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Senegal’s national forest 
programme emphasizes capacity 
building within a decentralized 
institutional framework for 
effective implementation 
of programmes to curb 

forest and soil degradation and 
biodiversity loss, while also 
targeting livelihood support and 
poverty reduction.
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The role of Senegal’s central gov-
ernment changed as a result of 
sweeping reforms carried out 

in the 1990s which introduced a new 
decentralized administrative structure. 
With many forest management respon-
sibilities shifted to regional and local 
institutions and communities, a key role 
of the national forest service is to boost 
decentralized capacities for planning and 
management.

This article describes the process of 
decentralization in the forest sector, 
the distribution of authority for natural 
resource management, and the achieve-
ments and ongoing activities of the 
national forest programme – with sup-
port from the National Forest Programme 
Facility – in pursuit of sustainable forest 
management for the whole country.

Senegal has a semi-arid Sahelian climate. 
Although rainfall varies considerably 
from year to year, in general it has been 
declining for about 30 years. Years of 
drought have contributed directly to a 
degradation of natural resources.

Apart from the unfavourable climate 
in most of the country, human activities 
have also had negative impacts on forest 
resources, for example through frequent 
bush fires which degrade soil already 
impoverished by inappropriate farm-
ing practices, overgrazing connected 
especially with transhumance, extensive 
livestock rearing, unsustainable fuel-
wood extraction and illegal cutting in 
the most densely wooded areas (often 
provoked by poverty) and agricultural 
clearing and farming within reserved 
forests. The result is loss of biological 

diversity, forest degradation and decline 
in production of wood and non-wood 
forest products. Forest cover has receded 
by an estimated 45 000 ha per year since 
1990 (FAO, 2006).

Classified forests, reforestation and 
rehabilitation areas, strict natural 
reserves, special reserves and national 
parks, which cover more than 6 million 
hectares accounting for 31.7 percent of 
the country, are managed by the national 
forest service (the Directorate of Water, 
Forests, Hunting and Soil Conservation) 
and the Directorate of National Parks, 
both in the Ministry of Environment 
and Nature Protection, with decentral-
ized structures having an important role. 
Protected forests not included in the clas-
sified category are managed by local 
communities.

EVOLVING STRATEGIES AND 
APPROACHES TO FOREST 
MANAGEMENT
The forest resource conservation policy 
begun during the colonial period and 
maintained after independence in 1960 
referred exclusively to the responsibili-
ties of the national forest service, cre-
ated in 1935. The national forest service 
carried out activities related to forest 
protection, grazing bans and forestry 
operations in the dry zone and reforesta-
tion and enrichment in closed forests, 
while severely enforcing a restrictive 
Forest Code that greatly limited people’s 
use of forest resources.

The 1981 Forest Development Master 
Plan and the 1993 Forest Action Plan, 
created with the assistance of FAO, 
facilitated the introduction of changes 
that would enable Senegal to address 
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the issues and challenges addressed in 
the international conventions adopted 
at the 1992 United Nations Conference 
on Environment and Development 
(UNCED) – including deforestation, 
land degradation, lack of fuelwood and 
domestic energy and biodiversity loss.

The legal framework for forest manage-
ment was revised with a new Forest Code, 
adopted in 1995, comprising the Forest 
Law and its companion Regulation. It 
was designed to stimulate a participatory 
approach in natural resource manage-
ment. New approaches fostering com-
munity, village and private reforestation 
efforts and emphasizing the training of 
the local population have been strongly 
encouraged. Furthermore, actors and 
institutions dealing with forestry are 
now more open to input from other dis-
ciplines such as economics, agriculture, 
livestock raising and pastoralism, and 
sociology and rural outreach.

These approaches have made it possible 
to motivate the local population to dedi-
cate time and energy to the development, 
protection and rehabilitation of forest 
resources. Further incentive has been 
provided by projects and programmes 
funded through bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation with many countries. For 
example over three decades of coopera-
tion with Senegal, FAO has assisted the 
implementation of at least 25 forestry 
projects covering such areas as planning, 
training, forest management, forest pro-
tection, public participation, community 
forestry, wildlife management and forest 
inventory.

However, the greatest transformation 
has been the decentralization of forestry 
administration. In 1996, building on a 
long tradition of peace, freedom, institu-
tional stability and democracy, and seek-
ing good governance and transparency in 
State affairs, the Government of Senegal 
undertook a thorough institutional reform 
with a view to establishing local com-
munities as the main actors and real deci-
sion-making centres. The new admin-
istrative structure transferred authority 

to new regional and local government 
bodies, extending power to 11 regions, 
110 municipalities, 43 districts and 320 
rural communities. These decentralized 
bodies were given nine areas of respon-
sibility: public land, health/population 
and social action, education, urbanization 
and habitat, youth/sport/leisure, land- 
use planning, culture, planning, natural 
resources and environment. This reform 
drastically changed approaches to forest 
administration and management.

