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Abstract 

Man is at the center of environmental issues in African religion; 

everything that sustains the physical and the spiritual existence of 

man could be regarded as comprising man’s environment. Thus, 

climate changes and environmental degradation are products of 

man’s rising activities in the context of the demand for food, 

grazing, fuel, fiber and recreation. Often times, the over exploitation 

or underutilization of the environment and their attendant problems 
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are given religious connotation in Ikwerre and Abua of the Niger 

Delta region in particular and African societies in general. Hence, 

the paper is to set before the readers, some considerations regarding 

the response of African religious beliefs to climate changes and 

environmental challenges confronting the Ikwerre and Abua. The 

paper also examines the indigenous mechanisms for the 

conservation of the ecosystem using the Ikwerre/Abua people as a 

case study. The paper tries to show in divine and contingent order 

that certainly science and religion do have common ground in 

determining contemporary developments in climate changes and 

environmental problems; however, the ability of domestic efforts 

(African religion) in mitigating the forces set in motion by religious 

rituals will be far more efficient to solve the ensuing problems of 

climate changes and environmental issues. 

Keywords: Ikwerre, Ecosystem, Environment, Conservation and Climate. 

 

Introduction 

The major contribution of Africans to global history has not been to inhabit, 

and make usable a difficult environment – but rather to involuntarily 

supply hugely significant resources in slaves, minerals, farm and forest 

produce to the world capitalist system. A key feature of African 

environmental historiography lies in its emphasis on colonial capitalism 

and imperialism as environmental contexts and processes. African 

environmental history has been dominated by analyses of the colonial 

experience and the ecological implications of the colonizing process have 

been looked at within intellectual, institutional, and ecological themes as 

acclimatization, plant and animal exchange, the role of colonial science on 

the periphery, and the various networks that linked colonial encounters in 

Africa to other colonial sites. The focus on instrumental discourses of 

erosion and deforestation generates difficulties involving making 

normative judgments about environmental change.  
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Western observations and notions about environmental degradation have 

been subjected to close ecological and cultural analyses in some of the 

literature. African environmental history also offers innovative models for 

thinking about disease and public health as imperial, environmental and 

local problems. Tying together many of these themes is what defines 

African environmental historiography because the history of human land 

management on the continent is deep, complex, and non-linear. 

Degradation narratives must be treated with great skepticism as they often 

have served colonial and post-colonial critiques of traditional African land 

use practices. The relative lack of traditional historical sources notably 

written documents has meant that African environmental historians often 

have relied on scientific, archaeological, and linguistic methods to 

reconstruct the continent’s pre-colonial environmental history. In 

reconstructing the environmental history of past land use, African 

environmental historians ought to employ a deeper time frame in spite of 

the methodological limitations.  It is time to pay more attention to the pre-

colonial environmental history of Africa rather than to render it as just a 

prelude. 

Indigenous Mechanisms for the Conservation of the Ecosystem: The 

Ikwerre/Abua Example 

The animal kingdom in Ikwerre in particular and Africa in general, 

comprises both diminutive and huge mammals. Fauna includes 

domesticated and wild, herbivorous and carnivorous species. Herbivores 

are in the majority and are sustained by vegetation; grasses, bush and trees, 

while carnivores – feline, canine, and avian-subsist on the herbivores. 

Omnivorous species live on different types of food including both plants 

and animals. The African environment is also home to a range of benign 

and malignant disease agents, and some of the latter – protozoans, viruses, 

nematodes – cause epidemic and endemic illnesses to both humans and 

animals. Insects – lice, mosquitoes, locusts, tsetse fly, black, green flies and 

ticks are hosts or vectors of disease agents and make seasonal migrations 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies |www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 
 

Indigenous Mechanisms for the Conservation of the Ecosystem            140 

following moist, vegetation and temperature influencing other fauna and 

flora in different ways. However, humans are probably the key determining 

factor in African environmental history. Human actions, beliefs, notions, 

labor and tools have played a critical role in changing African 

environments.  

