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Background
Almost half of sub-Saharan Africa’s 600 
million people live on less than US$1 a 
day. There is a new resolve in Africa to 
improve livelihood conditions and address 
the many causes of poverty – inefficient 
bureaucracies, corruption, violent conflict, 
declining aid budgets, poor economic 
performance and the HIV/AIDS epidemic. 

Forests are vitally important to Africa. 
Over two-thirds of all Africans rely directly 
or indirectly on forests for their livelihoods. 
In some situations forests provide an 
income; in others they act as a safety net 
for the poor. The sustainable management 
of Africa’s forests can contribute towards 
wealth generation, both at national and 
local levels, and help safeguard a range 
of environmental functions, such as water 
catchment protection. Many sub-Saharan 
African countries are now taking steps 
to manage their forests sustainably by 
developing policies, laws and approaches 
that promote decentralised forest 
management. Decentralisation is designed 
to ensure that the benefits from forests 
are equitably shared, and that conflicts 
between competing interests are peacefully 
resolved.  Despite the potential of forests 
to contribute to improved livelihoods, 
extra-sectoral constraints, such as poor 
infrastructure and poor market access can 
limit the benefits that forests can offer.  

Recognising the importance of Africa’s 
forests, the Center for International 
Forestry Research (CIFOR) has made a 
strategic decision to increase its forest 
research investments in sub-Saharan Africa. 
By expanding its activities in the region, 
CIFOR believes it can help African countries 
achieve the Millennium Development Goals 
of halving extreme poverty by 2015, and 
reversing the process of forest loss.

The CGIAR Task Force on Africa recently 
submitted its recommendations on future 
programmatic and structural arrangements 
for centers’ work in Africa. One of the 
recommendations calls for the preparation 
of  regional medium term plans  for both 
West/Central Africa and Eastern/Southern 
Africa. This strategy provides a valuable 
framework for CIFOR’s input into these 
medium term plans and for developing 
partnership with other CGIAR centres.

In preparing this strategy, CIFOR has 
consulted with numerous key stakeholders, 
including  CIFOR’s Board of Trustees,  
partners and staff over the last 4 years. 
These consultations culminated in 2004 
with a series of workshops held in West,  
Central and Southern Africa. We believe the 
strategy provides a vital link between CGIAR 
priorities and the sustainable development 
goals of the regions’ forestry agencies.

Why Forests Matter
Forests cover over a quarter of the land 
area of sub-Saharan Africa, and they are 
important for a range of reasons:
• Forest good and services generate 

considerable revenues for households, 
marginalised  groups, governments and 
private companies.

• Forest-related activities account for 10 
per cent of the gross domestic product 
in at least 19 African countries, and 
more than 10 per cent of national trade 
in 10 others. 

• At least 70 per cent of urban and rural 
households in sub-Saharan Africa use wood 
for cooking and to heat their homes.

• Forests act as a safety net for the 
poor, providing them with goods and 
services they are unable to afford in 
the marketplace, and serve important 
cultural functions.
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• Forests fulfill many important ecological 
functions. For example, they provide 
habitats for wildlife, help sequester 
carbon and protect watersheds.

• Forests are a source of food, medicine 
and construction materials for a 
predominantly rural population.

• In addition, Africa contains 20 per cent 
of the world’s biodiversity hotspots, 
most being in forested areas. 

 
The Problem
Despite their importance, forests are under 
threat throughout sub-Saharan Africa and 
they are often undervalued by policy-
makers and others. The reasons for this 
are complex, and they vary from country 
to country, and within the same country 
they can vary over time as well. 

The loss of forests frequently deprives 
rural dwellers of the forest goods and 
services they need for their subsistence 
and livelihoods, such as wild foods, building 
materials and fuelwood. As forests become 
scarcer, the cost of timber, fuelwood and 
other forests goods tends to rise, with 
obvious implications for the poor, in urban 
areas as well as in the countryside. The 
loss of forests also leads to the loss of 
wildlife, and in countries where wildlife 
is economically significant, either because 
it attracts tourists or provides a source of 
food, many people suffer as a result. 

