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Introduction 
Since the launch of the REDD concept (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation; later on REDD+, including also conservation, sustainable management of forests and 
enhancement of forest carbon stocks) at the UNFCCC meeting in Bali in 2007, a number of initiatives 
have been created to pilot efforts to reduce deforestation in tropical countries. Among the most 
comprehensive are the UN-REDD and the World Bank’s Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) and 
Forest Investment Program (FIP). All three initiatives aim to help countries formulate strategies and 
establish institutional frameworks for implementing REDD. 

Focali has a portfolio of case study countries, all of interest in a REDD context, each representing 
different climatic, economic, political and institutional conditions. Until recently most REDD 
initiatives, both operational and research, have focused on countries with high value tropical and 
subtropical moist forests. Burkina Faso represents a somewhat different setting. Its forests are 
located in the tropical dry belt and have a low carbon content compared to tropical rainforests. 
Although its forests do not hold high-value timber, Burkina Faso has experienced high deforestation 
rates, and is characterised by extremely high poverty levels and a relatively large degree of forest 
dependency. These conditions, allied with a conviction that Burkina Faso is characterised by relatively 
good forest governance have motivated the Forest Investment Program to recently announce its 
intentions to invest in Burkina Faso. 

This country brief aims to give an overview and a first introduction to Burkina Faso and its forests. 
The forthcoming investments in reducing deforestation could play a role in efforts to mitigate as well 
as to adapt to climate change. These investments hold the potential to make a difference in the 
livelihoods of the country’s many poor. This makes Burkina Faso and its forest sector a subject for 
research of immediate importance and relevance to stakeholders working to reduce poverty not only 
in Burkina Faso, but in many other dry countries with similarly high deforestation, high poverty and 
high forest dependency rates. This short briefing paper anticipates the more detailed case study 
work by Focali, which will focus on REDD-readiness and livelihoods in Burkina Faso from both social 
and natural science perspectives. 

Background 
• Burkina Faso is a landlocked country in western Africa. 

• It covers a surface of 274 200 km2 and borders with Mali, Niger, Benin, Togo, Ghana and Côte 
d’Ivoire. 

• It had a population of 14.2 million in 2008 (INSD, 2010). 

• 46% of the population is 14 years or younger and population growth rate is among the 
highest in the world (3.1%) (CIA, 2010). Almost 25% of the population lives in urban areas 
(INSD, 2009). 
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 Map of Burkina Faso (UN, 2004)1

Economy 

. 

• Burkina Faso belongs to the world’s Least Developed Countries (LDCs). It is ranked 177 of 182 
countries in the UN Human Development Index (UNDP, 2009). 

• More than half of the population lives on less than 1.25 USD a day (UNDP, 2009). 

• Its external debt stock was 21.2% of Gross National Income (GNI) in 2008 (World Bank, 
2010).  

• In 2008, net official development assistant (ODA) received was 12.6% of GNI (World Bank, 
2010). 

• Over 72% of the country’s exports are agricultural products (WTO, 2010). Cotton was by far 
the largest export (counted in value) in 2007, followed by cattle and sesame. It accounted for 
over 50% of total exports (FAO, 2010b; INSD, 2009). 

• Burkina Faso is import dependent and suffers from a large trade deficit. Over 60% of imports 
are manufactured goods (WTO, 2009). 

• The country is totally dependent on imports for its provision of fossil fuels, which cover less 
than 10% of energy needs (Burkina Faso, 2001). Fuel imports come from Togo, Ghana, Benin 
and Côte d’Ivoire. 

                                                           
1 Reproduced with permission from the UN Cartographic Section. 
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Greenhouse gas emissions 
In 2005, Burkina Faso’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, expressed in carbon dioxide equivalents 
(CO2e), were reported as 17.9 million tonnes (t) CO2e (Burkina Faso, 2001), of which more than 95% 
where non-CO2 greenhouse gases (methane and nitrous oxide). Net emissions (after subtracting 
sinks) totalled almost 4.6 million tCO2e. According to estimations by the Carbon Dioxide Information 
Analysis Center (CDIAC) (2010), Burkina Faso’s emissions per capita in 2006 were about 0.02 tCO2, 
making it the 206th out of 212 countries in a ranking of global emitters. 

