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STUDIES 

Agroforestry is a practice which encompasses many different associations of trees and agricultu-
ral productions. It relies on synergies and enables the provision of ecosystem services: it is thus an 
interesting option to consider when developing an more environmentally responsible agriculture. 
France’s 5 overseas departments (DOM, Départements d’Outre-Mer) - Guyane and the islands of 
Guadeloupe, Martinique, Réunion and Mayotte—are characterised by a tropical climate, their geo-
graphical isolation and paticular social and economic conditions. There, one can find agroforestry 
systems very different from those found in continental France, such as understory crops (cocoa, 
coffee, vanilla, etc.) or traditionnal agroforestry practices, like creole homegardens and swidden 
agriculture. In order to develop and promote agroforestry in the 5 DOM, knowing and understan-
ding those systems is necessary. This study’s purpose was to identify and describe the main agrofo-
restry practices found in the DOM, and to identify obstacles to the development of agroforestry 
overseas. A secondary objective was to develop networks involving local stakeholders. The study 
took place within the framework of the National Agroforestry Plan, which was launched by the Mi-
nistry of Agriculture in December 2015 and contains specific dispositions for overseas territories. 

This study is based on a preliminary literature study followed by a field investigation. Scientific and management literature 
were mobilised, and stakeholders at the local, regional and national levels were sollicited through interviews and question-
naires. The legal framework for overseas agroforestry was analysed, and three case studies were chosen: swidden agriculture 
in Guyane, tropical and creole homegardens, and understory agroforestry on Reunion island. 

GUYANE 

GUADELOUPE 

MAYOTTE 

REUNION 

The POSEI programme is an overseas-focused po-
licy which takes the place of the 1st pillar of the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in the 5 DOM. 
It proposes subsidies adapted to the local context. 
Even though agroforestry is not explicitely named 
in the policy, subsidies to productions such as va-
nilla, cocoa, coffee and medicinal plants can apply 
to agroforestry farms. In Mayotte, there is a speci-
fic subsidy for the island’s tropical homegardens. 
 

The CAP’s second pillar finances rural development. It is under the responsibili-
ty of Regions, which locally decide which subsidies to open in their Regional Ru-
ral Development Plan. Several tools can help develop agroforestry: 
 Measure 4.4, which finances « non-productive » elements (such as hedges), 

and measure 8.2, which finances the establishment and upkeep costs of agro-
forestry fields. These measures are both open in all DOM but Reunion island. 

 Agro-Environmental and Climate Measures (MAEC), adapted by Regions to 
their local context. In French overseas territories, several MAEC subsidise the 
maintenance costs of hedges, the  establishment of beehives in the forest, tra-
ditionnal agroforestry practices, etc. Although similar overall, MAEC differ ac-
cross overseas departments, and conditions to be met to benefit from them 
may vary. 

Swidden agriculture (or shifting cultivation) is a traditional agroforestry prac-
tice where the association of trees and agriculture takes place over time: a small 
forest patch is felled, burnt and then cultivated for 2-3 years, after which a long 
term (15+ years) forest fallow takes place. The burning allows for an enrichment 
of nutrient-poor soils, which in turn enables the cultivation of roots, vegetables 
and fruits. Today, swidden agriculture is facing many challenges: a stronger inte-
gration into the market economy, growing demographics and an ever lower 
availability of agricultural land all lead to an intensification of practices. Fallow 

periods get shorter, cultivation periods get lon-
ger, fields get bigger, and some are converted to 
conventional, non-shifting agriculture. Traditio-
nal swidden agriculture is a sustainable practice, 
which contributes to food safety and plays im-
portant social and cultural roles for local com-
munities. It is not to be confused with slash and 
burn practices found in other areas of the Ama-
zon forest, which are more akin to deforestation. 

 

Homegardens are a traditional form of agroforestry where a large number of 
plants are cultivated on small surfaces, producing many different goods (food, 
spices, timber, fuelwood, etc.). They are ecologically-intensive systems which 
rely on synergies between plants and an optimal use of the soil’s ressources. 
Homegardens allow for a full coverage of soils all year long, and need little to no 
chemicals.  
 In Mayotte, the main agricultural practice is a local form of homegarden, cal-

led jardin mahorais, or Mayotte garden. It accounts for 92% of all agricultural 
land on the island, and is composed of a first story of trees (mango and bana-
na trees are common) and several understories of fruits, vegetables and 
roots. Around 20% of gardens also comprise animals (mostly goats and cows). 
This traditional system is today endangered by 
the illegal clearing of forests and conversions to 
other forms of agriculture.  

 In the other DOM, creole gardens are a form of 
tropical homegarden which are located close to 
houses. They allow for extra food production for 
families, are part of local traditions and are mos-
tly kept for aesthetics considerations. 

 

Understory crops are mostly cultivated under na-
tural tropical forests. In France’s overseas territo-
ries, several of those are found: 
 Vanilla, a production of historical significance 

on Reunion island and which is today found in all 
5 DOM.  

 Coffee and cocoa, two small trees cultivated  
under forest and/or fruit trees.  

 Forest honey, produced from beehives placed in natural forests.  
Understory agroforestry is a source of many benefits, such as an improved resis-
tance to pests and diseases, enhanced biodiversity and habitats, a reduced need 
for chemical treatments, etc. On Reunion island, the National Forest Agency 
(ONF) makes forest land available to vanilla and honey producers through lease 
contracts and is thus a central stakeholder. The cocoa industry is developing 
thanks to Cacao Péi, an NGO whose objective is to develop agroforestry cocoa 
through a partnership with Reunion National Park and the research center CI-
RAD. 

POLICY & INCENTIVES 

UNDERSTORY AGROFORESTRY 

SWIDDEN AGRICULTURE IN GUYANE 

CREOLE HOMEGARDENS  

 Use economic tools and incentives to promote agroforestry, for instance through 
measure 8.2 and by developing new MAEC measures. 

 Gather local stakeholders around shared issues. Several structures, such as the 
RITAs (Innovation and Transfer Networks for overseas Agriculture) and the Natio-
nal Rural Agroforestry Network have been contacted to add agroforestry to their 
agendas and to participate to research and development projects on new and in-
novative agroforestry systems. 

 Get experience from other tropical countries. For instance, the Inga Foundation, 
in Honduras, developped its Guama model as an alternative to swidden agricul-
ture. 

Full report and more information available at: 
agroforesterie.dgpe@agriculture.gouv.fr 
Report and poster by Miguel Rivière, within the framework of a 16-week IPEF professionnal mis-
sion at the Bureau of Climate Change and Biodiversity (BCCB) under the supervision of Christophe 
Pinard, and in close collaboration with the Overseas Delegation (DMOM) and Gwladys Jean-
Joseph. 
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