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Abstract: Policy-makers and practitioners often struggle or fail to define and quantify the economic
impacts that can be achieved through ecologically sustainable investments in dryland ecosystems.
This paper reviews the current state of the art in the characterization and valuation of environmental
benefits in drought-prone areas of Sub-Saharan Africa. Benefit streams from ecosystem services
associated with the production of food, energy and water are characterized, as well as those from
supporting and regulating hydrological systems. For each value type, valuation approaches and
examples of their application in Sub-Saharan African contexts are presented. The review is drawn
from a series of recent methodological discussions, working papers and field research reports
focusing on the benefits of locally determined and ecosystem-based adaptations under dryland
climate extremes. The focus is on the challenges faced by practitioners and researchers tasked with
developing benefit-cost assessments for investments in the adaptive management and conservation
of dryland ecosystems, particularly in marginalized dry and drought-prone areas of Sub-Saharan
Africa. Recommendations could also interest a wider global community of dryland researchers and
development practitioners.
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1. Introduction

Policy-makers and practitioners often struggle or fail to define and quantify the impacts that
development projects can have on dryland ecosystems. There is a lack of baseline assessments of
benefit streams from dryland ecosystems against which to compare new management alternatives.
This is because economic evaluation of the returns on the existing investments in adaptive management
and conservation of the dryland ecosystems have been rare and limited. However, interest in the
challenges associated with such assessments is building in Sub-Saharan Africa and in many other parts
of the world [1–4].

In this paper, the current state of the art in the identification and valuation of selected key
environmental benefit streams in the drought-prone dryland regions of Sub-Saharan Africa is reviewed.
Insights on questions currently faced by researchers and practitioners developing benefit-cost
calculations and economic impact assessments are drawn from a series of recent working papers
and field research reports focusing on economic assessment of the benefits from ecosystem-based
adaptations in the dry areas of East and West Africa. These are contextualised within the broader
available published literature from across the region.

The selection and presentation of material responds to concerns expressed by practitioners tasked
with presenting economic assessments of the anticipated returns on investments in dryland restoration,
climate change adaptation, and disaster preparedness projects in the drylands of Sub-Saharan Africa.
The same practitioners are often also tasked to design monitoring and evaluation systems that could
verify these projections in the event that project proposals are funded.
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The intention of the paper is that it should provide a useful and accessible reference source for
project managers, practitioners and researchers developing benefit-cost assessments of small-scale
adaptation and resilience-building interventions for environmentally sustainable management in the
drylands, particularly in marginalized dry and drought-prone areas of Sub-Saharan Africa. This could
be of interest to a wider global community of dryland researchers and practitioners as well. The primary
question for the international scientific community is: what are the existing and potential benefits
from adaptive management of the dryland ecosystems? [5–7]. This is particularly important where
there are proposals to transform, replace or simply remove these under-recognized benefits through
development initiatives. Since such proposals will introduce changes and tradeoffs among different
benefit streams, there is an urgent need to identify and value the baseline values and potential for
adaptive management.

Following a brief conceptual overview of the assessment challenge in the dryland ecosystems in
Section 2, key ecosystem services are summarized. Methods used to generate this review are described
in Section 3. Section 4 then presents the techniques and methods that are available to practitioners for
the assessment and valuation of benefit streams that may be anticipated from adaptive management
and conservation of the dryland ecosystems. The section is structured around four key benefit streams
and includes case studies sourced from published assessments from Sub-Saharan Africa, both West
and East. In addition to describing techniques for valuing the benefit streams, practical examples
demonstrate how these can be connected to some of the many available approaches and scientific tools
for quantification of the benefit streams.

The discussion, recommendations and conclusion in Sections 5 and 6 underline the opportunity
and feasibility for practitioners to apply the available assessment methods. Synergies between the
benefit streams that may not be quantified, but will merit additional attention following the valuation
are also highlighted.

2. Overview of the Challenge to Assess the Benefit Streams and Management Options in
Dryland Systems

2.1. Adaptive Management in the Dryland Ecosystems

Resource-dependent populations living in dryland ecosystems use their accumulated knowledge
of environmental conditions and climatic patterns to adapt practices for managing shared or common
pool resources [8–11]. These practices and adaptations enable communities to sustain their land and
water resources for the long term while also drawing benefits from them in the short term. In cases
where well-informed practices ensure that dryland ecosystems can retain and enhance their own
endogenous production of goods and services, this reduces dependence on external cooperation and
aid in the forms of disaster relief and social assistance [12–14]. Recognizing, maximizing and restoring
ecosystem function, self-regulation and resilience can play an important role in ensuring that growth
can be self-sustaining both for the ecosystem and for the current members of society.

The international community considers investments that it could make to boost adaptive
resource management practices in relation to its current priorities and commitments for sustainable
land management (SLM) [15], enabling community-based adaptations to climate change and
variability [16], building resilience to drought by supporting adaptations that are considered to
be ecosystem-based [17–19] or nature-based [20] (see example of common community-scale practices
for adaptive management in Appendix A, Box A1). However, to establish the economic value of the
endogenous productivity of the drylands and the business case for how it could best be improved
requires baselines, data and models. These remain rudimentary and/or unavailable in many of the
dryland production systems of Sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere.

The economics of adaptation and returns on adaptation investments have received significant
attention [1,3,21–27] (www.aboutvalues.net). But the economic value of returns on these investments
remains challenging for practitioners to quantify and monitor systematically—especially under erratic,
uncertain and drought-prone conditions that commonly occur in Sub-Saharan Africa [13,14,28–33].

www.aboutvalues.net
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There has not previously been a review that focuses on bringing together assessment methods and
examples applied in both East and West Africa and presenting them in a way that could be convenient
for practitioners from these regions.