Forest clearing and exploitation are the largest sources of CO2 emissions. The energy sector is the 
second largest source. Agriculture is the main source of methane emissions, predominantly from 
livestock farming. Land and forest degradation is estimated to contribute 60% of total GHG emissions 
(Saboia & Davies, 2010). In the country’s National Communication to the UNFCCC it is nonetheless 
estimated that the land use, land-use change and forestry (LULUCF) sector is a net sink (Burkina Faso, 
2001). 

Electricity is produced in 30 diesel power stations and three hydropower stations managed by the 
state owned company SONABEL (Société National d’Electricité du Burkina) (SONABEL, 2003). 
Currently, only 7% of the Burkinabe population have access to electricity (UNDP, 2007). SONABEL 
aims to increase this level to 40% (SONABEL, 2003). 

The role of forests 
Burkina Faso’s forests lie in the tropical dry belt in the West African Sahel. Although a large share of 
the country is covered by trees, forests cover only about 25% of the country surface (6,8 million ha in 
2005) (FAO, 2008). Estimations of annual deforestation rate range from 15 000 hectares (ha) (FAO, 
2010a) to 105 000 ha (Burkina Faso, 2007). The Forestry Department estimated that reforestation 
programmes reforested on average of 5800 ha per year between 2001 and 2005 (INSD, 2009). 
According to the FAO there are no primary forests in the country (FAO, 2010a). In 2005, 5.9 million 
ha were defined as modified natural forests and 800 ha as semi-natural forests by the FAO. There 
were 76 000 ha of plantation forests, mainly eucalyptus used for fuelwood. 

It is difficult to find reliable data on the volume of biomass in Burkinian forests. There are great 
discrepancies in estimates, partly because of differences in measuring methods (MECV, 2004). The 
FAO estimates that Burkinian forests held a carbon stock in above-ground biomass of 235 million 
tonnes in 2005 (FAO, 2005), which equals about 35 tC/ha. This can be compared to the average 
carbon stock in vegetation in all tropical forests of 120 tC/ha (Watson et al., 2000). According to the 
FAO (2005) the above-ground forest carbon stock has declined, both in absolute terms (from 296 
million tC in 1990) and per hectare (from 41 tC/ha in 1990). 

Forests and forestry are the responsibility of the Ministry of Environment (Ministère de 
l’Environnement et du Cadre de Vie, MECV). The ambition of the Department of Forestry at the 
MECV is to promote sustainable forest management. Since the 1980 this has included policies for 
participatory forest management. Forests are divided into management areas where Forests 
Management Groups (GGF) are responsible for applying a management plan and have the right to 
use, extraction, management and exclusion (Sawadogo, 2006). The MECV forest services are 
responsible for the technical supervision. 
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The Burkinian forestry sector plays an important economic, social and cultural role. The formal 
forestry sector contributes between 1.5% (FAO, 2010a) and 3% (Burkina Faso, 2007) of GDP. 
However, in a report commissioned by the European Union (AGRECO, 2006) forestry is estimated 
contribute with as much as 15.6% of GDP, including the informal sector. In addition, firewood and 
charcoal constitute around 90% of energy consumption and wood fuels are the main source of 
energy for 97% of the population (AGRECO, 2006). Approximately 60 000 people, including 
woodcutters, wholesalers, transporters and retailers, are employed in the formal forestry sector 
(MECV, 2004). Apart from providing firewood, forests produce timber, forage, honey, fruits and 
medicinal plants. Millions of households receive income from the non-timber forest product (NTFP) 
sector. It especially serves as an important source of income for many women. Besides their 
economic and social functions, forests also serve as windshields, for soil conservation, and hosts of 
biodiversity (Lux-Developement, 2009). 

