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ABSTRACT
This article analyses Malagasy notions of land as heritage 

through the concept of fomba gasy, known as ‘Malagasy cus-

toms’, within the context of foreign land acquisitions for mineral 

extraction. Fomba gasy is a concept intimately tied to land – as it 

provides a social, economic, existential, cultural, and ontological 

web, which ties past, present and future generations. Global or 

‘western’ conceptualizations of heritage generally adopt a more 

static definition of land as their point of departure, wherein 

biodiversity or clearly demarcated ‘heritage sites’ become 

objects of frontier conservation. This vision directly conflicts 

with Malagasy conceptions and ontologies of fomba gasy – a 

concept inherently anchored in dynamic, material and intangi-

ble uses of land. The model of heritage as universal patrimony 

does not sit easily with beliefs held by local (land - based) groups 

within Madagascar. On the contrary, it challenges a core tenet 

of Malagasy power and belief: their sovereign right to define 

fomba gasy and heritage through land, and to harness the 

powers of the sacred. The contested nature of heritage claims 

in Madagascar is discussed using a case study concerning a 

mining/biodiversity protection project where international and 

local stakeholders are vying for the same land.

RÉSUMÉ
Cet article analyse la notion des terres malgaches en tant que 

patrimoine à travers le concept de fomba gasy (‘coutumes mal-

gaches’), dans le cadre de l’acquisition de terres par des compa-

gnies étrangères pour les extractions de minéraux. Fomba gasy 

est un concept étroitement lié à la terre car il fournit une toile 

environnementale, sociale, économique, existentielle, culturelle 

et ontologique, qui relie les générations passées, présentes et 

futures. Les conceptualisations globales ou occidentales du 

patrimoine tendent généralement à adopter une définition plus 

statique de la terre comme point de départ. Cette vision se 

heurte nécessairement à celle de fomba gasy : un concept fon-

damentalement ancré dans la dynamique matérielle et imma-

térielle d’exploitation des terres. Au contraire, il remet en cause 

un principe fondamental et sacré du pouvoir malgache : le droit 

souverain de définir le fomba gasy et le patrimoine à travers la 

terre. Cet article discute un différend foncier à Madagascar où 

un projet minier et de protection de la biodiversité locale met en 

opposition divers intervenants revendiquant tous des intérêts 

dans les mêmes terres.

INTRODUCTION
How do global definitions of land as heritage affect local commu-

nities reliant upon forests and land for subsistence purposes? 

Why do some heritage claims override others? Who determines 

this and on the basis of which criteria? These questions will 

be explored within the analytical framework of a multi - billion 

dollar ilmenite mine in Fort Dauphin (Figure 1), where the mul-

tinational mining company, Rio Tinto, plc., in cooperation with 

their Québec subsidiary, QIT (Québec Fer et Titane) and QMM 

(QIT Madagascar Minerals) has leased 6,000 hectares of territory 

encompassing a rare littoral forest prized for its biodiversity, in 

addition to areas referred to as ancestral land (tanin - drazana) 

by local groups and up to 30,000 additional hectares of land 

held in ‘tenements’ designated as biodiversity offsets (Rio Tinto/

QMM 2008). Fieldwork was carried out in 2009 near the first 

of three mineral exploitation sites, called Mandena, located 

about 12-15km outside of the urban centre of Fort Dauphin in 

southeast Madagascar (Figure 1). Methods included participant 

observation in one of the villages located nearby Mandena as 

well as structured and semi - structured interviews in various 

parts of the region, including a newly constructed port built 

to ship minerals (Port d’Ehoala). The region is considered to 

be the ancestral land of the Antanosy (Anosy region) although 

other groups, such as the Antesaka, have tombs in the locality, 

some of which were reportedly displaced by the Rio Tinto/QMM 

mining project (Seagle 2009). People commonly cultivate rice, 

manioc and sweet potatoes for subsistence. Fewer inhabitants, 

for the most part young men, work as bûcherons and use the 

forest for selective tree felling (making wood boards) or pro-

ducing charcoal, which is often sold in Fort Dauphin. Women 

are engaged in both rice cultivation as well as the weaving of 

mahampy (wetland reed found in the littoral forest) into baskets 
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and mats. This activity is seen as an additional source of income 

as well as ancestral practice.

COUNTRY CONTEXT
Considered both a top ‘biodiversity hotspot’ (Myers 1988) 

and economically impoverished country (World Bank 2012), 

Madagascar’s current development trajectory has two main 

goals: sustainable protection of the environment and poverty 

alleviation through economic growth (Sarrasin 2006). While the 

World Bank and international conservation NGOs have had a 

strong influence on governance in Madagascar over the past 

20 years (Duffy 2006, Horning 2008), the advent of mining 

mega - projects has brought together two unlikely partners – 

multinationals (the corporate sector) and the advocates of sus-

tainable development – a phenomenon directly tied to recent 

increases in Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and international 

policy frameworks such as Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) (Harbinson 2007, Uellenberg 2009). The adoption of a 

new mining law (1999), which opens Madagascar to large - scale 

mineral investment whilst withdrawing state interventions, has 

put mining companies at the core of both regional development 

and conservation activities (Sarrasin 2006).

FOREIGN ACQUISITIONS OF LAND IN MADAGASCAR.

