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Agroforestry provides means to combat increasingly urgent challenges posed by climate change, 
biodiversity loss, food insecurity, and other global issues. It has the potential to improve ecosystem 
services, local economies and rural livelihoods (FAO 2013; FAO 2021). At present, agroforestry 
is gaining more prominence in international policy meetings and several countries have adopted  
national policy support, strategies or action plans to promote agroforestry adoption (FAO 2020; 
Lin et al. 2021). However, despite its benefits and recent policy progress, the agroforestry sector 
remains largely disadvantaged by several barriers which prevent agroforestry from being scaled 
up efficiently (Agroforestry Network 2018). This brief focuses on the most crucial opportunities, 
barriers and actions for disseminating agroforestry systems more widely. If the recommended 
actions are addressed, the expansion of agroforestry for sustainable landscapes and food systems 
can be accelerated.

SCALING UP AGROFORESTRY
A POLICY BRIEF

Jane Nekesa. Photo: Vi Agroforestry.
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This brief has been developed for policy decision-makers 
and advisors engaged in international affairs. The recom-
mendations provided in this brief aim to stimulate private 
and public investments, as well as engagement towards 
accelerating the scaling-up process of agroforestry.

AGROFORESTRY AND THE SUSTAINABLE  
DEVELOPMENT GOALS (SDGS)
When designed and implemented based on context, 
agroforestry combines sustainable agricultural practices 
with tree growing – resulting in ecologically intensified land 
use (FAO 2013). Its positive outcomes have the potential to 
contribute to a more resilient food system and at least nine 
of the 17 SDGs (Agroforestry Network 2020a; Agroforestry 
Network 2019). 

For instance, agroforestry:
•  increases agricultural productivity;
•  helps protect and strengthen ecosystem functions;
•  increases resilience to climatic fluctuations;
•  ensures dietary diversity;
•  diversifies rural activities and income sources;
•  helps preserve indigenous farming knowledge  
 (FAO 2013). 

The FAO recognizes these advantages and agroforestry 
has been praised in international policy fora, such as: UN 
Food Systems Summit, Convention on Biological Diversity, 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
etc. (FAO 2020; FAO 2021).

SCALING UP – WHAT DOES IT MEAN? 
Scaling up refers to the expansion, adaptation and repli-
cation of successful innovations, policies, knowledge and 
programmes that can deliver larger and more sustainable 
results for a greater number of people (IFAD 2021; Seghieri 
et al. 2021). 

Agroforestry-related research distinguishes between four 
predominant ways to scale up agroforestry:
•  Identify and develop markets for agroforestry products  
 (e.g. create strategic and fair partnerships that connect  
 farmers to local markets and processing industries   
 through contract farming or outgrower schemes). 
•  Support farmer adoption (e.g. knowledge and informa-  
 tion sharing, increase access to quality planting material).
•  Improve extension delivery services (e.g. through   
 processors, farmer organizations, government or private  
 extension and advisory programmes).
•  Improve agroforestry technology (e.g. farmer-centred   
 participatory research, innovative research and   
 development on more efficient agroforestry systems   
 across larger spatial scales).
 (Government of India 2014; Buck et al. 2020).

ADAPTATION AND INCLUSION FOR SUCCESSFUL 
UPSCALING 
A successful upscaling process should be adapted to local 
conditions (biophysical, socioeconomical, political, cultu-
ral, etc.), available resources and the priorities of farmers. 
Therefore, scaling agroforestry cannot succeed without 
participatory methods that consider local farmers’ experien-
ce, capacity, needs and preferences (Moberg et al. 2016; 
Seghieri et al. 2021). For instance, it is crucial to identify 
the tree species diversity that farmers want depending on 
incentives from markets, traditional knowledge, labour avai-
lability, household needs and so forth (Seghieri et al. 2021; 
Franzel et al. 2004). 

AGROFORESTRY IN A NUTSHELL
Agroforestry is an integrated land management 
system in which trees and shrubs are deliberately 
managed together with agricultural crops and/or 
livestock (FAO 2021). Agroforestry is a diversified 
production system that generates multi-solutions 
and suits various socio-ecological settings. It has 
been practised for millennia across the globe by 
land users on multiple scales (FAO 2021; World 
Agroforestry 2021c). 