MANAGEMENT 
The 1996 reform led to an enlargement of 
the1993 Forest Code to cover a broader 
domain. Major innovations in the new 
code of 1998 included:

• local communities’ authority to manage 
forests outside the State’s forest lands;

• the possibility for the State to en-
trust management of part of its forest 
lands to local communities under 
letters of agreement;

Distribution of authority among different levels of government
Area of activity Region Municipality Rural

community

Management, protection and maintenance 
of forests and protected areas * *
Grazing bans and other local measures for 
nature protection * * *

Management of inland waters, except for 
watercourses with international or national 
status

*

Establishment or demarcation and 
management of woodlands, forests and 
protected areas

* * *

* *

Wildlife management * *
Distribution of regional wood extraction 
quotas among municipalities and rural 
communities

*

Issuing of hunting permits *
(approval)

*
(advisory role)

Formulation, implementation and monitoring 
of regional environmental action plans or 
schemes

*

Formulation and implementation of other 
environmental action plans * * *

for emergency intervention and risk 
management

*

Creation of volunteer brigades to protect the 
environment, especially to control poaching *

Issuing of permits for forest clearing *
(approval)

*
(advisory role)

Issuing of preliminary tree felling 
authorization * *

Code * *

Waste management and control of 
unsanitary conditions, pollution and hazards 
in forestry operations

* *

Management of underground and surface 
water resources *

and small dams *

Creation, delimitation and demarcation of 
livestock trails *
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• the liberty of local communities to es-
tablish contracts with physical persons 
and legal entities concerning the forest 
lands under their administration.

Within their administrative and/or geo-
graphical boundaries, the decision-mak-
ing bodies, especially regional, munici-
pal and rural community councils, each 
headed by a president elected through 
universal suffrage, received new powers 
in addition to those granted at the time 
of their creation (see Table).

The transfer of authority in natural 
resource and environmental manage-
ment, as in all nine areas of responsi-
bility listed above, is based on the gen-
eral principle of freedom and proximity 
(devolving freedom in decision-making 
to elected local people or decentralized 
authorities well connected to their base) 
and the following specific principles:

• Demarcation of powers between 
the State and local communities.
The State is the guarantor of rational 
natural resources and environmental 
management to ensure sustainable 
development. The State controls law 
enforcement and budget allocation 
and supervises local communities’ 
exercise of authority. The State also 
guarantees the principle of solidarity 

among local communities, encour-
aging them to coordinate activities 
of common interest, and has cre-
ated a fund from the State budget 
for this purpose. Local communi-
ties are responsible for the design, 
planning and implementation of 
natural resource and environmental 
management activities of regional, 
municipal or rural community inter-
est, and for ensuring protection of 
the resources. They are to encourage 
people’s participation based on strict 
respect for the established principles, 
policy guidelines, technical options 
and forestry laws and regulations. 
They are responsible for implement-
ing plans and guidelines based on 
the specific features of each eco-
geographical zone (see Figure).

• Solidarity and sharing in the exer-
cise of authority, and prohibition 
of the transfer of control. No local 
community may establish or exer-
cise control (administrative, finan-
cial or technical) over another local 
community. Groups of two or more 
communities may undertake coop-
erative activities for the promotion 
and coordination of development 
activities in specific spheres. Local 

communities may individually or 
collectively undertake programmes 
of common interest with the State. 
They may undertake cooperative ac-
tivities leading to agreements with 
local communities in other countries 
or international public or private de-
velopment bodies.

• Concomitant transfer of funds. Any 
transfer of authority to a community 
must be accompanied by a concomi-
tant transfer from the State of the 
financial means for proper exercise 
of such authority. The State has es-
tablished grant funds to this end.

An evaluation of decentralization in 
natural resource and environmental 
management (Wade, 2004) revealed that 
a number of factors limit local com-
munities in assuming their role satis-
factorily:

• lack of precision in the formulation 
of certain measures, resulting in a 
variety of interpretations of elected 
officials’ prerogatives with regard 
to land tenure and forestry, for 
example;

• little commitment of elected officials 
to take effective responsibility for 
forest resource management;

• insufficient coordination, harmoni-
zation and integration within com-
munities of the interventions of the 
various actors in the sector, and espe-
cially of forest management support 
structures;

• lack of communication among ac-
tors in rural development, especially 
field staff, for different sectors of 
activity;

• insufficient expertise within local 
communities, despite arrangements 
to make technical assistance avail-
able to them through decentralized 
services;

