
MOPTI, Mali: Ousmane Djebare Djenepo,
wearing sunglasses and an easy smile, stands
upright to show off the mighty Niger River
which is flowing around his traditional wooden
canoe, or pirogue.

The 76-year-old Malian is one of tens of
thousands of fishermen who make a living from
the river and the verdant wetlands which sur-
round it. But Djenepo’s smile hides unease.

“Before, the river was deep and the fishing
seasons long,” says Djenepo, head of the feder-
ation of fishermen of the Niger River’s inner
delta. “Now there are far fewer fish, and the river
has too many problems”. Ecological issues are
threatening livelihoods in the area in central Mali,
even as inhabitants have to contend with ji-
hadists and armed groups. 

Islamist militants launched a brutal insur-
gency in Mali in 2012 which has killed thousands
and displaced hundreds of thousands more. But
in the inner Niger delta, overfishing has depleted
stocks, and the Sahara desert is also encroaching
on the green floodplains.  Boukary Guindo, the
government’s fisheries director for the region,
said the situation for fishermen has gone “from
bad to worse”.

A vast area roughly the size of Switzerland,

the inner Niger delta is a complex ecosystem
comprising lakes and floodplains, which support
hundreds and thousands of fishermen, farmers
and herders.

During flooding in the rainy season, only
pirogues can travel across the delta.  But when
the waters recede, fish-filled pools are left be-
hind, alongside huge fields of hippo grass that
attract cattle from across the semi-arid Sahel.
Hamidou Toure, director of the delta’s fisheries
development office, said that the Sahara has
been “engulfing” the Niger River for years.  New
sandbanks cut off formerly productive areas of
the delta, he said, with fish no longer left behind.

Fish from the sky 
Several dams built since the 1970s have also

changed the course of the third-longest river on
the African continent. And rains are less frequent,
which has slowed its flow.  The result has been a
blurring of boundaries between seasons, weak-
ening the traditional shared management of the
delta’s resources, according to Ibrahima
Sankare, from the aid group Delta Survie. 

“When the grass is there, it’s for the pastoral-
ists; when the water is there, for the Bozos; when
the land is there, for the farmers,” he said, ex-

plaining the customary system.  Bozos are an
ethnic group in Mali that traditionally practices
fishing. Sankara added that everyone has
“abused” the system, which was first established
in the 19th century under the ethnic Fulani-led
Macina empire. For fishermen, however, catching
whatever comes along is a matter of survival.

Boukary Guindo, the fisheries director, said fish-
ermen often catch spawners, which can decimate
stocks. “Our cousins the Bozos think that fish fall
from the sky,” he added, with a rueful smile.
Guindo’s job involves encouraging fishermen to
use nets that spare smaller fish, allowing stocks
to respawn. — AFP
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Along the mighty Niger River, 
fewer fish and more jihadists

Situation for fishermen has gone ‘from bad to worse’

Struggle for 
Mali’s ‘masters 
of the waters’
MOPTI, Mali: Members of Mali’s nomadic Bozo ethnic group,
who dominate the fish trade on the Niger River, are increasingly
settling in towns in the face of insecurity in the Sahel.

There are hundreds of ethnic groups in the semi-arid African
region, but the Bozo people have traditionally occupied a specific
niche. Along with the Somonos, they were long the only people
to navigate the Niger where it flows through the Sahel.

“We were the masters of the waters,” said Ousmane Djebare
Djenepo, a Bozo who heads the fishermen’s federation in the inner
delta of the Niger River, in central Mali. He added that members
of the group believe that spirits inhabit the waterway. Thought to
be endogamous and to number in the low hundreds of thousands,
Bozo fisherman embark on seasonal fishing trips aboard tradi-
tional wooden canoes known as pirogues. These fishing cam-
paigns can last for up to six months, according to Malian
researcher Salif Togola. The fishermen travel the inlets of the
delta’s vast floodplains, but can also follow the river-the third-
largest in Africa-to any of the six countries through which it flows.

But Mali’s brutal jihadist conflict has complicated the Bozo
tribe’s traditional way of life. The government has been struggling
to quell an Islamist insurgency that first emerged in the north in
2012, before spreading to the center and to neighboring Burkina
Faso and Niger. One of the conflict’s bloodiest battlegrounds is
the ethnic mosaic of central Mali, where much of the countryside
lies outside of government control.

The export of fish, which is smoked in river ports by Bozo

women, has long been the lifeblood of the region’s economy. A
fish trader in central Mali’s capital Mopti, who requested
anonymity to protect his safety, said that the lawlessness now
meant that commercial success was a question of luck.

“If your cargo runs into people who want to make mischief,
you lose everything,” he said. The trader added that fishermen are
also struggling to compete with fish imports from Asia. Many have
quit their traditional occupation and settled on the banks of the
Niger, or in regional towns such as Mopti or Djenne, he said. In
the capital Bamako too, hundreds of fishermen have settled in
camps along the banks of the river, which is becoming more pol-
luted as more people move into the city. — AFP

MOPTI: A woman walks on the bank of Bani river in Mopti.  Situated in the
Inner Niger Delta region of Mali, Mopti lies between the confluence of Bani
river and Niger river and represents one of the main ports and gateway in
central Mali. —AFP

An aerial view shows a fisherman on a pirogue on the Bani river in Mopti. Representing one of the country’s main economic
sources, fishing is today threatened by climate changes, unselective fishing and armed groups present in the rural zones
in central Mali. — AFP

France worried about 
Chad’s stability 
after Deby’s death
PARIS: The French government is concerned for Chad’s po-
litical stability after the sudden death of its longtime ruler,
but does not believe its new leaders will disengage from the
Sahel’s anti-jihadist fight, Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le
Drian said yesterday. “It worries me. We must be very vigi-
lant regarding the stability of the situation,” Le Drian said on
France 2 television. 

“Is the transitional military council going to ensure Chad’s
stability and cohesion?” he said. The announcement Tuesday
of president Idriss Deby Itno’s death from battlefield wounds
plunged Chad into uncertainty and alarmed Western leaders
who saw him as a key ally in the restless region. Rebel forces
have vowed to pursue their advance toward the capital N’D-
jamena, where Deby’s 37-year-old son Mahamat Idriss Deby
has assumed the presidency as head of a military council.

Opposition parties have denounced an “institutional coup
d’etat,” raising the specter of a political vacuum even as Chad
and other West African nations are struggling against en-
trenched jihadist insurgencies. Le Drian acknowledged that
under Chad’s constitution, the national assembly president
Haroun Kabadi should have ensured the transition. “But he
refused because of the exceptional security situation,” Le
Drian said. He added that the council needed to clarify “how
the Chadian army is going to fulfil its commitments to the
common Sahel force.” — AFP