After all, scaling is not a value-free process, which means 
that ambitions to scale up can be driven by different goals 
and actors. Hence, trade-offs between different stakehol-
ders may arise that need to be mitigated (Moberg et al. 
2016; Seghieri et al. 2020). Social inclusion involving a wide 
range of stakeholders and sectors, designing context-based 
agroforestry options, collaborative knowledge production, 
building partnerships and institutional capacity in local 
communities are thus indispensable in identifying successful 
upscaling actions (Buck et al. 2020; Seghieri et al. 2021).

KEY OPPORTUNITIES TO SCALE UP 
AGROFORESTRY
Current challenges facing the agri-food sector, along with 
increased international attention on agroforestry, present 
key opportunities for supporting the scaling-up of agrofo-
restry. The following opportunities are particularly significant 
and should be exploited. 

Agroforestry provides a unique opportunity to 
address land degradation and biodiversity loss, and 
contribute to climate change adaptation and mitiga-
tion. Agroforestry practices increase the resilience of com-
munities to climatic shocks and simultaneously sequester 
carbon in biomass and soils (Agroforestry Network 2018). 
Scaling agroforestry therefore contributes to the achieve-
ment of countries’ Nationally Determined Contributions, Rio 
Conventions and other international frameworks and targets 
(FAO & ICRAF 2019).  

The COVID-19 pandemic and other recent agri-food 
system shocks have exposed the vulnerability of 
regional supply and value chains. Diverse agrofo-
restry systems can shorten supply chains and strengthen 
smallholder farmers’ adaptive capacity to future shocks (Lin 
et al. 2021).

Agroforestry innovations already exist in policies. 
In numerous cases, public policy support, national strate-
gies and action plans have played a major role in upscaling 
agroforestry. For instance, both India and Nepal (Box 1) 
have adopted a National Agroforestry Policy (Bernard et al. 
2019), and nearly all ASEAN Member States have included 
agroforestry in their national agricultural and forestry pro-
grammes (Lin et al. 2021). Moreover, during the UN Food 
Systems Summit in 2021, Kenya’s president acknowledged 
agroforestry as one of the country’s specific actions to 
expedite ecosystem restoration efforts (UN 2021).

There is a growing body of scientific knowledge 
that illustrates the benefits of agroforestry. Globally, 
universities and agroforestry research centres contribute 
with vital context-specific research. World Agroforestry 
(ICRAF) has been at the forefront of agroforestry research 
since 1978 (Ajayi et al. 2012; World Agroforestry 2021a). 
Many agricultural and forestry universities in Africa have 
embedded agroforestry in their curricula (Bernard et al. 
2019). This is a fundamental opportunity to further unlock 
agroforestry innovations.

Thanks to agroforestry, Consolata Chikombe had a greater variety of food than 
her neighbours during the COVID-19 pandemic. Photo: Alex Kamweru.

Maurice Onyara’s agroforestry farm. Photo: Alex Kamweru.
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Across the world, successful agroforestry projects 
with far-reaching impacts are already completed 
or ongoing. Several projects are based on developing 
diversified market opportunities for agroforestry products, 
supporting the development of agroforestry value chains, 
providing site-specific agroforestry designs with indigenous 
tree species, and strengthening cooperative development 
between farmers and other stakeholders (World Agrofo-
restry 2019; World Agroforestry 2021b; NIRAS 2021, 
unpublished data). In addition, various agroforestry systems 
are mechanized, practise precision farming and apply digital 
technologies (Pentagrama 2021; Honoré 2012; The Orga-
nic Research Center 2021). These practical experiences 
confirm that agroforestry is not limited to small-scale food 
production, and should be illustrated as a potential large 
contributor to diversified production systems where traditio-
nal knowledge is married with modern technology.   

Agroforestry provides income diversification oppor-
tunities for rural people. Agroforestry farming is innovati-
ve, diversified and dependent on skilled labour. Agroforestry 
thus promotes employment opportunities for rural popula-
tions, which is especially important for women and youth. 
In turn, rural labour migration arising out of necessity can 
potentially be reduced. For more in-depth deliberations, see 
the previous policy brief “Agroforestry and migration” and 
the brand-new brief “Agroforestry and Youth” (Agroforestry 
Network 2019; Agroforestry Network 2021).

Agroforestry addresses malnutrition by diversifying  
diets for consumers and farmers. When correctly 
designed, agroforestry can provide farmers with a range of 
nutritious crops, nuts, fruits and leaves, for either household 
consumption or as market revenues. For more detailed 
information, see the previous policy brief “Agroforestry, food 
security and nutrition” (FAO 2018; Agroforestry Network 
2020b). 