• insufficient financial and logistical 
resources for natural resource 
management by local communities, 
since grant funds are not always 

Source: Directorate of Water, Forests, Hunting and Soil Conservation

Groundnut basin
Casamance
Niayes

Eastern Senegal
River valley
Silvipastoral zone

Ecogeographical
zones of Senegal
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easily accessible, and the commu-
nities do not give a high priority to 
natural resources and the environment 
when they allocate funds among 
the nine spheres for which they are 
responsible;

• insufficient awareness among local 
communities of the many opportuni-
ties related to forest use;

• widely recognized shortcomings in 
the capacities of local officials (most 
of whom are elected) despite many 
capacity building efforts;

• delays in bringing certain documents 
into line with the decentralization 
law – for example, the 1996 decree 
fixing fees for forest extraction does 
not allot a share of the proceeds to 
local communities.

THE ROLE OF THE NATIONAL 
FOREST SERVICE IN 
STRENGTHENING CAPACITIES
The institutional arrangement for decen-
tralization anticipated capacity-building 
for elected officials and harmonization of 
the various local and regional plans (e.g. 
the Regional Integrated Development 
Programme, the Regional Land Use Plan, 
the Municipal Investment Programme 
and the Local Development Plan). 
National economic plans support this 
set-up, channelling resources through 
regional development agencies created 
in each of the country’s eleven admin-
istrative regions. These agencies have 
a crucial role in coordinating and mobi-
lizing local institutions and resources 
and are strong examples of effective 
decentralization in action.

Within this framework, the national 

forest service has an advisory and sup-
porting role for local communities, 
focusing particularly on:

• facilitation of direct financial support 
to local communities for the formula-
tion and execution of development 
plans for the forests on their lands;

• building the technical, organiza-
tional and financial capacity of 
elected officials so that they will be 
better equipped to carry out natural 
resource management activities;

• training of elected officials to fami-
liarize them with the laws, regu-
lations and processes governing 
decentralized natural resource and 
environmental planning and man-
agement;

• support for the establishment of local 
information systems;

• ensuring that part of all taxes de-
rived from forest exploitation is 
transferred to local governments as 
the law dictates;

• reform of the taxation system (cur-
rently under examination) to ensure 
rational allocation of forest taxes and 
fees;

• fostering joint management agree-
ments between the national forest 
service and local communities;

• increasing women’s involvement in 

natural resource management activi-
ties, given their major contribution to 
economic processes and their strong 
influence on the environment;

• formulation and implementation of 
the priority projects and programmes 
contained in the recently approved 
National Forest Policy, the successor 
to the Forest Action Plan.

NEW NATIONAL FOREST POLICY
It is vital that activities initiated by 
projects and programmes can be con-
tinued by the beneficiary populations 
on their own. Unfortunately this is not 
always the case. With this concern in 
mind, Senegal decided to revise its For-
est Action Plan, which had allowed siz-
able investments in the forest sector, 
to bring it into line with the Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Paper, the United 
Nations Millennium Development 
Goals, the UNCED agreements and the 
new decentralized institutional frame-
work. The new National Forest Policy 
links the two themes of decentralization 
and poverty reduction.

The policy was elaborated through a 
bottom-up planning process involving 
all stakeholders and institutions dealing 
with natural resources management. It 
includes a diagnosis of problems, defines 

Senegal’s recently approved 
National Forest Policy revises 
the earlier Forest Action Plan 
to address poverty reduction 

as well as environmental 
sustainability (villager on his 
way to the local market with 

medicinal plants from the forest)
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a long-term vision, gives principles for 
operations, defines strategies and ori-
entations and lists priority projects and 
programmes. 

In the revision of the Forest Action 
Plan, the national forest service received 
essential support from the National For-
est Programme Facility. The Facility 
signed a letter of agreement with the 
Directorate of Water, Forests, Hunting 
and Soil Conservation in April 2003 
to support and consolidate Senegal’s 
National Forest Policy. In its first phase, 
this partnership assisted the formulation 
of five regional forest action plans and 
provided funding for national workshops 
on the launching and implementation 
of the new forest policy and for studies 
on Senegalese forestry. These studies 
included, inter alia, an analysis of public 
spending in the forest sector; the impact 
of the Forest Action Plan on wildlife; the 
efficacy of decentralization and transfer 
of powers in natural resource manage-
ment; and the contribution of forest 
products in the Special Programme for 
Food Security, FAO’s flagship initiative 
for halving the number of hungry people 
in the world by 2015.

