Interview
“Build on the rich experiences of truly
successful grassroots restoration”
Interview with Dennis Garrity

Parkland renaissance on farmland in Niger. Photo: Charlie Pye-Smith

What has worked and not worked regarding landscape-level restoration?
We’ve learned a lot in recent years about how large-scale land restoration can be successful. That’s
because there have been some amazing successes that have taught us important lessons about how
to foster the process. Perhaps the most instructive case has been the widespread adoption of farmer-managed natural regeneration (FMNR) by millions of farmers in Niger, Mali and across the Sahel.
Culturing trees on farmlands had been discouraged by forestry laws that had dictated that the state
owned all trees, even on farmer’s fields. But when these draconian regulations were relaxed there was
a gradual explosion of the practice during recent decades;1 such that now we find that farmlands
in the region have 16% tree cover on average.2 This occurred with little external investment, because
FMNR was a simple practice with multiple and visible benefits for those practising it.
The restoration of traditional silvopastoral systems across large areas in northwest Tanzania, and of
natural vegetation on millions of hectares in Ethiopia, are examples of success through community
mobilization. We’ve learned that the best starting point is to build on previous successes, and to foster
grassroots movements to drive the spread of restoration solutions. This is best supported by ensuring
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an enabling policy environment, creating effective communications, strengthening value chains
so people can market more products from their restored landscapes, and continuing to fill knowledge gaps to support grassroots efforts. These guidelines are known as the Six Steps to Success.3

What priority interventions would trigger and
accelerate the scaling up of restoration?
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We launched the EverGreening the Earth Campaign at the New York Climate Summit in September
2019 to be the grand trigger. The campaign is now mobilizing massive efforts to restore degraded
forests and agricultural and grazing land, using what we’ve already learned but on a much bigger
scale. The initiative seeks to draw down vast amounts of carbon into regenerated landscapes,
while ensuring synergistic benefits to rural people, particularly the least well-off inhabitants of the
African drylands.

Farmer managed natural regeneration of trees has been massively upscaled on farmland across the Sahel, as
here with Faidherbia albida near Bambey, Senegal. Photo: Gray Tappan

The campaign is being spearheaded by the Global EverGreening Alliance, whose 50 members
include nearly all of the major development and conservation NGOs around the world. They
have pledged their joint capacity to restoring hundreds of millions of hectares of degraded lands
through the spread of tree-based systems.
The goal of the campaign is to capture 20 billion tonnes of CO2 annually from the atmosphere by
the year 2050 through landscape restoration processes. It focuses on achieving six targets that
emphasize CO2 capture by scaling up highly cost-effective evergreening solutions. These include
assisted natural regeneration of forest lands, farmer managed natural regeneration of trees on
farmlands, incorporation of leguminous shrubs into agricultural systems, and regeneration of
pastoral systems through silvopastoral practices. All of these have already been scaled across
tens of millions of hectares, and proven very effective in improving livelihoods and resilience of the
poorest people in the developing world.
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The alliance has spearheaded several other major multi-country evergreening programmes
now being implemented, particularly in Africa’s drylands. It works closely with the African Forest
Landscape Restoration Initiative (AFR100), emphasizing learning from, and scaling of, the most
inspiring successes. For example, the annual burning of one billion hectares of African rangelands promotes pasture regrowth, but reduces soil carbon and severely degrades land over time.
Burning can be replaced by holistic systems of planned grazing that regenerate land, build up soil
organic matter and increase pasture productivity. Pastoralist-managed natural regeneration will
restore a healthy balance of grass, trees and bushes, enhance fodder production, and improve
the microclimate to increase animal welfare and productivity. Our target is to regenerate 20%
of Africa’s degraded rangelands by 2050 by scaling of these successful systems, and restore the
remaining 80% by 2100.

What can governments, the UN, donors and regional agencies
do differently or additionally to further support restoration?
Unfortunately, most large-scale attempts at land restoration had disappointing results, or were
disastrously unsuccessful. As they were implemented top down with little care or awareness of
local realities, the practices used were rarely suited to people’s needs, too costly to be sustainable
or scalable, and disregarded local land tenure systems. Promotion of plantations of exotic species
is another common ‘solution’, with billions of dollars wasted in such schemes, often supported by
multilateral banks and development agencies.
Countries cannot afford to continue barrelling down this path. And they don’t need to. They can
benefit from rich experiences of truly successful grassroots restoration implemented at scale. But
we need a drastic change in the mindset of governments and development agencies to switch
from top-down to grassroots-up approaches. Only then will restoration live up to its promise as a
truly exceptional way to support climate change mitigation and adaptation, while improving the
lives and livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people. There is emerging evidence that forestry
departments are beginning to take these lessons to heart,4 and we hope that trend will continue
during the coming UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration.
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The Global EverGreening Alliance
Since 2012, the Global EverGreening Alliance (formerly the EverGreen Agriculture Partnership),
has brought leading research, technical and development organizations together to improve
the sustainability, profitability and reliability of smallholder farming systems. The alliance was
established to facilitate a collaborative approach to the global problems of food insecurity,
rural poverty, climate change and land degradation, and to develop and implement longterm solutions on a globally significant scale. This is achieved by harnessing the collective
energies of its members and building on a shared vision to restore degraded land. Members
include World Vision, Oxfam, CARE International, Catholic Relief Services, Conservation
International, World Agroforestry (ICRAF), World Resources Institute, The Nature Conservancy,
Justdiggit, Concern Worldwide, SOS Sahel and many others.
The alliance is committed to delivering sustainable positive impacts at the grassroots level,
and to measuring, verifying and communicating these impacts to donors, governments
and other interested parties. To that end, it works closely with technical specialists from key
alliance member organizations and with corporate partners and stakeholders from across
the globe to develop a multi-faceted web-based platform that supports the scaling-up of
farmer managed natural regeneration around the world. This platform is designed to meet
the needs of donors, governments, UN agencies, scientific and development organizations,
and smallholder farming communities. Using purpose-built phone apps, the progress and
impact of projects and initiatives are geospatially tracked in near real time using interactive
maps and dashboards. The platform also provides information and decision-making tools,
training and capacity building, and facilitates communication and cross-learning.
The alliance has a successful track record, including facilitating the development of the largest FMNR scaling-up project, Reversing land degradation in Africa through scaling-up evergreen
agriculture. Funded by the European Commission and managed by ICRAF, the project seeks
to directly support the uptake of FMNR by 500,000 smallholder farming families on one million hectares of degraded land across eight Sahelian countries.
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