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FMNR Trouble-Shooting Notes 

 

 

 

1. Pruning – Techniques and Tools 

Most farmers who begin FMNR work on farmland fear that trees 

will compete with their crops. This often results in farmers leaving 

single stems and severely over-pruning side branches from these 

stems. This practice weakens regenerating trees so that they are 

more easily broken by livestock and during cultivation. A severely 

pruned tree takes much longer to recover and grow well. 

It is important for FMNR champions to demonstrate and promote 

good pruning practices. This will produce faster growing and 

stronger stemmed trees which are much harder to break. It will 

also result in much greater financial gain through the availability of 

more wood for harvest each year.   

Left: Over pruned, single stemmed tree.  

 

 

With experience, farmers soon learn which tree species benefit 

crops and, with experimentation and coaching, that there is no 

need to prune trees so severely.  

Left: Severely over-pruned tree damaged by browsing cattle.  

Leaving only a single stem makes it easier for livestock to break it.  

When multiple stems are left it is harder for cattle to severely 

damage the regenerated trees. Additionally, more wood will be 

available to the farmer if stems are harvested, one at a time, each 

year.  

These Trouble-Shooting Notes are a compilation of observations and 

recommendations made during monitoring visits to various FMNR projects. 

They have been compiled in this format to assist FMNR champions and 

project managers to promote best practice in FMNR. 
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In general, leaving multiple stems will not reduce crop yields as the 

effect of competition will be less than the benefits of having trees 

in the field which include: 

 improved soil fertility,  

 reduced wind speeds and  

 increased habitat for predators of insect pests.  

 

Left: This farmer has left at least five stems to grow from a tree 

stump, making it harder for livestock to damage the regenerating 

tree.  

 

 

 

Left: Bull browsing on regenerating tree. While 

some damage may occur, this tree is less likely 

to be broken because it has not been 

weakened by over-pruning.  

 

 

 

 

Above left: This axe is razor sharp. Above Right: This branch has a clean cut because sharp tools were 

used. Infection is less likely to enter and the branch will recover quickly.  

USE SHARP TOOLS!! 

Where possible, if using a machete or axe, make cuts with an upward motion. 
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Often, trees pruned for FMNR are damaged because blunt tools are used, and/or cuts are made in a 

downwards direction causing splitting of the stem, or tearing of bark.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above Left and right: Pruned trees have been damaged using blunt tools and a downward 

motion of the axe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Pruning – Timing 

Plan your pruning for a time of year when regenerating trees will have the best conditions. On farmland, 

trees pruned just before the farming season will be protected from animals as communities usually keep 

livestock out of their crops. Tree growth is faster when there is adequate soil moisture allowing the 

regenerating trees to attain a good height before livestock are again allowed into the cropland.  

3. Livestock management. 

Providing wire fencing for FMNR projects is not an option. It is too expensive for farmers to use without 

project assistance. If farmers think they can only practice FMNR if they fence their fields or communal 

areas, they will not attempt this practice on their own, and it will not spread beyond project boundaries. 

The lack of wire fencing however requires strategies for managing livestock. ‘Social fencing’ is much 

more effective than wire fencing. A community can implement ‘Social fencing’ by itself, cost free. ‘Social 

fencing’ occurs when a community develops and enforces by-laws governing when and where livestock 

can be allowed to graze. This sometimes involves community scouts and fines per animal. It is rare for 

Summary: 

 leave multiple stems wherever possible, at least until trees are strong enough to withstand 

livestock pressure 

 do not prune too high up the stem – leave side branches on at least half the stem. 

 use sharp implements 

 do not cut downwards when pruning: cut upwards 
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community members to go against the whole community’s wishes. Through ‘social fencing’, livestock can 

be controlled. 

This is particularly important on communal grazing land, which often has traditionally had year round, 

unrestricted access by livestock. In order to succeed with FMNR on communal land, it is essential for all 

stakeholders to agree on how they will manage livestock. Some communities will make a decision to 

cease all livestock access to regeneration areas and may enforce cut-and-carry grass harvesting. Other 

communities may choose to only let livestock graze once trees are large enough, or may only allow 

them to enter designated areas of the land on a rotational basis or while other areas are regenerating. 

Another method to protect FMNR trees in grazing areas, particularly for thorny trees, is to tie the 

pruned branches around the tree after pruning. The thorns make it harder for livestock to cause 

damage. 

Livestock should not be seen as entirely bad. Their presence on farmland is critically important to 

maintaining soil fertility. Livestock seek shade in hot weather and are attracted to trees bearing edible 

leaves and seed pods. In the process they fertilize the soil with their dung and urine. 

