
Unlock the Secrets of Shifting Cultivation and
Secondary Succession in the Tropics!
Have you ever wondered how tropical forests are regenerated naturally after
being cleared for agricultural purposes? The answer lies in the fascinating
ecological process known as shifting cultivation and secondary succession. In
this article, we will dive deep into the world of tropical farming techniques and
explore the intricate relationship between these practices and the lush
biodiversity found in the tropics.

The Concept of Shifting Cultivation

Shifting cultivation, also referred to as swidden farming or slash-and-burn
agriculture, is an ancient method of farming practiced by indigenous communities
in tropical regions. This practice involves clearing small areas of vegetation,
primarily forests, and burning the vegetation to release nutrients into the soil. The
ashes from the burned vegetation act as natural fertilizers, enriching the soil and
making it suitable for agriculture.

Once the land has been cleared and burned, crops such as maize, yam, cassava,
and rice are planted. These crops provide sustenance for the community, and the
land is cultivated for a few years until the productivity of the soil declines. As a
result, the farmers move on to a new plot of land and allow the previously
cultivated area to regenerate naturally through a fascinating process called
secondary succession.
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Understanding Secondary Succession

Secondary succession is the natural process that occurs after forests or other
ecosystems have been disturbed or disrupted, in this case, by shifting cultivation.
It involves the gradual development of a new ecological community over time.
When farmers abandon their previously cultivated fields and move to fresh plots,
nature takes over, initiating a remarkable cycle of ecological rejuvenation.

Initially, the cleared land is colonized by pioneer species, which are fast-growing
plants that thrive in disturbed areas. These species, such as grasses and shrubs,
quickly establish themselves and create favorable conditions for more diverse
vegetation to take root. As time progresses, taller and more shade-tolerant plants
begin to dominate the area, eventually leading to the reestablishment of a more
complex and diverse forest ecosystem.

The Benefits of Shifting Cultivation and Secondary Succession

Although shifting cultivation has often been criticized for its perceived negative
environmental impacts, the practice, when done sustainably, offers several
benefits:
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Promotes biodiversity: Due to the cycle of secondary succession, shifting
cultivation enhances the biodiversity of tropical regions. As abandoned fields
redevelop into mature forests, they become habitats for various plant and
animal species.

Preserves cultural heritage: Shifting cultivation is deeply rooted in the
traditions and culture of many indigenous communities. By practicing this
form of agriculture, these communities preserve their ancestral knowledge
and maintain a strong connection to the land.

Fosters soil fertility: While shifting cultivation is often associated with soil
degradation, when practiced in a rotational manner and with proper fallow
periods, it can help replenish soil fertility, allowing for sustained agricultural
productivity.

Supports food security: In tropical regions where alternative farming methods
may be less viable, shifting cultivation provides a reliable source of food for
local communities, contributing to their food security and self-sufficiency.

Challenges and Sustainable Practices

While shifting cultivation has inherent ecological advantages, it also faces several
challenges, particularly when practiced unsustainably. Overpopulation, shortening
fallow periods, and commercialization of agriculture are some of the factors that
can lead to forest depletion and soil degradation.

However, various sustainable practices have been developed to mitigate these
challenges and ensure the long-term viability of shifting cultivation. These
practices include extended fallow periods, agroforestry systems, and improved
land management techniques that prioritize soil conservation and biodiversity
preservation.



Shifting cultivation and secondary succession form a harmonious ecological cycle
in the tropics, fostering the regeneration of forests and supporting the livelihoods
of indigenous communities. By understanding the principles behind these
practices and promoting sustainable farming techniques, we can harness the
potential of shifting cultivation while safeguarding the intrinsic value of tropical
ecosystems.
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Shifting cultivation or rotational bush fallowing is the predominant system of
arable farming in the humid and sub-humid tropics where several hundred million
people depend on this system of agriculture for their livelihood. Shifting
Cultivation and Secondary Succession in the Tropics documents and
systematizes findings in shifting cultivation over the last six decades and also
characterizes secondary succession and related changes that fallow vegetation
undergoes to the process of soil fertility restoration under bush fallow. It includes
unique features such as graphical illustration of the organic matter equilibrium
concept; correlation and multiple regression analysis; core-periphery analogy,
encapsulated in the spatio-temporal model and the graphical unified model of
succession and soil fertility restoration, therefore providing essential reading for
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researchers and students within tropical agriculture and related fields such as
forestry, geography, environmental science and tropical development.
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