The unprecedented scope of ‘land grabs’ in Africa – long-

term exploitation of mega - tracts of land and resources by 

foreign bodies – has changed development realities on the 

ground (Cotula et al. 2009, Vidal 2010, Zoomers 2010). During 

2005–2009 period, foreign direct investment (FDI) in Madagas-

car’s arable land rose to three million hectares (Uellenberg 

2009). Varun Industries recently announced the discovery of 

266.8 million tons of minerals (titanium) covering ten blocks 

of exploration territory in the southeast of Madagascar (The 

Economic Times 2011). And the gargantuan Ambatovy nickel-

mining project, let by Canadian miner Sherritt International, 

has recently begun operation though with reports of vast local 

displacement and social - environmental impacts (MiningWatch 

2012). The highly controversial Daewoo land deal in Mada-The highly controversial Daewoo land deal in Mada-

gascar envisaged the conversion of 1.3 million hectares to 

maize and palm oil plantations, sparking massive protests 

in Antananarivo; popular protests to the deal significantly 

contributed to the ousting of former President, Marc Ravalo-

manana. Discourses of mivarotra tanindrazana (“selling off the 

land of the ancestors”) were used by Andry Rajoelina to fuel 

public dissent against Ravalomanana, and despite Rajoelina’s 

success in defeating Ravalomanana, recent changes to the 

Malagasy government have not decreased the number of 

high - impact land projects ongoing in the country – particu- - impact land projects ongoing in the country – particu-- impact land projects ongoing in the country – particu- impact land projects ongoing in the country – particu-impact land projects ongoing in the country – particu-

larly mining. The complexities of such deals have attracted 

the attention of scholars and actors engaged in the devel-

opment arena for the past decade (GRAIN 2008, Borras and 

Franco 2010, Borras et al. 2011, Hall 2011, Anseeuw et al. 

2012). However, the links between various types of acquisitions 

(e.g., large - scale mining and biodiversity conservation) have 

yet to be fully analysed and understood.

Paralleling the rise of foreign investment in Madagascar, 

conservation zones have grown in size and in scope follow-

ing Ravalomanana’s 2003 pledge to triple the size of protected 

areas to six million hectares. Conservation funding has also 

increased the political power of conservation NGOs; for 

instance, a record-breaking 20 million $US debt - for - nature (DfN) 

swap was brokered between the WWF, France and Madagascar 

(WWF 2008). The money is expected to be reallocated in local 

currency towards biodiversity conservation projects (managed 

by WWF). Simultaneously, climate mitigation in the form of 

averted deforestation (referred to as REDD: Reducing Emissions 

from Deforestation and Degradation of Forests) has been on the 

rise in Madagascar (Ferguson 2009).

LAND AS MATERIAL AND INTANGIBLE HERITAGE

 IN MADAGASCAR. Within this context, climate change miti-

gation, discourses of biodiversity protection and multinational 

corporate interests have created new claims to land and forests 

in the global South. These claims also reflect the way in which 

universalisms and global systems of valuation (e.g., imperatives 

of biodiversity conservation) increasingly become embedded 

in local contexts and contestations (Tsing 2005). An emerging 

zone of contention concerns ‘culture’ and heritage (Eriksen 

2001, Keller 2009) particularly in relation to land. This article 

looks at the case of Madagascar, and how global ‘heritage’ 

designations neglect the processual realities of heritage mak-

ing in Madagascar, which are anchored in non - static ontologies 

of land use. Biodiversity and forests are often represented by 

conservation NGOs as repositories of ‘world heritage’ – and the 

universal entitlement of humankind. Mining companies promi-

nent in Madagascar have been quick to recognize the power of 

using global ‘sustainability’ concerns to remove local claims to 

ancestral rights from the moral high ground. The 1999 Global 

Mining Initiative (GMI), which ultimately led to a make - over 

of the extractive industry, aimed to identify how multinational 

mining companies could contribute to the “global transition to 

sustainable development” (McNeilly 2000: 7). Since then the 

adoption of sustainability discourses, CSR and biodiversity 

conservation practices in multinational mining projects has 

increased remarkably. The following cases will detail how neo-

liberal alliances between conservation NGOs and multinational 

mining companies impact upon local uses and valuations of land 

(herein referred to as local heritage and interpreted in terms 

of Malagasy customs, fomba gasy) in Madagascar. These case 

studies, however, require a brief summary of what ‘world herit-

age’ entails, and how it contrasts with notions of fomba gasy.

UNESCO’s definition of cultural heritage is broad, explicitly 

providing that heritage is not limited to material manifestations, 

such as monuments and objects that have been preserved over 

time – but also encompasses “living expressions and the tradi-

FIGURE 1. Overview of three mining sites: Petriky, Mandena, St. Luce. Mining 
data provided in 2007 by Martin Theberg of QIT. Satellite imagery by Google 
Earth (copyright 2009) image date: 2004-2005.
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tions that countless groups and communities worldwide have 

inherited from their ancestors and transmit to their descend-

ants, in most cases orally” (see UNESCO 2009). UNESCO officially 

labelled this “intangible cultural heritage” (ICH), which, whilst 

enveloping “traditions that countless groups (...) have inherited 

from their ancestors and transmit to their descendants,” must 

also comply with international norms of ‘sustainable develop-

ment’ (UNESCO 2005: 3).

Specifically, UNESCO defines intangible cultural heritage 

as containing six components: transmitted from generation to 

generation; constantly recreated in response to environment, 

interaction with nature and history; provides sense of identity 

and continuity; promotes cultural diversity and creativity; is 

compatible with human rights instruments; achieves mutual 

respect and sustainable development.

Interestingly, both local and outside stakeholders invoke 

land as heritage – it is the semantic field of heritage where the 

great schism appears. While the 2003 Convention for the Safe-

guarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage defines ICH as: “(…) 

the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills 

as well as instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces 

associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some 

cases, individuals recognize as part of their heritage.” (UNESCO 

2003: article 2), this definition neglects the political necessity 

of reconciling global needs with those of local communities 

engaged in land use, and the power relations involved in such 

classifications.

