Interview
“Policy makers are key actors,
especially at the regional
and continental level”
Interview with Elvis Paul Tangem

Construction of half-moons in Burkina Faso. Photo: FAO

What has worked and not worked regarding landscape-level restoration?
Sustainable land management and restoration have come to public attention thanks to the creation
of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), to initiatives such as the Great
Green Wall (GGW) and in response to the devastating impacts of land degradation, desertification
and climate change, especially in Africa’s drylands.
What has worked? The most important lesson is to use approaches that build on indigenous knowledge, experiences and leadership. Local people have been busy developing methods based on their
own experiments and practices, such as farmer managed natural regeneration, zaï pits and halfmoon basins; farmers such as the now famous Yacouba Sawadogo showed how they improved crop
yields, vegetation and soil fertility. Allied to this, success is linked to civil society organizations, NGOs
and community-based groups engaging and mobilizing communities to take their destinies into their
own hands, and helping to push the restoration agenda forward.

Elvis Paul Tangem, Coordinator of the African Union’s Great Green Wall in the Sahel and Sahara Initiative (GGWSSI). Elvis is
based in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
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What has not worked? Reverse what has worked and we see areas for improvement. Land restoration takes time, involves broad-ranging interventions, and is costly. I cannot say that anything
has failed, but I can say that all these areas need more effort, investment and scaling up.

Interview

It is essential to recognize that policy makers are key actors, especially at the regional and continent level. Engagement at the highest level — such as the creation of the UNCCD and the Africa
Union Head of States and Government Summit that led to the creation of the GGW — brought the
issues of land degradation and desertification to the notice of the world, leading to global action.
Alongside this comes the need for funding; since its creation, GGW has mobilized more than US$2
billion for land restoration and related activities. Other factors that affect success include effective research, knowledge management, communications and publications, and the development
of new transboundary programmes such as the African Forest Landscape Restoration Initiative
(AFR100), the African Resilient Landscapes Initiative, Landcare International and the Global
EverGreening Alliance.

Women preparing land in Burkina Faso. Photo: FAO

What priority interventions would trigger and
accelerate the scaling up of restoration?
To fast-track restoration, certain factors must be put in place. Vertical, horizontal and spontaneous
scaling up should be the main approaches. We must adopt a landscape approach to restoration,
and that should be done not in isolation, but as part of other multilateral environment agreements, such as the nationally determined contributions and the Paris Agreement, biodiversity conventions, and the integration of forest landscape restoration and land use, land-use change and
forestry. We need better synergies and coordination, and the strengthening of regional platforms
to transform various small and medium-sized programmes into large-scale initiatives. We also
need to invest more in regional rather than national programmes, with centralized coordination,
knowledge management and communications.
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We need more data from action research, a more effective research-policy interface, and improved
evaluation and monitoring. Grassroots actors must have access to empirical data in order to better develop and implement land restoration activities. We must also pay more attention to indigenous and local approaches that work, especially those that focus on economic benefits from
trees, shrubs and plants for income generation through forest products and non-timber forest
products. New technologies and other innovations offer approaches in sectors such as renewable energy, nature-based tourism, the blue economy and water management. Crucially, dryland
restoration requires long-term investment, and private businesses and impact investors should be
encouraged to become more involved, with funding from pension funds, green bonds, carbon
certificates and other innovative sources.

What can governments, the UN, donors and regional agencies
do differently or additionally to further support restoration?
We need strong and action-oriented commitments from policy makers at the national, regional
and global level to develop innovative policies that support restoration. These should be implemented and promises must be kept; for example, Paris Agreement financing has yet to arrive,
and the US$4 billion promised to GGW at UNFCCC COP 21 in 2015 was never disbursed. Measures
should be put in place to hold the international community accountable for such failures. Donor
organizations should fund long-term and large-scale transboundary programmes, rather than
creating isolated projects that lead to repetition and fragmentation, waste scarce resources, and
fail to bring sustainable solutions to land degradation and desertification.

The Great Green Wall for the Sahara and Sahel Initiative
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Through its vision of an integrated, prosperous and peaceful Africa, driven by its own citizens, and representing a dynamic force in the international arena, the Great Green Wall
for the Sahara and Sahel Initiative (GGWSSI) was adopted by African Union heads of state
in 2007. The aim was to reverse land degradation and desertification, address biodiversity
loss, boost food security, and support local communities and ecosystems to adapt and be
resilient to climate change. Initially conceived as a project to replant a 8,000-km corridor
17 km wide from Dakar to Djibouti, it became an overarching platform for enhancing policy
advocacy and mobilizing resources for sustainable land management and dryland restoration. The initiative has seen millions of hectares restored, trees planted, climate smart
agriculture promoted, and food and nutritional security improved, all of which enhance
peace and community cohesion. Experiences and lessons in implementation learned from
Algeria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Ghana, Libya,
Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Somalia and Tunisia are now being extended to
12 countries in southern Africa.
These are some of the initiative’s key achievements:
Policy advocacy. The GGWSSI has brought landscape-level restoration to the attention
of policy makers in Africa and throughout the world, spearheaded by African heads of
state. Its political and diplomatic advocacy has taken the challenges of land degradation,
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desertification, drought and dust storms to the highest levels. In addition, the initiative
was created as a global partnership, not only for drylands, but also to support the Rio
Conventions (UNCCD, UNFCCC and UNCBD), with more than US$1.5 billion mobilized for
implementation and innovation.
Sustainable land management and restoration. Land rehabilitation in GGWSSI countries was reported between 2007 and 2019 on 3.77 million ha, with a further 11.8 million ha
restored outside intervention zones. Together with the World Bank/Global Environment
Facility’s Sahel and West Africa programme in 12 Sahel countries, these efforts have a carbon sequestration potential of approximately 90 mtCO2e, with 1.5 million ha of land now
under sustainable management, more than 1 billion trees planted, and 7.9 million direct
beneficiaries. The reintroduction of wildlife, such as gazelles, oryx and tortoises in Senegal,
is another achievement.
Income generation. Agroforestry and sustainable land management have led to many
new job opportunities for rural people and have helped reduce poverty through the production and value-addition of non-timber forest products such as fruit, fodder, honey and
gums. Revenues from income-generating activities since 2007 reached some US$90 million across all 11 countries participating in the Sahel.
Capacity building. 100,000 people have received training, including farmers and land
users, youth and women, local municipality and government staff. Topics include land restoration, water harvesting, seed collection, plant production, nursery management, fire
prevention and control, and business development.
The GGWSSI has huge potential to further enhance restoration and sustainable land management in African drylands. The recent addition to the initiative of countries in southern Africa offers the potential for more innovation, information exchange, learning and
cross-fertilization of ideas between member states in this truly pan-African effort.
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www.greatgreenwall.org
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