2.2. Identifying the Major Benefit Streams from the Dryland Ecosystems

Economically valuable public goods and services provided by ecosystems in the drylands
(as described in [34]) include water, energy and other essential provision services (Figure 1). These are
supported and regulated by other services that sustain the system and its functions.
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Figure 1. Goods and services in dryland ecosystems.

In dry and drought-prone environments, hydrology and climatic extremes can have a particularly
strong influence over the functioning of the ecosystems and their productivity. When human
populations are not able to manage these effects, natural hazards such as droughts can have disastrous
effects on ecosystem services that support the well-being of dependent populations. In light of this,
the analysis of benefit streams that is presented in this paper includes consideration of the economic
value both of the provisioning services and also the essential underlying supporting and regulating
services. This is a departure from the approach taken by many of the current available assessments
which have not assigned a value to the supporting and regulating services for fear of double-counting
the value of provisioning services (e.g., [35]).

Ecosystem accounting is an emerging field that aims to provide a consistent approach to analyzing
environment–economy interactions [36–38]. But for most of the dry areas of Sub-Saharan Africa, this is
still in its very early stages. Across Sub-Saharan Africa, assessing economic productivity is complicated
by the nature of dryland products and services requiring valuation and the presence of various
informal, undocumented economies. Often, national statistical systems fail to effectively record the
productivity of goods and services from dryland systems that are highly relevant to livelihoods and
the economy—including many of the products from extensive livestock raising, natural heat, energy
sources, underground water storage and other environmental services.

Rather than insisting on monetizing all benefits and adding them together, a well-recognized
alternative is to use a multi-criteria analysis. This weighs benefits expressed in diverse units that
are not directly comparable either instead of or alongside the economic valuation of tradeoffs and
can accommodate graduated values derived from subjective qualitative assessments, if necessary.
In Botswana, multi-criteria decision analysis has been explored as a means to capture the breadth of
benefits from communal grazing systems [39–41].

Economic valuation is helpful to weigh tradeoffs between some of the multiple effects caused
by different investments—whereby one effect may cancel out the benefit of another. For example,
a drip irrigation scheme may save water on a per hectare basis, as compared to a gravity-controlled
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system. But if the introduction of such systems causes a larger area to be irrigated—then the tradeoff
between volume and extent of irrigation may mean that the adaptation does not achieve any overall
water-saving at all. Economic assessment provides a means to place a comparable value on the
effects on water versus food production. Other tradeoffs can be harder to weigh up—especially in
multi-criteria analyses. For example, if a grazing system generates less income overall, but contributes
in small ways to the well-being of a greater number of low-income households, opinions may differ
concerning whether or not the tradeoff is worthwhile.

The scarcity or availability of goods and services is often driven by contextual processes operating
at scales that are larger than the intervention areas of development projects within which economic
assessments may be proposed. For example, pastures and wildlife habitats require landscape-level
assessments, and water scarcity will also be affected by basin level processes and demands. Timescales
for assessment of the value of benefits from investments in resource management also do not always
match well to project and assessment timeframes. Where benefits are anticipated to accrue in the
distant future, these anticipated benefits may be considered to have a net present value, but this
is usually discounted because benefits that may arrive in the future are generally considered less
attractive than benefits secured in the present [42].

2.3. Assigning Value

Research on the monetary valuation of natural resources dates back to the early 1960s but has
progressively received wider attention through growing discussion of the capital and service values
provided by nature and ecosystems [43]. An inherent challenge in any attempt to place an economic
value on public goods and services is that different people will make different judgements about what
to value, and how much it is worth. Local resource users’ views of what should be valued can differ
considerably from those of national or international agencies and partners. This is important because
an economic assessment of returns on investments should focus on returns to society as a whole (which
is different from a financial assessment of returns on investments to private individuals) [42].

Valuation methods for the benefit streams from dryland ecosystems can include market- and
non-market-based approaches [3,44–46]. Ten broad types of valuation methods have previously been
identified for the valuation of ecosystem services globally, but few of the cases identified were located
in Sub-Saharan Africa [46] (Table 1). The 10 methods include use of available market values for
ecosystem goods and services, or the costs that would need to paid to obtain them. Where there are no
markets to buy the ecosystem goods and services, willingness to pay for access to them may suggest
that such markets or payment systems could be created.

Table 1. Classification of ecosystem service valuation methods [46].

Type Name of Method Acronym

Market-based

Direct Market Pricing DMP

Payment for Ecosystem Services PES *

Factor Income/Production Function FI/PF

Cost-based

Avoided Cost AC

Mitigation and Restoration Cost MC/RC

Replacement Cost RC

Willingness to pay (WTP)

Revealed preference Hedonic Pricing HP

Travel Cost TC

Stated preference Contingent Valuation CV

Group Valuation GV

* A PES can be seen as an expressed WTP through the market.
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Provisioning services are most often valued through direct market pricing methods. However,
there are also other alternatives where market prices do not fully reflect their value (see direct use
values in [44]) (Figure 1). For habitat services, for example, methods such as factor income and
contingent valuation are often used as an alternative to direct market pricing if these are not considered
adequate [46]. Valuations of regulating services often use avoided cost and replacement cost methods
in addition to direct market prices, where available (see description of indirect use values in [44]).