Moreover, there are inherent tensions between the first and 

last three elements of ICH as applied to land use. The first three 

points of the ICH definition mirror the cultural/historical compo-

nents embodied in local populations, whereas the latter three 

would appear to represent the values of various actors, interna-

tional organisations and stakeholders who purport to advance 

‘universal’ values (e.g., requiring that intangible cultural heritage 

be compliant with international norms of ‘sustainable develop-

ment’ or multiculturalism). In short, several components of the 

UNESCO definition of ICH are “constituents of a wider cultural 

environment,” and interact as part of particular communicative 

strategies (for example, conservation NGOs who define land 

containing biodiversity as “world heritage”). Through invoking 

the component of ‘sustainable development’ (or a particular 

interpretation thereof), which is advanced as a universal impera-

tive, both conservation NGOs and mining companies legitimise 

their claims to land as heritage.

In light of these tensions, we suggest that the very notion 

of ‘heritage’ is inherently problematic. In sites where various 

cultural paradigms of land and heritage confront each other, 

representations and realities can differ substantially. The 

UNESCO definitions imply that ‘heritage’ must be designated 

by certain global actors and satisfy both local valuations (e.g., 

inheritance, identity and place) and global values (e.g., human 

rights and sustainable development). As such, the concept is 

loaded, deeply political and open to multiple interpretations. 

In line with studies that have explored the role of land as 

contested heritage (or patrimoine) in the sphere of develop-

ment and conservation (Cormier-Salem and Bassett 2007), we 

suggest that notions of heritage in Malagasy rural communities 

are not limited to specific objects, items or places but rather 

infused with meaning through human uses of the land. This 

is inferred, for example, in the Malagasy term for ‘nature’ (or 

the ‘environment’): tontolo iainana (the world in which we live). 

Human - environment interactions combine both intangible 

(e.g., portal to the ancestors, ritual, existential) and material 

(e.g., food security, income, medicinal) aspects. We see herit-

age as an embodied process (Scheper - Hughes and Lock 1987,  

Csordas 1990) integrating these two dimensions. As heritage, land 

inevitably mediates cultural meanings, knowledge complexes, 

symbols and ontologies, but also involves the embodiment of 

labour, human health and survival strategies. The question then 

is how such dimensions of land as heritage, which speak more 

to the first three components defined by UNESCO, relate to the 

latter three aspects listed above particularly the universalism 

of sustainable development.

MALAGASY CONCEPTIONS OF FOMBA GASY AND LAND

AS HERITAGE. In rural Madagascar, where daily human - envi-

ronment interactions structure the moral economy (which is 

not solely based on economic rationality (Scott 1977)), land is 

equated with heritage in the broad sense. While land secures 

livelihoods and the provision of food, it is also vested with 

(non - economic) socio - cultural meaning. Land is where ances-

tors are buried, where knowledge is transmitted, and where 

social relations are formed (Dubois 1938, Bloch 1971, Graeber 

2007). Land is thus a medium for the transmission of ancestral 

and environmental knowledge and a crucial source of liveli-

hood sustainability. In rural communities, land is often referred 

to as a type of ancestral inheritance; lacking access to biodi-

versity and natural resources therefore presents considerable 

risks to people, who depend on land access for both livelihood 

and ontological reasons. Dynamic land use patterns linked to 

kinship, conceptions of past, present and future security, and 

subsistence (including labour) may all be seen to represent local 

forms of heritage. These land - use practices constitute one of 

the pillars of the Malagasy notion of fomba gasy: a concept 

encompassing Malagasy ontology, practices and beliefs. Such 

beliefs are intimately tied to the ancestors, and in most parts 

of Madagascar people speak about fomban - drazana (razana 

meaning “ancestors, dead person or corpse”) or fomba (Mala-

gasy customs) more generally.

It is a truism oft - repeated in Madagascar that land binds 

people in time and place and connects the living and the dead. 

Furthermore, one needs land in order to build a permanent 

tomb; the tomb is the portal to the hereafter and the enter-

ing point to the process of ‘ancestralization’, a ritual sequence 

to make deceased into ancestors. Malagasy take great care in 

retaining positive relations with their ancestors; this translates 

into the daily practice of maintaining rich ritual and ceremonial 

lives. Losing one’s land jeopardises these relations and can 

have serious repercussions on the living. Even Malagasy law 

recognises the primacy of the tomb which “restent soumis aux 

règles spéciales de propriété les concernant et conservent leur 

caractère d’inaliénabilité et d’insaisissabilité (remain governed 

by the special property rules which govern them and which at all 

times, by their nature, can neither be sold, transferred, assigned 

and are exempt from execution or attachment (Loi N° 2005-O19 

du 17 octobre 2005, fixant les principes régissant les statuts 

des terres)). Often Malagasy people define ‘development’ 

(fivoarana or fandrosoana) as “being in harmony with your 

ancestors.” For example, in various regions of Madagascar the 

phrase “Ny fivoarana dia ny fiaraha - mirindra amin'ny fanajana 

ny razana” (development is being in harmony with the ances-
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tors) is used in relation to development activities. Losing land 

presents very real economic and existential threats to people 

and potential conflicts with the ancestors. Many Malagasy even 

believe that, by losing land, people can become olona very 

(lost people), a notion rooted in the country’s history (Evers 

2002, Graeber 2007).

Historically, dislocation from land has triggered violent 

conflicts between the state and local communities. During the 

pre - colonial Merina kingdom, when domestic slavery was imple-

mented on the island to meet specific political and economic 

objectives (Campbell 1991), land was forcibly denied as a means 

of control, de - historicization and pacification, breaking links 

between Malagasy people and their ancestors and eventu-

ally making them andevo (slaves). Andevo were ‘lost people’, 

lacking links to ancestral lands and permanent tombs and thus 

precluded from becoming ancestors themselves – the essence 

of the Malagasy identity (Bloch 1971, 1989, Feeley - Harnik 1982, 

1991, Graeber 1997, 2007, Evers 2002, 2006). Colonial - era poli-

cies aimed at export production (Sodikoff 2005) and forced 

labour regimes continued to break local links with the land, as 

many forests were appropriated for logging concessions (Fremi-

gacci 1978, Jarosz 1993). Today, the term andevo still implies 

someone who lacks anchoring in land through tombs, land and 

history (Evers 2006).

