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Traditional Botanical Gardens as a Tool for Preserving Plant Diversity, Indigenous Knowledge and Last Threatened Relic Forest in Northern Benin.
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Traditional approaches to conservation often assumed that nature must be protected from use by humans. Although this has been useful in some situations, it has not enabled us to effectively prevent the widespread degradation of our natural resources. The loss of biodiversity continues: tens of thousands of plant species are threatened with extinction and today we are seeing the greatest rate of species extinction in Earth’s history. In most West–African regions, phytodiversity is under a great threat due to the increasing human impact and changing climatic conditions. In Benin, human activities (farming, grazing, logging, and bushfires) account for the disappearance each year of thousands of hectares of forests and natural vegetation. This degradation is at the root of biodiversity loss and desertification especially in dry and subhumid savannas. Some species (e.g., Kigelia africana, Afzelia africana, and Khaya senegalensis) are threatened and becoming increasingly rare due to the above human activities but also overexploitation (medicinal and food use). The conservation of these species can hardly be envisaged without the participation of local communities since it is now generally recognised that people are less likely to have an incentive to conserve natural resources if they do not appreciate their value. This realisation led of the creation of local and  traditional botanical gardens. The new concept has been adopted by local communities which are increasingly requesting help with the establishment of their own gardens. The trend motivated CERGET (a Benin-based NGO) to set up botanical gardens in Pehunco (Dakererou and Koungarou gardens) and Sinende (Gnaro garden) at the request of these communities. Initially made of degraded forests, the gardens have been restored, demarcated, reforested, and managed by the populations. These activities were carried out in collaboration with other NGOs and institutions working in the area. Some follow up was also completed through the support given to individual farmers in setting up private plantations and awareness raising. These efforts should be continued at current project sites and extended to other sites as well, so as to sustain biodiversity and fight desertification.

