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Madagascar: The Solution to Harmful Soil Practices

Madagascar is a beautiful island located off the coast of Africa. It is known for its unique wildlife, such as the iconic lemurs, and its incredible landscapes that are home to the country's famous Baobab trees. Within the lush rainforests and towering mountains, you can find the unique culture of the Madagascan people. Locals call their island the “Giant Red Island” due to the reddish tint of the ground (The European Space Agency).

The current population of Madagascar is 30,778,859. 39.88% of the population is urban which leaves 60.12% of the population to be rural (Worldometer). 84.06% of the population is employed and of that, 73.9% is employed in an agricultural field (Global Edge). This shows that agriculture is very important to the Madagascan people. Madagascar is the fourth largest island in the world. About 71% of the island is agricultural land and 21% of it is forest. Madagascar also has hundreds of little lakes and streams with four major rivers called the Betsiboka, Tsiribihina, Mangoky, and Onilahy rivers (Landlinks).

The average farm size in Madagascar is 446 acres which is very similar to the average farm size in the United States which is 445 (Borgen Project.) About 71% of Madagascar is cultivated. 68% of the land is savannah which can have its strengths and weaknesses when trying to grow crops. Many areas are also used for animal grazing (Interactive Country Fiches). The most popular crop grown in Madagascar is rice which is grown in the irrigated and lowland areas of the country. Cassava, maize, and sweet potatoes are also grown in the country (Global Yield Gap Atlas).

Madagascar has a tropical maritime climate because of its altitude (Natural Habitat Adventures). Because of this climate, the country gets monsoons and other tropical storms all throughout the year. The winter months are April through September. Within these months there are warm days and chilly nights. Though it is a dryer time of the year there is usually some rainfall. The summer months are late September through April. In these months it is warmer out and there is still some rainfall. 

Madagascar is divided into five different regions. These regions are the East Coast, the Central Highlands, the Tsaratanana Massif, the West Coast, and the Southwest (Go Way). The East Coast is a very popular spot for travelers. This is where the beaches and steep bluffs are located. This is also where lots of fishing and exporting happens. Volcanoes, plains, and marshes are all found in the Central Highlands of Madagascar. The Tsaratanana Massif is a small area around the volcanoes that is hilly and rocky. The West Coast has areas of mangrove swamps that are still unexplored, is not very heavily populated, and has high agricultural potential. The last region is the southwest part of the country. In this area, it is very dry and is known as the desert region. 

The average family size in Madagascar is 4.18 people (World Population Review). These families live in rectangular houses and steeply angled roofs. Some of the people who live in rural areas make their homes out of mud or woven matting supported by poles (Brittanica). In the forests, the people use resources like bamboo and create wooden planks out of the trees for walls. Since rice is the main product grown in Madagascar, most families eat approximately 0.66 pounds of rice per person. With rice, they also eat many types of starchy foods such as cassava, yam, sweet potato, and taro. Corn and green vegetables are also eaten regularly (National Library of Medicine). Many of these families grow their own food, and if they don’t, most of their diet is produced in Madagascar. 

Madagascar’s average yearly income is $133,013.40. For people working in a non-agricultural field their monthly income is $767.40. For people working in an agricultural field, it is $674.60 (Minimum Wage). Agriculture, mineral resources, fishing, and forestry are the most popular areas of employment on this island (CA Global). Over 70 percent of the country's employment is related to an agricultural field. The country is also known for its sapphire mining. It currently provides half of the world's sapphires. Madagascar’s biodiversity, tropical beaches, and low tourism costs also catch the eyes of many tourists. A large amount of people who live there work for tourism-related purposes (World Atlas).

In Madagascar, education is a small problem they have been dealing with. Out of 10 children entering primary school, only four complete primary school, two complete middle school, and one complete secondary school (UNICEF). More than 7.1 million children on the island, have not completed school. Kids from rural areas have the greatest disadvantage because their parents are unable to afford to send them to school. Madagascar sees education as very important, but the poverty levels do not allow some kids to go. 

Only 60-70% of Madagascar’s population has access to primary healthcare. Many people have to walk to a healthcare facility, but there have been more mobile clinics arriving in areas of need. Drug and medical supplies are unavailable in some places that are more rural and harder to get to. The government sees healthcare as very important so they are working to improve as much as they can. They have been working on preventing and treating malaria, improving infant health, preventing sexually transmitted diseases, and increasing the availability of voluntary family planning and reproductive health services (USAID).

Only 54.4% of the island's population has access to basic water services (Carbon Credits Consulting). Many of these people live in rural areas and rely on lakes and streams that are untreated, which can cause disease. The southern regions of Madagascar are much drier and are more susceptible to drought which makes finding water even harder for the residents. Around a quarter of the population has access to electricity and only 1.5% has access to clean cooking facilities (lea50). 

There have been many things that have caused problems for the people over the years in Madagascar. Food insecurity has increased a lot over the past years which has affected the population. Madagascar is also very vulnerable to many different extreme weather events. Heavy rains, strong winds, landslides, and floods have caused a lot of damage to many different cities on the island. They also deal with major droughts that can cause harm to different crops that are grown. This also attracts many different insects that can possibly spread disease (IMF eLibrary). 

