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Land degradation is the primary environmental issue for the Eastern African country of Tanzania. Due to its 

effect on crop production, land degradation primarily affects farmers living in rural parts of the country. 

Unsustainable farming techniques, deforestation, and rainfall variation are the main drivers of land 

degradation. Victims of land degradation tend to struggle from increased undernutrition, decreased 

economic well-being, and regular environmental migration. Implementing the principles of conservation 

agriculture are essential to increasing crop yields and decreasing poverty and undernutrition in Tanzania. 
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Key Takeaways+ 

• More than 19 million people live in lands affected by land degradation in Tanzania. 

• Contributing factors of land degradation include unsustainable farming practices, deforestation, and 

rainfall variability. 

• Negative consequences of land degradation are undernutrition, economic decline, and environmental 

migrat ion. 

• 64% of adolescents in Tanzania experience stunted growth. 

• Bl% of rural Tanzanians reported having an income that is insufficient for their needs. 

• Conservation agriculture has been shown to increase crop production in some areas of Tanzania by 

200%. 

Key Terms+ 

Adolescents-Children aged 10-19 years. 

Conservation Agriculture-A method of agriculture focusing on minimizing soil disturbance (introducing full 

organic soil cover) and expanding crop diversification to help improve the- food yield, soil health. and overall 

nutrition of the people it benefits. 

Croppable Mosaic Vegetation-Areas within a natural vegetation mosaic which are croppabte. 

Deforestation-The process of removing natural forestry. 

Fallowing-An agricultural technique characterized by leaving a piece of land unused for a period of time.1 

Forced migration-The involuntary removal of an individual from their home, generally caused by conflict or 

natural disaster. 

Ground cover-Any plant that grows over an area of land. Ground cover helps reduce soil erosion. 

Labor market dlsplacement- Wide-spread Involuntary job loss due to economic factors.2 

Land Degradation-The process by which land becomes less useful for agricultural processes. 3 

Land Degradation Hotspot-An area which has seen an NOVI decline for 20 or more years. 

Malnutrition/undernutrition-A lack of basic nutrition caused by a lack or food or a lack of necessary food 

for the process of growth and health. 

Natural Vegetation Mosaic-Lands with a mosaic of croplands, forest, shrublands, and grasslands in which 

no one component comprises more than 60% of the landscape.4 

Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVl)-A common indicator of land degradation that uses remote 

sensing and reflects the visible and near-infrared radiation reflected by vegetation.5 

2

Ballard Brief, Vol. 2022 [2022], Iss. 2, Art. 4

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ballardbrief/vol2022/iss2/4



Over-Cultivation-The same plot of land being used for multiple consecutive growing periods without 

breaks for regeneration. 

overgrazing-Exposure of plants to grazing for extended periods of time without sufficient recovery 

periods. 

Rainfall Varlablllty-The change in the amount of precipitation is received in a given area over a period of 

time. 

5allnlzatlon-The process by which soil goes from saline to non-saline. 

SOIi Degradation-The detachment or removal of nutrients in the soil. 

SOil Erosion-The removal of topsoil, or the layer of soil that holds nutrients for plant growth.6 

Stunting-An inabillty to grow caused by malnutritiOn, typically typified by a low height for age. 

Unlined canal-An irrigation system made of a material that allows for high leakage. 

Wasting-Low weight compared to height caused by malnutrition. 

Water Erosion-Detachment or removal of soil nutrient by water. 

Context 

Q: What is land degradation, and what does it look like in Tanzania? 

A:. Land degradation is the process by which land becomes 

less productive. This brief will measure land productivity by 

its ability to produce agricultural goods. Levels of land 

degradation are apparent through the amount of land that 

can produce agricultural goods and the actual amount of 

agricultural goods that are produced. Degraded land is less 

available for the agricultural processes which are necessary 

for the food production in rural areas of Tanzania. 120,000 

square kilometers of land are degraded each year worldwide: 

the amount of land degraded each year in Tanzania 

specifically is unavailable.7- 8· 9 One form of land degradation, 

soil degradation. is the process by which soil loses nutrients 

that are necessary for crop growth. Even if agricultural 

Credit: ©2014CIAT/StephanleMalyon 
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processes are still possible, the yields they produce are not 

sufficient for necessary growth. Soil degradation may 

manifest itself through soil or water erosion. 

