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The Right for a Dry Place?

Research demonstrates how trees can increase water efficiency in a water-scarce world
Does planting trees ease or worsen water shortages? The Stockholm Environment Institute found that forest use 21% of the total rainfall on the planet, while crops account for a mere 6% of rainfall consumption. Studies conducted over 20 years show that integrating trees into agricultural systems can increase the efficiency of water use, while plantations of fast-growing evergreen trees can worsen water shortages. 

 “Trees are not bad, but it has to be the right tree in the right place,” says Chin Ong, a plant physiologist with the World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF).
These findings are based on research undertaken by ICRAF in the Kenyan drylands, and provide useful insights on the role of trees in watershed management. The researchers make a number of recommendations on how the water use of trees can be optimized and outline ways to minimize competition with crops. 

Plantations of fast growing evergreen trees that consume a lot of water, such as pines or Eucalyptus, should be avoided in water-scarce areas. As an alternative, scientists suggest planting deciduous trees, which shed their leaves between 1-6 months of the year — an adaptation to the long-term rainfall patterns where these species originate. During these periods deciduous trees consume less water than evergreens, lessening the competition with crops during crucial periods of water shortages.

Scientists further address the problem of competition for water between crops and trees by providing simple management solutions. Field studies have shown that coppicing and root pruning reduces the water requirements of trees and gives crops an added advantage. 
These are important lessons for the future, the scientists say, when the effects of climate change and expected decline in rainfall will make the water balance effects of trees critical to the management of agricultural landscapes across Africa.
ICRAF is a member of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research, CGIAR, a strategic agricultural research alliance dedicated to generating and applying the best available knowledge to stimulate agricultural growth, raise farmers’ incomes and protect the environment.
Related Event: Tuesday, 22 August 2006


The Difference a Tree Can Make 


12:15-1:15pm, Folkets Hut Room 300 


Light lunch will be provided
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