Mosquitos, ticks, and fleas are three of the main harmful insects in the country. These pests carry diseases to humans from one place to another. In Madagascar, malaria is caused by the ubiquitous species Plasmodium falciparum which is transmitted to humans by the bite of an infected female anopheles mosquito (Wild Madagascar). Malaria is a sickness with symptoms of fever, chills, and headache. It is said to be very much like influenza. Mosquitos are usually out between dusk and dawn, which creates a great risk for the Madagascan people. In most pictures of people in Madagascar, some may notice that even with the hot and dry climates, most of the people are wearing clothing that completely covers their bodies. This is to help prevent them from getting mosquito bites. 

Madagascar is located near the Indian and African tectonic plates. Since they are so close to the plate edges they are more susceptible to these conditions (Climate Policy Watcher). Madagascar’s number one problem right now is the loss of good soil and habitat (Science Direct). This is caused by things like deforestation and slash-and-burn practices. Slash-and-burn agriculture is a practice used by farmers. They burn off any weeds, brush, or trees in places where they want to plant crops or graze animals. The ash is supposed to provide fertilization and leave the plot free of weeds. This works for a few years but after many years of burning the ground fertility declines and the weeds increase. This can cause greenhouse gases to enter the atmosphere. Trees and plants take up carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. When the trees and plants are burned they release carbon as carbon dioxide back into the air, which creates greenhouse gases. This is one reason why our Earth gets warmer every year (Brittanica).

One way that could help prevent this slash-and-burn agriculture, is the use of livestock. Waste from livestock is a good, natural fertilizer for soil. When the soil is burned many important nutrients are also burned away from the soil (Socratic). Waste from animals can help maintain these important nutrients and also add more to make the crops grow even better. The waste can also make the soil stronger than slash-and-burn can. Madagascar gets many different types of severe weather that can damage the soil. This animal waste can help maintain the soil better than burning it. 

Many people in Madagascar are suffering from food insecurity. After these animals graze on the farmland for a few years, they can be butchered and used for food in the country. One problem with this idea is that it will take time to develop the soil. Many acres of land have already been burned more than once in the past few years. It will take another few years for the animals to create a better planting environment. Even with these few setbacks, this practice will still be better than using slash and burn. 

One of the main problems with the slash-and-burn method is that it usually involves burning trees. Trees are a very important part of the world and the soil. Without them, the air we breathe would not be healthy. A solution to this is agroforestry. Agroforestry is a type of agriculture that involves planting crops in forests instead of clearing them. This allows plants to grow but can keep the trees too. Madagascar is famous for its Baobab trees. Most of the time these trees are grown in open areas. Tree roots help soil erosion and also absorb water (Austin Texas). Madagascar has many different dry seasons where plants are in need of water. 

These roots hold in water and nutrients that the plants can use while growing. The leaves of the trees can also help shelter the crops from Madagascar’s bad weather conditions. Cyclones are a big problem in on the island. Madagascar has about three major cyclones per year (World Bank Climate Change Knowledge
Portal). When these cyclones come through the farms, the farmers are likely to loose their entire crop. This has led to some parts of the country to be poorer than others because they simply can not make the money because their crops get damaged so easily. For example, during the last cyclone 29% of farmers lost less than a quarter of their crops to the cyclone, while 10% lost more than 75% of their crops (National Library of Medicine)

The island has a history of very bad soil because of erosion. Tree roots hold the soil together and keep it from eroding over the years. Many farmers have had to stop their farming operations because they simply can’t grow anything because of erosion. This would help those farmers get back on their feet and help them start earning money again. 

Many may think that technology is what should be brought in to make farming in the country better. This is definitely easier said than done. Because of the low income of the country, it is hard for people, especially farmers, to be able to pay for technologies. That is why finding more natural ways to solve these problems is a much better solution. This does not mean that technology could not help though. People from other countries who are concerned about the country of Madagascar could possibly raise money to get some technology to the island to better crop production. But first, we have to tell the world how they can help. 

The third solution to this problem is simply getting the word out about the problems that Madagascar is having with their agriculture. There are people all over the world who have these problems and many people don’t know about it. Many different organizations help with these problems. Global Giving and Food Tank are two examples of organizations that help. It is so important for people to know about the impact that the slash-and-burn method has on agriculture and the environment around them. 

To start this we can spread the word by using social media. Some examples of platforms that could be used is FaceBook, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, and many more. Social media posts and informational videos can be made to spread the word. Social media is a great tool that would help spread awareness. Different communities can also hold different workshops about how they can help. They can get together and brainstorm more ways they can help, or more ways they can donate to organizations that already are helping. Something as little as a school fundraiser can go a long way on the island. The World Food Prize Foundation for instance is a great way to get the younger generation thinking about how they can help countries and their issues. Creating organizations like this around the United States and around the world will potentially spark an interest in more people who simply want to make the world a better place.  

Farmers in the United States, and especially the Midwest, are very fortunate to have good soil to raise their crops. They would love to help find practical solutions that will also inspire people to talk about it more. There are also many groups such as ministries that take trips to different countries and help them out by bringing in supplies and helping with the planting and harvesting of crops. This can be a great learning experience for people who are willing to put in their time and effort, while also helping change the world for the better. 

In conclusion, it is crucial to fix the ways of harmful soil practices like slash-and-burn agriculture in Madagascar. By using animal waste as fertilizer, we can make soil fertility better and reduce the need for these harmful practices. Agroforestry can also be used to help restore the soil and keep it from being harmed more and more over the years. Lastly, spreading awareness about the situation is key Through education and advertising, we can inspire others to help protect the soil in Madagascar. By doing all of these things, we can protect the soil and keep the island of Madagascar thriving! 
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