About Farmer Managed Natural Regeneration

“All life and sustenance come from the soil. If we treat the soil with respect, we go a
long way towards creating food security.” Tony Rinaudo, R&D Advisor, Natural
Resources, World Vision Australia.

Many developing countries’ problems are compounded by severe environmental damage including
deforestation, soil erosion and biodiversity loss. Deforestation continues at an alarmingly high rate —
seventy-four percent of rangelands and 61 per cent of rain-fed croplands in Africa’s drier regions are
damaged by moderate to very severe desertification. In some African countries deforestation rates
exceed planting rates by 3,000 per cent.

The needs of the poor for timber — to cook, keep warm, for dwellings — for additional cropping and grazing
lands coupled with unsustainable farming techniques have denuded much of the arable land in
developing countries. Without trees and ground vegetation to ‘hold’ the soil together, floods and wind
erosion have swept away mountains of precious topsoil, leaching nutrients from what soil is left, and
leaving whole regions unable to support sufficient cropping and grazing to sustain livelihoods.

1,000 mm rainfall area, two rainy season per year, periods of fog. Why is
the country side so dry?

For many years in Sahelian Africa, conventional Western forestry methods were applied to solving
deforestation and desertification problems, but few made any lasting impression. Existing indigenous
vegetation was generally dismissed as ‘useless bush’. Many projects even cleared existing woody
vegetation in order to make way for exotic species. Often exotic tree species were simply planted in fields
containing living and sprouting stumps of indigenous vegetation, the presence of which was barely
acknowledged, let alone seen as important.

This was an enormous oversight. In fact, these living tree stumps are so numerous they constitute a vast
‘underground forest’, just waiting for a little care to grow and provide multiple benefits at little or no cost.
These live tree stumps may produce between ten and thirty stems each. During the process of traditional
land preparation, farmers saw the stems as weeds and slashed and burnt them before sowing their food
crops. The net result was a barren landscape for much of the year with few mature trees remaining. To
the casual observer, the land appeared to be turning to desert and most concluded that there were no
trees present and that the only way to reverse the problem was through tree planting.
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Farmer Managed Natural Regeneration (FMNR) is the systematic regeneration and management of this
‘underground forest’. Desired tree stumps are selected in a field. For each stump, a decision is made as
to how many stems will be chosen for growth. The tallest and straightest stems are then selected and the
remaining stems culled. Best results are attained when the farmer returns regularly to prune any
unwanted new stems and side branches as they appear. Farmers can then grow other crops between
and around the trees. Additionally, the practice of FMNR is not confined to croplands. It is being practiced
on grazing land and degraded communal forest as well. In reality, there is no fixed way of practicing
FMNR and farmers are free to choose which species they will leave, the density of trees they prefer and
the timing and method of pruning.

Fortunately, the environment is very forgiving, and will give us a second chance - if we turn from
our destructive ways and work with it.

Before FMNR FMNR Year 1 — regeneration of tress from existing
stumps
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“Despite severe famine in Niger, farmers practicing FMNR did not need food
assistance because they were able to meet their own needs through selling firewood
and non timber forest products.” World Vision Report 2004

FMNR has become a catalyst for large scale people-led environmental restoration, and
communities and individuals are benefiting through its impact on poverty alleviation, enhanced food
security and development of governance structures. In the twenty-seven years since being introduced in
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Niger Republic, FMNR has spread to over 50% (5 million hectares) of the nation’s farmland with little
NGO or government intervention. Building on Niger’s success, today FMNR is being promoted right
across Sahelian Africa, and other regions as well, through a loose coalition of NGOs.

Conventional approaches to reversing desertification, such as funding tree planting, rarely spread beyond
the project boundary once external funding is withdrawn. By comparison, FMNR is cheap, rapid, locally
led and implemented, uses local skills and resources and has been highly successful. FMNR uses
nothing new, is so simple and cheap that the poorest farmer can learn by observation and teach her
neighbour and can be done at scale without ongoing government or NGO intervention. Given an enabling
environment, or at least the absence of a ‘disabling’ environment, FMNR can and does spread well
beyond the original target area without project or government help.

A key success factor for FMNR is that farmers need an incentive in terms of assurance that they will
benefit from their labour. Giving farmers either outright ownership of the trees they protect, or tree user-
rights has made it possible for large scale farmer-led reforestation to take place.

Other key success factors:

*  Community-felt need — adoption is more likely when communities acknowledge their situation and the
need to take action. This perception of need can be supported by education.

« Building capacity — either spontaneously (through farmers teaching farmers) or through an outside
agency.

+ Establish organisational structures with locally devised by-laws.
* Access to markets.
» Broad spectrum buy-in, creation of a critical mass of FMNR adopters and all-stakeholder support.

+ Take a long-term view.

Conclusion

FMNR is a modern day application of the centuries old practices of coppicing and pollarding, It is
innovative in that it challenges the common assumptions about deforestation and desertification and
conventional approaches to tackling them. FMNR is an effective, low cost means of:

* Meeting commitments to the Millennium Development Goals, especially #1 (eradicate extreme poverty
and hunger) and #7 (ensure environmental sustainability)

*  Meeting commitments to UN conventions such as the convention on biodiversity, and the convention
on desertification.

* Meeting green house gas reduction targets.
» Boosting national food security and increasing community resilience to environmental shocks.
* Increasing government revenues made possible from increased FMNR generated income.

» Climate change mitigation — reducing the damage bill from violent storms, flooding and drought.



