
 

 

 

 

Globally- versus locally produced climate change! 

 
The important message of „black evil spirit forests“ in South Sudan 

 
The area between Torit and Ikwoto in Eastern Equatoria State of South Sudan is dominated by 
degraded, low-growing secondary forests, which are interrupted by occasional slash-and-burn areas 
for agricultural production. Local smallholders mainly engage in cultivating maize, followed by 
sorghum and various types of millet. 
 
Despite of 700 to 900 mm annual precipitation, local smallholders report frequent crop failures, which 
they mainly attribute to climate change induced prolonged droughts. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Interestingly, in the middle of extensive degraded areas, some small “islands” of rainfed land can be 
found, that remain lush green till the end of the dry season. These “green islands” often belong to 
areas that the local population refers to as “black evil spirit forests”. As the name suggests, these are 
areas where, according to the local perception “evil spirits” live.  To this day, the local population 
prefers not to enter these forests due to fear that intrusion into such areas could have negative 
consequences for their families. 
 

As they are often to some extend affected by forest fires that spread from adjacent degraded bush 
lands, most “black evil spirit forests” don´t represent completely intact remnants of the original natural 
vegetation in the region. Nonetheless do they offer rare insights into the composition, density, vertical 
structure and height of the vegetation, which before widespread human encroachment used to cover 
large parts of South Sudan´s Eastern Equatoria State. 

 
 

 
  

In South Sudan´s Eastern Equatoria State small farmers experience frequent crop failures, which they mainly attribute to “climate 
change” 

   
Pockets of rainfed “black evil spirit forests” in Eastern Equatoria State, that remain lush green till the end of dry periods  



 
The structural differences between low- density degraded secondary forests and at least partially 
intact “black evil spirit forests” have considerable influence on the local water cycle and the areas` 
biomass production potential. 
 

Even in only moderately inclined areas, degraded areas tend to be affected in times of abundant 
rainfall year after year by substantial surface water run-off and soil erosion. Losses of fertile soil and 
water during rainy seasons contribute to increase risks of nutrient- and water shortages during  
following dry seasons. Production risks are further aggravated, if under such conditions crops with 
comparatively high nutrient and water demand, such as corn, are cultivated.  

 
“Black evil spirit forests”, on the other hand, have thanks to the diverse, multilayered vegetation largely 
maintained their capacity to temporarily store large amounts of water. Higher water retention capacity 
during raining seasons translates into higher water availability during dry phases.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

“black evil spirit forests” remain rather favorable even during longer dry spells.   
 

There is broad scientific consensus, that the rise in anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions since 
the beginning of the Industrial Revolution has contributed to a change in the global climate system – 
with rising temperatures and an increase in extreme weather events in the form of droughts and/or 
short periods of extreme rainfall, affecting large parts of the world. 
 

However, in the context of topics such as: “more frequent droughts” and “raising amounts of drought 
related crop failures”, it is very important to understand, that beside changes in the global climate re-
gime, the way the land is actually used in a certain region plays a key role both: for the (non-)develop-
ment of droughts and for the extend of experienced crop failures.  
 
Forms of land use, that favor severe disruptions to the water balance increase the risk of high soil- and 
water losses during periods of heavy rainfall and in parallel the probability of the occurrence of more 
frequent- and/or longer dry spells- what threatens particularly the development of shallow rooting plant 
species.  
 

In other words, many of today's “drought-related crop failures” are not primarily the result of global 
climate change, but rather of the interaction of ‘global’ and “local” climate changes (triggered by 
vegetative cover change) in combination with production systems that are unsuited to the location.   
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Graphic No.1*: Possibilities of different types of vegetation to reach soil and nutrient resources from 
deeper soil horizons in periods of drought 

Thanks to their mixed 
composition of 
shallow, medium and 
deep-rooted species, 
“black evil spirit 
forests” are able to 
reach nutrient and 
water stocks 
including from 
deeper soil horizons. 
Additionally, do 
higher levels of air 
humidity and lower 
temperature 
extremes contribute, 
that micro-climatic 
conditions inside 
“black evil spirit 
forests” remain rather 
favorable even 
during longer dry 
spells.   
 



 
In search for ways to sustainably improve the situation in regions with high “drought risks”, two as-
pects are of key importance  
 
a) the restoration of healthy soils and balanced water cycles, and  
 
b) the (re-)establishment of productive land use systems, which structurewise mimic the characteris-
tics of the original natural ecosystems with its mixture of shallow-, medium- and deep-rooted species.  
 
Land use systems, that combine healthy soils, a balanced water cycle and appropriate vegetative 
composition, are during precipitation rich periods able to temporarily store large amounts of rainwater 
and to access during dry periods nutrient and water resources from different soil horizons.  Such land 
management systems contribute: (a) to sharply reduce smallfarmers´ production risks in temporarly 
water scarce areas, (b) to mitigate climate change and (c) provided that climate change intensifies, to 
enhance rural households´ climate change resilience  
 
To spread more sustainable land use systems in temporily water scarce areas, there is no necessity to 
„re-invent the wheel“. Rather, it is advidable to actively look for innovative local families, who, originally 
confronted with the multiple negative effects of land cover change and soil- and water resource degra-
dation, out of own initiative and understanding have developed more sustainable land use patterns. 
Such type of creative and innovative innovative families can be found almost everywhere in the world 
at least in small numbers   

 

 

It`s time to foster up- and cross-scaling of sound land use concepts!  
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A small number of small farmers in South Sudan´s Eastern Equatoria State already engages in diversified land cultivation with the integration 

of a larger number of useful trees and shrubs   
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