Relations with the ancestors are the essence of fomba 

gasy, engrained in land practices and fady (taboos) concerning 

inappropriate land management behaviour (including the sale 

of ancestral land to outsiders). On a daily basis, people work 

the land and renew their links with the ancestors who in turn 

regenerate both people and land. This vital relation with the 

ancestors is reflected in the concept of hasina described by 

Delivré (1967: 167–84) as a form of energy innate to existence. 

References to hasina have been encountered by many schol-

ars conducting research in Madagascar (Dubois 1938, Delivré 

1967, Edholm 1971, Bloch 1989). Southall (1986: 414) translates 

hasina as “sacred ritual potency” and considers it to be a central 

concept for all groups in Madagascar: “Here is one of those 

pervasive themes which justify emphasis on the essential unity 

of all Malagasy culture, despite its apparent regional contrasts.” 

Bloch (1989: 65) also writes that the notion of hasina is the 

“kernel of Malagasy thought.” Fertility, successful harvests and 

good health are all ascribed to hasina. The belief that ances-

tors can activate destructive aspects of hasina (which is then 

referred to as hery in the southern highlands (Evers 2002)) caus-

ing, for example, infertility, illness and death, when people do 

not conform to envisaged ancestral expectations (Cole 2001) is 

widespread in Madagascar.

Relations with the ancestors even govern property owner-

ship perceptions. Land is ‘owned’ by the ancestors and while 

heirs and assigns may derive the fruits from this land during 

their short time on the mortal coil, upon their demise, it passes 

onto the children, and this immanent process repeats itself. As 

one woman put it (during Seagle’s fieldwork in 2009): “Land is 

inheritance; it is the donneur de vie (giver of life).” Deceased 

family members will be buried in land passed down through 

generations; this land  – where family tombs are located and 

cultivation takes place (e.g., wet rice fields) – is literally referred 

to as tanin - drazana (land of the ancestors). It is a place of famil-

ial communality and a perpetual construction site of fomba 

gasy. These customs are constantly evolving through shifting 

social relations and environmental changes. Malagasy people 

position themselves within dynamic cultural and environmen-

tal configurations, and as such, fomba gasy does not contain 

something that exists in isolation, but is rather constantly ‘made’ 

and ‘becoming’. It should also be stressed that, although most 

Malagasy view relations to land, kin and ancestors as the tripar-

tite core of fomba gasy, there are regional variations governing 

how this ontological perception materialises in, for example, 

burial sites and practices or social life.

In short, the notion of fomba gasy is inherently dynamic, 

animate, processual, and connected to the Malagasy notion of 

‘rooting’ oneself in land and moving forward (Keller 2008). This 

approach contrasts sharply with international translations of 

‘heritage’, which are rooted in abstract philosophical systems 

and in the idea that heritage can be captured in a defined, 

bounded piece of land. The last three components of intangible 

heritage are testament to this dilemma; heritage here is moved 

away from local cultural paradigms to fit global conceptions 

of human rights and sustainability, wherein only some aspects 

of local heritage may be permitted. This point is illustrated 

in the recent UNESCO designation of the Atsinanana eastern 

rainforests (totally nearly 500,000 hectares) in Madagascar as 

a ‘World Heritage Site’ (UNEP 2007, UNESCO 2009).  Here, the 

material heritage compatible with international paradigms of 

biodiversity protection is achieved potentially at the cost of local 

heritage valuations (e.g., accessing forests). While UNEP (2007: 

7) mentions “(…) past exclusion from protected areas without 

consultation has left surrounding populations suspicious of 

their benefits,” it concedes that “there are so far no figures for 

the populations living in the 2.5 km - wide multiple - use buffer 

zones” surrounding the protected area. Conversely, scholars 

of Madagascar have documented the widespread poverty and 

economic disadvantages local communities experience as a 

result of living on park peripheries (Harper 2002, Walsh 2005, 

Ferguson 2010). Disputed access to land thus lies at the core of 

global-local heritage contestations.

In sum, in light of the importance of fomba gasy and land 

in shaping everyday lives, we argue that one cannot speak of 

livelihoods as the only ‘stakes’ to lose in the context of foreign 

large-scale land acquisitions; local environmental knowledge, 

cultural ontologies, kinship and ancestral ties, social relations, 

and dynamics of cultural heritage and identity formed around 

land may also be dispossessed.

CONTESTING HERITAGE – EXAMPLES FROM 
THE RIO TINTO/QMM ILMENITE MINE IN FORT 
DAUPHIN, SOUTHEAST MADAGASCAR
This section details how Rio Tinto/QMM draw upon two dis-

courses of global heritage in relation to their exploitation of 

6,000 hectares of littoral forest for ilmenite (titanium dioxide) 

in southeast Madagascar: (i) biodiversity as ‘global heritage’, 

and (ii) cultural sites as ‘local heritage’. We highlight how both 

claims to heritage protection come into inherent conflict with 

local notions of fomba gasy and heritage - making embedded in 

dynamic, temporal land use.

GLOBAL HERITAGE – ADVOCATING THE COMMODIFICATION

OF BIODIVERSITY. Concerns over biodiversity loss, which 

is seen to be linked to increased deforestation caused by 

local populations (UNEP 2007), have dominated multinational 

discourses of sustainability and forged alliances between mining 
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companies and the various conservation NGOs (e.g., WWF, CI, 

IUCN, and WCS). WWF, for example, is assisting in the imple-

mentation of Rio Tinto’s biodiversity strategy (Rio Tinto 2009). 