3. Materials and Methods

To identify some of the key benefit streams in the dryland systems of Sub-Saharan Africa and
methods that can and have been applied to assess their economic value, this review draws on insights
and examples from a series of recent working papers and field research reports focusing on economic
assessment of the benefits from ecosystem-based adaptations in the dry areas of East and West
Africa [47–52]. A series of meetings were held with planners and NGO staff implementing, monitoring
and evaluating investments in shared resource management systems in a range of dry areas of Kenya,
Senegal and Mali, as described in the respective project reports.

Findings were shared and discussed with practitioners tasked with the challenge to present
economic assessments of the anticipated returns on proposed future investments in dryland restoration,
climate change adaptation and disaster preparedness projects in the drylands of sub-Saharan
Africa [53,54]. Practitioners highlighted the challenges to prepare a business case for such investments
and referred to available examples of project proposals that have previously been approved by
financing institutions including the Green Climate Fund (see: https://www.greenclimate.fund/what-
we-do/projects-programmes). Additional relevant assessment challenges were identified through
a broader overview of the nature of benefits that project managers and practitioners would wish to
capture in their assessments as compiled for the World Overview of Conservation Approaches and
Technologies (WOCAT) (see: https://www.wocat.net/en/).

Having identified the practical challenges, and methods available in context at selected locations
in Sub-Saharan Africa, further reviews of the available published literature across a wider geographical
area of the region’s drylands were made using keyword searches in SCOPUS online database.
The keyword searches were filtered to select materials referring directly to cases in Sub-Saharan
Africa. These could be used and further developed by practitioners and researchers who are working
or studying there.

4. Assessing and Valuing Benefit Streams

4.1. Livestock Production in the Drylands

The production of livestock is the most widespread and traditional economic activity in the more
arid regions of Sub-Saharan Africa [55,56]. Therefore, it is one of the most critical benefit streams
for the societies that live in these regions. In addition to cows, sheep, goats, camels, etc., livestock
production in the drylands may also include the keeping of poultry, rabbits, and bee-keeping for
honey [35,57]. Livestock production can include production of live animals for sale, meat, milk, dung,
skins and other products. Sometimes livestock also produce other services, such as draught power
from donkeys, horses and camels, pollination from bees—or others. Increasingly, wildlife services are
also attracting attention in the drylands of Sub-Saharan Africa.

Valuation of livestock and their services is usually dependent on market prices. Often, local or
national statistics will be available on some—but generally not all—aspects of livestock production in
the drylands of Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g., as in [58] for Senegal). Milk has a particular value in the diets
and cultural traditions of pastoral communities of both East and West Africa [59,60], and is a growth
industry [61–65]. Where livestock products such as milk are consumed for subsistence, statistics may
not be available, but the volumes of production can still often be estimated, based on knowledge of

https://www.greenclimate.fund/what-we-do/projects-programmes
https://www.greenclimate.fund/what-we-do/projects-programmes
https://www.wocat.net/en/
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herd size and lactation patterns (as demonstrated in Mopti, Mali, by [52], in Niger by [66],and in Kenya
by [67,68]).

Resource economists use bioeconomic models to assess productivity in the rangeland ecosystems
and the potential impacts of altered water and fodder availability [69–73]. Such models have been
explored in drought-prone Sub-Saharan environments in the Senegalese Ferlo (see Box 1) [74],
Niger [66], Ethiopia [75,76] and Kenya [77]. They require information on the relationships between
herd size, lactation and reproduction rates, as well as animal nutrition and health (for further discussion
of these in the context of the arid lands of Kenya, see: [67,78]).

Grass grown for fodder is one of the best documented successful investments to increase and
maintain income and reduce vulnerable households’ expenditures in the most drought-prone regions
of Somalia, Ethiopia and Kenya [14]. Not only does improved forage availability directly affect the
availability of milk and improve nutrition levels in vulnerable households (as described above), but it
does so quickly—which can be important for project stakeholders. Because it grows rapidly, grass
can give a positive return within a short space of time, and can continue to provide an economically
valuable crop twice per year [79]. In light of this, it is attractive to households and agencies seeking to
secure immediate livelihood improvements under drought conditions. A recent study has identified
the economic value of animal feeding during droughts in terms of avoided emergency food relief
supplies to drought-affected households [80]. Furthermore, in pastoral and agro-pastoral areas where
most households keep livestock, fodder availability reduces animal malnutrition that can otherwise
cause the loss of these assets during droughts.

A recent global assessment [4] has identified an estimated return on investment in grassland
restoration of 35:1 over a twenty year period across the drylands and other climatological zones [81].
However, the bioeconomic models that are available to capture economic benefits from rangeland
livestock production are only as good as the underlying datasets and field observations that they use.
Where there is institutional support in place, they can be complemented by long-term field monitoring
and measurements, as has been done to study the effects of enclosures in Kenya [82]. These can be
verified using rapid participatory methods described above (e.g., [83,84]). Where support for these
methods is not available, economic assessments can be based on input values drawn from the best
available literature.

In extensive rangeland systems, physical inputs may be few, but institutional investments are
still needed to coordinate communal land and water management systems [85]. Often these necessary
investments and transaction costs are overlooked in assessments of the economics of pastoral livestock
production. Also, in extensive systems, during the dry seasons and the droughts, transhumant
livestock migrations occur. These are challenging to model effectively. The costs of livestock production
increase during these times due to water shortages and pressures on grazing resources, conflicts and
others. Climatic factors can aggravate increased risks of diseases and threaten the value of livestock
production. A theoretical model of the economic connection between communal grazing, disease
transmission risk, risk perceptions, and antimicrobial use has been developed and tested in Kenya [86].
The analysis supported by this model suggested that factors influencing subjective perception of
disease risk and antimicrobial uses included disease history, and types of grazing systems—with
greater levels of concern regarding disease prevalent in communal grazing systems, as compared to
private grazing areas.

