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Background 

Desertification processes directly 
affect 1.5 billion people1; the 
particular situation in Africa is 
relevant because two-thirds of the 
continent is drylands and deserts. 
The increasing number of 
communities and countries that 
continue to suffer the negative 
impacts of land degradation and 
desertification is clearly a source of 
priority concern to the affected 
countries and the international 
community. The combined effect of 
localized land degradation which 
follows deforestation, 
overexploitation of forests, trees, 
bush, grazing land and soil 
resources, and inadequate soil and 
water resource management - 
highlighted the influence of local 
human activity on the environment. 
It was hypothesized that such local 
process could have global climate 
consequences.  
 
In the Circum-Saharan countries of 
Africa (North Africa and the Sahel), 
extended dryland regions are 
inhabited by farmers, herders and 
pastoralists whose livelihoods heavily 
depend on the goods and services 
provided by forests, trees, 
shrublands, farmlands,  and grazing 
lands.  
 
During the last decades, the 
constraints of water scarcity, drought 
spells together with increased human 
and livestock pressure on forests and 
rangelands have been conducive to 
land degradation, deforestation and 
desertification. These dynamics are 
driven by interrelated factors, 
including inadequate land use 
policies, poor governance, land 

                                                
1
 “Desertification refers to the land degradation in 

arid, semi-arid and sub-humid areas resulting from 
various factors, including climatic variations and 
human activities. When land degradation happens in 
the world’s drylands, it often creates desert-like 
conditions. Globally, 24% of the land is degrading. 
About 1.5 billion people directly depend on these 
degrading areas. Nearly 20% of the degrading land is 
cropland and 20-25%, rangeland.” Source: 
http://unddd.unccd.int/docs/factsheet.pdf. 

tenure issues and unsustainable 
management of these resources. The 
situation for rural women is more 
pressing as they are one of the most 
vulnerable populations in the 
drylands.  
 
For drylands and their rich and 
diverse but fragile ecosystems to be 
effectively protected and sustainably 
managed, communities must be 
enabled to engage in their protection 
and development. Furthermore, 
insufficient or lack of appropriate 
integrated land use planning and 
implementation of best practices in 
natural resource management 
contributes to the degradation of the 
resources. 
 
Climate change is also of growing 
concern in the African continent as it 
threatens to exacerbate the already 
severe human impacts. The 
immediate consequences of this in 
the arid zones are decreases in 
agricultural, rangeland and forest 
production and productivity, loss of 
biodiversity resulting from decrease 
in soil organic matter and fertility. 
The phenomenon has the potential to 
increase poverty and food insecurity 
for the ever growing populations of 
the dry zones.  
 
Many projects and programs have 
been implemented in Africa to fight 
land degradation and desertification 
in the past 30 years with varying 
degrees of successes and failures. 
Much of the work to combating 
desertification has been reactive and 
more recently there appears to be a 
re-think about the approach, looking 
at addressing root causes, such as 
governance, land tenure, inadequate 
socio-economic opportunities, 
inappropriate forest and land 
management practices.  
 
With the advent of satellite 
monitoring of land cover in the early 
1980s, an environmental renaissance 
(sometimes referred to as “re-
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greening”) became visible in the 
development of vegetation cover and 
improvement of production systems. 
Farmers in the Sahel achieved 
success by ingeniously modifying 
traditional agro-forestry, soil and 
water management practices. In 
part, changes in the legislation that 
transferred use or property rights to 
land and trees to farmers provided 
the incentive to plant and maintain 
trees on their farmlands. 
 
The need for a holistic approach to 
SLM is paramount. While Farmer 
Managed Natural Regeneration is 
one of the most promising 
approaches to rehabilitating land 
and managing it sustainably and 
profitably, there are many 
challenges in the region that need 
additional and different 
approaches. For example, lateritic 
soils that have been badly 
compacted need ways of breaking 
the surface to increase water 
infiltration. Half moon excavations 
and Zai holes are a labour-
intensive but effective measures. 
Technologies such as the ones 
developed through the Vallerani 
System support the 
implementation of such measures 
(half moons) at larger scale, while 
addressing the difficult labor 
conditions.  
Various types of conservation 
agriculture can be applied to 
improve infiltration. The problem 
of water run-off from degraded 
land during the short intense rains 
can be tackled using stone lines, 
trash lines, grassed bunds and 
terracing. Despite the impressive 
re-greening that is taking place in 
the Sahel, many rural 
communities are still at the mercy 
of moving sand. Roads and urban 
centers are similarly threatened.  
 
