
 

 

 

 
Global Grassland and Savannah Dialogue Platform  
2. Session: 1 September 2020 
 
WWF hosted the second meeting to explore ways of working more closely together on issues related 
to the protection and management of grassland and savannah ecosystems. 
 
Martina Fleckenstein, WWF Food Practice welcomed the participants and speakers and informed 
that WWF will host an online Global Grassland Conference, which will take place on the 29th 
September 2020, 14:00 – 17:00 CET.  
Topics to be discussed in the conference are: 
 

1. UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration – What does it mean for Grassland and Savannah 
Ecosystems? 

2. Grassland Mapping – how to identify Grassland and Savannah landscapes? 
3. Lessons- learned from a 3-year project on grassland protection and management in Colombia 

and Paraguay. 
 
Nigel Dudley summarised results and main discussion from the first meeting, pointing out the need 
to know more about what is important from a conservation and a cultural point of view. The state of 
art of mapping grasslands and savannahs was presented. 
 
Joseph W. Veldman (Texas A&M University) gave an insight into the relevance of the old growth 
concept to tropical conservation. Grasslands are broadly defined as “ecosystems with a continuous 
herbaceous layer of grass-like plants and (if trees are present) discontinuous tree cover”, often 
confused as degrading ecosystems.  
Research paper: Towards an old-growth concept for grasslands, savannas, and woodlands by  
Veldman et al. - https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1890/140270, which includes a 
table with characteristics of many old-growth grasslands, savannas, an woodlands.  
Key points of the old-growth grassland concept: 

1. Fire and herbivores are ancient forces in savannas. 
2. Savannas are not severely degraded forests. 
3. Herbaceous plant communities, not tree cover, identify old-growth savannas.  
4. Savanna plant communities are slow to recover after tillage agriculture, fire exclusion and 

afforestation. 
5. Tree-promoting management can be bad for grasslands.  
6. Old-growth grasslands should be prioritised for conservation and serve as reference 

ecosystems to guide restoration.  
 
Discussion:  
 

- It will need multiple strategies of protection and long term thinking about management/ 
restoration 

- Different scales of conservation from protection of systems to protection of specialized 
elements of biodiversity are important 

- The role of fire in grasslands needs to be evaluated  

https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1890/140270


- Concern was raised regarding the term ‘old-growth’ as many people have had problems to 
reconcile ‘old-growth’ with the need for natural disturbances 

- No map of ‘old-growth’ grasslands available, as it is not possible to distinguish them via 
remote sensing 

 
Chris Magero (IUCN Global Dryland Initiative) talked about protecting rangelands through 
sustainable pastoral management to safeguard rangeland ecosystem services. He outlined the work 
by IUCN regarding large-scale rangeland restoration. Rangelands are important for social livelihoods 
and especially livestock keepers. Up to 30% of rangelands are already degraded. Major challenges to 
sustainable rangelands management is the high level of poverty, low levels of investment and poorly 
adapted policies. The data availability on biodiversity and societies is poor and structures hardly 
understood (e.g. herd mobility, fire management, water management, land tenure), so data 
collection needs to be improved. In order to achieve sustainable rangeland management, incentives 
for both livestock and environmental stewardship need to be put into place. 
Currently, political advocacy is reflected in SDG target 15.3 stating “By 2030, combat desertification 
and restore degraded land and soil, including land affected by desertification, drought and floods, 
and strive to achieve a land-degradation neutral world”. 124 countries have committed to set Land 
Degradation Neutrality targets, 77 of them have set targets so far. 
The HERD (Healthy Ecosystems for Rangeland Development) goal is to protect the rangelands 
through sustainable pastoral management in order to safeguard rangeland ecosystem services. The 
HERD’s approach consists out of three components being: 