Joining the chorus, mining companies deploy the language and 

resources of ‘sustainable development’ and biodiversity conser-

vation to bolster land claims in Madagascar. Working with the 

Malagasy Government on a multi - billion dollar ilmenite mine in 

Fort Dauphin, Rio Tinto / QMM make use of powerful discourses 

which highlight Madagascar’s ecological degradation; these 

discourses identify Malagasy shifting cultivators as the main 

agents of environmental destruction (Seagle 2012). Bounded by 

‘tradition’ and motivated solely by poverty, Malagasy people reli-

ant on subsistence livelihoods are often portrayed as the main 

culprits of deforestation, though these narratives of degradation 

have been questioned by various researchers of Madagascar 

(Jarosz 1993, Kaufmann 2000, Kull 2000, Simsik 2002, Klein 2004, 

Pollini 2007). As evidenced in fomba gasy conceptions, local 

uses of land by Malagasy people are not solely economically 

motivated; rather, they are connected to the various concep-

tions of livelihood security and local heritage making.

But such realities contrast sharply with representations 

mobilized by Rio Tinto / QMM. As a leading official for the 

company stated in 2006, “Madagascar is a fascinating coun-

try in terms of its biodiversity. Its people, however, are not 

wealthy. In an effort to find food, fuel and building materials, 

they are changing their island’s unique ecological heritage” 

(Senapati 2006). Subsistence activities are often presented 

as anathema to ‘sustainable development’ purported to be 

offered by the company. Vincelette et al. (2007: 4) state in 

Rio Tinto/QMM’s ‘Biodiversity Book’, a publication result-

ing from years of research carried out in the littoral forests 

targeted for both strip mining and (selective) conservation, 

and in collaboration with Kew Botanical Gardens and the 

Smithsonian Institute, “(…) for the most part these are rural 

people engaged in subsistence production, which provides 

limited opportunities for development or economic growth. 

These villagers both endure and participate in a process of 

progressive deforestation and degradation of the environment 

in which they live.” This statement underlines Rio Tinto / QMM’s 

representation of local land users as trapped in a vicious cycle 

of poverty and heavily in need of (economic) development 

being offered by the company. In contrast to actively ‘making’ 

local heritage through non - static uses of land, Malagasy 

people are described as destroyers of the ‘ecological heritage’  

of the island itself.

However, the Rio Tinto / QMM portrait of environmental 

degradation neglects the historical, physical, cultural, politi-

cal-economic, and discursive context in which environmental 

change occurs (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987, Peet and Watts 

1996). Moreover, it omits present and future impacts of mineral 

extraction on littoral forest and forest users; despite levelling 

amounts of deforestation expected to result from mineral 

extraction, Rio Tinto argues that 6,000 hectares of littoral forest 

set to be stripped by the mining company was already severely 

‘degraded’ by local people, and would have disappeared 

anyway, in the absence of mining (Mines and Communities 

2009). However, while the company represents that forest as 

already heavily degraded by locals, Virah - Sawmy (2009) has 

shown that conservationist discourses linking local pressures 

to littoral forest degradation – a narrative widely reiterated by 

Rio Tinto / QMM – are based on false assumptions about forest 

cover change over time.

Nevertheless, such claims are backed by Rio Tinto’s use of 

discourse and media (scientific publications, reports, websites, 

images). This ‘legitimizing media’ is designed to defeat the 

standpoint of local groups that land dispossession or alternate 

access regimes threaten livelihood activities such as the culti-

vation of rice, medicinal plant use, selective tree felling, fish-

ing, cattle grazing, and fruit collection. For example, a wetland 

reed (mahampy) used for weaving baskets and wrapping the 

deceased, was decimated by Rio Tinto/QMM and replaced 

with exotic stands of eucalyptus – a contradiction of Rio Tinto/

QMM’s claims to be protecting biodiversity. Indeed, much of 

the littoral forest will be rehabilitated with eucalyptus, an act, 

which Rio Tinto / QMM refer to as veritable ‘reforestation’. While 

the eucalyptus plantations are designed to meet local needs 

for fuel wood, charcoal production and building material, there 

appears to be a lack of meaningful consideration of local uses 

of biodiversity and the reality that, within the mine’s vicinity, 

access to land for cultivation (rather than charcoal) and other 

purposes (e.g., weaving and grazing cattle) is crucial (see also 

figures in SIRSA 2006). In turn, the company does not elaborate 

on local perceptions of eucalyptus itself as a species for meeting 

daily needs (Harbinson 2007).

Moreover, much of Rio Tinto / QMM’s claim to conserve 

biodiversity from perceived local destruction is legitimized 

through ‘biodiversity offsets’: The financial backing of, or land 

allocation for, conservation zones ‘outside’ of the mining conces-

sion. This type of remediation is described by Rio Tinto / QMM 

as compensation for in situ damage to biodiversity caused by 

mining operations (specifically the loss of 6,000 hectares of 

biodiverse littoral forest). The company thus pledges to “offset 

unavoidable adverse impacts” of ilmenite extraction through 

off-site compensation (Ten Kate et al. 2004). Again, biodiversity 

offsets imply the global valuation of biodiversity as ‘world herit-

age’ and universal entitlement instead of something valued by 

local communities as part of heritage-making and fomba gasy. 

While littoral forest stretching 25 km long and seven kilometres 

wide will be stripped for ilmenite mining (QMM 2001, in Sarrasin 

2006), with the exception of small ‘conservation zones’ set aside 

within each of the three exploitation sites (e.g., 230 ha out of 

2,000 ha in Mandena), Rio Tinto/QMM claim to have a “net posi-

tive impact” (NPI) on biological diversity (Ten Kate et al. 2004). 