Rather than seeing livestock as a problem (i.e. livestock damage trees), we should prune the trees in 

such a way that livestock cannot easily break them. We want to encourage livestock to spend maximum 

time on farmland in the non-farming season. 

 

Above left and right: In both photos above, there is no grass or crop residue during the dry season. 

However, livestock tend to spend less time in fields with no tree cover (left) than in fields with tree 

cover (right). Crop yields in fields visited by livestock can be more than twice the yields of fields not 

visited by livestock due to the input of their manure and urine.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary: 

 Prune trees in such a way that they remain strong and will be less damaged by livestock 

 The best fences are ‘social fences,’ i.e. all-stakeholder agreements on how to manage livestock 

 Livestock should be seen as an asset, not as a problem. Focus on creative ways to manage 

them so that trees and livestock can thrive together 
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4. Nomadic herders 

 In many countries, nomadic herders are seen as enemies of sedentary farmers. They are often accused 

of damaging both crops and trees. Yet with dialogue, education and incentives, they could become 

powerful allies. Ideas for stimulating cooperation include: 

 Farmers could set save tree seed pods to give to herders for their livestock. This would be a 

form of payment for the privilege of having livestock fertilize the farmers’ fields  

 Farmers and herders could enter agreements in which payment is made to for services. i.e.     A 

percentage of funds raised from the sale of wood, or from increased crop production could be 

set aside as payment to herders to camp their livestock on certain fields. Part of the contract 

would include agreement on which branches could be pruned for livestock browsing 

 Projects should have education programs reaching out to herders. Their livestock benefit from 

trees in many ways – from shade, protection from wind and storms and fodder. It is therefore 

in the herders best interest to collaborate with farmers in reforestation efforts 

 

Left: For the sake of a few minutes grazing for their animals, 

herders have inflicted severe damage on this young tree. 

Education is required to teach herders how to get maximum 

benefit from trees. More fodder would be available to 

livestock through sustainable harvesting practices. Also, mature 

trees provide more seed pods year after year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 Help farmers to appreciate the benefits of collaboration with herders and help them devise 

ways of encouraging herders to bring animals onto their farms in the dry season. 

 It is in the mutual interest of both farmers and herders to collaborate in reforestation efforts.  

 Teach herders sustainable methods of tree care and utilization 

 Projects should invest the time required to win the trust of herders and work with them. 
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5. Fire – Stopping destructive burning and managing wildfires 

In many countries communal grazing land and farmland is burnt each dry season. This is done to 

encourage new, green grass growth on grazing land, and in order to clear ‘rubbish’ from fields. This 

practice is very destructive to the environment. Fires severely damage and/or kill trees. Habitat, soil 

organic matter and soil life is destroyed. Soils burnt annually are more prone to wind erosion and 

become harder to plough. Soil organic matter and fertility is lost, contributing to reduced crop yields, 

reduced soil water holding capacity and increased evaporation. 

Above left: farmland is routinely burnt in many countries. Above Right: fire damages and kills trees. 

A choice must be made between the practice of FMNR and burning crop residues. The two practices 

are incompatible because fires damage trees. 

Often communities expect WV, or ‘the project’ to prevent fires. While projects must play a facilitatory 

role in fire prevention and control, only communities have the power to take decisive action.  

Communities can be highly motivated when they understand fire prevention and management is 

necessary for their children to live a better life. 

One community in Ghana working with WV has completely switched from being both perpetrators and 

victims of annual burning to actively preventing fire outbreak and stopping fires when they do occur. 

Before the FMNR project started, the community thought this would be impossible.  

Steps taken to prevent and manage fires were: 

 Traditional and government leaders convinced the whole community through workshops that 

reforestation through FMNR was in their best interests and that reforestation would only be 

possible if fires were prevented and controlled. 

 Communities selected 50 male and 50 female youth for training in fire management. WV 

contacted the fire department which provided the training. Trainees became active in 

community education programs and were responsible for fire prevention and control. 

 The government District Chief Executive offered a substantial prize to any village which 

remained fire-free for three years.  
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Above left: Community fire fighters.      Above Right: Village volunteers being trained in fire fighting. 

 

 

 

Left: Government district fire fighters training 

village volunteers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 Assist communities to have a vision for the future they want for their children. Help them to 

see that bush fire is not inevitable, and that they can prevent and manage most fires 

 Facilitate farmer forums and exchange visits to see the benefits of not burning 

 Work through farmer committees, media, religious leaders, women’s groups, forestry and 

agricultural departments and children in schools,. 

 Demonstrate the monetary and yield benefit of not burning through farmer demonstration and 

field trials 

 Provide training on fire prevention and control 

 Equip trained volunteers with basic fire fighting tools. 