Axes, sickles, hand hoes, spears, ox-drawn ploughs and human agents like 

fire, domestic livestock and crops have effected varying but far reaching 

changes across Africa. Technology has enhanced human capability to 

transform local environments driven by global commodity markets 

especially for minerals, food and cash crops. Central to environmental 

change in Africa are multilayered interactions involving the physical world, 

flora, fauna and human activity. These interactions also encompass 

tradition, beliefs, ideas, perceptions and prescriptions regarding habitats 

and inhabitants. Environmental history studies interactions between the 

social and natural systems, natural history examines lives of species and 

ecological history concerns itself with ecosystems. Indeed, the African 

environment comprises both tangible and intangible, human and non-

human activity, and the resulting phenomenon. 

Ikwerre/Abua Management of Natural Resources 

Environmental historians of Africa no longer see Africans as an inferior and 

unscientific race. Discredited environmental determinist views of the 

previous era interpreted Africans as incorrigible creatures of nature, 

exhibiting tropically induced indolence or subject to primitive impulses 

born of a non-technological society. African agency is now accorded its due 

importance in the new environmental history showing Africans as doers, 

masters and shapers of environments rather than as their passive captives 

in need of external redemption. For instance, some Africans developed and 

adopted new and ever changing strategies to cope with disease 

environments and frequent drought and famine conditions, indeed, cyclical 

droughts and famine in Africa contributed to the growing body of historical 
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environmental work reflecting on climatic and ecological change and 

coping mechanisms and adaptations to region specific environmental stress 

and catastrophe. However, analyses produced in the 1970s and early 1980s 

on the theme of African environmental control were criticized from various 

viewpoints, notably a tendency to over-romanticize the pre-colonial 

African past or an anti-science bias. 

Although advocates of indigenous knowledge and African environmental 

management highlight its depth and importance in Africa, their work does 

not suggest the absence of degradation, stagnant tradition or marked 

dichotomies between scientific and local forms of knowledge. 

The conservation of wild fauna was steeped in community-based rules, 

beliefs and taboos. The cultural practice of totems promoted game 

conservation. Ethnic groups, clans or kinships adopted an animal or bird as 

its totem. The totem acted as a ‘tag’ a form of identity binding groups 

together in one large related family. The adopted species was neither 

harmed nor eaten by members of the group who believed in its medicinal 

value. Common totem species included; elephant, buffalo, fish, and zebra. 

Totem beliefs also resulted from the intense admiration of wild game by 

Africans generally. 

The hyena, owl and snakes were feared and viewed as agents of witches 

and sorcerers. Some revered lions acted as vehicles for spirits. Certain 

customary hunting laws were generally observed by hunting parties. As 

with forests, it was against custom to use fire to regenerate pastures, drive 

game or hunt during certain periods like the breeding season when animals 

raised their offspring. This does not imply that these rules were not 

infringed upon. 

Resources were managed on a common property basis, either community 

or ethnically based. Land was generally communally owned by all people 

but vested in the King or chief who held it in trust of the people. Rulers 
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oversaw the distribution and allocation of land to individuals for 

homesteads and plots. Pastures were also generally communally owned 

and used equally by all under a common property regime. Individual 

families retained useful rights on allocated land provided they did not 

display political disloyalty, migrate, commit a legal offence or violate 

conservation laws. Likewise, all trees, wildlife and water belonged to the 

whole community. Forests were viewed as wilderness, where all had equal 

access to collect the multiple forest products on which indigenous material 

culture was based. Core settlement areas and urban areas with denser 

populations made common property management vulnerable to 

deforestation and erosion. The resource shortages associated with high 

population densities created competition and tensions that local 

institutions and mechanisms often failed to resolve and could lead to a 

breakdown in local resource management. Peasants generally observed 

cultural values, fears and prohibitions that deterred them from breaching 

laws pertaining to environmental control. The system of environmental 

management operated on clear taboos bearing strong conservation value.  

However, investing a lot of power in the hands of chiefly ruling elites meant 

that the sharing of available resources was not always egalitarian. 

Accumulation was possible, but generally few people were excluded from 

resources. Although the sources for the study of traditional management 

systems are necessarily incomplete, it is clear that some indigenous 

institutions and practices were retained and maintained through colonial 

and independence eras. 

