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Forest restoration as proposed by the Great Green Wall could be approached in a way that limits any further loss of biodiversity, including rangelands biodiversity. The Great Green Wall Initiative can reinforce local livelihoods and avoid compounding food insecurity in the already marginalized drylands of Africa. In conformity with Article 8f of the Convention on Biological Diversity, which requires contracting parties to promote the recovery of threatened species through strategies such as the ecosystem approach, this Technical Options Brief discusses the means by which the Great Green Wall could actually sustain humans, wildlife and biodiversity as a whole, in the Sahel.
The Great Green Wall: a technical Options brief 
Since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, the World has entered into a number of multilateral agreements to address some of the greatest threats to our environment. Of these agreements, the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification is often considered the most pertinent to the drylands that cover 41% of the earth’s land surface. Yet, the Convention on Biodiversity and the Framework Convention on Climate Change are equally important for ensuring the protection and sustainable management of drylands. The adoption of the Millennium Development Goals in 2000 added further impetus for addressing sustainable development, but as the 2015 target for these goals approaches, it is becoming evident that the related challenges of environmental degradation and human poverty are particularly entrenched in the drylands; and nowhere more so than in Sub Saharan Africa.
In many countries, development in drylands has not kept pace with developments in non-dryland areas, due particularly to a combination of low and poorly planned investment. The sparseness of dryland areas and their geographical distance from centres of power have contributed to the low interest in investment, along with the marginalisation of dryland communities in many cases. The failure of past investments has also contributed to the low interest in drylands and there has not been adequate learning from failures to ensure that future investments do not repeat old mistakes.
The Great Green Wall Initiative, proposed by African Presidents and supported by the African Union, provides an important opportunity to learn from past mistakes and ensure sustainable management of the Sahelian zone: to reach both development and environment goals.  The Initiative offers both the political will for greater investment in drylands and the opportunity to distil the lessons of the past to ensure long-term sustainability of natural resource management in the Sahel. The Great Green Wall Initiative therefore gives a welcome impetus for Sustainable Land Management and drylands development in Sub Saharan Africa.
However, the importance of getting the solutions right cannot be overstated. Drylands do not respond to human interventions the way other zones do, and development efforts must be adjusted to the local conditions and the unique features of dryland ecosystems. Examples of development failures in the drylands are widespread, yet failed approaches continue to be pursued, whilst proven alternatives are yet to find favour. 
The confused narrative of the Advancing Sahara provides an example of how misunderstanding of drylands can create a legacy of misplaced investment, and also illustrates the failure of new scientific thinking to influence government decision making. In the past 20 years, rather than advancing, evidence shows that the southern border of the Sahara has retreated steadily, and parts of the Sahel have become greener. This reflects the typical ecological flux that characterizes drylands: changing their state in response to different stimuli such as herbivore impacts, fire or in this particular case varying climate patterns. Rather than a barrier against such long-term ecological processes, the Great Green Wall has potential to be conceived of as a large area of resilient drylands that is developed to withstand and adapt to uncertainty.
A vital starting point in the sustainable management of any resource is to ensure that rules over the regulation of its use are developed, accepted and enforced. Such rules have existed in the past in most Sahelian drylands, but over the past century have become weakened, or their enforcement has become obstructed. A variety of technological solutions to environmental degradation have been proposed, and indeed many are widely known to dryland resource users, but these are of limited value if the users cannot protect their resources from over-exploitation by others. Throughout the Sahelian belt, as in many of the world’s drylands, effective governance arrangements are fundamentally weakened through lack of respect for local rights, lack of legal support for communal management arrangements, and inadequate relationships between the different institutions, both State and non-governmental as well as between States, that play a role in natural resource governance.