Forests as Part 
of the Solution
CIFOR’s research in Africa over the past 
decade makes it clear that forests can help 
people generate wealth and improve their 
livelihoods. If people are denied access to 
forest products, or lose the forests which 
sustain their livelihoods and provide their 
subsistence needs, they will fall deeper into 
poverty. Therefore, the survival of healthy 
forests is vital for the welfare of hundreds 
of millions of people. Forests also have the 
potential to generate significant revenues 
when managed sustainably. Indeed, small-
scale forest enterprises frequently help 
people to improve their standard of living, 
and in countries with abundant timber and 
wildlife resources, their wise use can be 
an important source of economic growth. 
The global demand for forest products is 
increasing – for example, China’s imports 
more than doubled between 1997 and 2004 
– and Africa could take advantage of this. 

If we are to successfully tackle poverty 
and reduce the vulnerability of forest-
dependent people, research must focus 
on:
• exploiting new opportunities for forest 

product marketing, and investigating 
options that lead to sustainable forest 
management; 

Among the factors contributing to unsustainable forest loss are the following: 
• The expansion of cropland, livestock grazing and plantations of coffee and rubber 

is leading to forest loss.
• Forests are being cleared for charcoal production and fuelwood. 
• Policy failures and poor law enforcement undermine sustainable forest 

management. 
• Unsustainable commercial logging undermines community interests in forests, 

and therefore the incentive to protect them. 
• The growing demand for forest products, as a result of both population growth 

and urbanisation, is leading to forest loss.
• Declining investment in research, training and forest administration negatively 

affects forests.
• Violent conflicts and the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people have 

caused widespread forest loss and degradation.
• The high incidence of HIV/AIDS and diseases such as malaria has had a negative 

impact on forest management. 
• There has been very low investment in plantation forestry. 
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• improving conditions  and strengthening  
institutions for better decision-
making in forest management, based 
on decentralisation and community 
participation;

• supporting a policy environment which 
creates better conditions for livelihood 
strategies and improves forest and 
environmental management; 

• promoting forest-based enterprise 
development to provide significant 
income and sustenance for women and 
the marginalised;

• developing sound macro-economic 
policies that address the constraints 
facing the forest sector;

• exploring the opportunities and 
constraints presented by the forest-
agricultural nexus.

Research that Makes 
a Difference
CIFOR’s 10 years of experience in Africa 
has proved that well-targeted research 
can make a real difference, both to forests 
and people. It can provide the information 
needed to manage forests more sustainably, 
and ensure that people living in or near 
forests can optimize the mix of  benefits they 
get from forests without destroying them. 

CIFOR’s Strategy for Sub-Saharan Africa 
will contribute to the achievement 
of the United Nation’s Millennium 

Development Goals through research 
that ensures the conservation and 

sustainable management of forests and 
forest resources.

The strategy will do this by: 
• providing relevant and credible 

knowledge and information to influence 
policies;

• contributing to the development of 
appropriate approaches and techniques 
for natural resource management; 

• enhancing the capacity and self-
confidence of forest institutions, 
researchers and local communities; 

• supporting dialogues that help improve 
the policy environment; 

• contributing to processes and mechanisms 
for the generation and equitable sharing 
of sustainable forest-based wealth. 

Focus Eco-regions 
and Countries
CIFOR will work in four eco-regions: the 
drier forests of Eastern and Southern 
Africa; the drier forests of West Africa; 
the tropical moist forests of West Africa; 

CIFOR's strategic plan for 2005-2009 will:
• prioritise research that benefits 

communities and promotes 
sustainable forest management;

• seek synergies with partners 
and institutions belonging to the 
Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR);

• make use of research done 
elsewhere;

• improve livelihoods through 
science-based sustainable forest 
management;

• develop partnerships that support 
African capacity building and 
processes;

• focus on the needs of the poor, 
especially women and other 
marginalised groups;