The effects of indigenous knowledge conservation measures and 

technologies also tend to pervade the entire environment. For instance, in 

many of the traditional communities in Ikwerre and Abua, certain forests 

were protected as shrines to be used for worship and other rituals. Such 

protected areas in fact ended up having multirole functions as they also 

influenced other elements of the environment, like biodiversity, forest 
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conservation, land use and management, and so on. Because of this 

interconnectedness and ‘‘cross-cutting” nature of indigenous knowledge, it 

is convenient to describe the different indigenous knowledge measures for 

environmental conservation regardless of their intended or perceived 

purpose and examine how they relate to all areas of conservation including 

land management and use, forest, wetlands and biodiversity conservation. 

Land management 

Land management under indigenous knowledge involves a number of 

farming technologies that have repercussions across the whole spectrum of 

conservation. These include such practices as slash-and-burn, shifting 

cultivation, use of grass strips, intercropping, selective cultivation, and a 

number of other technologies and practices that seek to optimize food 

production under varying environmental conditions. In addition, many of 

the communities surveyed combined cultivation with livestock rearing. Use 

of grass strips is another form of land management. In Swaziland for 

example, these are common traditional land management systems. Pieces 

of land, one to one-and-a-half metres wide, with traditional vegetation are 

left between fields to control soil erosion and conserve biodiversity. The 

strips also serve as sources of medicinal plants and feed for livestock. 

Simple Tools 

In examining the application and use of indigenous knowledge in 

environmental conservation, it is logical to begin at the beginning with land 

clearing and cultivation. This was done using simple tools, mostly crude 

iron blades made by the village smith. The communities did not have 

modern power saws, tractors and ploughs. Their simple implements were 

not capable of cutting big trees or clearing large tracts of land easily. This 

was a mixed blessing because it also meant that big trees and forests were 

left the use of these rudimentary tools was also labour intensive. This, too, 

helped in nature conservation because forests in general were left intact. It 

was the same story with fishing. The harvesting of fish and other aquatic 
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products was done using traditional tools and equipment including spears, 

nets, traps, canoes and stockades of a rudimentary nature that made 

overfishing difficult and did not cause stock stress. 

Slash-and-Burn 

Given the simple tools in use, the most popular method of land clearance 

was “slash-and- burn”. In many cases the bushes would be cleared with a 

slasher and then collected in heaps and burned. Alternatively, a small bush 

area would simply be set on fire, which was carefully controlled. This was 

the only method that the traditional farmers could use with ease to cultivate 

sizable pieces of land. The method also assisted in controlling disease 

vectors both for human and livestock. The fires might also destroy some 

nutrients and living organisms. However, the land was left to lie fallow 

under shifting cultivation and was able to regenerate. 

Shifting Cultivation 

Shifting cultivation was a major form of land use and management. It 

involved cultivating one spot of land, then leaving it lie fallow after a few 

years of cropping. Because land was freely available, this practice was 

possible and convenient. Farmers could easily move from one piece of land 

to another to allow for natural rejuvenation of the land. The miombo 

woodlands in Tanzania were typically utilized in this way. In mountainous 

areas, such as the Uluguru Mountains of Tanzania, shifting cultivation also 

helped to control gully erosion by allowing natural vegetation to reclaim 

the land.  

However, as population increased and land became not so freely available, 

the length of the fallow period diminished and in many cases shifting 

cultivation gave way to sedentary farming. Even as land became less freely 

available to support shifting cultivation, indigenous knowledge developed 

a number of practices in land management that promoted environmental 

conservation. These practices included mixed cropping and intercropping, 

minimal tillage and agro-forestry, agro-pastoralism, zoning, fisheries 
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conservation, and a number of land use and cultivation technologies such 

as the Ngoro, Ufipa, Ngitiri, Ronjo and making Maji systems that were 

primarily aimed at optimizing on the available land and conserving the 

moisture and fertility of the soil. It is necessary to describe some of these 

practices briefly to underline their value in environmental conservation. 