With intensification of the commercialization of livestock production, production models become
more complex, and farmers no longer depend only on pastures to nourish their animals. Increasingly,
they manufacture or buy supplements and they also often pay for water, labor and medical attention
for their animals. Increasingly, livestock water productivity has gained attention in Sub-Saharan
Africa [87,88]. The global average water footprint for beef produced from grazing systems is 243 m3/ton
for grey water and 465 m3/ton for freshwater, whereas for industrial beef systems this average increases
to 712 and 683 respectively [89]. Livestock raised in the extensive grazing systems across much of
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Sub-Saharan Africa often consume less water than those raised in other grazing systems because in the
extensive systems they do not necessarily have access to water every day.

Some products from livestock, such as leather and wool, require significant amounts of processing
to add value before they can be marketed as textiles, garments and furnishings. This is mediated by
market access, and other conditions. A key methodological question for the valuation of rangeland
productivity concerns the addition of value through value chains, and the extent to which the economic
assessment is able to consider the dispersal of benefits and positive feedbacks along the value chain [90].
It has been argued that economic multipliers can be applied to represent the value of cash circulating
through the regional economies in the drought-prone regions of Kenya and Ethiopia [91,92].

Box 1. Case Study: Valuing rangeland production in the Senegalese Ferlo using a bioeconomic model
(based on Hein et al. [74]).

The anticipated effects of climate change in Senegal on the economic value of rangeland production were
assessed by Hein et al. [74]. The assessment used an ecological-economic modelling approach. This enabled
simulation of the effects of climatic changes and management responses via modifications of the stocking rates.
The model was based on local data collected over a 10-year period (1981–1990) at the Widou Thiengoly research
station in the western part of the Ferlo on vegetation production under different grazing densities and rainfall
conditions. The model is a dynamic systems model, running with time increments of 1 year. The model calculates
the annual income for the pastoralists as a function of annual rainfall and the long-term stocking rate maintained
by the pastoralists. The model is spatially homogeneous, and changes in livestock routes or other adaptation
strategies not involving changes in stocking densities are not considered.

For Senegalese pastoralists, the main source of income is the sale of animals for meat, with milk production
coming in second place. The role of milk production and agriculture has decreased in the last decades with the
increased focus on livestock herding for meat production. For reasons of simplicity, in the model it is assumed
that income is only derived from the sale of animals. Income depends upon the amount of surplus livestock that
can be sold annually on the market, as well as on the livestock price.

In years of drought, when there is not enough grass production to feed the livestock number corresponding
to the long-term stocking rate, it is assumed that the pastoralists maintain the amount of livestock that can be
fed, and that they sell the surplus on the market. However, the price will be low, as there will be a high supply,
and low demand on the local markets. If a dry year is followed by a wet year, the pastoralists will purchase
livestock in the market in order to stock up to the long-term stocking rate. If rainfall decreases, the optimal
stocking density is reduced, and so are the maximum profits the pastoralists can obtain. Pastoralists can adapt to
climate change by destocking, which would increase the societal profits gained per livestock unit as well as the
overall profits compared to the current grazing strategy.

As the pastoralists maintain an open-access individual profit maximization strategy, the optimal rate of
destocking is not expected to occur. But reductions in stocking rates are anticipated to result from predicted
climatic changes due to reduced availability of fodder. The model does not allow analysis of consequent
changes in the local labor markets (this would require a general circulation model). However, Hein et al. [74]
concluded that climatic changes leading to a reduction in livestock numbers would result in reduced employment
opportunities in the Ferlo and create further pressure on local resources.

4.2. Energy, Plants and Habitat Production

In the dryland systems, where sufficient water is available, solar energy is rapidly converted to
net primary production, providing valuable plant products and habitats. Plant production can include
wild or cultivated plants for use by humans (e.g., as food, medicines, and other non-timber forest
products) or for the habitat and amenities that they provide collectively in situ (e.g., as described
in [93]). These are in addition to supporting animal production (see previous section). Often, plant
and energy production can be valued using market prices. However, due to value-adding processes
for energy, food and other products, production functions may reveal higher values than the available
market prices for the raw material.

Valuation of wild plant products is often challenging due to lack of statistical information. In some
cases, annual inventories of the value of the non-wood products from the forests and also the revenues
gained from permits and taxes, etc., may also be available (e.g., [94] for Senegal). It can be possible to
obtain information on agricultural crop production and prices through the national statistical systems
(e.g., [58] for Senegal, or [95] for Kenya]. Where information about plant products and their value
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is not complete, or not available at a suitable scale, rapid appraisal techniques are frequently used
to obtain relevant information, when required (see e.g., Box 2).There are also many modeling tools
available and applied for understanding the production of crops in the sub-Saharan agroecosystems
(see e.g., [96] in West Africa, [97–99] in East Africa).

Across sub-Saharan Africa, the amounts of energy consumed from different sources including
wood-fuels for cooking and others are calculated in the national emissions inventories based on
population numbers and assumptions concerning the locally available fuel sources. For example,
in Kenya, it is estimated that 50% of households depend on charcoal and one person uses about 1.9 kg
of charcoal a day [100]. The majority of producers do not have tree-replanting schemes. They also use
wet wood in earth mould kilns to convert wood to charcoal. This produces a low conversion of solar
energy and woody biomass to charcoal. Increasing the conversion efficiency would increase fuel value
achieved per volumetric unit of wood, as well as reducing pollution and habitat degradation where
wood is over-harvested (see [101]). As yet, direct use of solar energy without conversion to biomass is
still relatively limited in Sub-Saharan Africa. The use of fossil fuels from within the region is also not
yet widespread—although often such fuels are imported.