Agroforestry reduces deforestation pressure on 
existing primary and secondary forests through supp-
lementation with agroforestry products, such as fuelwood, 
charcoal, fodder and timber (FAO 2015).

OVERCOME BARRIERS FOR SCALING UP  
AGROFORESTRY 

Unsupportive policies
Agroforestry spans many governmental sectors, but primarily 
agriculture and forestry. However, coordinated action and 
collaboration between sectors are lacking, which prevents 
future scaling-up (FAO & ICRAF 2019). Many countries also 
have national policies that directly impede the expansion of 
agroforestry practices, e.g. through restricted access to, use 
and sale of various tree products (Bernard 

et al. 2019; FAO 2013; Johansson et al. 2013). It is thus 
necessary to review whether policies assist the scaling of 
agroforestry and strengthen institutional coordination across 
ministries, departments and sectors – something Ethiopia 
has successfully accomplished (see Box 2). (Bernard et al. 
2019).

Knowledge-intensive and time-demanding
At the farm level, constraints to scaling up agroforestry 
include:
•  Longer gestation period of trees in comparison to annual  
 crops, slow return on investments, cost of planting trees,  
 and farmers’ previous inexperience with managing trees.
•  Inadequate funding and training of extension services.
•  Lack of quality planting material (germplasm for indige-  
 nous trees, seeds, nurseries etc.), post-harvesting   
 technologies and infrastructure. 
 (Government of India 2014; Buck et al. 2020). 
For these reasons, developed specialized extension and ad-
visory services, improved access to quality planting material 
and funding to farmers (e.g. institutional credit or insurance 
cover) during the implementation period are vital ways to 
support farmers during the scaling process (Government of 

NATIONAL AGROFORESTRY POLICY 
IN NEPAL 
In 2019, Nepal followed in India’s footsteps and 
launched a National Agroforestry Policy. The policy 
is expected to mainstream agroforestry in program-
mes and amongst smallholder farmers, support 
tree-planting initiatives, and improve research and 
extension services in the field of agroforestry. It also 
aims to facilitate financial investments and incenti-
ves to the agroforestry sector, and strengthen 
collaboration between farmers and markets, banks, 
industries and insurance providers (Government of 
Nepal 2019; O’Connell 2020).

India 2014; Agroforestry Network 2018; FAO 2013). Farmer 
cooperatives, learning networks and further integration of 
local agroforestry management in basic education (short-
term extension courses, audiovisuals, etc.) are also recom-
mended for transferring traditional knowledge to and within 
communities (van Noordwijk 2019; Bernard et al. 2019). 

Lack of large-scale research
The majority of available research is often retained in 
education institutions and limited to farm level, whereas 
participatory research on larger agroforestry models viable 
across different agro-ecological regions is scarce (Govern-
ment of India 2014; FAO 2013; Ajayi et al. 2012; Franzel 
et al. 2004). Consequently, large-scale implementation of 
agroforestry is held back. 

Poor market structures
At the market level, the scaling of agroforestry is restricted 
as a result of poorly developed value chains and markets for 
non-timber forest products (NTFPs), inadequate marketing 
infrastructure, high transaction costs (risk of lowering the 
profit) and limited governmental incentives for investing in 
ecosystem services (Agroforestry Network 2018; Buck et 
al. 2020). Previous experience indicates that the upscaling 
process is triggered when market opportunities for agro-

forestry products are created (Ajayi et al. 2012). Adopting 
measures to increase the economic benefits of agroforestry 
technologies is therefore a prerequisite for scaling, especial-
ly for smallholder farmers. 

Such measures include: 
•  Implementing governmental initiatives through e.g.  
 payment schemes for ecosystem services, grants,  
 costsharing programmes, subsidies or microcredits  
 for agroforestry.
•  Strengthening farmers’ access to markets for NTFPs   
 (Government of India 2014; FAO 2013; Lin et al. 2021)
•  Forming inclusive producer groups for collaborative   
 activities on marketing and value addition of agroforestry  
 produce (Agroforestry Network 2018; Government of   
 Nepal 2019). 
•  Developing agroforestry-based industries and supply   
 chains for quality planting material as well as NTFPs   
 (Government of India 2014). 