Land Ownership 

It is necessary first to note that land in general was communally owned and 

equitably available to all members of the community. This practice 

supported shifting cultivation, ensuring that one did not need to use a 

particular piece of land continuously for too long. Communal land 

ownership also supported rotational grazing and transhumance and helped 

avoid excessive exploitation of vegetation, thus protecting land from 

overgrazing and degradation. 

Mixed Cropping 

Besides relying on forest or bush vegetation in shifting cultivation to 

regenerate the soil, mixed cropping and intercropping farming 

technologies were adopted to optimize the use of naturally available soil 

nutrients and to promote high yields. Mixed farming could also mean 

keeping livestock as well as engaging in crop growing at the same time, 

which helped improve the fertility of the soil by using the manure that came 

from the animals. 

Minimal Tillage 

Minimum tillage and agro-forestry were also practiced. These methods of 

land use and management were used to promote higher yields. In Tanzania, 

where the methods were common, bushes or forests were cleared and the 

vegetation burned and the resulting ash used as the initial fertilizer. Only 

the area where the collected vegetation was placed and burned was tilled 

and planted. In Mbinga district, branches of the leguminous acacia tree 

were burned in heaps and finger millet (Eleusine corocana) and pumpkins 

were planted on the ashy spots. This often gave very high yields due to the 
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nutrients released into the soil by the ash of the burned branches. The acacia 

trees were not felled; only their branches were cut, leaving the tree to 

regenerate new branches for future use. This was a kind of agro-forestry 

practice. 

Agro-Pastoralism 

The agro-pastoral communities in the areas studied practiced controlled 

grazing to conserve vegetation they practiced grazing rotation to avoid 

overexploitation of the vegetation. Among the Lake Victoria communities, 

for example, this rotational grazing was practiced as a form of 

transhumance where animals were grazed in the higher areas during the 

wet season and brought back to the river banks and lake shores during the 

dry seasons. In the drier areas of Makueni and Kwale districts of Kenya, 

livestock was moved from pasture to pasture in order to maintain the 

ecological balance. In Kitumbeini division of Arusha region in Tanzania, 

the Maasai pastoralist practiced the ronjo system, a traditional method of 

dividing the village into pasture zones to conserve their pasturelands and 

prevent drought-borne disasters. However, pure pastoralism was the most 

common practice of the Maasai, who seasonally moved their herds to take 

advantage of the rangeland. 

Forests Conservation 

Intimately tied to indigenous knowledge land management practices was 

the conservation of forests. Using indigenous knowledge know-how as well 

as rules, prohibitions and taboos, all the communities practiced forest 

conservation. In the communities studied in Ikwerre and Abua, most of the 

farming was done on the edges of forests, leaving the thick forests 

untouched. This helped protect indigenous plants in the thick forests, 

which take a long time to mature. It also prevented land degradation. There 

were also tree and plant species that were considered sacred, or as totems, 

or were associated with some bad omens. For those reasons they were 

protected. 
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The communities in all areas studied valued trees for their beauty and 

products which included fruits and berries, medicine, Fuel wood and 

construction materials. The various communities conserved them by 

harvesting them in a manner that allowed them to regenerate. There were 

restraints on the customary right of access to forests, thus checking the 

indiscriminate use of forest resources. There were also taboos and 

restrictions on gathering of plants, which limited to some degree the 

harvesting of plant resources. Some taboos prevented women and young 

people from cutting down certain trees. Menstruating women, for example, 

were prohibited from collecting medicinal plants; it was believed that if 

they did so that would reduce the healing power of the plants. These taboos 

ensured the conservation of many species. 

In many communities, big trees were not cut for domestic purposes; only 

small shrubs, reeds, and grass, which regenerate quickly were used, for 

example, for building houses. Among the communities in the Ikwerre and 

Abua, aquatic plants such as papyrus reeds and water reeds commonly 

used in making basketry, sleeping mats, fish cages and for thatching roofs 

were harvested sustainably. 

Conservation of Fisheries 

Management of water bodies was also an important aspect of indigenous 

knowledge in land use and management. The communities that live around 

water bodies were fully preserved. 