• ensure that science is used as a tool 
for the development of local people, 
not a cause of their alienation, 
adopting a people-centred and 
rights-based approach; 

• promote an approach that 
recognises the complex nexus of 
social, economic and environmental 
variables.
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and the tropical moist forests of Central 
Africa. The selection of countries will 
be guided by, among other criteria, the 
presence of partners with similar goals, the 
availability of research sites, the potential 
to have an impact, the opportunity to 
get synergy between projects working on 
similar themes or goals, and staff security. 
The criteria are intended to minimise 
dispersion, and ensure that CIFOR takes 
advantage of emerging opportunities. 
The selected countries will enable CIFOR 
to conduct research on a range of social 
and biophysical conditions, with a good 
representation of the main forest and 
human development issues.

Key Research Areas
•  Adaptive Management  of  Multi–

stakeholder Landscapes: CIFOR will 
conduct action-oriented research to 
promote inclusive and adaptive approaches 
to forest management decision-making 
to encourage sustainable forest use and 
better balance competing interests of 
different stakeholders. This research will 
focus on Central and Eastern Africa.

• Conflict Mitigation and Institution 
building:  Research will focus on social 
learning, policies and institutions that 
can mitigate conflict and the tendency 
towards violence, and develop over the 
long term institutional capacities that 
support peace and sustainable use and 
sharing of forest resources. Research will 
focus on Liberia, DRC and other parts of 
the Congo Basin.

• Decentralization: CIFOR will conduct 
participatory action research to facilitate 
lessons learning and capacity building at 
different levels, from local to national 
levels,  to promote decentralization 
policies and implementation practices 
that benefit the forests and the poor.  
This work will focus on Burkina Faso, 
Cameroon and Zimbabwe.

• Forest trade, law enforcement and 
social justice: Inappropriate laws and 
inconsistent enforcement significantly 
reduce forest benefits and especially 
harm the poor. CIFOR will conduct 
research on the driving forces and 
dynamics of  illegal logging and trade, 
and their implications for forests and 

forest livelihoods. Research will focus on 
West Central Africa.

• Improving well-being through forests: 
CIFOR’s research will focus on enterprise 
development and on national and regional 
strategies and policies. Research on 
enterprise development will look at how to 
improve resource management and product 
processing, encourage diversification and 
enhance market access. In the case of 
national and regional strategies, the aim 
is to get poverty alleviation strategies and 
other regional and national programmes 
and policies to take into account forests 
and forestry in a way that promotes rural 
livelihoods.

• Managing Landscapes for Sustainable 
Livelihoods: The main concern here is 
how to reconcile the competing demands 
between development and sustainable 
forest management. Research by CIFOR 
focuses on developing knowledge and 
tools to analyse and reconcile the impact 
of land-use changes on the lives of local 
people in Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, South 
Africa and Zambia. Where appropriate, 
this work will be closely linked to ACM 
research.

• Biodiversity and sustainable forest 
management: This research will focus on 
the humid tropics. Its main aim will be to 
improve the capacity to manage forests 
sustainably and develop and disseminate 
techniques to conserve biodiversity, both 
for its intrinsic value and as a way of 
helping the rural poor. 

• Climate change, water and forest fires: 
Pilot studies are being set up by CIFOR to 
investigate the adaptation of forests to 
climate change, fire and drought in Mali, 
Burkina Faso and Ghana. This research 
will explore how environmental services 
such as carbon sequestration might 
generate livelihood benefits for local 
people. 



Forests and 
Africa’s Development

6

thematic support and guidance. Each global programme will develop 
operational plans to guide its work in sub-Saharan Africa.

• CGIAR Framework: CIFOR works within the framework of the CGIAR 
system. CGIAR’s Africa Task Force has made recommendations to 
improve programme alignment and efficiency. CIFOR will adjust its 
Africa strategy to take account of the Task Force recommendations, 
when approved. 

