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The 15 countries that make up the 

Economic Community of West African 

States, or ECOWAS, are home to nearly 

30% of Africa’s population and host about 

22% of the continent’s forests and other 

wooded lands.  

Across West Africa, forests, woodlands and 

trees provide crucial products and services 

for local populations. They help to ensure 

food and nutritional security, provide 

fodder for livestock as well as building 

materials and medicines, ensure household 

energy supplies, conserve biodiversity, 

protect soils and watersheds, contribute 

to mitigation and adaptation to climate 

change, and reduce poverty. Trees also play 

a crucial role on farms, where economically 

and environmentally valuable species 

are cultivated or nurtured on and around 

cropland. These resources are especially 

important for vulnerable groups or those 

that are sometimes marginalized, such as 

women, youth and migrants. Many tree 

species indigenous to the region also 

produce commodities that are increasingly 

important in regional and global markets.

WEST AFRICA’S 
FORESTS AND 
WOODLANDS
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West African countries are diverse in 

their forest and tree endowment. There 

is everything from treeless desert in the 

north, through several different semi-arid 

belts of Sahel, each with its own kind of 

vegetation and trees, south to the humid 

tropical forest zones in coastal countries. 

Naturally, there is also great corresponding 

diversity in land use and livelihood 

strategies, climate and vulnerability to 

climate change, agricultural and natural 

resource potential and constraints, 

governance and tenure of land and trees, 

as well as economic structure and level of 

economic development. 

Despite the great diversity, West Africa’s 

forests and woodlands face common 

pressures. These include large-scale 

conversion to commercial agriculture 

and industrial land uses, unsustainable 

levels of forest-product harvesting, loss of 

ecosystem functions, loss of biodiversity, 

climate change and climate variability. But 

sustainably managed and governed trees 

and forests in the region have much to 

offer as solutions in surmounting these 

challenges.
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In West Africa, CIFOR fosters an 

appreciation of the importance of forest, 

woodland, and agroforestry tree resources 

to livelihoods, national economies, and 

the wider development agenda.  The focus 

is on interactions between societies and 

the services that forests and trees perform 

for ecosystems, in the current context of 

global trends such as urbanization, climate 

change, deforestation, and migration. These 

can be challenges for community welfare, 

food and nutritional security, and the 

sustainability of land-use systems. 

CIFOR recognizes the critical role that 

forests, woodlands and trees can play 

in working towards solutions for these 

challenges. It uses quality science and 

evidence from the field to inform policy 

makers about policy options that can 

CIFOR’S WORK 
IN WEST AFRICA: 
AN INTEGRATED 
APPROACH

O
lli

vi
er

 G
ir

ar
d 

/ 
CI

FO
R



CIFOR RESEARCH PRIORITIES  
IN WEST AFRICA

Gender, tenure and community rights
More than half the people in West Africa live 

in rural areas where they depend on forests 

and tree resources for their livelihoods 

and for whom rights of access to and use 

of forest resources are key. Yet, at the local 

level, there are often challenges to these 

rights, caused by the overlapping of state 

regulations and customary rights, which 

affect smallholders, women and marginalized 

groups, and exacerbate gender imbalances 

that exist already. CIFOR’s research aims 

to provide evidence that the integration 

of women and disadvantaged groups is 

crucial for sustainable management of forest 

and tree resources, and to strengthen and 

secure land and forest tenure, and improve 

participation by disadvantaged groups when 

decisions are made about forest and tree use 

and management. 

Climate change adaptation  
and mitigation
In rural areas of West Africa, people rely 

heavily on forest and tree resources to 

face climatic and non-climatic shocks and 

crises by generating income and securing 

food. Changes in land use and land cover 

are major contributors to climate change, 

which in turn poses a major threat to trees, 

agriculture and rural livelihoods. Large 

areas in West Africa have been converted 

to agriculture with largely unknown 

consequences. CIFOR’s research investigates 

the consequences of land-use change and 

ways they could be mitigated. The aim is 

to share knowledge that can help identify 

and develop ecosystem-based approaches 

for adaptation to and mitigation of 

climate change. 

Climate change policy initiatives
CIFOR’s research on REDD+ (Reducing 

Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation) and climate adaptation is 

about identifying what works and putting 

that into practice for policy makers and 

practitioners. CIFOR works to gather and 

share knowledge to improve the efficiency, 

effectiveness and equity of climate change 

policies and the mechanisms to ensure that 

benefits of these are shared. 

