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CHAPTER 15
WATER EROSION AND SILTING IN THE
NIGER RIVER BASIN IN THE CONTEXT OF
WATERSHED MANAGEMENT
Ousmane S. Diallo
Autorité du Bassin du Niger (ABN), Niamey, Niger

Located in the heart of West Africa, the Niger River basin is an important asset for the nine ABN
countries (Bénin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali, the Niger, Nigeria and
Chad). Niger water is essential for ecosystems, life and socio-economic development.

The Niger is the third longer river in Africa (4 200 km2: see Figure 1). With a total surface of
2.2 million km2, its basin is the ninth largest in the world. Moreover, the Niger is an important
linkage between West and Central Africa and among the nine ABN countries, some of which
are among the poorest in the world.
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The Niger River crosses four climatic zones (humid tropical, dry tropical, semi-arid and arid
zones). Ranging from 4 000 mm in the Guinea Gulf to 200 mm in the Sahel, rainfall is very
variable in time and space. The basin is affected by a widespread environmental degradation
process and by a deterioration of the natural resource base. Major environmental threats
include: unsustainable agricultural and ranching practices; bush fires and deforestation;
pollution from different sources; water and aeolian erosion of rangelands; silting of water
courses; and the proliferation of aquatic plants (water hyacinth, water lettuce, etc.).

Land degradation is a major threat for land productivity and food production. This process
affects the whole basin, but the Sahelian part (corresponding to the mid-watershed) is severely
affected. The local fragile ecosystem is exposed to intense desertification, soil erosion and
silting of water courses. Climate aridification and sediment decrease, which are associated with
an increasing demand for agricultural land, have significantly contributed to the destruction of
vegetation cover. Stream flow and ecosystems are seriously threatened, as well as socio-
economic activities. 

The combatting of hydrological erosion and silting is a major political, economic, social and
environmental issue and major justification for this programme. The initiative is expected to
develop in two phases: the five-year first phase focuses on the mid-Niger watershed,
corresponding to the northern Niger, stretch, and the right bank upstream from Nyamey
(Burkina Faso, Mali, the Niger).

This paper presents the programme, and in particular its approach, and political and
institutional arrangements for integrated management of the Niger River basin.

The general long-term objectives of the programme are to protect the natural resources of
the basin and to conserve its hydrological potential in order to foster development, decrease
food insecurity and poverty and preserve local ecosystems. Specific objectives for phase 1 are
as follows:

1. to strengthen the institutional capacity at the subregional and national levels in collaborative
management of basin shared resources;

2. to alleviate the effects of desertification and to slow down the silting process;
3. to assist national governments in developing programmes against hydraulic erosion and in

raising funds;
4. to promote participation and involvement of affected local populations and communities.

The programme was conceived as a response to the urgent need for scale actions against silting.

Natural resource degradation in the basin is largely caused by human factors; the programme
adopts a participatory, gender sensitive approach, aimed at strengthening local stakeholders’
responsibility and at involving them in rehabilitation actions.

The programme includes a regional component working at the basin level and three national
components working with each of the concerned countries.

The regional component aims at strengthening ABN at the regional and national levels. It
includes two sub-components: development of an operational framework for combatting
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siltation; and institutional strengthening of ABN and ABN member state watershed
management agencies. This component is expected to consolidate capacity in designing,
coordinating, implementing, monitoring and evaluating watershed management activities. It also
includes the development and implementation of a capacity building programme, targeting ABN
member state officers; the creation of a research and development network; the systematization
and diffusion of results achieved; and the operation of a programme management and
coordination unit.

Programme national components focus on priority actions in environmental protection and
combatting siltation in Burkina Faso, Mali and the Niger. These national components are of
special interest because they are geographically closer to the intervention sites and play a
significant role in developing inter-governmental collaboration. They were designed as investment
projects. The three national components share common development objectives, but each of them
enjoys a significant degree of autonomy. Their activities are based on the participatory approach
and aim at raising the awareness and commitment of local stakeholders in different stages of the
implementation process. Each national component includes actions aimed at:

� supporting the implementation of the programme’s action plans for hydraulic erosion
control, combatting siltation and reclaiming agroforestry and rangeland;

� strenghtening local populations’ and stakeholders’ technical, organizational and financial
capacity to ensure ownership and sustainability of watershed management works;

� implementing a monitoring and evaluation system at different levels and a “light” and
autonomous coordination body. 

The programme is expected to have multiple impacts, including dune stabilization in 3 000 to
5 000 ha, management/protection works on rangeland and catchments, agroforestry rehabilitation
of 13 500 ha of degraded land, enhancement of watershed management capacity among local
institutions and people, and institutional strengthening of ABN.

Other expected results include: development of a toolkit for identification, planning,
coordination and monitoring and evaluation; creation of a management plan for hydraulic
erosion protection and combat against siltation; improvement of agroforestry and range
management systems; sustainable use of natural resources; rehabilitation of stream flow and
ecosystems; enhancement of food security and livelihoods of local people; income generation
and diversification; rural employment; and women’s empowerment (through vegetable
production in irrigated gardens, other income-generating activities and literacy).

The implementation strategy is based on the following:

� twofold intervention in policy implementation (inter-regional component) and field
programmes (national components);

� awareness raising on soil degradation and siltation risks and processes, in society at large;
� participatory approach and local capacity building;
� collaborative research and collaborative management;
� development of subregional and national expertise.
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The programme is being implemented in coordination with a GEF project on rehabilitation of
the Niger River basin. Important synergies exist between the two initiatives.

A regional committee and national committees in each country supervise the programme.
Implementation of field action is being entrusted to local collaborative management bodies.
The programme is in the process of developing a monitoring and evaluation system focusing
on both performance and outcomes. This will provide information useful for project
management and reporting to donors. The project also aims at developing human capital,
through learning activities, facilitated by experienced trainers. Human capital development
will be extended to focus in particular on local men and women with the aim of incorporating
gender issues in watershed management.
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