
 

 
 

Customary Laws and Practices in 

the Greater Amanzule Wetland 

Areas 

 

 
Compiled by: 

Richard Adupong, Daniel Doku Nii Nortey and Joanna Asiedu 

 

Coastal Resources Center, University of Rhode Island 

Friends of the Nation 

February 6, 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      



 

i 
 

 

This publication is available electronically on Coastal Resources Centerôs website at 

http://www.crc.uri.edu and Friends of the Nationôs website at http://fonghana.org/.  

 

For more information contact: Coastal Resources Center, University of Rhode Island, 

Narragansett Bay Campus, South Ferry Road, Narragansett, Rhode Island 02882, USA. Brian 

Crawford, Director International Programs at Email: brian@crc.uri.edu; Tel: 401-874-6224; 

Fax: 401-874-6920  

Citation: Adupong, R., Nortey, D. D. N., and Asiedu, J. (2013), Compilation of Customary 

Laws and Practices in the Greater Amanzule Wetland Areas. USAID Integrated Coastal and 

Fisheries Governance Initiative for the Western Region, Ghana. 42 pages 

 

Disclaimer: This publication is made possible by the generous support of the American 

people through the United States Agency for International Development (USAID)/Ghana. 

The contents of this report are the responsibility of the Integrated Coastal and Fisheries 

Governance (ICFG) Program and do not necessarily reflect the views of the United States 

Government. Associate Cooperative Agreement No. 641-A-00-09-00036-00 for ñIntegrated 

Coastal and Fisheries Governance (ICFG) Program for the Western Region of Ghanaò. 

Cover Photo: Women and children crossing Ekpukpole lagoon at Metika, Jomoro District 

 

Cover Photo Credit: Richard Adupong, Friends of the Nation 

http://www.crc.uri.edu/
http://fonghana.org/


 

ii 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

The research team deeply appreciates the support, time and inputs by traditional rulers, 

traditionalists, family heads, opinion leaders and all others that made the community information 

gathering a success. Special appreciations go to the Chiefs of Nzulezu, Bobrama and Elenda as 

well the royal family heads of Beyin, Azulenoanu, New Nzulezu and Ellonyi for their great 

inputs. 

 
Figure 1: Chiefs of Nzulezo & Elenda with the research team 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

iii 
 

Table of Contents 

 

Acknowledgements ....................................................................................................................................... ii 

List of Figures .............................................................................................................................................. iv 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................................................ v 

Executive Summary ..................................................................................................................................... vi 

1.0 Background and Introduction............................................................................................................ 1 

2.0 Methodology ..................................................................................................................................... 2 

3.0 Findings............................................................................................................................................. 4 

3.1 Communities and Wetlands ................................................................................................................ 4 

3.2 Ownership Regime .............................................................................................................................. 5 

3.3 Myth of Origin of the Amanzule Wetland .......................................................................................... 6 

3.4 Sex of Wetlands .................................................................................................................................. 9 

3.5 Traditional Importance & Uses of Wetlands .................................................................................... 10 

3.6 Traditional Norms, Customs and Practices ....................................................................................... 13 

3.6.1 Wetlands and Women ................................................................................................................ 13 

3.6.2 Restricted Persons ...................................................................................................................... 15 

3.6.3 Prohibited Animals .................................................................................................................... 15 

3.6.4 Prohibited Days .......................................................................................................................... 17 

3.6.5 Sex and Wetlands ....................................................................................................................... 18 

3.6.6 The Fetish priest ......................................................................................................................... 18 

3.6.7 Rituals & Rites ........................................................................................................................... 19 

3.6.8 Effects of Violations on Violators ............................................................................................. 25 

3.6.9 Threats to Customary Laws ....................................................................................................... 25 

4.0 Stories from the field ...................................................................................................................... 27 

5.0 Conclusions and Recommendation ................................................................................................. 29 

Appendixes ................................................................................................................................................. 30 

A. Interview Guide .............................................................................................................................. 30 

B. List of Key Contacts ....................................................................................................................... 30 

C. Inputs from Validation Workshop .................................................................................................. 32 



