
  

Contribution of trees and forests to the 
livelihoods of HIV/AIDS-affected 

households 

Protecting and promoting food security and nutrition of HIV/AIDS-affected households 
is essential to help them fight the disease and cope with its consequences  

 
HIV/AIDS and the forest 
sector 
Most people are not aware of the extent of 
relations between the forest sector and the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic, including the:  

 potential role of trees, natural woodlands, 
forests and agroforestry in contributing to 
livelihood responses to HIV/AIDS-affected 
households; 

 impact on the demand and supply of forest 
products at local, national and regional 
levels;   

 transfer of local knowledge about the 
sustainable use of forests and non-wood 
forest products to the next generation. 

 
People living in agricultural and 
forest areas are often vulnerable and 
HIV/AIDS increases their vulnerability 
 
Reduced labour availability disrupts food 
production and consumption and:  

 leads to a reduction in the land area 
cultivated;  

 leads to changes in cropping patterns, 
including the reduction of time spent on soil 
and water conservation measures (for 
example, soil conservation terraces) and 
poor timing of cropping operations; 

 results in a decline in crop yields; 
 increases reliance on communally-owned 
resources, such as forests and woodlands, 
as a source of food, medicines and income; 

 affects long-term agricultural sustainability;  
 
 

 reduces security of land tenure; 
 increases the use of uncontrolled fires to 
clear land for agriculture, which may also 
lead to greater destruction of woodlands 
and  the multiple products and services they 
provide to communities.  

 
Forest staff can help households find ways 
to strengthen their food security through 
solutions tailored to their constraints and 
opportunities.    

 Trees, forests and woodlands provide 
materials for housing, roofing, and lighting. 
They also provide fuelwood which is 
essential for cooking, as well as drying and 
heating. 

 Low-income and HIV/AIDS-affected 
households often rely upon tree and forest 
products to complement their diets more 
than the rest of rural populations (i.e. wild 
food plants, bushmeat, nuts, leaves and 
roots). 

 Forest foods are often good sources of 
micronutrients (vitamins and minerals which 
are essential for good nutrition and health) 
which become essential to HIV/AIDS-
affected households. 

 Forests and trees also provide fibre, timber, 
fodder and mushrooms which can reduce 
expenditure and generate income. 

 Wood and non-wood products may be used 
as a source of livelihood through value-
adding (i.e. handicrafts, furniture-making, 
beekeeping).  

 
 
Longer-term rural livelihoods 
 



Forestry and agroforestry can contribute to 
addressing the problem of insufficient 
labour and capital resources in the 
agricultural sector in the following ways: 
 
Land tenure 
Trees are traditionally regarded as an indicator 
of tenure and can assist in securing land.  
Access to and ownership of land are 
determining factors for the viability of 
HIV/AIDS-affected households. 
Widows and orphans may lose their access to 
land through land grabbing after the death of 
their husbands or fathers.  
Traditional agroforestry systems 
Traditional systems of integrating tree and crop 
production enable: 

 the productive capacity of the soil to be 
maintained; 

 production to be maintained even if 
households face labour shortages;  

 multiple household needs to be met (i.e. 
food, fodder and fuelwood). 

 
Natural medicines 
Wild plants are a principal source of traditional 
medicines (leaves, roots, etc.) that may help to 
treat many of the symptoms of opportunistic 
infections that are associated with AIDS.  
Indigenous medicinal plants (including 
cultivated tree nuts and wild fruits) may also 
boost the immune system of HIV/AIDS 
patients. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What can you do? 

The role of forest extensionists is essential 
to: 

 support and enhance the capacity of 
traditional village institutions; 

 act as an interface between local 
agricultural and forest institutions and non-
governmental organizations to ensure that 
they respond effectively to community 
needs arising from the pandemic; 

 provide specialist advice in the contribution 
of trees and woodlands to rural livelihoods. 

 
In collaboration with agriculture extension 
workers, you can improve households’ 
livelihood systems:  
 
By encouraging better management of 
trees, farmers can: 

 maintain land productivity;  
 enhance soil fertility; 
 reduce wind and water erosion; 
 support other farm enterprises, i.e. fodder 
for livestock; shade for tea, coffee etc.;  

 diversify production;  
 provide an emergency source of food;  
 reduce the burden of household work on 
women. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By improving fallows through planting 
trees and shrubs within local farming 
systems, farmers can: 

 improve soil fertility and food production; 
 reinforce soil conservation; 
 provide a source of fodder and fuelwood in 
proximity of the homestead; 

 assist in securing land tenure of abandoned 
farmlands; 

 harvest products after two to eight years, 
depending on the species planted. 

 
By introducing agroforestry, farmers can:  

 reduce the amount of labour required by 
maximizing the productivity of biological 
systems; 

 improve the efficiency of labour through 
positive interaction of trees and farm 
enterprises, and the use of wood energy 
saving devices. 
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