At present, charcoal-burning is often practiced as an income-generating strategy and can be
one of the few available sources of income for households in Sub-Saharan dryland ecosystems either
alongside livestock-raising or as a substitute for households who do not have access to livestock.
Charcoal can be sold and transported to supply urban households with fuel. In Kenya, use of charcoal
in urban areas has risen by 64% in two decades [102]. The charcoal industry is estimated to employ
500,000 people and generate more than US$427 million that benefits grassroots communities. Yet it
remains illegal and is not captured in national statistics or fiscal systems.

Where communities produce crops for subsistence uses, available statistics may be incomplete and
provide an inadequate indication of their economic value. Market gardening production—which can
generate numerous harvests throughout the year may also not be well-captured in national statistical
systems. Irrigated market gardening can generate significant contributions to household income in
marginal dry areas and is a popular investment choice for development projects in many parts of
Sub-Saharan Africa (see e.g., an economic assessment in the Volta Basin [103]).

Where plants have been cultivated, there will be input costs including labor and others that
must be weighed against the output value of the crop. If the inputs are subsidized, the economic
costs to society will be higher than the financial costs paid by individual farmers. There may also be
opportunity costs to society associated with inputs such as water or conversions of land-use—even if
these are not considered to have a high market value. Examples include irrigation schemes constructed
in the East African pastoral rangelands [104–106]. Also in northern Nigeria [107–110], the Inner Niger
delta in Mali [111–114] and parts of Mauritania [115,116]. A recent study in the arid lands of Kenya [48]
demonstrated that irrigated agriculture could generate a value of US$0–4 per unit of water applied,
whereas extensive production could generate US$13–22 and other domestic uses up to US$90.

Output values for wood, charcoal and crops are usually identified in relation to market prices.
Where there are no markets, benefit transfer is often proposed as a valuation method. Examples of cases
where benefit transfer is frequently applied include medicinal plants, such as incense, that may have a
high value in some markets, even if this value is not yet accessible to communities in many dryland
areas. Some medicinal and aromatic plants require processing to extract high-value products, such as
essential oils and dyes. This raises questions about real and hypothetical value chains, similar to those
identified for livestock products. In addition, some of the use values of plants e.g., for medicines may
not yet be fully understood and could require years of future research to uncover. It is very difficult to
assess the cost to society if these plants are not conserved due to habitat loss and extinctions.

Plants, trees and natural fibers are used to generate agreeable habitats for humans, including
shaded areas, cooler, well-ventilated buildings, fans, etc. They create cleaner air and reduce urban
heat island effects. Bamboo, raffia and other fibres provide lightweight, portable and biodegradable
furniture, ornaments and accessories that are aesthetically pleasing. Many relevant practices are
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well-known and widely available in vernacular building styles and traditional handicrafts. More are
also continually evolving.

Beyond individual plant products, the value of plant assemblages and habitats for wildlife tend to
be assessed based on wildlife tourism revenues, according to the travel cost method [42]. Sometimes,
conservationists are willing to pay also through other arrangements—e.g., in eastern Africa, Maasai
land owners whose grazing lands fall within the ecologically important Kitengela wildlife dispersal
area in Kenya have entered into land leasing agreements with conservation groups who lease land
from households in return for commitments to maintain the land unfenced and open to both wildlife
and livestock [117–119].

Willingness to pay among the Nairobi public for securing the Kitengela wildlife dispersal area has
been estimated at US$1.2 million which could provide a longer-term source of financing [120]. In the
Simanjiro district of Tanzania, a similar scheme has been established where tour companies make an
annual payment of US$4500 to communities to prevent agricultural encroachment onto a 23,000-acre
wildlife corridor [121].

Box 2. Case study: valuing energy, plant and habitat production in West African agroforestry using
participatory rapid appraisal of social returns (based on Weston et al. [101]).

The anticipated effects of agroforestry and improved stoves on the economic value of energy and plant
provisioning in the district of Talensi in the semi-arid Upper East Region in Ghana have been assessed by
Weston et al. [101]. The assessment used focus groups and a household survey to generate a social return
on investment analysis (after [122,123]), which identifies proxy financial values for non-market as well as
market benefits.

This enabled valuation of a large number of benefits that were generated by the agroforestry interventions,
including their asset value as wood resources that could be used or sold in difficult times. But also, until then,
other benefits that they would provide in situ, including effects on the production of crops, livestock and wild
foods. Crop production is boosted by the presence of trees and their effects on soil quality. Livestock production
is increased by the availability of shade and fodder from the trees. Wild foods are either produced directly by
the trees (fruits) or by the habitat that they provide e.g., for rabbits and partridges. The presence of the trees
also creates other beneficial effects that were considered valuable by the human population, including shade,
reduced windspeeds, airborne dust, aesthetic and cultural effects.

Weston et al. [101] used this information to calculate social returns over three time periods: immediately
after close of project activities; 4 years after project; and 10 years after the project using a discount rate of 8.9%
p.a., which was Ghana’s predicted inflation rate for 2012–2017. The values for each social impact were added to
further values associated with the presence of the project (such as increased credit, optimism and community
solidarity), aggregated into a single total value and divided by the total cost of project inputs to arrive at a social
return on investment ratio for each of three time periods.

