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INTRODUCTION 

At the end of the nineteenth century the Tunisian population, which was more 
than 90 percent rural, numbered less than 2 million; in 1870 it was estimated 
to be 1.5 million (Rouissi, 1983). Most of the country, especially the arid 
zones, was characterized' by the predominance of pastoralism and by very 
extensive exploitation of natural resources. In- 1860, the nomadic population 
exceeded the sedentary population (Ganiage, 1966). During the twentieth 
century, Tunisia, like other countries of the Maghreb, experienced population 
growth, multiplying three times over the last 60 years. 

At the same time, particularly since independence in 1956, the natural envi- 
ronment has undergone important changes: intensification of the processes of 
erosion, deforestation (Quezel et al., 1992) and desertification (Floret et al., 
1986). The global relationship between demographic growth and degradation 
of natural resources corresponds initially to the disequilibrium of the whole 
population-resources system linked to demographic growth. It leads to the 
multiplication of extensive systems and to the over-exploitation of natural 
resources. The global character of this relationship must not, however, over- 
shadow regional differences in the diversity of individual or collective 
strategies observed in rural environments. 

Faced with rapid demographic growth, a rural society has different ways 
of responding to disequilibrium between population and natural resources 
(Codur, 1993). In the short term it is migration; in the middle or longer term, 
reduction in fertility and technical, social or institutional changes. During 
recent decades these various responses have been brought into play to a 
greater or lesser extent in the rural areas of the Maghreb. Migration of rural 
populations has been unprecedented during the 1960s and 1970s before sub- 
sequently easing off (Ben Zid and Elloumi, 1993). Rural fertility decline is 
also evident in numerous regions of the Tell (or mountains). The transforma- 
tion of technical and social conditions of agricultural and livestock 
production, encouraged by government policy (Gachet, 1987), is effective in 
spite of strong regional disparities. The course of the .twentieth century has 
witnessed the settlement of nomads; the intensification of systems of produc- , 
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Tunisian High Tell 

Type 2 - small farmers 

Small farmers are the largest group (37 percent of the total number of 
households) found on the piedmont. Livestock are of low importance and, 
when present, only amount to less than 10 sheep and one or two cows; about a 
third of small farmers use the Jbel Bargou rangeland, but the great majority 
take fuelwood from the Jbel. Most have less than 10ha of agricultural land, 
and production is largely confined to hard wheat and barley. The use of 
chemical fertilisers is limited and irregular, but that of machinery (hire of 
tractors and harvesters) is widespread. Most young men have off-farm jobs; 
63 percent of household heads have a secondary non-farm job. When there is 
a surplus, it is devoted to housing construction or improvement rather than 
to productive activities. Some families have relatively important outside 
incomes, but farming obtains little investment. Lands are often let or.worked 
in partnership, and family labour on the farm is limited to less than one person 
per farm; generally 70 percent of the workforce are over 50. Yet there are few 
permanently abandoned farms in this category. 

-Type 3 - market gardeners practising irrigation 

These are found on the margins of piedmont and plain where the watertable is 
accessible, and account for 8 percent of the total number of households. The 
production system is well identified: irrigated market gardening associated 
with a small number of cattle. There is no use of the rangeland on the Jbel 
Bargou, but 60 percent of the families collect domestic fuelwood. These are 
small farms in füll production with an average of 13ha cultivated with 
cereals, fodder crops and irrigated market garden crops (peppers, tomatoes, 
etc.) which provide the main income. Surface wells have motor pumps, and 
farmyard manure and phytosanitary products are widely used. Manual labour 
is widespread, provided especially by women of the family. 

Type 4 - cereal and stock farmers 

These are principally found on the plain, and account for 19 percent of total 
households. We have included in this type the farms mainly involved in 
livestock but not using the woodland pastures of the Jbel Bargou, either for 
rangeland or for fuelwood. This category contains the largest farms in our 
study area; 20 percent cultivate less than lOha but most are middle-sized 
farms with 20-100 ha, and renting extra lands is widespread, especially by 
the largest farms. Several production systems involve cereal cultivation 
associated with sheep farming on fallow and stubble, the differences 
depending on the level of intensity of agricultural production. There is general 
use of mechanization and chemical fertilisers, but above the threshold of 35 ha 
the farmer generally possesses his own equipment which he hires out-to other 
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Figure 8.4 Age pyramids according to the typology. Market gardeners are not included because 
the sample included only 14 households of this type 

age pyramid is clearly indented in the middle-aged groups (30-50 years), 
indicating the departure of an important element of the population, and the 
imbalanced sex ratio of those aged 15-29 shows significant mobility of young 
men, 40 percent of whom have left for jobs in Tunis and the towns of the 
Sahel. The fertility index has very appreciably declined to 1.3 children per 
women aged 20-40, and the celibacy rate is particularly high among young 

