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Biodiversity is maintained not only by the organic linkages which exist inherently in
the natural environment specific to a locality, but it has been maintained also by human
elements, namely, techniques and food culture which have enabled the utilization of
various bio resources indigenous to each locality in a sustainable manner and in diverse
forms. However, socio-economic changes, including colonization, centralization and the
globalization advanced by neoliberalism, have deprived people of the capacity to manage
their own sphere of livelihood by making use of local bio resources while conserving them
In a sustainable manner. Furthermore, the transition to monoculture due to
modernization of agricultural production has entailed, in addition to the degradation of
natural environment and the loss of diversity in dietary habit, importantly the change of
view of nature and that of concept of life, thus impoverishing the fertile ways of life that

the rural livelihood used to allow people to enjoy.

This global trend also applies to Zimbabwe where, during the period of 90 years under
British colonial rule, a half of the entire national territory was occupied by the white
settlers, and modern agricultural practices have been widely introduced. Even after the
independence in 1980, the land reform had been delayed, and while the policy of
centralization further prolonged the process of deprivation of people’s capacity of
managing the natural environment around them, the diversity of bio resources and that
of the way of life continued to erode. Furthermore in the late 1990s, the Blair
administration of Britain which pursued neoliberalism, advocating the principles of
private property right and protection of investment, opposed land reform that would
restore to people the sphere of livelihood in rural villages. However, it is still freshly
remembered that the opposition to reform gave rise to the direct action of people who
occupied the estates of white farmers, which has constituted one cause for the imposition

of heavy handed land reform since 2000.

Most parts of Zimbabwe have undergone such a scenario of history through which the
biodiversity and the rich culture based on it have been damaged. However, there exists
an area in the central part of the country where people have been trying, since the era of
independence war in the 1970s, to restore the sustainable utilization, conservation and

management of bio resources, by reflecting on how the rural life had been led in the light
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of traditional relationship between nature and human being. In a number of villages in
the northern part of Masvingo province, the Association of Zimbabwe Traditional
Environmental Conservationists (AZTREC), a community owned non-governmental
organization, is leading a movement to encourage villagers to try to revive the natural
environment as well as the indigenous knowledge systems to exploit it. The movement
1s based on the traditional view of the world that “Man benefits from nature by protecting

it and lives by receiving messages from spirits living in the nature.”

As a result of the movement, in the villages where traditional norms and rituals have
been revived, 400 ha in total of mountain woodlands mainly with indigenous tree species
and nearly 200 ha of wetlands have been rehabilitated, and reevaluation has been made
about various traditional techniques and cultures including: agricultural practice with
cereals as its main elements; health care making use of medicinal herbs; local foods such
as indigenous fruits and insects; processing techniques to make unrefined wine, wild
herbal tea, etc. In addition, in the new villages which have emerged from the land
reform since 2000, new knowledge systems, such as the method of producing crop seeds
by farmers on their own land, are shooting from the interaction among diverse techniques
and knowledge which have been brought about separately by settlers arriving from
different regions of origin. Meanwhile, recently in urban areas as well, the value of bio
resources from rural areas, such as cereals, indigenous fruits and wild herbal teas, is

attracting much attention.

The natural environment specific to a locality is resistant to climatic fluctuation,
simply because of its biodiversity with the presence of particular species like chakata,
indigenous fruit which is capable of producing abundantly under drought conditions.
Moreover, the techniques to make use of them have been embedded deeply in the way of
life of people. Consequently, the initiatives of AZTREC automatically have led to the
sustainable rural development that has been realized principally by community dwellers
themselves. In order to exchange such experiences, the members of AZTREC have
visited many localities in Asia and Africa, including Ogawamachi in Saitama Prefecture
and Narita in Chiba Prefecture of Japan which they visited in 1999. Besides, currently
AZTREC exchanges seeds and information of cereals with farmers of Saihara in
Uenohara City of Yamanashi Prefecture, in neighborhood of Kosuge-mura, through the
intermediary of DADA (Dialogue & Action for Development Alternatives in Africa and
Japan), a NGO in Japan. Such an interactive process of mutual learning about “the
wisdom to utilize, conserve and manage local biodiversity”, which represents essentially
global attributes because of its local characteristics, would be an alternative way of

cooperation for rural development based on the reality of food, agriculture and livelihood.





