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This was a typical scene in the Niger I came to in 1980. This land had been 

forested in my lifetime but by 1980, it barely supported life.  

 

Less than 50 years ago, the Southern 1/3rd of Niger was heavily forested. The 

same process of deforestation and desertification is happening all over Africa. 

With no trees to protect the soil, windstorms swept the land destroying crops, 

drought was a frequent occurrence, livestock suffered and people often went 

hungry. 

What do you feel when you see and hear this? [loss, sadness, emptiness?] 

 

319 million hectares of Africa are vulnerable to desertification hazards due to 

sand movement.  

What are the logical consequences of desertification for Africa, for your 

country of operation, for your project? 



Many of the trees were cut for agriculture and in order to earn income through 

sale of firewood and poles. Over time, village people had to go further and 

further to collect firewood. Eventually, when there was none left, they resorted 

to using cow and goat dung and straw as fuel for cooking fires. The negative 

environmental impact and resultant poverty was immense. 
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With the disappearance of trees crop pests flourished. Natural predators such 

as birds, spiders, lizards etc which would normally keep pest numbers down 

left the fields because there was nowhere for them to hide or live. Crops were 

attacked by a wide variety of insect pests and diseases.  
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With recurring droughts, and no natural reserves to fall back on (forest 

products, wildlife), people went hungry. These women have returned from an 8 

hour return walk to a remnant stand of fruit bearing trees. The fruits are 

actually poisonous, so the women have to wash and boil them several times 

before they can eat them. After one day they will repeat the same ordeal in 

order to survive. 

 

Top left: 1984 drought/ famine. Crops failed such as this millet plant which 

barely grew 30 cm. tall during the three month rainy season. Normally millet 

would be over 2 meters tall and ready for harvest by this time. 

Top Right: Empty grain storage silos. Some families even sold their empty 

silos in order to survive. 

Bottom right: many livestock perished. 
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Hunger and poverty were direct outcomes of deforestation and one of Niger’s 

biggest exports is its own people who regularly have to go to neighbouring 

countries in order to survive.  

 

Even during drought, if the environment is in tact, people have resources to 

fall back on when crops fail. However, when the environment is destroyed and 

crops fail – there is nothing left and people flee. 
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It is estimated that in Niger 60 million trees were planted from nurseries over 

20 year period with less than 20% survival. I felt very discouraged. I looked 

North, South, East, West – and thought, using this nursery and tree planting 

technique, at this rate – it was impossible revegetate the land on a large enough 

scale to make an impact. How many million dollars would I need? How many 

staff would I need? How many decades would it take? 

For me the solution came as an answer to prayer, and I saw for the first time, 

what I had seen all along but hadn’t recognized for what it was. There are 

millions of living tree stumps in farmlands, grazing lands and degraded forests 

across Africa and other countries with the potential to re-grow into trees, if we 

give them a chance.  

 

Insert: this ‘bush’ is actually regrowth from a tree stump and has the potential 

to rapidly grow into a tree if pruned and cared for properly. 



It is easy to see why they are ignored – at first tree regrowth from stumps, 

roots or seeds is so insignificant that it looks like a weed. 
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If we could see beneath the ground we would realize that there is just as much 

‘tree’ below the ground as above, and in many species when we cut a tree 

down, the below ground part continues to live, and to re-sprout in an effort to 

become a full sized  tree again. I call this the underground forest.  
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All we see after clearing are the tree shoots. 

 

In fact, these shoots are supported by a mature root system full of stored 

energy which can feed shoot growth and cause them to grow very quickly. 
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So now, can you see the forest in this photo?  

 

Can you see that it is possible to perform reforestation without planting a 

single tree? 
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There are actually many trees in this landscape, but they are underground – 

their upper portions have been cut and the re-growth is regularly cut for 

firewood and for land preparation. Livestock also graze this re-growth heavily 

inhibiting its ability to grow tall and become a tree again. 
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These are the basic steps involved in FMNR. 
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So depending on our goal, we may leave many or few stumps to regrow.  

 

Fore example, if we wanted to restore a biodiverse forest, we may leave all or 

selected species occurring (left).  

If we wanted to practice FMNR on farmland, we may leave certain stumps 

which are aligned in rows to aid cultivation as is the case in Mali where oxen 

ploughs are used, or we may leave stumps randomly as is the case in Niger 

where many people still cultivate with hand hoes. 

14 



Step 2. Select desired tree stump 

Step 3. Remove unwanted stems and side branches. Again, exactly how many stems 

will be left will depend on the objective – do you want a single stemmed fruiting or 

timber tree, or do you want multi-stemmed trees so that some stems can be 

harvested each year for firewood or other purposes. 

Step 4. Where branches and stems have been pruned they will often re-sprout, so  

emerging new stems and side branches will need to be pruned from time to time.  