In Phase II (2004–2007), the Facility 
proposed that civil society organizations 
should have a more decisive role in the 
national forest programme. For trans-

parency in project selection, a national 
committee made up of representatives 
of State structures, local communities 
and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) selected the best projects from 
those received in response to a call for 
proposals. The main themes of the ongo-
ing activities are:

• studies of support mechanisms for 
local communities and encourage-
ment of stakeholders’ participation 
in natural resource management;

grassroots community organizations 
and women’s groups in natural re-
source planning and management;

• studies of wood and non-wood forest 
product flows;

• boosting of capacities in project de-
sign and formulation;

• awareness raising to increase protec-
tion of natural forest and wooded 
lands against various causes of deg-
radation;

• definition of an urban and peri-urban 
forest management strategy. 

Activities have included numerous 
training workshops targeting a great 
variety of stakeholders, from local 
elected officials, business and religious 
leaders, representatives of community 
organizations and NGOs to policy-mak-
ers and government officers.

SENEGAL’S NATIONAL FOREST 
PROGRAMME: ACHIEVEMENTS 

First under the Forest Development Mas-
ter Plan, then the Forest Action Plan and 
now the National Forest Policy, Senegal 
with the support of international coopera-
tion has devised and implemented major 
programmes and projects to combat deser-

-
diversity loss and soil degradation, and 
generally improve people’s livelihoods. 

The national forest service, along with 
the other services of the Ministry of 
Environment and Nature Protection, has 
undertaken about 30 natural resource 
management projects and programmes in 
the six ecogeographical zones, in partner-
ship with local people and communities, 
which have had a positive impact on the 
environment, natural resources, people 
and institutions. Examples of successful 
projects that are meeting the expectations 
of development partners and the needs 
of local populations include:

• the Coastal Land Conservation 
Project in the Niayes zone (begun 
in 1979 and continuing after many 
phases, with support from Japan) 
which is providing on-site protection 
of horticultural lowlands or depres-
sions (pans) and fixation of coastal 
and inland dunes;
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Studies supported 
by the National 
Forest Programme 
Facility have included 
an analysis of the 
contribution of forest 
products in FAO’s 
Special Programme for 
Food Security – which 
included small-scale 
projects on apiculture, 
for example
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• the Diourbel Agroforestry Project I 
and II in the Groundnut Basin zone 
(1996–2006, with another phase ex-
pected), which focuses on prevention 
of soil degradation, improvement in 
rural people’s incomes and living 
conditions;

• a project supported by Germany 
(1995–2010) for rehabilitation and 
reforestation of overgrazed lands in 
the Ferlo zone;

• the Project for Integrated Ecosystem 
Management in Senegal (Projet de ges-
tion intégrée des ecosystems, PGIES) 
in the eastern silvipastoral zone (since 
2002): removal of constraints on sus-
tainable development, rehabilitation 
of ecosystem integrity and function, 
joint management of protected areas, 
participatory monitoring and evalua-
tion (ed. note: see article by M. Ba 
Diao in Unasylva 223, 2006);

• the Sustainable and Participatory 
Energy Project (Programme de 
gestion durable et participative 
des energies traditionnelles et de 
substitution, PROGEDE) in the 
eastern silvipastoral and southern 
zones (1998–2007), which concerns 
regulation of fuelwood collection, 
inventory and management of fuel-
wood supplies, sustainable forest 
management, rational management 
of cooking energy demand.

Furthermore, with the assistance of the 
Government of the Netherlands, the Min-
istry of Environment and Nature Protec-
tion is testing a new planning tool, the 
Medium-Term Expenditure Framework. 
Under this framework planning is car-
ried out every three years and includes a 
clear statement of objectives; the expected 

-
tion of the institutions or organizations 
responsible for undertaking the activi-
ties; the time frame; and performance 
indicators to monitor progress. This tool, 
after testing, evaluation of its advantages 
and disadvantages, and inclusion of any 
necessary improvements, is expected to 

provide better directing of resources to 
essential activities.

CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS 
LEARNED
Senegal’s national forest programme 
is based on a well-designed planning 
process, the support of government 
officials, the funding and assistance of 
many countries and international agen-
cies such as FAO, and the collaboration 
of all actors or stakeholders, includ-
ing populations and local communities, 
NGOs, forest industries, professional 
organizations, private forest investors 
and others. Although the total numbers of 
projects and programmes have declined 
through time, the State has put a strong 
emphasis on environmental protection 
and natural resources conservation and 
management.

With the decentralization reform, the 
Government of Senegal took decisive 
steps to give local governments (rural 
communities, mayors, regional coun-
cils) powers to take matters of natural 
resources conservation and environmen-
tal protection into their own hands by 
devolving to them the power to make 
decisions and take action. Senegal’s 
national forest programme is building 
capacities to enable them to carry out 
their role effectively, while linking 
decentralization to poverty reduction 
and socio-economic development.
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