 

iv 
 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1: Chiefs of Nzulezo & Elenda with the research team ..................................................................... ii 

Figure 2: Interview with Royal family head of Azulenoanu ......................................................................... 2 

Figure 3: Local fishermen displaying fish .................................................................................................... 3 

Figure 4: The Research team on their way to Old Bakanta .......................................................................... 4 

Figure 5: Nana Nyameke Alimah II .............................................................................................................. 8 

Figure 6 Crocodile trapped on the Ankobra River ........................................................................................ 9 

Figure 7: A man fishing in the Domunli lagoon ......................................................................................... 10 

Figure 8: some uses of wetlands ................................................................................................................. 11 

Figure 9: Refuse dumped at Upper portion of Edinla lagoon in Ezinlibo ................................................... 12 

Figure 10: Women crossing Domunli lagoon ............................................................................................. 14 

Figure 11: A Goat ....................................................................................................................................... 16 

Figure 12 Cattle grazing around wetland in Half-Assini ............................................................................ 17 

Figure 13: A new bridge under construction over Ellonu lagoon ............................................................... 21 

Figure 14: Computer ................................................................................................................................... 26 

Figure 15: A Church ................................................................................................................................... 26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

v 
 

List of Tables 

 

Table 1 Communities and their wetland ....................................................................................................... 5 

Table 2: Cutting of mangroves.................................................................................................................... 24 

Table 3: Community decision to stop cutting mangroves ........................................................................... 27 

Table 4: Footballers & Balibangara lagoon ................................................................................................ 27 

Table 5: Showing reverence to wetland gods ............................................................................................. 28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

vi 
 

Executive Summary 

 

The Amanzule wetlands, which include the internationally recognized bird sanctuary is without a 

formal conservation status. However, over the years, traditional norms and customs have 

mandated all socio-economic users of the wetlands to keep it in clean state because they are 

regarded as the dwelling place of the gods.  Customary laws have thus contributed to the 

conservation of our wetlands as communities in the past showed deep reverence for the gods and 

obeyed such norms and practices. Unfortunately, most of such norms remain undocumented. To 

reverse the situation, this study was commissioned by the Amanzule Working Group (AWG)
1
 to 

ascertain and document the customary laws and practices in communities within the Ellembelle 

and Jomoro districts bordering the Amanzule wetland. The study was conducted between 

January 28, 2013 and February 3, 2013 and covered 22 communities selected based on their 

proximity to a wetland. As a purely qualitative study, the methodology was designed to generate 

in-depth information about the subject at stake. Data was collected using semi-structured 

interviews guide and focus group discussions. Both methods were effectively employed to 

triangulate information at the local community level. Also, a district level validation workshop 

was held after the field work to further solicit meaningful inputs from local people as well as to 

obtain reactions to findings of the field work.  

The 7-day study revealed that ownership of wetlands in the area rest with the entire community 

and seen as óa gift by natureô but with various myths surrounding its origin.  Almost all the 

wetlands are tagged either as male or female and such believe has been handed over to 

generations by oral tradition. Traditionally, wetlands have provided communities both economic 

and spiritual benefits and customs / norms surrounding these wetlands were respected in the past. 

Key among these norms included: 

Norms: 

¶ Certain persons, animals and items such as tenth child, women in their period of 

menstruation, goats, pigs and ducks among others were restricted from going near 

wetlands. In most communities, such animals are not even reared for traditional reasons.  

¶ Refuse dumping and defecation at wetland areas were prohibited as the place was 

regarded as the abode of the gods. 

¶ Fishing expedition is not allowed on certain days as the gods were believed to be 

spending precious time with their children on such days and needed privacy. 

¶ There are shrines for the wetlands and fetish priest / priestess who acts as the mouthpiece 

of the gods and thereby performs all necessary rituals to pacify and honour the gods 

                                                           

1
 The group was formed by the Hen Mpoano Initiative with the benediction and support of the Nzema Traditional 

Council-Nzema Manle to champion conservation in the area. 
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¶ The Chief Priest of Amanzule wetland is mandated by tradition to cover his face when 

crossing the Tanoe River and vice-versa due to aged long rivalry between the two 

wetlands. 

