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Community members from Nasuulu community wildlife conservancy, Isiolo county, Kenya,
manually removing Acacia reficiens. Photo: Staline Kibet

African rangelands and savannahs are increasingly suffering from bush encroachment, the invasion
by native trees and shrubs in commercial ranching and communal production systems, and also into
natural environments. Bush encroachment has major impacts on rural livelihoods by reducing fodder
availability, agricultural productivity, groundwater recharge, access to water points and corrals, and
tourism. Encroachment has also been linked to reduced plant and animal biodiversity and increases
in human-wildlife conflicts. The proliferation of woody species can enhance above-ground carbon
stocks, but the impacts on the relatively stable below ground carbon pools remains an area that
requires further research.
Bush encroachment has been reported in southern Africa since the mid-1900s, with 73 million hectares
now affected in South Africa and 45 million more in Namibia. It is also becoming an increasing threat
in the Greater Horn of Africa in recent decades. Although the list of encroaching species is long, Acacia
spp. and other legumes (Fabaceae) dominate.

Staline Kibet, Lecturer, Land resource management and agricultural technology, University of Nairobi, Kenya; Simon Choge,
Centre Director, Kenya Forestry Research Institute, Baringo sub-centre, Marigat, Kenya; Ross Shackleton, Lecturer, Institute of
geography and sustainability, University of Lausanne, Switzerland and Urs Schaffner, Head, Ecosystems management, CABI,
Delémont, Switzerland.
199

Bush encroachment — largely driven by overgrazing, the suppression of fire, a lack of large browsers (like elephants), changes in rainfall patterns and increases in atmospheric CO2 — has become
a serious management challenge in eastern Africa. This is especially the case in lowland areas,
including those in southern Ethiopia, northern and southern Kenya, southwestern Uganda and
northern Tanzania, and is an emerging issue in other areas. Problematic species in both Ethiopia
and Kenya include; Acacia drepanolobium, Acacia mellifera, Acacia nubica, Acacia reficiens and
Euclea divinorum. In Kenya, Dodonaea viscosa is also widespread and a problematic encroacher. In
Ethiopia, numerous other trees and shrubs have been reported to be invading rangelands, including, Acacia bussei, Acacia nilotica, Acacia senegal, Acacia seyal, Acacia tortilis, Commiphora africana
and Dichrostachys cinerea.
Traditional control techniques, collectively referred to as “brush management”, used prescribed
burning, mechanical clearing and herbicide applications, with varying levels of success. Integrated
systems are now favoured, that incorporate site-specific knowledge of vegetation, climate, soil
and topography to co-manage rangelands for livestock, wildlife and the wider benefits they provide. Integrated approaches including manual clearance, fire and grazing management have
increased the scope of brush management from narrow objectives based on cost-benefit calculations to broader aims that include biodiversity conservation and ecosystem services. This now
presents many more opportunities to improve the control of native woody species and to better
assess and monitor the impacts of interventions, to help ensure increased benefits to people and
the environment.
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Caption

Interviewing community members during manual clearance of Acacia reficiens in Isiolo county, Kenya.
Photo: Staline Kibet
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