,
would also be high if it is to be transported
to the remote outskirts.

The ECOCITE Programme facilitated
discussions on these themes in collective
planning proceedings for the medium-
term development of new districts.
Citizens and technical services involved
agreed to propose the creation of secured
agricultural areas provided with basic
services, while reducing the nuisances
caused by the storage of household refuse
and animal excrement in urban areas
(Commune of Bohicon, 2004; Commune
of Abomey, 2004). But will these decisions
be enforced if both land owners and the
city council see housing as the main
development path?
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