• Policy Dialogues: CIFOR will also stimulate policy dialogues 
with many of the key players in the sub-continent. At present, 
poverty alleviation strategies often fail to take into account the 
importance of forests for local livelihoods. CIFOR will use its 
research to inform these policy dialogues. 

 
CIFOR’s approach encourages:
• Partnerships: Most of CIFOR’s research effort will involve 

collaborative activities with a range of institutions – universities, 
non-governmental organisations, government departments, 
research bodies – and it will be driven by CIFOR’s partnership 
principles of minimising transaction costs, improving the quality 
of scientific research, empowering partners and enhancing 
impact. At the regional level, CIFOR will work in partnerships 
with regional inter-governmental organisations such as the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), the Commission 
for Africa, the South African Development Community (SADC) 
and other institutions belonging to the Consultative Group on 
International Agriculture Research (CGIAR). 

• Capacity building: There will be a strong element of capacity 
building in CIFOR’s research in sub-Saharan Africa. This will 
benefit a wide range of individuals and organisations.

• Action research: CIFOR has pioneered an integrated and 
participatory approach to forests and people which combines 
social, economic and ecological research.

• Working with the marginalised: Attention will be given to 
enhancing the skills, knowledge and potential of women and 
marginalised communities.

Measuring Performance 
CIFOR will continuously monitor and evaluate its programmes and 
projects in sub-Saharan Africa to ensure that its research is of the 
highest quality and relevance and that it is contributing to the goals 
and objectives of the strategic plan. CIFOR will make use of both 
internal and external review processes. 

CIFOR Addresses in Africa

Regional Offices:

Central Africa
C/o IITA Humid Forest 
Ecoregional Center 
B.P. 2008, Yaounde
Cameroon
Tel: +237 2 237434/2 237522 
Fax: +237 2 237437 
E-mail: cifor.cameroon@cgiar.org

Eastern and Southern Africa
73 Harare Drive 
Mount Pleasant, 
Harare, Zimbabwe
Tel: +263 4 369655/369656/ 
301028/369595
Fax: +263 4 369 657
E-mail: cifor-zw@cgiar.org

West Africa
CIFOR
06 BP 9478 Ouagadougou 06
Burkina Faso
Tel: +226 5039 3157/5030 4742
Fax: +226 5030 2930
E-mail: d.tiveau@cgiar.org

CGIAR

Implementing 
the Strategy
• Resource Allocation: CIFOR will 

commit 40 per cent of its research 
budget by the end of the plan 
period to sub-Saharan Africa. 

• Management: CIFOR’s research 
strategy for sub-Saharan Africa 
(2005-2009) will be harmonised 
by the regional coordinators in 
Yaoundé, Harare and Ouagadougou, 
with support from project offices 
that will be established as needs 
arise. CIFOR’s Headquarters in Bogor, 
Indonesia will provide strategic and 
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Project Offices:

Gabon
Projet Station de Recherche d’Ipassa/
Makokou
CIFOR/IRET-CENAREST, B.P. 13 354
Libreville, Gabon
Tel: +241 069 772
Fax: +241 737 239
E-mail: p.hecketsweiler@cgiar.org

Ethiopia
CIFOR – c/o ILRI
P.O. Box 5689, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia  
Tel + 251-1 463 215; 
+1-650 833 6697 (USA direct)
Fax + 251-1 461 252
E-mail: h.kassa@cgiar.org

Democratic Republic of Congo 
c/o Innovative Resource Management 
Avenue Ntangu #15
Kinshasa/Ngaliema
République Démocratique du Congo
Tel: (243) 98269805
E-mail: usenimarcel@yahoo.fr

Zambia
c/o Forestry Department
7th Floor, Lottie House
Cairo Rd, Lusaka, Zambia
Tel: +260 97 531350

CIFOR Headquarters
Jalan CIFOR, Situ Gede 
Sindang Barang
Bogor 16680, Indonesia
Tel: +62 251 622 622
Fax: +62 251 622 100
E-mail: cifor@cgiar.org
Website: www.cifor.cgiar.org