Sustainable natural resource management depends on local (often indigenous) knowledge and resource use strategies. Dryland communities are well aware of the vagaries of their environment and over centuries have developed ways of managing resources that have stood the test of time. Crop farmers have developed cultivars that are tolerant to water shortages and high temperatures, and protect trees in their farmland that promote soil fertility and provide shade. Livestock keepers have developed migration strategies and maintain variable herd sizes to track patchy and unpredictable resources. All resource users have developed elaborate social structures and economic practices to spread risk and promote resilience. These strategies need support to develop and evolve, not to be abandoned, and they must play a central role in poverty reduction and environmental management.
Dryland biodiversity is sometimes ignored or dismissed, and frequently taken for granted, but rarely gets the attention and protection it deserves. Dryland Biodiversity is central to local livelihoods, providing pasture, fuel and a variety of rangeland products and non-timber forest products. A wide variety of species are of importance to the local dryland economy as well as to the wider regional and global economy. Dryland fauna underpins a lucrative tourist industry that earns billions of dollars of revenue in Africa every year, yet is comparatively underdeveloped in the Sahel. Dryland ecosystem services, from soil formation to water regulation, are vital to the welfare of tens of millions of people in the Sahel, whilst services such as carbon sequestration and climate regulation are of global significance. Whilst Sahelian rangelands have great untapped potential to increased sequestration of carbon, their conversion to crop farming would lead to the release of huge quantities of harmful greenhouse gasses.
The Great Green Wall provides an opportunity to safeguard biodiversity of great local and global importance and it is vital that emphasis is placed on protecting local biodiversity rather than promoting non-native species that risk becoming invasive or impose a burden on ecosystem services. Rangeland biodiversity needs to be valued and appreciated, threatened species and habitats need to be protected and the integrity and resilience of dryland ecosystems needs to be maintained. The vision of the Great Green Wall has shifted over time from the notion of a line of trees “15 kilometres wide, and up to 8000 kilometres long” towards a more nuanced approach that focuses on a patchwork of sustainably managed resources and poverty reduction. Rather than a patchwork of isolated initiatives, the Great Green Wall could be more ambitiously envisioned as a vast landscape of healthy, natural Sahelian rangelands – a diverse ecoregion of semi-arid grasslands, savannahs, dryland forests and thorn shrublands – providing sustainable livelihoods for millions of dryland inhabitants.
Such a vision relies on a significant shift in emphasis, and in particular a focus on restoring ecosystems and reinforcing locally-adapted management strategies. This process of restoration requires stronger bottom-up planning and genuine participation between local resource users and government, and capacities need to be built to institutionalise these relationships. Greater attention is needed to strengthening resource rights and governance, implying a shift from technical to social solutions. Emphasis also needs to shift from replacing livelihoods to reinforcing tried and tested local strategies and strengthening natural resource management based on indigenous knowledge and local institutions.
Technology and science are critical for long term success, but must be provided on a platform of stronger local rights, greater local responsibilities, and improved governance. Technical solutions can be identified locally through dialogue with resource managers and should be the result of consensus between technical services and the full range of local resource users and other stakeholders. These processes are vital to achieving the long term vision outlined above and they require significant investment in building capacity for dialogue and participation and creating a policy environment that enables this.
The “retreat” of the Sahara desert in recent years, and the greening of the Sahel, does not argue for apathy in the quest for sustainable land management. Rather it highlights the vagaries of ecological flux and the importance of building resilient ecosystems and livelihoods in the drylands to withstand these continuous cycles. The Great Green Wall initiative offers the possibility to strengthen resilience to such long term trends, and this requires an equally long-term vision and a major change in the approach to sustainable drylands management.
For further information:
IUCN Global Drylands Initiative: Jonathan Davies, Coordinator (jonathan.Davies@iucn.org) 
IUCN Afrique Centrale et de l’Ouest (PACO) : Aime Nianogo, Regional Director (aime.nianogo@iucn.org) 
IUCN Eastern and Southern Africa (ESARO): Ali Kaka, Regional Director (ali.kaka@iucn.org) 
Or visit www.iucn.org/drylands 
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