Landscape management  
for ecosystem services
Using a landscapes approach, CIFOR 

research in West Africa aims to provide 

an understanding of the interactions 

and trade-offs of ecosystem services 



improve forest management strategies 

and promote market development, 

technological advances, and institutional 

innovations. To ensure research results 

achieve impact, CIFOR works with multiple 

and diverse partners and stakeholders 

at all levels, from small-scale resource 

managers to national policy makers, 

private sector actors, civil society, regional 

technical, economic and political bodies, 

and international organizations. 

CIFOR’s research in West Africa is 

undertaken in Burkina Faso, Ghana, Guinea, 

Mali, Niger and Sierra Leone and  conducted 

by a multidisciplinary team based in 

Ouagadougou. It draws on a pool of 

expertise of staff at CIFOR headquarters in 

Indonesia, and CIFOR’s decentralized offices 

in Africa and Latin America.

While taking into account priority themes 

such as gender, tenure and community 

rights, CIFOR projects currently focus on 

five main areas of research:

• Smallholder production systems at the 

interface of forest and farm

• Management and conservation of forest 

and tree resources

• Landscape management for ecosystem 

services

• Climate change adaptation and 

mitigation

• Impact of trade and investment on 

forests and people.
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among various development sectors — 

agriculture, livestock, forest use, industrial 

development and extractive industries 

— as well as trade-offs between the 

ecosystem services involved in each. This 

understanding will contribute to integrated 

solutions and sustainable development.

Smallholder production systems  
at the interface of forests and farms
The majority of people in West Africa 

depend on forests and tree resources for 

food, fuelwood and building materials, 

medicines, fodder and income, but this is 

not always recognized by policy makers, 

and tree resources are often not sustainably 

managed or developed to improve livelihoods. 

CIFOR’s research investigates the ways that 

trees contribute — and could contribute still 

more — to income generation, nutrition and 

health, through policies that would ensure 

better management of production systems 

and thus the sustainable maintenance and 

enhancement of forests and tree cover. 

Management and conservation of 
forest resources
In much of West Africa, food security depends 

partially on trees, especially given the climate 

variability and erratic precipitation patterns, 

which can cause annual crops to fail. Trees in 

farm fields protect and improve soils, enhance 

infiltration and protect against erosion. CIFOR 

research focuses on some of the biodiverse 

tree species that are important for nutritional 

and food security, as well as income generation, 

particularly for rural women and youth. It 

focuses on the vulnerability of these resources 

to current and future threats, and works to 

develop practical policy recommendations 

and conservation measures. These measures 

include strengthening community participation 

in forest management processes that can 

contribute to secure, long-term supplies and 

use of forest and tree resources for improved 

rural nutrition and agricultural systems.

Partnerships
CIFOR is committed to fostering strategic 

partnerships with other organizations 

working towards similar goals, and to 

jointly build research capacity for impact. 

We are proud to be working in close 

partnership with governments, funding 

partners, multilateral organizations, regional 

and national research and educational 

organizations, NGOs and civil society groups, 

and community partners in West Africa. 

Together we inform and stimulate evidence-

based change.



Contact us:

CIFOR West Africa 
395, Bd Léopold Sédar Senghor, Ouaga 2000
06 BP 9478 in Ouagadougou 06, Burkina Faso
Tel: +226 50374217 / 50374289 / 50374291
Email: CIFOR-WestAfrica@cgiar.org
Contact: Dr. Mathurin Zida
Email: m.zida@cgiar.org

CIFOR Headquarters
Bogor, Indonesia
Tel: +62 251 8622622
Email: cifor@cgiar.org
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CIFOR’s research was carried out by CIFOR as part of the CGIAR 
Research Program on Forests, Trees and Agroforestry (CRP-FTA). This 
collaborative program aims to enhance the management and use of 
forests, agroforestry and tree genetic resources across the landscape 
from forests to farms. CIFOR leads CRP-FTA in partnership with 
Bioversity International, CATIE, CIRAD, the International Center for 
Tropical Agriculture and the World Agroforestry Centre.

Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)
CIFOR advances human well-being, environmental conservation and 
equity by conducting research to help shape policies and practices that 
affect forests in developing countries. CIFOR is a member of the CGIAR 
Consortium. Our headquarters are in Bogor, Indonesia, with offices in 
Asia, Africa and Latin America.