Livestock are very important 
economic resources in arid and 
semi-arid areas. Most farmers are 
agropastoralists. Pastoralism and 
crop agriculture should be 
mutually supportive. 
Unfortunately, conflicts between 

crop farmers and pastoralists are 
increasing as competition for land 
intensifies and corridors and other 
space for animal movement 
become filled. Sustainable land 
management (territorial planning 
and sustainable management in 
the arid and semi-arid tropics) 
must adopt holistic approaches 
that include livestock rearing and 
pastoralism. 
 
Production and marketing of 
forest and agricultural products 
are undoubtedly the basis of 
development and poverty 
alleviation, but they must feed 
into integrated, cross-sectoral 
programmes on poverty 
alleviation. Promoters of SLM can 
ensure that their efforts contribute 
fully to the improvement of rural 
livelihoods by working with an 
array of development partners.  
 
There is abundant knowledge and 
experience of SLM in arid and semi-
arid zones and much progress can be 
expected from increased sharing of 
knowledge among stakeholders. 
Countries from North Africa and the 
Sahel have many experiences to 
share and benefit from each other.  
 
Additionally, initiatives and 
programmes at regional level are 
worth further investment from the 
international community as a whole. 
There are also many pilot projects on 
SLM that are active at a somewhat 
smaller scale, but add further 
richness to the body of knowledge 
and experience that could be applied 
to the wide range of ecological and 
social conditions of the circum-
Sahara. The successes observed in 
some Sahelian countries in terms of 
SLM techniques need to be shared 
widely by elucidating how the 
changes occurred; the lessons learnt 
in the process and what needs to be 
done to scale the achievements up 
and out.  
 
The Great Green Wall for the 
Sahara and Sahel Initiative 
(GGWSSI), an initiative of the 
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CEN-SAD, endorsed by the African 
Union (AU) is, as a pan-African 
regional programme, an 
opportunity to promote a 
framework to upscale SLM 
investments, promote integrated 
approaches and harmonize 
partner interventions. The 
GGWSSI is also an opportunity to 
provide a platform for 
intervention, to exchange 
experiences, promote partnerships 
in a south-south solidarity spirit. 
 
 
The Government of Senegal, in 
collaboration with partners will host 
the First Africa Drylands week in 
Dakar to draw lessons and map up 
the way forward for the countries of 
the Sahara and the Sahel. The week 
will launch a process of dialogue, 
exchange, and support for circum-
Saharan countries that may have an 
interest in further strengthening their 
own efforts on the basis of a region-
wide knowledge sharing and 
interpretation process.  
 
 

Objectives 
This First Africa Drylands Week 
features field level consultation 
followed by a workshop and a high 
level panel discussion, which will 
focus on the different mosaic of 
land uses (Forestry/Agroforestry, 
agriculture, pastoralism/rangeland 
management, etc.), and on the 
way forward for the countries of 
the Sahara and the Sahel.  

The conference aims to bring 
together scientists, policy and 
decision makers, practitioners, local 
communities, men and women, and 
development specialists across 
circum-Saharan countries to: 
� Share and discuss the lessons 

and experiences from  the main 
development programs in 
achieving suitable resilient land 
and climate management 
systems; 

� Envision synergies in knowledge-
based management, best 
practices and policy review of 

resilient communities that 
achieve both human well-being 
and ecological sustainability;and  

� Develop clear plans for collective 
/ coordinated action between the 
stakeholders in mainstreaming to 
the implementation of the three 
Rio conventions (UNCBD, UNCCD, 
UNFCCC) as regards sustainable 
land management and climate-
related risk management as well 
as a contribution to the 
implementation of the Great 
Green Wall for the Sahara and 
the Sahel Initiative (GGWSSI) 

Specifically the conference will: 

• Explore scientific advances in 
climate, environmental and socio-
economic sciences (interpretation 
of past climate, remote sensing 
of land use/land cover change, 
projections of future climate 
change, and local knowledge in 
decision making) and share these 
advances with local, national and 
regional development institutions  

• Compile and share best practices, 
local knowledge, lessons, existing 
techniques and success stories 
that could serve as 
mainstreaming to the three 
conventions (UNCBD, UNCCD, 
UNFCCC) on sustainable land 
management (SLM) and resilient 
communities across Circum-
Saharan countries and define 
how these can be incorporated 
into the strategy and the national 
action plans for the 
implementation of the Great 
Green Wall for the Sahara and 
the Sahel Initiative; 

• Identify gaps and areas of 
collaboration in scientific and 
policy research and capacity 
development to overcome the 
scientific and technical challenges 
of sustainable land management 
and adaptation to climate change 
across Circum-Saharan countries; 

• Exchange on the implementation 
of the UNCCD 10-year strategic 
Programme and provide 
recommendations on ways 
forward for SLM activities and 
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climate resilient strategies in the 
circum-Sahara countries. 