 

How many stems the farmer leaves and how heavily and in what manner the regrowth 

is pruned will depend on the farmers needs, the particular species and the local 

conditions. Greater growth could be achieved by leaving more stems and branches 

early in the regrowth of the tree – however this needs to be balanced with the need 

of the farmer who will not want her crops shaded too heavily. 
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This stem has been pruned half way up the stem. The farmer has pruned very 

hard because he wants to minimize shading to his crop. This will not result in 

maximum tree re-growth – but we need to remember that this is ‘Farmer 

managed’ natural regeneration and the farmers views must be taken into 

consideration. More collaborative research with farmers is required to 

determine the best compromise. 

 

When FMNR was first promoted farmers were concerned about what impact 

trees would have on crop yields, so they only left only one stem per stump. 

Today many farmers are not only leaving many trees per hectare (40-150) in 

their farmland, they are leaving multiple stems per stump – and still realizing 

an increase in crop yields.  

 

Local farm tools are encouraged – but in some contexts, this can include 

secateurs, saws and pruning shears. 
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Previously barren landscape. In year one, the pruned trees are growing quickly. 

Notice that this farmer has also begun leaving crop residues on the field (top 

right). This will also reduce wind speed and temperature, reduce evaporation 

and increase organic matter going back into the soil.  

Bottom right- three years of regrowth, Southern Niger.  
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Farmers practicing FMNR have greatly increased their incomes through sale 

of wood and non timber forest products such as fodder, honey, traditional 

medicines etc.  

Right: Value adding by making roofs, tools and furniture for sale greatly 

increases income over sale of firewood. 
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Top left: Cattle egrets perched in Faidherbia albida tree – these birds eat 

masses of destructive insects every day and fertilize the fields in the process.  

Bottom left: Lizard taking cover in a tree devouring a locust. 

Top right: Preying mantis. This insect does not lay its egg sac on grasses or 

crops – it looks for a woody stem to lay them on. With the return of trees into 

the landscape natural insect predators such as these returned to the fields.  

Bottom right: Spiders became more common as they now had a place to hang 

their webs.   
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Livestock which formerly suffered food shortages during the long dry season 

now have plenty to eat – both from grass, and browse from tree leaves and 

seed pods.  
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One of the features of FMNR is that farmers get so excited about it they share 

the news themselves with their neighbours. This is likely the main reason why 

FMNR spread so rapidly in Niger.  
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FMNR spread in Niger to 5 million ha. in 20 years. It largely happened 

through word of mouth from farmer to farmer, with minimal NGO or 

government intervention. 

 

We simply sent our farmers and staff out to other regions of Niger and we 

welcomed visitors from any organization – government, church, NGO, 

individuals.. 
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It amazes me that the measurable turning point in Niger occurred in 1984 – the 

year we started the food for work program in Maradi. 
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People ask how much it costs to start an FMNR project. It can cost anything 

from very little to many thousands of dollars, depending on the scale and 

speed you want FMNR to be adopted at.  

In 20011 I spoke in Jordan and a young man from Kenya took copies of my 

presentation. He went back to the deforested island of Rusinga (Lake Victoria) 

and taught people how to practice FMNR without the backing of a project. 

People have immediately taken up the practice.  
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Year by year there is less forest. In E. Sumba (Indonesia) now there remains 

only thin ribbons of forest left in the deep valleys. 

 

The governor of E. Sumba told me that his island had been forsaken by God, 

that it was the worst place on earth to live and that if it got any worse, they 

would all have to leave.  

As we travelled through the country side and looked closely in the course 

imperata grass we discovered the ‘underground forest’ there too. Within just a 

year of the first workshop communities are now practicing FMNR on 500 ha. 

of land with 100-200 trees / ha.  
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Large mountain range – was forest probably as recently as the 1960’s, today, 

no standing trees on this 15,000 ha. Site.  
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What are the assumptions we make when a declaration that 100 million trees 

will be planted. Do we assume that there are universally no F. Albida trees in 

fields? Take this one for instance – how many albidas in the foreground? 
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At least 17 trees, already growing, only needing pruning and protection for one 

year. If we had a blanket policy to plant Faidherbia – in all probability, even 

heavily treed fields like this one would be planted out! 
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Hypothesis – wherever there are mature stands of Faidherbia trees and 

livestock – there are young Faidherbia’s growing in the vicinity. 
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This is the case in Abreha Atsbeha. Faidherbia trees are everywhere. 
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Yet – there are literally thousands of Faidherbia trees in this landscape. 
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This is a Faidherbia tree – unable to rise above the grazing height of goats and 

sheep because of constant pressure. 
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I am thinking of changing the name of the FMNR workshops to ‘life and joy 

workshops’. Often I find people are depressed and feel hopeless about their 

situation. Many have tried many ways to reverse environmental degradation 

and declining crop and livestock productivity but have failed. When I share the 

Niger story, often people spontaneously break into song, dance and clapping.  
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This Ghanian chief was so overjoyed by the changes witnessed in his village in 

the space of just two years that he said the following: This gift of FMNR is from 

the Almighty God and therefore anywhere you visit you bring life and joy. Chief of Yameriga 

(Yamdaan Zimbil Longmoare)  
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