Wetlands Conservation 

Wetlands - marshes and swamps - are generally found at the edges of rivers, 

streams, ponds, lakes, along floodplains and in coastal areas protected from 

waves. Wetlands exist in all the project countries. They are important 

habitats for biodiversity as many species of flora and fauna thrive in them. 

None of the case studies, however, devoted any attention to the wetlands 

apart from perfunctory references to their use as weather indicators or 

places where cocoyams are grown in some cases. Yet wetlands are 
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important ecosystems which, among other things, lessen soil erosion and 

may improve the quality of water as they serve as sites where surface water 

can seep into the ground and replenish the groundwater systems. 

Biodiversity Conservation 

Indigenous knowledge systems conserved the biodiversity of the local 

environment in many ways because of the cross-cutting nature of 

conservation measures. Such practices as the traditional protection of 

forests, shrines, watercourses, certain species of flora and fauna, as well as 

farming technologies that focused on indigenous food crops, contributed 

immensely to biodiversity. But the most notable biodiversity conservation 

practice was the protection of forests and shrines. In Tanzania, for example, 

there are misitu ya jadi or traditionally protected forest, small patches of 

natural forests not less than 0.04 hectares established by ancestors for 

worship and other cultural rites. These sacred groves were protected by the 

inhabitants in accordance with customary laws. Apart from being used as 

places of prayer, misitu ya jadi were also believed to bring rain. 

In Babati District, over 46 such traditional forest reserves covering over 288 

hectares were identified in a recent study, though there are probably many 

more. Within the miombo woodlands in Handeni District, there are also 

many patches of traditionally protected forests. A total of 660 such forests 

have been recorded in 23 villages. The sizes range from less than one 

hectare to more than 200 hectares. They are found in all types of landforms 

and soil types and have different species of plants and animals. 

The conservation value of traditionally protected forests is judged from the 

unique plant and animal species they harbour. Wildlife takes refuge in 

these forests to escape from forest fires and hunters. The protected forests 

therefore play an important role as habitats for a high diversity of flora and 

fauna. Botanical surveys in Tanzania have shown that 50 percent of plant 

species found in these forests are not found in the surrounding areas, and 

18 percent of them are in the red list of species that are threatened, 
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endangered, vulnerable or rare.39 Plant species vary greatly in these 

forests, showing that each traditional protected forest is invaluable as a 

conservation haven. 

Traditional leaders also designated certain areas as exclusion zones in order 

to conserve forests. Indiscriminate felling of trees and other vegetation in 

these areas was forbidden. Violators were fined some quantities of food or 

live animals by the village authority or referred to the Nyekwali and Opiyom-

Ikia (Chief Priests) in Ikwerre and Abua respectively for tougher sentences.  

Some forests were also protected by taboos that forbade people to enter 

them and some trees were declared sacred and felling them constituted a 

breach of taboo. Folklore and stories such as those claiming that witches 

were patronizing some forests to practice their trade and store their tools of 

trade helped instill fear of violating the rules. 

The effectiveness of the traditional sanctions is shown by the fact that the 

forest reserves have been virtually untouched for generations. They stand 

out as ecological museums of local vegetation. Most of them are located on 

slopes, hills and around natural springs, for example, Osun at Oshogbo 

where deities inhabit, such as yemoja speak volumes. 

The traditional forests are not peculiar to Nigeria. They also existed in other 

countries although not to the same extent. For instance, in KwaZulu Natal 

in South Africa, the Ongonye forest was protected as the hunting ground 

for Zulu royalty and medicine men. The forest, which is centuries old, is 

still intact today though it is now protected by the government. Kenya’s 

shrines such as those in Kinga, Witewe and Itutu in Mfangano in Nyanza, 

the Nganyi in western and Kayas in coastal parts of the country, were places 

of worship, rituals and communication to ancestors and gods. They were 

also important havens for biodiversity as they provided a sanctuary for 

plants, animals, birds and insects. 
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Animals, fish, birds and insects played major roles in the lives of the 

communities. The communities therefore saw to it that they were 

conserved. Some of the wildlife were eaten; others were required for 

medicinal purposes or rituals such as the initiation of youth into adulthood, 

payment of dowry, commemorating birth or death, and so forth. Rare 

animals, birds and insects were considered “unclean” and therefore were 

not hunted for food. Certain birds were respected as clan symbols and 

therefore protected as sacred and not hunted for food. Similarly, for 

example, pigeons were considered as clan symbols by some Banyala clans 

in western Kenya and were never hunted for food. 