During the past three decades increasing pressure on agricultural land has caused declining 
production and increased degradation of soils and pasture lands (Lux-Developement, 2009). Around 
24% of all arable land is heavily degraded. Wood fuel demand, tenure insecurity, migration and 
agricultural expansion are generally considered to be important drivers of degradation and 
deforestation. Especially around the big cities the demand for wood fuels has caused near exhaustion 
of forest resources (Ouégraogo, 2006). Livestock grazing is another source of degradation of forests 
(Dulbecco & Yelkouni, 2007). 

Migration is to a large extent driven by drought and environmental degradation in the northern parts 
of the country. Although some migration goes to the major cities it is principally directed towards 
rural areas in the southern and western parts of the country (Henry et al., 2004). There is also 
temporary, seasonal labour migration, where especially young men go to work in cities but return at 
the beginning of the agricultural season (Østergaard Nielsen & Reenberg, 2010). Migration as a driver 
of deforestation and degradation is closely linked to agricultural expansion and tenure issues. In 
1984, all land including forests was made state property through a presidential ordinance on the 
reorganisation of agriculture and land (Burkina Faso, 1984). However, local communities generally do 
not recognise state ownership (Coulibaly-Lingani et al., 2009). Instead they continue to apply 
traditional tenure regimes. 

The large influx of migrants to the southern provinces has increased pressure on forests as demand 
for cropland has grown. In Sissili province a great increase in croplands at the expense of forest lands 
has been observed (Ouedraogo et al., 2010). Farmers are often very poor and lack resources for 
investing in technologies to increase productivity. In addition, use of fertiliser is limited and fallow 
periods short (Lux-Developement, 2009). As a result, cropland expansion is the common solution to 
meet a need for increased production. Further, migrants tend to have a less diversified income base. 
They often have larger croplands because they need to provide not only for the nearest family but 
for relatives left behind (Ouedraogo et al., 2009). 

Production of cash crops, mainly cotton, has also driven agricultural expansion at the expense of 
forests. Cotton production grew rapidly during the 1990s, especially in the western and southern 
parts of the country, as the government implemented a plan to increase production (Sawadogo, 
2006).  
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Burkina Faso and REDD 

Forest Investment Program 
In March 2010 Burkina was selected as one of five pilot countries to take part in the Forest 
Investment program (FIP) (Saboia & Davies, 2010). The FIP is one of the Climate Investment Funds, a 
collaborative effort among the multilateral development banks, administered by the World Bank. The 
FIP aims to facilitate developing countries’ efforts with REDD (Reducing Emission from Deforestation 
and Forest Degradation) and sustainable forest management through providing scaled-up financing 
aimed at achieving transformational change in the forest sector (FIP, 2010). The FIP currently has at 
its disposal USD 558 million. As a first step, countries will be granted up to USD 250 000 to be used 
for “exercising a leadership role in the development of an investment strategy” (Saboia & Davies, 
2010, p. 2). 

Countries were chosen by the FIP Sub-Committee, in line with recommendations from Expert Group 
based on the following criteria: 

i. potential to lead to significantly reduced emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation; 

ii. potential to contribute to FIP objectives; 
iii. potential of mainstreaming FIP investments in ongoing policy framework; 
iv. country preparedness, ability and interest to undertake REDD+ efforts; 
v. country distribution across biomes and regions. 

Despite its relatively low potential for carbon sequestration the FIP Expert Group considered Burkina 
Faso a relevant pilot country because it represents the semi-arid ecosystem which covers vast areas 
in the tropics (FIP, 2010). This means that successful REDD+ efforts in semi-arid areas could have 
great benefits although carbon sequestration potential per hectare is low. Lessons learned in Burkina 
Faso could potentially be transferred to countries with similar climate conditions. So far, there have 
been no major investments in REDD in tropical dry forests, so this would be an opportunity for 
gaining new experiences. The large role forests play for livelihoods in Burkina Faso calls for 
coordinating efforts on forest-base adaptation and mitigation. This was another reason for choosing 
Burkina Faso as a pilot. 