Unclear land rights 
Insecure land tenure is a significant issue due to the long 
time required for farmers to test, adapt and adopt agro-
forestry practices. In the absence of clearly defined and 
stable property rights, farmers and pastoralists are reluctant 

Bamboo seedlings. Photo: Linda Andersson.

Joinging a savings and loans group has helped Sandra Nakigudde scale up. Photo:Edward Echwalu. 
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to invest capital and labour in tree crops (Buck et al. 2020; 
Bernard et al. 2019). Gender inequity likewise restricts 
the upscaling process since female farmers in particular 
have less access to markets and often lack complete land 
ownership. If agroforestry is to be widely adopted, securing 
land rights is a must (FAO & ICRAF 2019).

RISKS WHEN SCALING UP 
Standardized public policies and programmes tend to 
neglect the local context in which they are implemented 
(Seghieri et al. 2021) and are influenced by the political 
economy, e.g. intensifying trade flows of specific goods 
(Ajayi et al. 2012). One risk is therefore that policy me-
asures prioritize market-oriented tree species and large 
tree-planting initiatives which often give rise to homoge-
neous agroforestry innovations that reduce biodiversity. In 
scientific literature, these systems are referred to as “agro-
forestry plantations” or “commercial agroforestry” (Ollinaho 
et al. 2021). The role of agricultural and forestry policies is 
rather to incentivize land users to invest in a wide variety of 
options in terms of appropriate tree species and agrofo-
restry practices (Franzel et al. 2004; van Noordwijk 2019) 
and simultaneously mitigate negative effects of commercia-
lization (Moberg et al. 2016). 

Long-term planning is particularly important when scaling 
agroforestry innovations, since tree crops require time befo-
re yielding harvest. There is however a risk of pseudo-adop-
tion in projects, i.e. farmers who use agroforestry technolo-
gies only when a project actively supports them (Kiptot et al. 
2007). In addition, offering free inputs or providing payment 
to farmers who plant trees often risks suppressing private 
sector nurseries and investment in germplasm improvement. 
To conclude, projects must ensure sustained adoption of 
diverse agroforestry activities – not create dependency on 
external inputs and stifle private actors (FAO 2013). 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY-  
AND DECISION-MAKERS 

Develop national agroforestry policies, strategies and 
action plans that acknowledge the importance of trees 
in rural development, provide distinct guidance for the 
scaling-up process, and organize cross-sectoral coor-
dination across ministries responsible for agroforestry. 

Ensure a participatory approach and context-specific 
implementation of diversified, indigenous agroforestry 
systems. Agroforestry cannot develop or succeed 
without the cooperation of local people and adaptation 
to local conditions.

Identify and reform restricting land tenure to promote 
agroforestry adoption and development. Securing far-
mers’ access to land must be a participatory process 
with gender dimensions fully taken into consideration.

Communicate the know-how by increasing invest-
ments in both private and public extension and 
advisory services for agroforestry. This must be done 
with strong links to research institutions that broadcast 
agroforestry research and traditional knowledge to 
agricultural/forestry advisory staff.

Invest in adaptive and inclusive agroforestry research 
and development (R&D) that ensures co-learning 
amongst researchers, farmers, private sector actors, 
government and other stakeholders. Initiate capacity 
building and pilot studies/testing of agroforestry in 
major agro-climatic zones, moving beyond farm-level 
research. 

Increase financial incentives and investments that en-
able and add value to the agroforestry sector. Provide 
necessary arrangements for implementing payment 
schemes for ecosystem services, grants, cost-sharing 
programmes, subsidies, microcredits, certification 
schemes, institutional credit or insurance systems for 
agroforestry practices. 

Improve market access and develop value chains for 
agroforestry products by linking farmers to local mar-
kets and promoting agroforestry-based businesses.

INSPIRATIONAL MULTI-STAKEHOLDER 
PLATFORM 
Ethiopia established in 2019 a National Waters-
hed and Agroforestry Multi-Stakeholder Platform 
(NWAMP) which aims to develop agroforestry stra-
tegies and accelerate the scaling-up of agroforestry 
throughout the country. The initiative is co-chaired 
by both the environmental and agricultural mi-
nistries, and aspires to facilitate awareness-raising 
and harmonization across sectors. NWAMP will 
mobilize greater financial support for agroforestry, 
and assist monitoring and evaluation of the perfor-
mance of agroforestry practices and the scaling-up 
progress (Bernard et al. 2019; Getahun 2019).
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