 

Sadly, the reverence that was offered to most of these norms is gradually loosing grounds in the 

communities with the advent of modern religious beliefs, formal education, modernization, 

civilization and technology. These factors have rendered most customary laws obsolete, useless 

and less respected and remain major threats to the use of customary practices in the conservation 

of wetlands. The result is the degradation of most wetlands in the communities.  

 

To promote environmental sustainability and protect the Amanzule wetlands as well as other 

natural resources in the Ellembelle and Jomoro Districts, there is the need to revisit the past and 

integrate the good part of our traditions and customs with modern ones. Nevertheless, few 

formally educated persons and traditionalist, who are stewards of customs, have not disregarded 

the customs and norms of the society and continue to adhere strictly to them. This is however not 

the case with majority of the youth in the two districts. It is therefore recommended that such 

custodians of our tradition actively promotes and ensure the full practices of our culture and 

customs that hitherto helped in the management of wetlands in our communities. As summed up 

beautifully by a Fetish Priest in the Jomoro District, ówe must go back to our tradition and 

customs to be free in lifeôô. 

 

The research team believes that this report is meaningful for posterity and would draw the 

attention of people within and outside the Amanzule wetlands to their own tradition that 

promotes conservation of wetlands and the environment in general.  

 



 

1 
 

1.0 Background and Introduction  

 

The Amanzule wetlands remain a critical area of concern to the Hen Mpoano Initiative due to its 

rich biodiversity features.  It is indeed a complex of peat, swamp and mangrove forests, flood 

plains, and sandy shores with streams, rivers, fresh water lake, lagoons and the sea as 

environmental features (West Coast, 2012). Unfortunately, this importance wetland, despite its 

useful socio-economic benefits to society is without a formal conservation status. However, over 

the years, traditional norms/practices have helped to protect and/or conserve most wetlands in the 

country with the Greater Amanzule
2
 wetland not an exception. Yet, most of these customary 

laws
3
/practices are not documented.  

Against this background, a seven day study covering 22 communities in the Ellembelle and 

Jomoro Districts was commissioned by the Amanzule Working Group (formed by the Hen 

Mpoano Initiative) to ascertain and document the customary laws and practices in the Greater 

Amanzule wetland areas. As the wetland straddles the coastal plains of the Ellembelle and 

Jomoro Districts and to a little extent, into the Ankobra river estuary in the Nzema East District, 

key stakeholders in the former two coastal Districts were targeted for the study. 

This report provides the methodology adopted for the study, summary findings in terms of 

customs surrounding wetlands in the Ellembelle and Jomoro Districts of the Western region as 

well as recommendations in conservation of our wetlands.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

2
 Stretching from the Ankobra River to the border of Ivory Coast 

3
 Customary law refers to the rules of law which by custom are applicable to particular communities in Ghana.  
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2.0 Methodology  

 

This was entirely a qualitative research. As such, the methodology was designed to strive for in-

depth information about the subject at stake without special regard to the issue of generalization. 

With the duration of the study, data collection process was merged with data analysis and 

attempts made to establish commonalities, patterns and themes. Primary data was obtained 

through a 7-day field work using semi-structured interviews guide and focus discussions. Both 

methods were effectively employed to triangulate information at the local community level. The 

data collection instrument was slightly modified after it was pre-tested in four communities to 

assess its applicability, relevance and validity. A validation workshop (inputs attached as 

Appendix C) was held at the district level to disseminate, validate and collect additional 

information at the district level. A total number of 48 key traditional leaders were interviewed. 

The number of other community members that took part in the study through Focus Group 

Discussions (FGD) exceeded 80. Majority of the informants and FGD participants were above 

age 50 and were purposively selected because they had invaluable insight into traditional norms, 

had stayed long in their respective communities and regarded most steeped in customs and 

traditional wisdom and in most instances, served as advisors to power holders or were power 

holders in their respective communities. They included traditional rulers, Community /opinion 

leaders, the aged and some local institutions. One fetish priestess in the Jomoro District was 

interviewed by the led researcher. 