Precisely by drawing upon a global narrative relating the world’s 

biodiversity to a type of ‘universal heritage’ and insisting on its 

commitment to protecting it, Rio Tinto legitimises its claims to 

land in southeast Madagascar for large - scale mineral extraction.

As part of this commitment, Rio Tinto / QMM regularly send 

shipments of endemic seeds found within the littoral forest 

to Kew Botanical Gardens in the United Kingdom, a reputable 

environmental research centre. The biodiverse seeds will be 

preserved as part of Kew’s Millennium Seed Bank project – a 

storage - house for millions of varieties of plant genes and akin to 

a biological ‘Noah’s Ark’. Corporate partners, Rio Tinto/QMM and 

Kew aim to create “a domestication programme of forest species 

for the house plant market,” thereby hinting at an underlying 

interest in commodification of the seed lots. Kew (2011) states: 

“Our partner QMM hopes to raise local incomes and reduce 

exploitation of the few remaining patches of forest, which it is 

actively conserving. The Threatened Plants Project focused on 
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propagating and marketing threatened orchid species through 

PBZT to take pressure off wild populations.”

Conversely, Virah - Sawmy and Ebeling (2010: 1) note that 

Rio Tinto’s measurements of “near - total forest loss on its mining 

sites in the absence of mining activities” are not correct. Using 

paleoecological evidence, Virah - Sawmy (2009) shows that the 

patchy make - up of the littoral forest is the result of complex 

climatic factors rather than only a history of human interfer-

ence, and that much of the deforestation in the littoral zone was 

carried out over the past twenty years during the exploration 

and infrastructural phases of the Rio Tinto / QMM project itself. 

Kew makes no mention of the various impacts of the ilmenite 

mine, which will include vast losses of biodiversity. Nor is any 

mention made of local dependencies on biodiversity in the 

extraction zone. Research conducted by Seagle (2009) clearly 

demonstrated the importance of accessing biodiversity for 

food, building material and, most importantly, medicine. Kew’s 

interest in propagation and ‘marketing’ Malagasy plants with 

Rio Tinto/QMM, their project of ex situ conservation of seeds 

(Millennium Seed Bank), should be further studied. Not the least 

because one of the top financers of the seed bank project is the 

Wellcome Trust, an organization that primarily funds biomedical 

research and has interest in the ‘medical qualities’ of Kew’s seed 

reserves (Wellcome Trust 2012).

While the mining company is praised for ‘actively conserv-

ing’ and indeed ‘saving’ species from the littoral forest, the 

Kew - Rio Tinto partnership aims to curb local “exploitation” of 

remaining “wild populations.” It is thereby suggested that the 

mining company is protecting the biodiversity from Malagasy 

people themselves: “Independent studies have demonstrated 

that these forests are rapidly deteriorating due to pressure from 

the local people. (...) It is generally accepted that the remaining 

littoral forest fragments will be essentially destroyed within the 

next two or three decades unless an effective protection strat-

egy is defined and the resources of the mining company properly 

harnessed to promote biodiversity conservation” (Kew 2010a).

It seems paradoxical that a mining company planning to 

destroy most of the littoral forest is praised for conserving 

biodiversity, which is equated with ‘global heritage’. The offi-

cial slogan of the Millennium Seed Bank is: “Saving plants for 

our future”, thus suggesting that the biodiversity of the forests 

makes up the inheritance of humankind (Ibid). In fact, Rio Tinto/

QMM are, in many ways, producing new types of ‘world heritage’ 

within these conservation zones lying adjacent to vast dredge 

mining operations. By ‘creating’ scarcity of biodiversity, Rio 

Tinto/QMM are ‘saving’ biodiversity; global heritage becomes 

innate to genetic material sent to a high - profile ‘research 

institute’ for foreign ‘protection’ (Seagle 2012). In turn, the 

commodification of seed species stored in Kew’s reserves is 

of interest. An advertisement on Kew’s website asks viewers 

if they would like to “adopt a seed” and financially support the 

Millennium Seed Bank project; for just 25 GBP, one can adopt a 

seed, and for 1,000 GBP, one can ‘save’ a seed from extinction. 

Kew writes, “we will recognise your support with an adoption 

pack containing a certificate and a picture of the plant species 

you’re supporting” (Kew 2010b). The ‘adopt the seed’ campaign 

appears to be based upon underlying tenets, which not only 

challenge the Malagasy definition of heritage but also allow for 

the exclusion of the Malagasy from their ancestral lands in order 

to meet the presumably higher prerogatives of global ‘heritage’.

LOCAL HERITAGE – INADEQUATE ASSESSMENTS OF 

FOMBA GASY MAKING. While Rio Tinto/QMM is exporting 

some aspects of the ecological heritage out of the local setting, 

discursively transforming it into global heritage available to con-

sumers and the international market, other aspects of local heri-

tage appear to be essentialized, neatly demarcated to particular 

places and capable of being ‘moved’ elsewhere to make way for 

mineral extraction. It is important to note that Rio Tinto / QMM 

claim to protect local heritage of local people (Rio Tinto 2011b). 

But what if the very land acquired by the mining company is 

seen as the anchor to local cultural heritage? In 2010, Rio Tinto 

formed a partnership with IUCN, an organisation in charge of 

managing World Heritage Sites (both natural and cultural) desig-

nated by UNESCO (IUCN 2012). With regard to “cultural heritage”, 

Rio Tinto/QMM state: “We recognise and respect the cultural 

heritage of all communities in which we operate, particularly 

that of indigenous traditional owners who have customary con-

nections to land. We closely consult with local people to ensure 

the protection of their cultural heritage sites as we manage 

our businesses. (…) From the earliest stages of exploration we 

conduct cultural heritage assessments with communities to 

understand the location and significance of heritage sites. We 

design our activities to avoid to the greatest extent any damage 

to these sites. If disturbance is unavoidable, we seek approval 

from those to whom the site or feature has significance, and we 

work with them to mitigate the disturbance” (Rio Tinto 2012).

