Interview
“Forest landscape restoration is
not just about planting trees”
Interview with Mamadou Moussa Diakhité

A woman collecting firewood in a forest in Ghana. Photo: TerrAfrica Partnership

What has worked and not worked regarding landscape-level restoration?
One of the first steps taken by the African Forest Landscape Restoration Initiative (AFR100) in restoring
forest landscapes has been to conduct national and sub-national assessments that identify which
places would be most suitable for the forest landscape restoration (FLR) approach. During such
assessments, various stakeholders, such as government agencies, NGOs, communities and the private sector, are involved. This has worked well in most of AFR100’s partner countries, where stakeholders rapidly reach a good understanding of the FLR concept, and realize that forest landscape
restoration is not just about planting trees. They see that instead, as the definition states, the goal is
to “regain ecological integrity and enhance human well-being in deforested or degraded landscapes
within biomes with the natural potential to support trees.” So while the idea is to protect and support
natural forest regeneration in some areas of the landscape — such as around watersheds and rivers
— other areas will be designated for agricultural activities, agroforestry, plantations, etc. From our
experience, once local stakeholders understand this they show great capacities in planning a range
of activities in varied forest landscapes.

Mamadou Moussa Diakhité, Coordinator of AFR100 (the African Forest Landscape Restoration Initiative), hosted by the
African Union Development Agency-NEPAD. Mamadou is based in Johannesburg, South Africa.
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In terms of FLR implementation, we are, however, still at the beginning. Pilot activities work very
well, but it is challenging to cover the whole landscape. For example, in one landscape we succeeded in establishing wood energy plantations with private-sector engagement, while other restoration activities in that same landscape lack investment.

What priority interventions would trigger and
accelerate the scaling up of restoration?
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In my opinion, interventions and funding by private investors such as small or mid-sized businesses
are the best way to kick-start FLR activities in a landscape. Currently those investors are focussing
on tree plantations for wood energy and construction timber. The second main area of interest to
investors is agroforestry and value chains for forest and farm products, predominately those that
target the international market. However, it is important to also create funding opportunities for
upscaling other FLR activities, such as through carbon funds. This would help to support activities
for the protection and natural regeneration of forests, which are part of the landscape approach
and are equally important for biodiversity protection, and would also help in terms of the provision of ecosystem services and natural resources for local populations. Here, I would like to add
that while some countries such as Kenya and Ethiopia are able to attract private investors, many
others on the continent — such as Niger and others in the Sahel — are struggling to do so because
they are considered “risk countries.”

Community members in Chad planting trees. Photo: Andrea Borgarello

What can governments, the UN, donors and regional agencies
do differently or additionally to further support restoration?
African governments, as well as local NGOs, communities, farmers and even small restoration
businesses lack knowledge of potential funding opportunities and also lack the capacity to access
them. It is essential to support those stakeholders who are interested in FLR, so they can identify
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and access finance, in both Francophone and Anglophone countries. For example, project and
funding applications are often available only in English, and stakeholders also have limited
capacities for proposal writing. To overcome this, workshops and technical support from donors
or technical partners would help. In addition, support has to be provided to so-called “risk countries” and their FLR implementers, in order to help them develop bankable projects that they can
successfully “sell” to national and foreign investors and donors.

The AFR100 Initiative: An ecosystem approach to forest and landscape restoration
The AFR100 Initiative is a strong partnership of African governments, local organizations
and technical and financial partners. It aims to rehabilitate, regenerate and restore more
than 100 million hectares of degraded and deforested landscapes by 2030, which will
support the livelihoods and well-being of Africans today and into the future. Every year in
Africa, nearly three million hectares of forest are lost, along with an estimated 3% of GDP,
through depleted soil nutrients. The result is that nearly two-thirds of Africa’s land is now
degraded, and millions of people face malnutrition and poverty, often forced to further
deforest and overexploit their natural resources in order to survive. Deforestation and degradation also intensify the effects of climate change, hinder economic development, and
threaten the ecological functions that are vital to national economies.
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This has led to an increasing awareness of forest landscape restoration as a way to generate environmental and socio-economic benefits, and to support progress toward national
and international development goals. There are many opportunities to scale up the restoration of deforested and degraded landscapes by catalyzing proven practices such as
farmer managed natural regeneration, improved tree and stand management, reforestation, evergreen agriculture with intercropped trees, water harvesting and other land and
water management techniques. However, framework conditions such as effective natural
resource governance and policy coherence do not often favour restoration at scale. Other
barriers also impede progress, including weak institutional coordination, inadequate
mechanisms to devolve governance to local resource users, and limited incentives for local
and foreign investment in sustainable land management.
Since AFR100 was created in December 2015, 30 African countries have joined the initiative, with pledges to restore a total of 126 million hectares, supported by more than 40
technical and financial partners. The first five years have focused on mobilizing countries
and partners, piloting activities, building capacities, and creating a strong international
standing and recognition. Participants in technical partnership meetings discuss how best
to support countries; restoration assessments have been completed in 18 partner countries
with the support of IUCN and its ROAM (restoration opportunities assessment methodology) tool. The World Resource Institute’s Global Restoration Initiative has also supported
a cohort of young African restoration entrepreneurs through its Land Accelerator programme. A monitoring working group was established in 2020 to develop and roll out
a comprehensive system that tracks restoration efforts and measures socioeconomic
impacts, as AFR100 increases its emphasis on implementation and scaling.
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That more than half of Africa’s 54 countries have joined the initiative, and have made progress in the first five years is extremely promising, but countries still face challenges in reaching their restoration targets. AFR100 is working to bridge this gap by organizing knowledge
exchanges, and launching a programme to train more than 10,000 entrepreneurs in
the coming years. A finance working group will support countries in developing tailored
financing strategies, with further training and South-South exchanges to build technical
restoration skills. Starting in 2021, AFR100 will also set up national forest landscape restoration platforms for participatory planning and cooperation among multi-sectoral governmental institutions, NGOs, producer organizations, businesses and other stakeholders.
Significant additional work is still needed to take stock of successful cases; expand communication, advocacy and outreach; and further implement comprehensive strategies
and concrete plans that promote the adoption of forest landscape restoration practices.
However, the AFR100 Initiative is well placed to accelerate restoration, and to play a role in
enhancing food security, community resilience and biodiversity conservation; increasing
climate change adaptation and mitigation; and combatting drought, desertification and
rural poverty.
Source: AUDA-NEPAD/AFR100 Secretariat: Mamadou Moussa Diakhité, Teko Nhlapo, and Petra Lahann
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www.afr100.org
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