The FIP Expert Group judged that there was a high potential for initiating transformational change, 
because of a relatively high institutional planning capacity in the field of rural development, forests 
and environment (FIP, 2010). They also considered the involvement of civil society and local 
communities in rural development to be relatively strong. Forests already play an important role in 
the country’s development strategy. The FIP sees opportunities for supporting the scaling-up of 
existing successful projects in forest conservation and agro-forestry. The potential for coordinating 
with, and building on existing investments in the forestry sector by development partners such as the 
World Bank, Sida and the Swiss and Dutch development co-operations was also emphasised. 

REDD Readiness 
The FIP Expert Group considers Burkina Faso to be relatively well prepared for REDD implementation. 
But there are several constraining factors that should not be forgotten. Despite long-term experience 
from working with natural resource management, forest related law enforcement capacity in Burkina 
Faso is weak, to some extent due to a lack of resources (Dulbecco & Yelkouni, 2007). The Ministry of 
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Environment receives a modest share of the national budget and depends largely on external donors 
for investing in the forestry sector. The Ministry itself identifies this lack of resources and capacity as 
the reason for its inability to implement strategies and policies related to natural resource 
management (MECV, 2004). 

A vast majority of the Burkinabe population depend almost exclusively on agriculture and forest 
resources for their livelihood (MECV, 2004). Many years of drought have speeded up degradation, 
and despite awareness of the need to sustainably manage natural resources it is difficult to establish 
sustainable practices. Extreme poverty is widespread and the rural population lives with minimal or 
no margins. This makes it difficult to control over-exploitation of natural resources. 

Although the state officially owns all land, this ownership is often not understood or recognised in 
practice (Dulbecco & Yelkouni, 2007). Furthermore, the process of decentralisation of forest 
management initiated in the 1990s that was to give local people and rural councils more power over 
forest resources has been ineffective (Bouda et al., 2009). Many times, laws are not sufficiently 
known or understood by the main actors in the forestry sector (MECV, 2004), or they are applied 
only selectively and foresters and businessmen are still in control of forest resources (Bouda et al., 
2009). This makes it difficult for local management groups to exercise their rights and 
responsibilities. 

The FIP Expert Group mentioned the strong involvement of civil society and local communities in 
rural development as a reason for choosing Burkina Faso as a pilot. Civil society is involved in the 
management of natural resources, for example through the forest management groups and unions 
of forest management groups. However, although groups are responsible for preventing 
degradation, while enjoying user rights over the resources, in practice they often lack both 
competence and means for exercising these rights and responsibilities (Bouda et al., 2009). In 
addition, the decentralisation process has failed to include already existing local associations. In 
reality, forests are subject to uncontrolled and illegal clearings, unauthorised fires and infringements. 
The intended reinvestment in forest sustainability is often insufficient. Although there are 
experiences showing that forest use can contribute to poverty reduction, current benefit sharing 
arrangement would need to be revised in order to better satisfy the needs of woodcutters and 
management groups. 

In the context of REDD implementation, the availability of information on historical and current 
forest cover, land use, land-use change and carbon content in forests are all crucial. The Ministry of 
Environment has identified a knowledge gap regarding forest resources, their growth, regeneration 
and productivity (MECV, 2004). The last national forest inventory was realised by FAO in 1980 (Lux-
Developement, 2009). Since then, the status and cover of forests have only been estimated from 
aerial and satellite images and there is no detailed knowledge of the forest situation. For the 
estimation of GHG emissions from land use change for Burkina Faso’s National communication to the 
UNFCCC, because of financial constraints, no satellite or aerial photos were available, forcing 
estimations to be based on comparative mapping techniques (Burkina Faso, 2001). 

As a step to facilitate the implementation of the national Plan to Combat Desertification (1986) and 
the National Action Plan for the Environment (1990), the National Programme for Managing 
Information about the Environment (Programme National de Gestion de l’Information sur le Milieu, 
PNGIM) was launched in 1993 (MECV, 2010). The aim of the programme was to improve and make 
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available environmental information, to support institutions working with environmental and 
cartographic information and to ensure Burkina Faso’s participation in international initiatives on 
collection and analysis of environmental data. So far, the programme has established several national 
topographic databases and techniques for collecting data, but a lot still remains to be done. 