While Rio Tinto (2011a) defines ‘heritage’ as “places that 

have cultural, spiritual, aesthetic, historic, scientific, research or 

social significance to past, present and future generations and 

pledges to avoid such ‘heritage sites’, our research revealed 

various contradictions to the company’s manifesto. Reports of 

tomb displacement, the destruction of ancestral monuments 

and loss of ancestral land – all undeniably part and parcel of 

local conceptions of ‘heritage’ – were widespread (Harbinson 

2007, Seagle 2009). Rio Tinto plays down the importance of 

tombs, describing the issue as having “medium importance” 

(FOE Critique date n/a: 16). Although Harbinson (2007) notes 

that, according to the Malagasy mining code, mining on 

gravesites is forbidden, Rio Tinto/QMM have removed and/or 

damaged tombs within the Mandena exploitation zone and 

along an access road leading to the processing plant. In turn, 

some tombs of the Antesaka group were reportedly displaced 

(Seagle 2009). Families were ‘compensated’ with two sacks of 

rice, 30 zebu (Malagasy cows) and twenty bottles of tokagasy 

(Malagasy rum) per household affected. However, many respon-

dents expressed deep-seated disapproval of the displacement 

as they mentioned that it is considered strictly fady (taboo) to 

move a tomb. Thus, while tombs occupy sites of top heritage 

priority to local people and are thus irreplaceable, damages to 

such sites can, from the point of view of the mining company, 

be compensated for.

However, it is crucial to point to the fact that local heritage 

is not only about particular sites; tombs are material manifesta-

tions of the process of fomba gasy making. The above Rio Tinto/

QMM website quote reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of 

what ‘heritage’ and indeed fomba gasy entail on a local level; in 

fact, heritage is processual and regenerated by people through 

working with the natural and supernatural environment. In this 

process, hasina (vital energy innate to life) flows between time 

(the dead and the living) and place (tombs, agricultural land, 
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houses, forest, etc.) and cannot be pinned down to certain 

‘cultural heritage sites’. Disruption of the flow of hasina and 

fomba gasy processes through dispossession from land, be it 

the tomb area, agricultural plots or a widely used, biodiverse 

forest, are potential threats to livelihoods and ontologies of 

heritage. Conversely, Rio Tinto/QMM perceive cultural herit-

age sites to be areas of clear demarcation, often referring to 

an object (as opposed to a temporal practice) with religious 

or sacred importance; for example, such sites “might include 

archaeological or fossil remains, or places of sacred significance 

to local and indigenous communities such as natural springs, 

mountains, burials, rock art, and ceremonial grounds” (Rio Tinto 

2011a). In turn, Rio Tinto (2011b: 57) notes that lost cultural 

heritage can be compensated for through ‘cultural heritage 

offsets’, which, nearly identical in approach and rhetoric as 

‘biodiversity offsets’ (see above), include documentation of 

oral histories, research and publications on tangible cultural 

sites, construction of museums, and conservation of culturally 

important landscape features ‘outside’ of the mining sites, to 

be used by local populations. Together, these ‘cultural offsets’ 

are designed to have a “net positive impact on cultural heritage” 

(Rio Tinto 2011b: 74).

In the field site of Mandena, a mountain considered the 

ancestral territory of some 300 people, where villagers cultivated 

rice, manioc and sweet potatoes for subsistence purposes, was 

blown up (with dynamite) by Rio Tinto/QMM in order to create a 

rock quarry which would supply stones for a break - water for a 

new international port, Ehoala (Figure 2). This led to both loss of 

land access as well as displacement and resettlement (Kraemer 

2010, ALT/PANOS 2011).

With regard to compensation to the families displaced 

by the quarry, it was found that ‘negotiations’ with Rio Tinto/

QMM degenerated, with the company first offering 13 million 

Ariary per family, then 10 million Ariary, and then finally only 

four million Ariary per family (roughly  $ US 1,900 (exchange rate 

2011)). However, while a struggle over financial compensation 

was evident, some villagers revealed the deeper impacts of land 

loss, which could not adequately be captured through monetary 

remediation. As Soa (40 years old) put it, “The money given to us 

was not the same value as the land that was taken from us. Tsy 

mitovy! (not the same)”. The land acquired for the quarry remains 

seen as the ancestral land of the people there; it was referred 

to as the land of the ‘twelve ancestors’. Another woman, named 

Lova (32 years old), explained this point further, “Roambifolo: 

Twelve men are the ancestors and the real, legal owners of this 

land. QMM didn’t give us equal land in compensation for this.” 

Furthermore, to create the rock quarry, Rio Tinto/QMM’s removal 

of anorombato – ancestral stones/pillars erected to honour the 

ancestors and located some distance away from actual tomb 

sites (which are often hidden from view) – was seen to strike at 

the core of villagers’ existential security. Soa stated, “(…) they 

removed the anorombato without telling us.” In short, the notion 

of compensation should be problematized within the context of 

land dispossession, as natural resources have both material and 

intangible significance and are connected to a deeper system of 

meaning in Madagascar. Thus we can observe two problematic 

issues for local groups: the dispossession of land that is seen 

as irreplaceable, and the ‘gift’ of compensation that does not 

represent the long - term economic and non - economic value of 

the land in question.

