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SARDEP (CV/90/008)  

REPORT ON 1990 

 

 
General view of João Afonso, Ribeira de Cha de Pedras, Santo Antão. The newly constructed school is visible in the Centre, in front of it is the 

new building for the extension service/community Centre. 

On the foreground are the bench terraces planted with sugar cane and mandioc. The irrigation canals are 
clearly distinguishable. On places with more water grow fruit trees and coco palms. Steeper slopes are 
fixed with natural vegetation, or with stone walls in areas for dry land farming.  

INTRODUCTION  
 

For this report of the SARDEP activities a new form was chosen. Photos were taken of some of the most 
important works which have been executed over the last year and the accompanying text explains what 
has been done and also enters a little in the context in which the activities took place.  
 
This form has been chosen because of the new tasks and setting of the Project. The year of 1990 covers 
two distinct periods in the project. The period till 31 August was the last part of the fifth phase. A report on 
this period has already been presented. The main character was still to provide technical assistance. From 
1 September till the end of the year was the beginning of the interim phase, which has as its main objective 
to prepare the way for the definition of the future Cooperation between Cape Verde and The Netherlands.  
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The Interim phase already tried to put the organizational structures on Santo Antão more on its feet so 
that in the future they will be better equipped to administer the Netherlands and other funds. This process 
of support for institution building is still continuing.  
 
In the past The Netherlands cooperation had in fact only one partner, the Regional Directorate of the 
Ministry of Rural Development and Fisheries. It is foreseen that in the future also the areas of education 
and of public health should be included in the activities. Therefor much attention is being given to these 
areas during the interim phase, in order to get sufficient insight into the real needs, the existing 
expectations and the official policy.  
 
Much effort also has been put in the writing of the Regional Development Plan for Santo Antão. The plan is 
to give the general outlook for the development of the island. It will serve as a general guideline for the 
new democratic structure which is going to be installed on the island. The plan is normative, not directive 
for the local boards which are to be elected in October of 1991. Many people have collaborated in the 
writing of the plan. In May 1991 it will be ready in its first version and can then be discussed with the 
population at large in a great number of public meetings all over the island.  
 
The photographs in this report have been taken by Mr. Homero Fonseca, of MDRP, Regional Direction 
Santo Antão and processed by Lab Praia Color in Praia. o 1991 SARDEP.  
 

THE ISLAND OF SANTO ANTÃO  
 

The island of Santo Antão is some 790 km: in size. It forms roughly a rectangle of 20km from North to 
South and 40 km from East to West. The rectangle is tilted and runs in the direction northeast-south west. 
There is a central ridge, which goes up to 1585m at the eastern side (Pico da Cruz) and 1979m at the 
western end at Tope de Coroa. The northern and northeastern sides are rugged, with deep valleys cut in 
the massive mountains. The sides of the valleys often show mighty walls. People are concentrated in the 
northeastern part of the island, because of better rainfall and therefor better prospects for agriculture in 
these parts.  
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Photo 2 Valley of Paúl. On top is the Eastern Upland, Planalto Leste, where the pine forest can be seen. The forest is above the level of the 

normal height of the clouds. 
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Photo 3. Planalto Leste, seen from the Valley of Paul. Clouds during large part of the year hang against the higher mountains, leaving the 

northeastern part of the island in the shadow. 
 This contributes to a reduced evaporation but also to a pleasant climate. 
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Photo 4. Zona Sul, Santo Antão. Clouds rolling over de mountain ridge on to the dry and flat southern part of the island. 

 

The island was first inhabited after 1548, with some hundreds of people coming in from mainly the island 
of Fogo and also settlers from the southern parts of Portugal. The island had one single owner; the island 
was hereditary in the male line. The owner was allowed by the Portuguese Crown to carry the name of 
Lord of Santo Antão. In 1758 the Island came back to the Crown, since the last owner was accused of 
conspiracy against the King, his cousin. The administration during these two centuries had been 
particularly bad, no development could take place during this period. All possible profit was expatriated, 
brought to Portugal where the owner was.  
 