 

 

Figure 2: Interview with Royal family head of Azulenoanu 

 

The study, conducted between January 28 and February 3, 2013, covered 12 and 10 communities 

in the Jomoro and Ellembelle districts respectively. These 22 communities were selected based 
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on their proximity to a wetland. They were, in the Jomoro District: New Town (Avolenu), 

Effasu, Metika, Half Assini, Ekpu, Egbazo, Old Kablensuazo, Ezinlibo, Ellonyi, Ebonloa, 

Nzulezu
4
 (Old and New) and Beyin. The rest in the Ellembelle District were: Old Bakanta, New 

Bakanta, Azulenonu, Ampain, Sawoma (Ankobra), Bobrama, Kikam, Alabokazu, Asemdasuazu 

and Alloekpoke.  

 

 
Figure 3: Local fishermen displaying fish 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

4
  The research team did not visit Old Nzulezu but had an interview with the Chief of both Old & New 

Nzulezu at his palace at New Nzulezu. FGD were also held with residents in the new community who all 

happen to have houses in the Old town and spend most of their time in the Old town. 
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3.0 Findings  

 

The findings of this study were divided into various themes to reflect the themes and sub-themes 

that informed the interviews.  The themes include but are not limited to communities and 

wetlands, ownership regime of wetland, myth of origin, sex of wetland, traditional importance of 

wetlands and the norms, customs and practices surrounding wetlands. These themes are detailed 

below: 

3.1 Communities and Wetlands 

 

Most wetlands in the study area got their names from mysterious ways but are all related tightly 

to tradition. As indicated by Opanyin Abakah Kumi of Ekpu, óôthe epokazule lagoon in Ekpu 

attributes its name to the catch of many epoke (tilapia) in the lagoonôô. Some wetlands equally 

have their names linked to that of the community. This holds true for communities such as 

Effasu, Ellonyi and Ekpu. Such communities were named after the wetlands that surround them.  

For instance in Effasu, a Community elder, Mr. Isaac Nda Mieza noted óô our lagoon is called 

Effasu Anloenu and so this community was named by our ancestors as Effasuðjust after the 

lagoonôô. Indeed, in all the 22 communities appraised, no wetland has had it name changed over 

the years. This is because the names were handed over to generations by tradition. As the study 

targeted communities that had wetlands. 

 

 
Figure 4:The Research team on their way to Old Bakanta 

 

 



   

5 
 

Table 1 below denotes specific communities visited and the wetland in each community.  

Table 1 Communities and their wetland 

No Community District  Name of wetland (s) 

1.  New Town Jomoro Balibangara & Ndamila  

2.  Effasu Jomoro Effasu Anloenu 

3.  Metika Jomoro Ekpukpole 

4.  Half-Assini  Jomoro Amanzule 

5.  Ekpu Jomoro Ekpunza and ekpuanloanu 

6.  Egbazo Jomoro Domunli 

7.  Old Kablensuazo Jomoro Domunli 

8.  Ezinilibo Jomoro Edinla & suhome 

9.  Ellonyi Jomoro Ellonyi 

10.  Beyin Jomoro Amanzule 

11.  New Nzulezu Jomoro Amanzule 

12.  Old Bakanta Ellembelle Amanzule 

13.  New Bakanta Ellembelle Amanzule 

14.  Asemdasuazo Ellembelle Amanzule 

15.  Azulenoanu Ellembelle Amanzule 

16.  Ampain Ellembelle Amanzule 

17.  Ankobra/ Sawoma Ellembelle Ankobra 

18.  Bobrama Ellembelle Amanzule 

19.  Ebonloa Ellembelle Amanzule 

20.  Kikam Ellembelle Bilea 

21.  Alloekpoke Ellembelle Amanzule 

22.  Allabokazu Ellembelle Amanzule 

Source: Field Work, February 2013 

 

3.2 Ownership Regime 

 

In all the communities visited ownership of the wetland rest with the entire community. In short, 

all stakeholders regard it as óa gift from natureô and hence no socio-economic group(s) is 

marginalized or denied access to the services and resources provided by the wetland.  Thus, there 

are no permit regimes required. What is more, there are no formal or informal local user groups 

for the wetland areas as the wetland is seen as the property of all residents. However, some 

individuals such as tenth born are regarded óuncleanô by customs and are therefore prohibited 

from getting closer to wetlands; thereby denied access to the wetland services and resources. 
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Similarly, women are denied access during their period of menstruation. The situation is not 

different for women who did not pass through three conservative period of menstruation. 