Just as material manifestations of local heritage can be 

moved elsewhere (in the case of displaced tombs), so, too, can 

the people who embody this heritage. The Andrew Lees Trust 

(No date) notes that nearly 500 people were resettled by the 

project. In addition to the replacement land being of poor quality, 

many were concerned about the resettlement houses provided 

by Rio Tinto/QMM (Figure 3), which were purportedly of poor 

quality, leaked and had cracks in the ground. In many parts 

in Madagascar including in our research site, the house may 

be seen both as a chronotope of local uses of and needs for 

biodiversity (seen in the various species used in its construction) 

and as a benchmark of ontological meaning, a type of ‘cognitive 

map’ wherein each cardinal direction plays an important role in 

structuring social-ancestral relations (Fox 1990).

What these examples illustrate is that the narrow way 

in which Rio Tinto defines ‘cultural heritage’ – limiting it to 

seemingly very visible, historically relevant and ‘static’ places, 

monuments or archaeological remains (e.g., objects) that can 

be compensated for with money and/or be moved elsewhere 

– had serious repercussions for local people, who valued land 

and dynamic land - use as their ancestral rights of heritage. 

Land to them is more than an economic asset, and this made 

compensation such a complicated issue. There was simply no 

way to adequately compensate for the loss of ancestral and 

arable land passed down by the ancestors and reserved for 

future generations. Land thus has both material (e.g., food 

security, income) and intangible (ancestral significance, inherit-

ance, existential security) value that was poorly considered by 

FIGURE 2. Ancestral land of individuals displaced by a rock quarry built by 
Rio Tinto/QMM (photo taken by Seagle, February 2009).

FIGURE 3. Resettlement houses built by Rio Tinto/QMM (photo taken by 
Seagle, March 2009).
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the mining company. In view of the perspective of fomba gasy 

making, which is embodied in people and directs what they 

do when they wake up in the morning, one can understand 

that money is indeed not conceptualized in the same way as 

by the mining company (e.g., as Soa above explains) and that 

this process of heritage - making cannot just be transported to 

another geographical setting.

CONCLUSION
Within the context of foreign land deals it is crucial that a thor-

ough understanding of how heritage is locally constructed (the 

anatomy of heritage) and embedded in land, and how land-use 

anchors the existential and sacred dimensions of people (the 

ontology of heritage), is achieved prior to the extra - local valu-

ation and sale (or lease) of territory. The examples discussed in 

this article show that land is an arena of contested uses and 

valuations. These dynamics are particularly intense within the 

context of foreign land deals, where the promise of schools, 

health care, economic benefits, proper housing etc. is potentially 

meaningless to people if it is achieved at the cost of ontological 

meaning entrenched in land and active land use.

To return to our initial queries: How do global definitions of 

land as heritage affect local communities reliant upon forests 

and land for subsistence purposes? Why do some heritage 

claims override others? Who determines this hierarchy and on 

the basis of which criteria? While UNESCO’s criteria of (intan-

gible) cultural heritage discursively recognizes “countless 

traditions” which are “passed down through generations”, the 

imposition of global values, such as biodiversity conservation, 

presents heritage as a self - evident and universally agreed upon 

concept excluding the possibility of understanding heritage in 

terms of a processual, site - specific, temporal practice embed-

ded in dynamic land use patterns. In other words, heritage in 

Madagascar is a process and constantly ‘made’ over time; it 

encompasses a relative system of valuation that is experienced 

through the body (via land - labour relations). Moreover, the 

imperative of ‘sustainable development’ makes the very notion 

of heritage accessible to corporate actors vying for land use; 

through media campaigns, the selective invocation of key words 

like sustainability, degradation or biodiversity conservation, as 

well as the transfer of financial capital, mining companies can 

make claims to preserve ‘global heritage’ whilst simultaneously 

destroying it. Sustainable development discourses contain-

ing underlying valorisations of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ uses of the 

environment (Luke 2005) overshadow local claims to heritage, 

which would otherwise be captured in the first three compo-

nents of the UNESCO definition of intangible cultural heritage: 

transmitted from generation to generation; constantly recre-

ated in response to environment, interaction with nature and 

history; provides sense of identity and continuity – but which are 

inherently conflicting with the latter three components, which 

focus on ‘global’ systems and metanarratives. However, as this 

article attempts to demonstrate, global heritage claims fuelled 

with pervasive discourses of ‘sustainable development’ may 

overpower local considerations of what heritage entails.

Three aspects of the characterization of land/nature as 

global heritage are deserving of attention. First, while many 

actors narrowly interpret UNESCO’s definition of heritage as 

extant in particular ‘cultural heritage sites’, fomba gasy (or 

‘heritage-making’) in Madagascar is deeply processual, dynamic 

or constantly ‘made’ and renewed over a vast time - space 

continuum. Accessing natural resources is a natural and neces-

sary part of fomba gasy. Second, global heritage designations 

too often exclude humans from the overall picture; natural 

or cultural heritage is set aside to be ‘preserved’ over time, 

isolated from ‘wrong’ human interferences (such as land - based 

labour for subsistence) and maintained through ‘correct’ uses 

of the environment (such as ecotourism or aesthetic appre-

ciation). Contrarily, the very cornerstones of concepts such 

as fomba gasy and hasina are about sustaining people, both 

dead and alive, and environments; it is through processes of 

land use that these ontologies of heritage are perpetuated. 

Finally, and crucially, through their ‘global heritage’ discourses, 

international actors attempt to occupy terrain deemed to be 

sacred and at the discretion of local groups and taboos (fady). 

As we have argued, by determining what is taboo in these 

local settings (trespassing in rain forests, etc.), Rio Tinto/QMM 

have placed themselves on a direct collision course with locals, 

which undoubtedly will produce numerous future points of 

tension and misunderstandings.
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