There was no important economic activity in these years. People survived on goat and monkey breeding 
and hunting. There were some crops, maize and pumpkin, and some fruits. Cotton was gathered in the 
wild, so were Jathropha nuts for oil and a lichen for the preparation of a dye. The population gradually had 
increased to some thousands.  
 
Here after the island came for two decades in the possession of the Companhia de Grão Para e Maranhão, 
a private company for the exploitation of the Portuguese colonies. The island and the population were 
most severely exploited, a situation which was made worse by some particularly harsh famines. The period 
till 1856 showed a much freer society, however with some terrible famines, especially in 1831 and 
1855/56. After most of the worst famines the population had fallen back to some 5.000 to 7.000. This 
could well be the number of people which the island could ecologically support.  
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After the last famine in 1855/56 the Portuguese government started to help the suffering population, with 
the creation of jobs which paid just enough for the people to survive. The first work created was road 
building, the road from Janela along the coast to Carvoeiros (now: Porto Novo). It employed some 800 
people and did not prevent large scale starvation on the rest of the Island. During later famines the 
government was much more successful and large numbers of dead were only reported in the beginning of 
the twentieth century when the work schemes were dropped. During the second half of last century the 
population could increase till around 20.000. The extra people had to find a place to live and they moved 
up the mountain sides and took every small bit of available land in use, provoking heavy erosion in the 
meantime.  
 

 
Photo 5. Cirio, Ribeira das Patas, dwelling on the foot of the mighty crater wall. At some of the lower parts springs occur, which sometimes can 

be used for irrig ation of the terraces. 

 
The increased population combined with the weakening of the environment called for still more lands and 
an intensification of agriculture. Whereas in the nineteenth century agriculture was still relatively 
successful and confined to the more fertile valleys and to reasonably well protected upland, in the 
beginning of the twentieth century the catastrophe must have become clear. Massive and large-scale 
erosion occurred, leading to a loss of soil to the level of bare rock. Regardless the famines which took a 
great number of lives, the population still increased further, till the present level of around 42.000, which 
was reached in around 1970. It is clear that the island could not sustain these large masses.  
 
After the terrible famine in 1947 the Portuguese government decided to restart the work schemes, which 
had been halted for half a century. Although a beginning was made already in 1948, these schemes had to 
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grow during the fifties to reach a level of an estimated 9.000 people employed in the beginning of the 
sixties. They were employed in afforestation, road building and rehabilitation of irrigation works. The 
alternative had been to immigrate, mainly to the other Portuguese colonies.  
 
The work schemes in the second half of last century had employed hundreds rather than thousands of 
people. The present work schemes have already been going on for some 40 years now. At the moment 
some 6.000 workers are involved. The schemes have become already a part of life, it now already spans 
three generations. It is reality for the people. The island offers little alternatives. Those alternatives that 
exist are in the process of being more fully exploited. Some new ideas exist. But still there is no real job for 
everybody, so for the time being the frentes, as the labor gangs are called, ought to continue as the 
government is working out new plans to reconvert the existing frentes.  
 

 
Photo 6. Curral das Vacas, Ribeira das Patas. Wherever water is available, there is agriculture. Land without access to irrigation is still prepared 
and kept ready in case the rains would come. Normally an annual crop like maize, which is the most important food crop on Santo Antão needs 

during the cycle of some 120 days a minimum of three good and well-placed showers. The area shown produced good harvests in 1980 and 
1984 only for rain fed agriculture. Still the land is prepared every year in the hope that sufficient rain will fall, after which the farmers can saw. 
0f Santo Antão s 5500 hectare of rainfed agricultural land on average only 3500 ha can be sown and only 1500 ha will produce a harvest, albeit 

meagre in general terms, of say for maize between 250 and 550 kg per ha. 

