


If managed well, drylands are fertile and capable of supporting the habitats, crops, 
and livestock that nourish human beings. Such areas currently sustain nearly one-
third of humanity. However, food production in drylands overwhelmingly relies on 
highly fragile agro-ecological systems in which small disturbances can lead to land 
degradation, soil infertility, diminished food production, and reductions in land’s 
natural resilience. This threatens food security.

Project example
The New Seed Initiative for Maize in Southern Africa (NSIMA) investigates vari-
eties of maize that are resilient to drought in an effort to improve food security 
in countries of southern Africa. Even in cases of low soil fertility these new seed 
varieties can produce higher yields than conventional ones, thus contributing to 
food security. Supported by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
(SDC), the project is collaboratively conducted with state and private actors in the 
maize sector, in particular those who support the production and trade of seeds on 
behalf of small producers.

Challenges for food security
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Changes can make a difference
There are solutions for restoring soil fertility, combating wind and water erosion, accelerating reforestation, 

and fostering sustainable agriculture. Making gradual changes away from intensive monocultures and 

towards greater biodiversity gives depleted soils a chance to recover. It also gives vulnerable populations 

a chance for a brighter economic and social future. In this process, there is much to be relearned from 

traditional societies who have managed to thrive in challenging environments by developing sustainable 

socio-economic systems and practices over centuries.

Deserti�cation, land degradation, and drought have negative impacts on the avail-
ability, quantity, and quality of water resources in drylands. The direct physical  
effects of land degradation include increased frequency of drought and sand-
storms, and increased frequency of �ooding due to inadequate drainage or poor 
irrigation practices.

Project example
SDC supports the Watershed Organisation Trust project in semi-arid areas of the 
states of Andhra Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Maharashtra, India. The project 
aims to generate new water-management knowledge that enhances the adap-
tive capacities of vulnerable communities and local institutions. Water-budgeting 
exercises help communities visualize and plan their crops based on their existing 
needs and water availability. Thanks to these efforts, the cropping season has been 
extended and yields have increased by 30 to 80 percent in project sites, while costs 
have been reduced by 20 to 40 percent.

Water budgeting

Dryland soils contain over a quarter of the stored organic carbon in the world. 
But climate change is causing more frequent and more intense events of extreme 
weather, such as droughts and heavy rains, which contribute to soil erosion and 
deserti�cation. At the same time, deserti�cation accelerates climate change 
by reducing carbon sequestration in the soil and burning of biomass. Human 
in�uence on deserti�cation is equally important: excessive use of �rewood for 
cooking and lighting in drylands, for example, is one of the main causes of  
deserti�cation.

Project example
SDC supports a project in Tanzania that aims to develop a sustainable production 
chain for charcoal, which provides rural populations with income while protecting 
resources. The project seeks to help Tanzania’s charcoal sector become more envi-
ronmentally friendly and socially responsible through targeted interventions. This 
means both supporting private actors and addressing state-level policies.

Coping with climate change

Land degradation diminishes resources and increases the likelihood of human 
con�icts. This, in turn, can trigger waves of migration with grave humanitarian 
implications. Long-term refugees can further strain the environment and cause 
additional social and political tensions in other regions.

Swiss engagement
In response to drought-related emergency needs in the Horn of Africa between 
2009 and 2011, food-for-work activities were implemented with the support of 
SDC, HEKS, and the Oromo Self-Help Organization (OSHO). Bush clearing, pond 
rehabilitation, and other activities were carried out based on community-de�ned 
priorities. Once bushes were cleared, for example, the bene�ciaries fenced off 
speci�c pasture areas or degraded land for regeneration. People also cleared 
out traditional water wells that had been �ooded during the rainy season, and 
engaged in soil bund construction. These achievements improved target com-
munities’ drought preparedness and strengthened their capacity and sense of 
ownership of solutions.

Preventing con�icts and displacement

In drylands, women are often the primary natural resource managers, providers of 
food security, and repositories of knowledge and expertise on indigenous plants, 
medicines, food, and water. Because their role in production is often con�ned to 
subsistence agriculture, women tend to be more vulnerable to the environmental 
and economic impacts of land degradation. As key players in both agricultural 
and pastoral production, their role in dealing with diminishing soil fertility and 
crop failure in degraded and drought-prone areas is crucial.

Deserti�cation is not gender-neutral – it often impacts women disproportionately, 
since they are often expected to fetch water and to collect fuelwood from increas-
ingly remote areas.

Gender is a cross-cutting issue in many deserti�cation projects – for instance in 
WOTR (India), FNAM (Mali), Engaging Stakeholders in Environmental Conserva-
tion (Mongolia), and many others.

Gender and deserti�cation

Traditional systems of land use such as pastoralism have been developed over 
centuries by inhabitants of dryland areas. Flexible seasonal grazing systems gave 
nature a chance to regenerate. But population growth, agricultural expansion, and 
increasing restrictions on pastoral mobility have disrupted this delicate ecological 
balance in many places. Overgrazing is one of many causes of deserti�cation.

Project example
SDC works for the protection of grasslands in Mongolia, including support for 
herder communities. Community units, or so-called Pasture User Groups (PUGs), 
consist of herders who are granted user rights to grasslands by local authorities. 
The PUGs develop pasture management plans and use pastures according to a 
rotating cycle. Within the Green Gold Project, 700 PUGs have been supported; 
this corresponds to over 40,000 herder households.

Preserving rangelands

“The top 20 centimetres of soil is all that stands between us and extinction.”
 (Luc Gnacadja – Executive Secretary of UNCCD 2007–2013)
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