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Historical Background

The island of Madagascar formed about 165 million years ago when it
broke free from Africa in a major earthquake. Over the next 45 million years it
drifted 250 miles northeast to its present location. Because of its long
isolation, the flora and fauna developed differently, from that of Africa and
elsewhere. More than 80% of the plants and almost 90% of the animals on
the island exist on Madagascar and nowhere else on earth. In a sense
Madagascar is a 230,000 square mile study in biology.

Statement of the Problem

The first humans arrived in Madagascar about 2,000 years ago, perhaps
from Africa, and brought with them a traditional farming method known as
“tavy.” Tavy farmers cut portions of forest and burn them. Irigated by rainfall,
these cleared areas are then planted. After harvesting their crops, the farmers
leave the area alone for as long as 20 years for the forest to re-grow, storing
nutrients in the plants and trees. Then the farmers return and the process is
repeated.

Tavy worked well for a long time without destroying the forests, but as
populations grew, farmers began returning to fields too quickly and the soils
were soon exhausted. Areas that had once been lush tropical forests became
wastelands.

Today much of Madagascar has been destroyed by this farming method,
and only 10% of the island's forests remain. As Madagascar's forests have
been destroyed, so have the habitats of many plant and animal species.
Many species have already been lost to extinction, and many more are
seriously endangered. So why doesn't ths practice end?

Madagascar is one of the poorest countries in the world. The average
yearly income on the island is only about $240. 80% of the people are
subsistence farmers, and as the situation currently stands, there is litdle else
for people to do. Farm products account for more than 70% of the nation's
exports. Yet if tavy continues there will soon be no land left to farm: changes
must be made.

Industry on the island currently includes textile manufacturing and the
processing of agricultural products, but unless farming methods change or
other industries are developed, the situation in Madagascar is likely to
worsen. Madagascar is a tropical country with a great variety of animal and
plant lfe found nowhere else on earth. The country must save these treasures
for its own good and for the rest of the world.
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Council Counsel

DIRECTIONS: After reading about the human and ecological problems
faced by Madagascar, brainstorm 2 list of changes that the country
could make to improve the situation. Remember, there are no wrong
answers in brainstorming, so be s creative as you can. THEN review
your ideas and identiy a few suggestions that you think could work
and explain each.

It Could Wark!
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