1. Evidence-based and participatory decision making hedged in effective rangeland governance 
at scale 

2. Promote and support investment in sustainable pastoralism as a sustainable land 
management option 

3. Evidence generation and knowledge management for policy implementation 
For further information about HERDS visit: 
https://www.iucn.org/theme/ecosystem-management/our-work/global-drylands-initiative/gdi-
projects/healthy-ecosystems-rangeland-development 
 
 
 Discussion:  
 

- FAO changed the term ‘Forest Landscape Degradation’ to ‘Forest and Landscape 
Degradation’ 

- Lobbying for North America, Europe and Australia to sign the LDN targets is necessary, as 
they also experience land degradation 

- Land degradation is fast, however land restoration may take a very long time 
- Case study in Argentina: humid grasslands are quick to restore 
- Two key strategies were identified in the US: 1. Protect from additional loss of the most 

significant (biodiversity) lands and 2. Sustainable Grazing Lands Initiative 
- Sustainable Land Management is very context specific and governance plays a key role 

 
 
Olivia Scholtz (High Conservation Value Approach) outlined how the HCV approach can support 
Grassland and Savanna protection. The HCV approach is a three-step tool to identify and conserve 
six categories (species diversity, landscape-level ecosystem, ecosystems and habitats, ecosystem 
services, community needs, cultural values) of environmental, social and cultural values in 
commodity production landscapes. The scales of application are a. Jurisdiction and Landscapes, 
where guidance was launched in 2019, b. MU/ Concession or plantation and c. Smallholders. The 
approach is used in responsible expansion contexts, used as a land-use planning tool as well as in 
non-conversion free contexts for strengthening social safeguards and maintaining environmental 
HCVs. Conservation values of grasslands in savannahs are found in unique biodiversity and ecology, 

https://www.iucn.org/theme/ecosystem-management/our-work/global-drylands-initiative/gdi-projects/healthy-ecosystems-rangeland-development
https://www.iucn.org/theme/ecosystem-management/our-work/global-drylands-initiative/gdi-projects/healthy-ecosystems-rangeland-development


pastoralism by traditional communities, which also play a key role in maintaining grassland 
ecosystems and in ecosystem services – e.g. water and cultural ecosystems services for fodder and 
livestock production and erosion control. The HCV approach is already embedded in certification and 
is referenced in the Accountability Framework Initiative, for identifying and maintaining values. It can 
be used as a tool to activate corporate commitments for soy and oil palm. It also allows smallholders, 
who are not certified to identify HCV ecosystems and to protect HCV’s in order to enter sustainability 
supply chains. The main remaining gap is the lack of practical guidance for implementing HCV 
approach in grassland and savannah ecosystems.  
 
https://hcvnetwork.org/ - Official Website of High Conservation Value Research Network 

 
 Discussion:  
 

- Grasslands are certified via HCV toolkit e.g. for oil palm in Africa 
- Less frequently used in the mining sector 

 

 

Oliva was asking if there is interest from the group having a more in-depth discussion about HCV 
Approach application in grasslands and having a comprehensive HCV interpretation for 
grassland/savanna ecosystems. Please reach out to WWF or HCV Olivia Scholz 
(Olivia@hcvnetwork.org) 

 

 

Emails and interesting links: 

 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1654-1103.2005.tb02364.x - Large parts of the 
world are brown or black: A different view on the ‘Green World’ hypothesis by William J. Bond in 
Journal of Vegetation Science 

https://www.pnas.org/content/117/31/18550 - High plant diversity and slow assembly of old-growth 
grasslands by Ashish N. Nerlekar and Joseph W. Veldman (research article) 

https://hcvnetwork.org/ - Official Website of High Conservation Value Research Network 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/brv.12470  - Resilience and restoration of tropical 
and subtropical grasslands, savannas and grassy woodlands by Buisson et al. 

www.iucn.org/drylands - further information on above-mentioned initiative 

 

https://hcvnetwork.org/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1654-1103.2005.tb02364.x
https://www.pnas.org/content/117/31/18550
https://hcvnetwork.org/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/brv.12470
http://www.iucn.org/drylands