Conclusions and research implications 
Burkina Faso’s impact on the global climate is negligible. There is no reason to believe that reducing 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation would have any significant effect on the world’s 
climate. The main impacts of REDD in Burkina Faso can rather be expected to be on livelihoods and 
poverty. The country is extremely poor and a large share of the population depends at least to some 
extent on forests for their livelihoods. Because of this, large investments in the forest sector and 
avoided deforestation are likely to affect poor people. 

There are factors speaking in favour of REDD implementation in Burkina Faso. Burkinian forests do 
not contain high-value timber demanded on the world market which means that opportunity costs of 
preserving the forest are likely to be lower than in many other places. With access to more resources 
there are possibilities for establishing more sustainable practices in forest management. Efforts to 
reduce pressure on forests could well be advantageous for poverty reduction, e.g. increased 
agricultural productivity. The rural population would most likely benefit from reduced deforestation 
and forest degradation since this could help prevent soil erosion and retain water in soils. Yet, 
reducing pressure on forests will require conversion of energy use to other sources and increasing 
agricultural productivity (among other things). In a poor country like Burkina Faso, these changes will 
not come easily. 

The FIP puts hope to Burkina Faso providing a good example and lessons learned that can be useful 
when reproducing REDD efforts in other countries with similar conditions. As observed by the FIP 
Expert Group, Burkina Faso will be the first REDD pilot country covering the tropical dry biome. This 
can certainly provide valuable experiences for expanding REDD activities outside the humid tropical 
ecosystems. Yet, the estimated “extended mitigation potential” of Burkina Faso, including the total 
global tropical dry forest area, may be slightly over stated. It fails to take into account political, 
institutional and other factors that affect REDD implementation. 

Burkina Faso has a long way to go to reach readiness for REDD+ implementation. According to the FIP 
Expert Group, there is long-term experience in the country from working with natural resource 
management and rural development. However, the Burkinian natural resources management regime 
is far from functioning smoothly and efficiently. There is currently no land use monitoring system. 
Investments will have to be made in institutional and technical capacity. The forest management 
groups do not have the resources and capacity they need to fulfil their responsibilities. In addition, 
the actual power over forest resources does not lie with the management groups, but rather with 
wholesalers and transporters. 

The FIP Expert Group emphasises the role of civil society in natural resource management. Yet, 
according to Siaka Coulibaly (2009), Burkinian civil society is mainly involved in local development 
projects and less in national politics. This type of civil society engagement is not explicitly requested 
by the FIP, but it holds relevance in the context of the transformational change the program aims at 
initiating. For example, the failure so far to integrate traditional land rights in the legal system has 
resulted in insecurities that could be mitigated by adhering to the voices of local communities and 
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civil society in policy formulation. But also on the local level, civil society seems to lack actual power, 
in spite of the good intentions of the decentralisation process. For example, although the forest 
management group unions (UGGFs) have the formal price setting power, in practice it is the 
wholesalers that control the market and prevent the UGGFs from raising prices (Bouda et al., 2009; 
Sawadogo, 2006). 

The REDD process in Burkina Faso has not started yet, but the ambitions of the donors are enormous. 
Focali aims to follow the emerging REDD process in Burkina Faso as it progresses. Our plans include 
following the development of a forest monitoring system and establishment of a reference scenario. 
Of interest to Focali are also the intentions of the FIP to initiate transformational change and 
establish a sustainable forest management regime. The Focali research theme “Making REDD work 
for the poor” is planning a study on livelihoods and the potential implications of avoided 
deforestation on the poor. Focali is also involved in a Sida funded research project on the links 
between trees, water and livelihoods in Burkina Faso. These studies will all contribute to a discussion 
whether the proposed REDD instruments might prove effective in Burkina Faso. 
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