4.3. Water Availability and Supply

Access to water is usually highly valued by society in water-stressed environments. This value
provides for a range of uses by different groups and individuals—including for household needs,
watering of livestock, market gardening and firefighting—even if sometimes these are free of
charge [124].

Water supply often has a market value—paid to service-providers or vendors. Nevertheless,
the costs that society pays to secure water supplies may often be much higher than the unit prices
for the water on the local markets —which may sometimes be low or non-existent due to market
inefficiencies, state support or subsidies. Market prices for water supply can also rise sharply in times
of drought and scarcity. Because of this complication in drought-prone dryland areas, it is particularly
problematic to rely on the use of market values to assess the benefits of improved water supplies.

Valuation of water supply in the drylands can include the avoided costs of disease [125–128]
and replacement expenses such as travel costs to obtain water supplies [129,130] or infrastructure,
pumping and treatment costs. The input costs to society to secure water availability are very
context-dependent and may be higher in remote or hard-to-reach areas than they are in densely
populated areas. Furthermore, in addition to infrastructure, the costs of gaining water supplies must
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include investments in human capacities. These costs are often difficult to fully quantify or generalize.
They are also context-specific and influenced by many other factors.

‘Production-function’ approaches to the valuation of water supplies focus on estimating how
much value is added to the economy per unit of water supplied [109,131]. This can be relatively easily
estimated for agricultural products where there is a market and the relationship of water inputs to
outputs is reasonably well understood [132,133]. Production-functions for water can give values that
are higher than the market prices for water due to value-adding processes. However, there are usually
other inputs to production that may also need to be accounted for, in addition to the units of water.

There is often a hierarchy of different production values for water according to its various uses.
Frequently, the most readily accessible value for water is the value of plant production that it can
support (see previous section) (e.g., as in [109,134]). Normally, the value to society of a cubic metre of
water for basic human needs should be greater than the value of a cubic metre of water to be used
for irrigation.

The actual economic value of the productive uses of water will be sensitive to supply and demand
factors affecting prices that are more difficult to understand and predict than the physical production
aspects [57]. Often, households will use a combination of multiple water sources to support their needs
and economic activities, and will change these configurations under different conditions of water
scarcity [109,135]. As a result of this, measuring water’s contribution to all sectors, and to the total
value chain of a good or service, or its total economic benefit can also be complex [37,132,136–138].

Sometimes there is an opportunity cost for water supply if this may reduce its availability for
other possible uses—e.g., where water is extracted in the upstream part of a basin and so becomes
unavailable to other users downstream (see Box 3) [57]. Taking a catchment level approach to assessing
the value of water availability can be particularly important to ensure that water is available for all
vulnerable households’ basic needs during droughts. Using infrastructure, water can be transferred
across the system or catchment to be made available where it is most needed for particular uses at
specific points in time.

Box 3. Case study: valuing water supply in a Kenyan rangeland using a water evaluation and planning
model (based on Mutiga et al. [139] and Silvestri et al. [35]).

The anticipated effects of upstream water extraction in the Ewaso Ng’iro North Catchment, Kenya,
on the economic value of ecosystem service provision across the catchment as a whole were assessed by
Silvestri et al. [35] using market valuation methods to identify the values of provisioning services in the irrigated
farmlands and rangelands. The study drew on exploratory work by Mutiga et al. [139], using a water evaluation
and planning model (WEAP) ([140] see: www.weap21.org).

The economic value assigned to upstream irrigation extractions did not take into account the opportunity
costs and externalities caused by the extraction of water from the system, which reduced its availability
downstream during a period of severe drought. Losses and damage to livestock and livelihoods in the
downstream rangelands were also not taken into consideration. In the valuation of services to downstream
areas, livestock production was assigned a value that may have been underestimated. Furthermore, human
domestic uses of water were not valued at all—neither upstream nor downstream. Based on this assessment,
continued increases in upstream water use for irrigation could be justified in light of their apparently major
contribution to the economy.

Subsequent studies suggested that reduced access to water supply for humans and livestock in downstream
areas during droughts caused unsustainable losses of lives, assets and livelihoods, which in turn seriously
affected the growth of the national economy [141]. Furthermore, the value of downstream livestock production
and domestic water uses has increasingly gained in recognition [48,142,143]. These observations suggest that the
rationale for continued upstream extractions should be re-evaluated in light of increased understanding of the
resulting externalities downstream.

Although in these studies the WEAP was demonstrated to be a useful tool for modelling the physical
aspects water allocation across the catchment, there is a critical need for careful selection of the assumptions and
valuation methods to be assigned to the different water-use alternatives represented through the model.

www.weap21.org
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4.4. Supporting and Regulating Services for the Functioning of the Dryland Ecosystems

Critical supporting and regulating processes for the functioning of the dryland ecosystems
can include regulation of water flows, flood defense, groundwater recharge, water purification,
storage, and soil conservation, including for carbon sequestration (see Box 4). The value of the
supporting services can be captured in terms of the avoidance of damage (e.g., for flood-prevention)
and replacement costs to reproduce these services if they were not provided by nature (e.g., costs of
infrastructure for pumping and treating water) [44,144,145].

Various studies have explored public willingness to pay for ecosystem services that can be
achieved through soil and water management, groundwater recharge and revegetation to sustain
ecosystems (e.g., by regulating stream-flow and reducing flood risks) or to increase downstream water
quality. For example, in South Africa, Turpie et al. [146] assessed public demand and willingness to
pay for groundwater recharge, flood attenuation and flow regulation using a geographical information
system. Due to water scarcity, they assumed that groundwater recharge was fully demanded and
that therefore the entire public would be willing to pay for it, but that demand for flood attenuation
should be adjusted by a demand factor applied at a secondary catchment scale. If urban areas or
mines occurred within 100 m of rivers then the service was considered fully demanded, if irrigated
agriculture was present, the service was considered 50% demanded, otherwise it was not considered
to be demanded. Maps of households and their estimated willingness to pay were used to generate
estimates of the economic value of the services to society.