 

3.3 Myth of Origin of the Amanzule Wetland 

 

Myths of origin which is believed by most people as a tale of creation, describe how certain 

things came into reality or existence. In other words, it purports to illustrate the source or 

foundation of certain things in our world and is quite often linked to some sacred forces. In 

conducting this study, there was the need to identify and / or understand the various myths 

surrounding the Amanzule wetland. This study therefore uncovered four different myths of origin 

of the Amanzule wetland. These are detailed below. 

 

1
st
 Myth  

 

¶ According to Mr. Tanoe Arizie Berklundjoe, an 85 year old native of Half-Assini, a 

farmer by name Aman in the olden days was holding an earthing pot and told his elder 

brother that he wants a stream in Half-Assini since they had to go to their farms to fetch 

water from the Alusuale stream. One day, Aman went to the Alusuale stream about 1.5 

kilometers off Half-Assini, fetched some water into an earthing pot and returned home. 

Back home, he dug a small hole and poured the water into the hole. Three days later, he 

returned to the hole and to his surprise and that of his neighbours, the water had extended 

and covered a large area. Within three months, the water again extended and even entered 

the sea without any human pressure. In no time, people found different kinds of fish in 

the stream and started fishing in it. Naturally therefore, people started calling the stream 

óAmanôs waterôô. Water in Nzema is zule. Hence the name Amanzule which translates as 

Amanôs water. On the other hand, Aman literally means people. Therefore Amanzule 

basically means peoplesô water. 

 

In fact, the latter part of the myth or meaning of Amanzule as ópeoplesô waterô was 

confirmed by most interviewees including the royal family head of Beyin. 

 

2
nd

 Myth  

 

¶ Put differently by Tobiabenlema, a Fetish Priest in the Jomoro District; a spiritualist in 

the olden days poured libation asking for a source of drinking water of which a god 

answered positively but with a condition: that the lagoon be named after him-Amanzule  

and would be located not within the community but in the nearby bush. Asked why that 

choice of location, the god replied that he did not want contamination from women 

during their period of menstruation. The spiritualist agreed and the lagoon came and was 

named Amanzule.  
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3
rd

 Myth  

 

¶ As narrated by Opanyin Francis Anorh of Allabokazu, a father god had four children. 

They were in ascending order of age: Ankobra, Tanoe, Joain, and Amanzule. The second 

child, Tanoe was the only daughter. The father was believed to have sent his children on 

various missions and gave them time to report back to him. When the returning time was 

due, Joain came first and for his reward was given the Ghana & Ivory Coast border to 

reside. Tanoe came second and for her reward was asked to follow the brother and help 

him keep the border and hence the Elubo area became hers. Ankobra came third and for 

his reward, the father gave him the eastern portion (thus Sawoma-towards current Nzema 

East District) to also reside. However, Amanzule, who was the eldest son returned late 

and the father had no choice than to give him the southern part as his portion and 

explained to him that since he (Amanzule) has suffered a lot, that portion will help him 

join the sea very easily. Amanzule showed great dislike for the offer as the place was 

dirty and became angry with the father. This was seen in his facial expression and 

resulted in the dark color of the Amanzule wetland. 

 

4th Myth  

 

¶ According to the Chief of Bobrama, Nana Nyameke Alimah II, there lived a very 

powerful Nzema man called Mr. Armah. He was much respected by all and very wealthy. 

