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BASIC CASE INFO

Villages and the Iranian  
Government Aligning their  
Interests

Inspiring Initiative: Participatory Afforestation,  

Ecological Restoration and Carbon Sequestration in Birjand 

Land: Iran 

Land degradation: Vegetation degradation by  

overgrazing and fuel wood gathering

Initiative by: Iranian Ministry of Agriculture, UNDP, Global 

Environment Facility / Initiative supported by: CENESTA
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“Over five years (200�-200�) the 
groups have rehabilitated some 
12,000 hectares of degraded 
rangelands”

SETTING ThE INITIATIVE

MAkING ThE DIFFErENCE
This programme, which was set up in 200�, is unusual in that 

it was initiated by a national government working closely with 

the local community. Village Development Groups (VDGs) 

have been set up in almost every village and almost �0% of 

the members are women, an unusual feature in a male-domi-

nated culture. The VDGs have been involved in all aspects of the 

programme, from site and species selection, to planting and 

protecting the areas and then gathering seeds from these areas 

for planting in the following year. 

Over five years (200�-200�) the groups have rehabilitated some 

12,000 hectares of degraded rangelands, leading to a significant 

increase in vegetative cover which has increased the availability 

of fodder and reduced the need to take the animals elsewhere 

to graze. The programme is recognized as the most successful 

intervention that the UNDP has supported in Iran so far. 

As well as improving the resilience of the local ecology, the 

project also seeks to reduce pressure on local resources, par-

ticularly the demand for fuel wood. Most villages have received 

a gas oven suitable for baking Nan bread (a staple in the local 

diet). In one of the larger villages a solar-powered bathhouse 

has been established. 

Other spin-offs from the scheme, and particularly the mobilisa-

tion of the VDGs, have included the establishment of micro-

credit and village savings schemes, which are mostly used to 

establish and develop micro-enterprises including artisanal ac-

tivities such as carpet weaving.  Local artisans have also received 

their first opportunity for national exposure and for accessing 

wider markets by exhibiting in a national crafts fair in Tehran.

The Iranian government plans to scale up this approach in other 

parts of the country facing problems of desertification and 

vegetation loss and has declared an interest in approaching 

neighbouring countries to explore adopting these methods. It 

is hoped that at least some of the money needed to finance this 

expansion will be provided by the Global Climate Fund.

The Islamic Republic of Iran is one of the countries most af-

fected by desertification and, consequently, has made the 

rehabilitation of degraded lands a top priority. The government 

has established an innovative community afforestation project 

in Birjand, a heavily degraded and sparsely populated area near 

the Afghan border. The project area covers some 1��,000  

hectares, most of it hilly and rocky land. It supports a small 

population of 1�� families spread across almost 30 villages.

Animal herding is the main occupation, although the land is 

so degraded that local herders are often forced to graze their 

flocks in other areas for long periods of time. Land degradation 

is due to overgrazing and excessive fuel wood gathering which, 

for a while, was exacerbated by the temporary presence of refu-

gees from neighbouring Afghanistan. As a result the area has 

been left with hardly any woody biomass; the only remaining 

wood was a shrub that the livestock find unpalatable. The short-

age of vegetation increases the damage caused by the strong 

sand-laden winds, which are prevalent in the region, causing 

erosion and damaging crops. 

The project seeks to restore these rangelands through partici-

patory planting and seeding, combating desertification, improv-

ing the welfare of local communities and also contributing 

to carbon sequestration - thereby aligning local, national and 

global political objectives.