For over a decade, researchers have been exploring scope for payments for watershed services
in Kenya’s Tana River catchment to avert downstream water shortages and treatment costs.
Regulating runoff and preventing soil erosion upstream is expected to increase the quality of water
downstream but farmers will not maintain these practices without sufficient economic incentives [147].
On the other hand, construction of dams upstream will reduce the availability of drinking water
downstream [148,149]. Recently, a business case has been presented for a water fund through which a
company that supplies water to Nairobi by diverting water from the Tana river can pay for upstream
soil conservation [150–152]. The water fund agreed to provide payments to upstream tea and coffee
farmers to regulate water flows, runoff and erosion by maintaining the upstream parts of the catchment.
No payments will be made to the downstream users of the catchment whose supply is reduced but
the Kenyan government is investing in a seawater desalination plant to boost downstream urban
water supplies.

Other aspects of the economics of soil erosion control can involve on-site productivity and
carbon sequestration [153]. International markets for payments for carbon sequestration services are
increasingly becoming established through global initiatives to mitigate climate change. Such schemes
have been explored in various parts of Africa. Some additional relevant valuation approaches include
option values which have been used for valuation of rights to future services e.g., as they would for
energy exploration. These have a market value and can be traded. No examples of trading in rights to
water regulation and storage have been identified in Sub-Saharan Africa during the preparation of
this review, but trading in water rights has been introduced in water scarce areas of North America
and Australia [154]. Access to water affects the value of land in many parts of the world, including
Sub-Saharan Africa [155]. A relevant valuation approach, known as hedonic pricing, focuses on
capturing the difference in market value of properties with or without access to the service [156,157].
Such an approach has been applied in other parts of the world, e.g., to assess willingness to pay to avoid
erosion and sedimentation of lakes and improve water quality [158,159] or flood risk [160]. Recently,
this approach has been used to identify the value of reduced flood risks and other improvements to
living conditions in African cities [161].

Where water storage in dry areas enables populations to reduce vulnerability to drought, this can
be valued in terms of the avoided costs e.g., avoided reductions in livestock productivity and/or
avoided mortalities [28,141]. However, sometimes the lack of proven counterfactual evidence reduces
the credibility of claims of damages avoided. To assess the value of increases in water storage and
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availability—e.g., through increased groundwater recharge, the anticipated future use of the water can
have a value.

Assessing the economics of groundwater management effects can require determination of
an optimal extraction path for an aquifer over time. A spatial externality in which excessive
pumping at one location on the aquifer lowers the water table at another location may also
require attention [162–164]. Practical challenges for economic assessment of this and other effects
on groundwater availability under different land management conditions include the problem
that groundwater conditions and extraction rates are subject to strategic private management and
information constraints [165,166].

Box 4. Case study: assessing water regulation and carbon sequestration using InVEST model (based
on: Sahle et al [167,168] and others cited).

The anticipated effects on ecosystem service provision to be achieved through introducing agroforestry
in the Wabe River catchment of the Gurage Mountain chain landscape, Ethiopia, over the period 2017–2030
have been modelled by Sahle et al [167,168] using the InVEST model [169]. Under a future land-use scenario
with increased agroforestry, improvements could include increased food production (102%), water yields (17%)
and carbon sequestration (19%), and reduced sediment export (21%) and soil loss (18%). Varying the extent of
agroforestry activities would generate altered estimates, enabling assessment of tradeoffs among the different
options. Quantified estimates of water yield and carbon sequestration generated using InVEST can be assigned
economic values using market prices or other methods to facilitate the assessment of tradeoffs.

Water yield in InVEST is defined as the amount of water that runs off the landscape (precipitation minus
storage and evapotranspiration losses) [170]. Limitations of InVEST include an annual timeframe, and also that
surface and base flow partitioning and inter-annual water delivery timing are not captured so it cannot assess
effects on groundwater recharge and all other estimates are insensitive to these critical processes in the dryland
ecosystems [169]. This means that the model may be of limited use in assessing the effects of investments other
than revegetation.

InVEST has proved useful for obtaining broad estimates of the effects on water yield based on limited input
information where such information is not available to support other modelling tools—e.g., in the Nile Basin [171].
The InVEST model has also been applied in other areas of Sub-Saharan Africa, including Rwanda [172], Ghana,
and Cote D’Ivoire [173].

Other hydrological modelling approaches that have been explored to generate assessments of effects of
vegetation on hydrology, including flow regulation and storage that are more sensitive to variations in land
surface conditions include the soil water assessment tool (SWAT) [145,151,174], among others (see e.g., [144]).

5. Discussion

Even though economic evaluation of ecosystem service benefit streams from the dryland
ecosystems have been relatively rare and limited, a significant body of relevant examples is available
in Sub-Saharan Africa, as identified in this review. These include assessments of critical benefit streams
from ecosystem service values associated with water availability, energy, food, and the underlying
ecosystem support functions. Increasingly, assessments are taking into consideration the value of
water and energy resources—both as a supporting and regulating features in the drylands as well as
essential commodities that contribute directly to human well-being.