At the time, he was the only canoe owner and his canoe transported people to and from 

communities. People visiting the area and wanting to use the canoe on the lagoon tagged 

the lagoon óArmahôs waterôô. This was because Mr. Armah being the only canoe owner 

was seen as having absolute access to all corners of the lagoon. As water in Nzema is 

called ózuleô, the name was later corrupted as Amanzule; meaning Armahôs water.  
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Figure 5: Nana Nyameke Alimah II 

 

The Rivalry between the Amanzule and Tanoe wetlands 

 

Though traditionalist claim the Amanzule and Tanoe wetlands are siblings, they have since their 

childhood not liked each other after it was claimed that their father offered Tanoe (the third 

Child) a better place to stay (Ghana ïIvory Coast border) than Amanzule (the eldest child). This 

rivalry, according to Mr. Yankey of Ebonloa has been extended to all others that happen to 

support or worship a particular wetland. For instance, it was recorded that whenever the Fetish 

Priest of Tanoe is crossing the Amanzule, she would not by customs attempt to mention or look 

at the Amanzule else her canoe will capsize and will be strike dead instantly. This equally holds 

true for the Amanzule fetish priest when crossing the Tanoe River.  They both have to cover their 

faces with a cloth when crossing the lagoon to avoid watching or risk being dead. Another reason 

discovered through focus group discussion in Allabokazu as to why Amanzule is not on good 

terms with Tanoe was that, their father wanted to give Amanzule the border between Ghana and 

Ivory Coast as his inheritance but their mother, who loved her only daughter (Tanoe) so much, 

overheard the father and was quick to inform Tanoe. Tanoe also did not delay in moving and 

occupying the place before Amanzule. Due to this, Amanzule had no option than to settle for 

muddy and dirty areas where he now resides. Since then, it is widely noted by traditionalist in the 

area that both siblings never agree and acted as enemies. 
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3.4 Sex of Wetlands 

In fact, respondents believed that wetlands are either male or female gods. For instance, most key 

informants claimed the Amanzule is a male god. In some places where there are two wetlands, 

stakeholders at the community level regard them as male and female. From Nzimitianu towards 

New Town (Jomoro District), there is a wetland called Mundumundu and another towards Half-

Assini called Ndabra. These two wetlands were noted by community leaders to be male and 

female respectively. Likewise, two closed lagoons located on each side of Ekpu namely ekpunza 

and ekpuanloanu are also said to be male and female gods respectively.  

The belief as to tagging a wetland as male or female god has been handed down to community 

folks by oral tradition from their ancestors.  In Sawoma, where there is the Ankobra River, there 

are two rocks in the river believed by both young and old as where the male and female gods of 

the river resides. It is claimed that in most afternoon, the gods which appear as crocodiles rest on 

the rocks as they are husband and wife. An 82 year old man in Ankobra, Opayin Francis Ehwii 

Biney noted,ôô If anyone tries to pass between the rocks with a canoe, he (the husband god) kills 

you because he thinks the wife would be taken away from himôô. Though regarded as god, most 

people in Sawoma (Ankobra) acknowledged eating/enjoying crocodile meat and in most cases 

special traps are set purposely to catch crocodiles in the Ankobra Estuary. Figure 6 shows a 

crocodile trapped on the river. 

 

 
Figure 6 Crocodile trapped on the Ankobra River 
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3.5 Traditional  Importance & Uses of Wetlands 

 

Without doubt, all key informants and FGD participants could not hide their appreciation to the 

values provided by wetlands in the olden days and even in recent times. Almost all traditional 

believers did not miss words in lauding the spiritual protection offered by the wetland gods to the 

people of Nzema. Next was the economic importance of the wetlands to coastal inhabitants. 

Wetlands, they believed have over the years provided employment and as such a major source of 

income to the people along the coast since most of them have remained fishers by tradition.  

Recently, in some areas, tourists have shown great interest in knowing about the wetlands and 

therefore becoming another source of employment but to a few. This is prominent in Nzulezu 

(the famous stilt village) and Ebonloa where Ghana Wildlife Society is contributing to the 

promotion of tourism. 

 

 
Figure 7: A man fishing in the Domunli lagoon 

 

Indeed, the historic and present uses / benefits of wetlands have not seen significant changes. 

Most wetlands in the focal area are inundated with mangroves and also serve as crocodile 

habitat. As such people since time immemorial have not considered such areas for farming 

activities.  In almost all the communities visited, lagoons/ streams are used for varied purposes 

such as serving as sources of food-fish; source of wood, source of water for bathing, drinking, 

washing and household chores.  














