Provision of Shades 

Most Traditional African societies have tree shades for community and 

social meetings. The grasses are left for the feeding of their animals, in the 

animals grazing cultures. 

Boundary purposes: Live trees are used to demarcate boundaries of 

community, to community, within the neighborhood in a community. By 

using some of these lives trees for fencing environmental preservation is 

enhanced. In order to preserve trees, herbs, leaves, grasses in African 

Traditional societies, several strong taboos against cutting certain trees in 

those places. In addition, agriculture was a taboo in those places. They had 

a cult for the spirit of the land who were protectors of the soil and keepers 

of the nature where traditional plants animals lived undisturbed. This cult 

involved offering sacrifice to appease the spirits of the land. In Malawi, 

Kaliombe ethnic group consider the forest as the sacred place where there 

is a hut where the chief offers sacrifices, praying for rain fertility for new 

life. So forests were seen as places of honour. Nobody was allowed to 

disturb the forest. Through these traditional rituals of the community, 

ceremonies, sacrifices, prayers were made on person to establish good 

relationship with the environment. 
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Useful and sacred trees or destroying the vegetation as well as animals 

taboos were formulated for instance according to Olumati (2015), stated 

that hunting of animals during the sacred days in Ikwerre of the Niger Delta 

region, when the kings are being buried, tilling of soil on some sacred days 

are taboos. Also, Ayama Ekede in Andoni Rivers State, there are some 

sacred days when the women are forbidden to cut fire woods or even pluck 

leaves from the bush or go to the river for fishing. 

Fish ponds are not allowed to be bailed for certain periods of the year. In 

such cases, great fishes, reptiles, Sea foods which would have been extinct 

by human consumptions are being preserved. Killing of totems such as 

rabbits, catfish, vultures are ways of preservation the animal species in the 

environment. 

Land and Water 

For traditional Africans, land and water were precious gifts from the 

Supreme Being. Africans have a strong connection with the land not as 

economic resource but as a home, a place of sacrifice and offerings. Law is 

strongly connected to life. In traditional African society, people had a moral 

responsibility to take care of it. Land bound people together and the 

absence of it threatens to tear them apart and had religious significance and 

therefore sacred. People in some cultures swear to an oath by biting some 

soil. Therefore one is not expected to do anything to wash away the soil 

(land). 

Closely related to land is water. Most African societies regard water as a 

symbol of life. Watering places are approached with respect. Most water 

sources belonged to the community compounds (lineage). Nobody was 

allowed to cultivate around these places. Trees are not cut and vegetation 

was kept to ensure that water was not disturbed. To protect water from 

being polluted, many myths, taboos, proverbs, idioms and riddles were 

formulated to educate or to make people aware that those places had to be 

preserved. 
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Conclusion 

Animals 

In traditional African societies, animals are seen as creatures of the Supreme 

Being. That is why many myths, taboos and stories use animals as main 

characters. They were respected as part of the whole creation. Some ethnic 

groups believed that fierce wild animals such as lions, leopards, elephant, 

whales, were manifestation of the great creator. Therefore they would not 

kill them. 

Some totemic beliefs and taboos helped in the preservation of some animal 

species. For example, Ndele people (named after vulture) according to 

Olumati (2015) in his lecture series, argues that vulture would not be killed 

by Ndele Ikwerre, snail would not be eaten by the Itsoko people of Delta 

state. Some of these totemic beliefs made the people to be bounded together 

by not eating the animals or birds. This attitude helped in preserving the 

animal. In some of the cultures, however some of the animals were eaten 

after asking for permission from the ancestors through divination. It means 

they are not killed rampantly and thereby helped in preserving the species. 
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