Examples of assessments applied across the region demonstrate that it has already been possible
for practitioners to assess the extent and economic value of some these benefit streams on a piecemeal
basis, even if comprehensive long-term assessments have not yet been attempted. A range of
adaptive management practices that affect these benefit streams are also identified. It is important to
acknowledge that the selection of benefit streams considered in this review was not exhaustive and
there can be many other benefit streams worthy of attention.

For the benefit streams considered, the compilation of examples that is presented in this review
is also not exhaustive. Yet, the clear affirmation that the selected benefit streams can and have been
valued in both West and East Africa should encourage practitioners that further such assessments are
feasible. Collectively, the precedents and examples drawn together in this review demonstrate the
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potential for more systematic assessment of the current level of benefits from the dryland systems and
of the scope for investments in further improving management practices.

This should encourage practitioners to continue to identify and value the baseline values of
benefit streams from the existing management systems in the drylands and the potential for adaptive
management. This will create a stronger business case for investment—both for donors and for local
communities to reinvest.

Where effects on benefit streams are predicted at the outset of projects, it is important to recognize
that not all investments succeed as planned (personal communication: Obadiah Mungai, 26 May 2018).
Some investments can fail or may not secure the benefits that are anticipated. Therefore, careful
monitoring ex-post assessment following the investment process is important. To build necessary
institutions and capacities for these processes in order to support adaptive management may require
additional investments in human capacities.

The diversity and layering of multiple benefits that dryland ecosystems provide can pose a
practical challenge for assessment. Not just one but often a range of different types of goods and
services are generated and can be affected by investments in local resource management in the drylands.
For example, a water-harvesting investment can simultaneously generate all of the types of benefit
streams described. So can an investment in agroforestry.

In most cases, some very important aspects of the benefits streams and adaptations will escape
economic evaluation. The real costs of illnesses in terms of missed opportunities and conflicts in the
communities are difficult to identify but the benefits from avoiding these problems are likely to be
enormous. Where these are secured, the local institutions can also secure further benefits, such as
increased confidence and capacities, and other changes in perceptions and social processes.

Synergies between benefits can introduce further complexity and often escape economic
assessment. This problematizes the additive summation of benefits since, with synergies, the final
sum-total of the benefits will be more than the combined value of the individual benefit streams.
For example, rangeland restoration may improve the availability of fodder, milk and tree growth,
while also enabling lactating livestock to stay closer to settlements. The end result of this will be of
greater benefit to household than the sum of the value of the milk production and the reduced journey
times for herding and wood-collecting because the households having access to free supplies of milk
and fuel for cooking will have better diets, lower expenditures, and more time to engage in productive
activities. These may enable households to multiply the benefits that they obtain.

There may also be cost-savings to the humanitarian and international development communities,
national governments and society more broadly due to reduced vulnerability to droughts and floods
and avoidance of the associated losses and damages.

6. Recommendations and Conclusions

The review has identified some key benefits from local investments in dryland ecosystems
that are worthy of additional consideration because they are essential to the livelihoods of the
local populations—such as the value of livestock production, water resources, energy in the forests,
and others. We have also identified available methods to fill the strategic gaps in the available statistical
systems. It is recommended that decisionmakers should choose the tools, systems and calculations
that will best capture the value of their investments and the benefits that are most critical to society.

This paper has demonstrated that economic assessment of some of the returns on investments
in dryland ecosystems is possible for project managers and researchers to undertake even at the
early stages of the implementation of projects. Practical insights presented in the paper demonstrate
that such assessments can at least include one or two benefits that will appear during the first year.
In the exploration of the assessment process, it is likely that other benefits will be identified that will
accumulate over the longer term and hence may be more challenging to assess. Wherever, possible,
mainstreaming of systems to monitor and assess critical benefit streams into national statistical systems
is strongly recommended.
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As decision-makers and practitioners increase their use of the available assessment methods to
value the benefit streams that are generated in dryland ecosystems, this will improve the availability
of baseline information. Improving the baselines will facilitate the assessment of potential impacts
from investment alternatives. The wider global community of dryland researchers and development
practitioners could accelerate the current state of the art in the assessment of benefits from investments
in dryland ecosystems by building these institutional capacities to generate such assessments as well
as through continued support for physical land and water management improvements both upstream
and downstream in dryland ecosystems.
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Appendix A

Box A1. Examples of community-scale practices and investments for adaptive management in dryland
ecosystems.

To maximize services from livestock production:

• Increase fodder availability or introducing supplementary feeding;
• Improve watering facilities and transhumance routes and patterns in extensive systems enabling access to

water and pasture during dry seasons and droughts;
• Improve veterinary facilities, vaccination and disease-reduction programmes.

To maximize services from plant production:

• Enclosure of vegetated areas to prevent over-grazing or extraction by humans;
• Water-harvesting and irrigation systems to prevent crop failure during droughts and enable more frequent

harvests e.g., for market gardening;
• Improve storage facilities to prevent post-harvest losses due to floods and fires.

To maximize services from energy production:

• Improve conversion efficiencies of stoves and burners;
• Increase use of solar-powered systems for pumping and treatment of water;
• Establish mini-grids for distribution of renewable energy supplies to households.

To maximize services from water supply:

• Improve surface water pans, reservoirs and other water-harvesting structures;
• Deepen shallow wells and digging boreholes to accelerate access to groundwater reserves;
• Install and improve water supply and treatment networks.

To maximize supporting and regulating services:

• Soil and water management to prevent erosion and increase infiltration and groundwater storage and boost
carbon sequestration;

• Revegetation—e.g., afforestation or construction of wetlands to improve soil quality, settle contaminants,
increase infiltration and boost carbon sequestration;

• Institutional strengthening to manage the above and other practices, as needed.
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