 

LABOUR GANGS OR FRENTES  
 
During the Portuguese time special labor gangs were formed as a way to create work and therewith an 
income for those who most needed it. It is a form of humanitarian aid. And it was considered much more 
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dignifying for the people to work then to live on hand-outs. It was also hoped that the work schemes 
would contribute to the development of the Island, that the works in themselves also had a purpose. 
During the last century that purpose was always road construction, such as the already mentioned road 
from Janela to Carvoeiros in 1855 in which 800 people were involved and also from Cha de Igreja via Ponta 
do Sol and Vila de Ribeira Grande to Paúl, in which 400 people were involved. After the famine of 1947 it 
was first considered to take on the afforestation of huge parts of the island with labour gangs, they wanted 
to plant 20.000 ha of production forest, especially eucalypt and pine. The first plantations failed, eucalypt 
had been planted near Mesa, which was already then bone dry. The area only became green during the 
period 1950-1962, just like the rest of the island, because of the exceptional rains. From this period also 
dates the animal production station, which stands forlorn in the middle of a moon-like landscape. All traces 
of those first plantations have now vanished. Later ones were much more successful, like the beautiful pine 
forest on Planalto Leste, which was planted mainly in the period 1952-1956 and which is now ready for 
harvest. Road construction still continued to be one of the main tasks for the frentes. Some 120 km of 
paved roads have been built over the last 40 years, the main part after independence. The quality of the 
roads is excellent, especially when taken into consideration the dazzling heights at which they were hewn 
into the mountains and the extreme difficulties of the landscape in which they too had to be made.  
 

 
Photo 7. Region Sul, Santo Antão. Some people of a frente of the Ministry of Public Works working on roads construction. This road will 
eventually go to Tarrafal the Monte Trigo, a small but fertile Valley at the western flank of the Island, where there is also an important fishing 
community. There is now only a monthly connection by ferry boat, or a trip on foot. which used to take 8 hours and was done at night because 
of the heat. People are used to a division of labor, the men dig or are the bricklayers, the women carry the stones. Only last year it was possible 
to equalize pay for both sexes. The project played an important role in the new rules towards that.  
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PLANALTO LESTE  
 
The SARDEP project started in 1977 on the Eastern Highland, or Planalto Leste. It is part of the central 
ridge, which runs north east-south west. The whole area was called Perimetro de Moroços in the past, 
when the Portuguese planned, already in 1936 to completely afforest it. They had to wait till after the war, 
1946 before they picked up the idea again. After the big famine of 1947 the need arose to create work on a 
large scale, as a form of humanitarian aid. In 1948 the work started, preparing the terrain, building the 
roads and planting the trees. The Planalto Leste has the most favorable growing conditions, it has relatively 
good soil and captures the most rain. It is close to densely inhabited zones, from which the work folk can 
come. The work of the first years proved to be not successful, some technical difficulties occurred, but also 
the wrong sites were chosen, and the wrong species were planted, for instance eucalypt in the Mesa area. 
In the period 1952-1956 pine trees were planted at the north eastern edge of the Planalto Leste. These 
trees not only received a reasonable amount of rain, but they also helped clouds, which bumped into 
them, condense. This way they received extra moisture, which they probably used all themselves to grow. 
The Portuguese probably planted some 2.000 ha of which most afterwards disappeared, because of 
drought. The Portuguese also became active in irrigation works, road building and erosion control in lower 
areas, where they also worked with labor gangs.  
 
In a certain way the project took over the work from the Portuguese program. It was requested to do so by 
the government of Cape Verde, shortly after independence. In the beginning one of the main tasks was 
simply to provide work in order to guarantee an income at survival level.  
 

 
Photo 8. Planalto Leste. Next to providing work the project also became more and more involved in the integral development of the island. A 
social infrastructure is built. The photo shows the cooperative shop at Agua das Caldeiras, which was Rabobank, on top of which an infirmary is 