 
 
This first Africa Drylands Week is 
a contribution to the International 
year of forests (2011 -declared by 
the UN), to the United Nations 
Decade for Deserts and the Fight 
against Desertification.  The week 
will be ended with a press 
conference involving high level 
experts and personalities, to 
celebrate the 17 June, which is 
the World Day to Combat 
Desertification, focused this year 
on “Forests keep drylands 
working”. 
 

Beneficiaries and impacts 
The sharing of scientific progress, 
experiences and best practices 
among farmers, scientists, 
practitioners, policy/decision makers, 
local communities and development 
specialists will encourage knowledge-
based management synergies and 
evidence-based policy reviews and 
development to implement resilient 
communities that achieve both 
human well-being and ecological 
sustainability across circum-Saharan 
countries.  
 
The First African Drylands week will 
also provide a forum for the different 
development institutions and 
countries to learn from each other as 
well as to develop clear plans for 
collective action. The outputs 
produced will be widely disseminated 
and are expected to benefit other 
development institutions and 
countries within and outside the 
region in forthcoming reforms of 
their natural resource management 
and climate-change adaptation 
practices. It is hoped that results 
from the conference will influence 
policy formulation as well as 
recognition and integration of 
progressive tools and approaches for 
sustainable land management and 
climate resilient strategies for the 
Sahara and the Sahel and the same 
will be submitted to the ongoing 
process of Rio+20.  

 
Potential participants/target 
groups  

• Community leaders and farmers 
• Scientists and experts  
• Policy/decision makers (rural 

development, forestry, 
agriculture, land use planning, 
environment, climate change and 
resilience) from national, regional 
and international organizations 

• Non-Governmental Organizations 
• Media 
 

Organizers 
Ministry of Environment of Senegal, 
African Union Commission, the 
National Great Green Wall Agency of 
Senegal (Agence de la Grande 
Muraille Verte, Sénégal), Earth 
Institute at Columbia University (IRI 
& MDG-WCA, Millennium Promise), 
African Forest Forum (AFF), FAO, 
ICRAF, CILSS, OSS, UNCCD 
Secretariat, Walloon Region of 
Belgium/ Wallonie-Bruxelles 
International. 

 
Partners 
CEN-SAD, NEPAD/TerrAfrica, Pan-
African Great Green Wall Agency, 
African Network for Agriculture, 
Agroforestry and Natural Resources 
Education (ANAFE), Climate Change, 
Agriculture and Food Security 
(CCAFS), UN Economic Commission 
for Africa (CEA), UNCBD, UNFCCC, 
WOCAT, GM-UNCCD, UNEP, UNDP 
DDC, National Meteorological Agency 
of Senegal (ANAMS), African Center 
for Meteorological Applications to 
Development (ACMAD), ECOWAS, 
WAEMU, CEMAC, IRDC, 
CORAF/WECARD, IRD, CIRAD, CG-
Centers (ICRISAT, WARDA, IITA). 
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Organizing Committee  
• Great Green Wall Agency Sénégal 

(Matar Cissé and Serigne Mbodji)  

• University Cheikh Anta Diop of 
Dakar (Prof. Saliou Ndiaye)  

• Centre de Suivi écologique 
(Dethié S. Ndiaye)  

• Millennium Village Project 
(Serigne Kandji)  

• MDG-WCA (Hervé Bisseleua)  

• FAO (Cheikh Gueye, Nora 
Berrahmouni, Foday Bojang)  

• The Global Mechanism of the 
UNCCD (Youssef Brahimi and 
Inès Chaâlala)  

• ISRA/CNRF (Diaminata Sanogo), 
National Meteorological Agency of 
Senegal (Ousmane Ndiaye)  

• AFF (Larwanou Mahamane)  

• CILSS  

• OSS  

• UNCCD Secretariat, Regional 
office Africa (Boubacar Cissé)  

• ICRAF (Dennis Garrity, Constance 
Neely and Philip Dobie),  

• Harvest Africa (Moctar Touré)  

• IRI (Alessandra Giannini)  

• Walloon Region of Belgium-WBI 
(Anne Lange, Daniel Sotiaux)  

 
 

  
        Contacts:  

serigne.mbodji@gmail.com 

hbissel@gmail.com 

Nora.Berrahmouni@fao.org 

 