.women. The cereal and stock farmers (Type 4) have a similar age structure, 
but much larger average households and higher fertility, while the markef 
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gardeners (Type 3) group have an intermediate age structure with a tendency I 

to ageing and lowering fertility. 
The 'mixed farmers may be characterized by the permanence of 

demographic and traditional social behaviour: high fertility, large households, 
few permanent departures among those older than 30, and relatively low 
levels of education. The other groups, with the exception of non-farmers, are 
characterized by ageing of population, the important role of migration for 
more than a generation, the appreciable decline in fertility, and high levels of 
celibacy (especially among small farmers) and education. 

ATTEMPTS AT RECONSTRUCTION OF 

PIEDMONTS OF THE JBEL BARGOU 

The pre-colonial period: extensive use of resources and mobility when faced 
with climatic fluctuations 

During the pre-colonial period population densities were 4-5 times lower than 
at present. Recurrent times of famine followed bad harvests and caused 
considerable mortality (Monchicourt, 1913). The fertile lands of the plain of 
Robaa were partly under the control of the Bey (Henchir El Abiod; lands of 
the Oueslatia) and land-owning families (private habous). The lands were 
submitted to regular cultivation cycles by one-fifth share-croppers (khammès) 
and by families. Apart from the best lands, the Robaa Ouled Yahia (the 
former name of the area) was the undivided property of tribal factions, 
especially the Ouled Yahia who lived from cereal cultivation and above all 
from transhumant pastoralism. The large number of tents at .the end of the 
nineteenth century (more than 80 percent of dwdlings in 1895) bore witness 
to Bedouin origins and mobility. 

Vast areas were given over to pasture and fallow. The massif of Jbel 
Bargou, then covered with forest, served as a refuge and range for livestock, 
especially during winter. The watershed corresponded to the frontier between 
the te@tory of the Ouled Yahia to the west and that of the Braga, settled 
villagers to the east. The livestock profited from the different ecologies of 
mountain, piedmont and plain at different seasons. In addition, the movement 
of animals to winter pastures on the steppes and to summer pastures in the 
northem Tell depended closely on the rhythm and intensity of the rains. The 
beginning of summer was accompanied by the mass arrival of seasonal 
harvesters from the steppes. However, during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, aperiod of relative stability, there was a tendency towards private 
ownership of land and reduction in pastoral movements (Monchicourt, 19 13). 

POPULATION-ENVIRONMENT INTERRELATIONSHIPS ON THE 
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Figure 8.6 Evolution of population and forested area of the Delegation of Bargou, 1900-80s 
' 

baking of bread (Bueno and Ottaviano, 1994). Moreover, recourse to modern 
materials limits the use of wood in building. In contrast, charcoal production 
and its illegal sale in the town of Bargou involves a considerable number of 
households of the piedmont (about 50, of whom a dozen are 'professionals'). 
Illegal charcoal production is a lucrative activity that the forestry service is 
unable to effectively suppress. It provides most of the fuelwood of Bargou 
and an indispensable additional income to the small farms of the piedmont, 
which have a lot of young and unemployed labour (especially Types 1 and 5). 
Aerial photographs show the 65 percent retreat of woodlands, mainly of holm 
oaks, between 1973 and 1989 (Figure 8.5). Its rapid decline is not inevitably 
linked to fuelwood collection; the degraded forest of today is more vulnerable 
than that of yesteryear. 

CONCLUSIONS 

During this century landscapes and land use have experienced profound trans- 
formations in relation to unprecedented demographic growth. In recent 
decades population numbers have stabilized (Figure 8.6) with the changes in 
family strategies and production systems. Progress has been conditioned 
strongly by political events (colonization - national policy since indepen- 
dence), technological developments (mechanization) and macro-economics 
(agricultural prices, labour market). 
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