Land degradation is especially harmful when it impacts cropland or croppable mosaic vegetation because 

these are the types of lands that Tanzania uses to produce food. Mosaic vegetation is a term that is used 

to describe an area of land that has a mix of croplands, shrublands. and forests. Croppable mosaic 

vegetation is the area of land within mosaic vegetation that can be used for agricultural purposes. In 

Tanzania. 32% of cropland and 62% of croppable mosaic vegetation are in land degradation hotspots.10 

These areas have seen a decline in the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NOVI) for at least twenty 

years.11 NOVI decline is a common indicator for land degradation; in cropland and croppable mosaic 

vegetation, this sort of decline indicates a loss of plant productivity and characterizes lower plant health in 

the areas it affects.12 For farmers, NDVI decline means lower agricultural productivity. Because research 

demonstrates that 51% of all land in Tanzania (around 450,000 sq. km. [173746 sq. mi.]) is covered by "land 

degradation hotspots.' about half of the land in the country has seen long-term NOVI decline due to land 

degradation.13• 14 Over 43% of Tanzania's population live in these areas, so a significant portion of Tanzanian 

citizens are affected by the decline in NOVl.15 

Q: What does farming look like in Tanzania? 

A:. Agriculture is the central part of rural Tanzanians· lives, as it is the occupation of most of those who live 

in agricultural areas. Nearly 65% of Tanzanians live in rural areas. and around 90% of those individuals are 

engaged in agriculture for their primary source of food and income.16• 17• 18 65% of all people in Tanzania are 

employed in the agricultural sector.19 Of those, 83% are small family farmers. meaning that one family is 

engaged in all of the work for that farm. The average farm size for small family farmers is 3 acres. and 60% 

of farmers in Tanzania have farms under 5 acres.20- 21 For reference. the average farm size in the United 

States is 444 acres.22 

The labor required for farmers is strenuous. as only 1.4% of small family farmers have motorized equipment, 

and work without motorized equipment is done using livestock or by hand.23 Of those that own farms, 

Tanzanians spend on average 5.8 hours a day working. Seventy-eight percent of that labor occurred on 

their own farms and the other 22% was devoted to work such as collecting water, keeping livestock, or 

attending school.24 Farmers in Tanzania are mostly focused on a few crops, with the primary agricultural 

products from the country being maize, wheat, rice, sweet potatoes, bananas. beans, sorghum, and sugar 

cane.25 
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0: Who is affected by land 
degradation in Tanzania? 

A: Farmers need arable land to farm. and land degradation 

makes farming more difficult and leads to inadequate crop 

yields. Because of this. farmers are the primary group 

affected by land degradation in Tanzania. The population of 

Tanzania has doubled within the past 25 years. greatly 

increasing the demand for agricultural goods in the 

country.26 Because long-term land degradation persists in 

about half of the land in the country, land degradation 

reduces the ability of farmers to meet those needs.27 It is 

common for people in rural areas to only farm for their own 

meals rather than yielding harvests to sell for profit.28 

Therefore. less domestic food is available for urban 

consumption, delineating how degradation-based food 

shortages affect both urban and rural citizens of Tanzania. 

Research from 2017 demonstrates that 78% of hOuseholds in 

Tanzania reported having food shortages-84% of rural 

households and 64% of urban.29 

0: How has land degradation in Tanzania changed over time? 

A: Around 300 BCE. agriculture and ironwork introduced slow topsoil erosion and land degradation to the 

area that is now Tanzania.30 In the early 19th century, increased caravan trade destroyed natural 

vegetation along trade routes to make way for walkways and settlements.31 The destruction of ground 

cover and removal of natural vegetation contributed to an increase in land degradation in the area. 

Additionally. as travelers moved along the caravan routes. they needed food and other agricultural goods: 

the caravan travelers would trade for food. making agricultural production an avenue for wealth. Because 

of this, farmers focused on quick crop yields rather than sustainable agricultural methods, quickly 

degrading the land they worked on.32 The decision by farmers to engage in inadequate agrarian exercises 

acted as a precursor to contemporary farming practices which have continued to affect land degradation. 
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Much of the increase in land degradation In Tanzania has happened In the last 70 years as farming 

techniques and trends have evolved in ways that have proved harmful to the land. largely due to the 

villagization of Tanzania. In late 1973, Tanzania passed the Rural Lands Planning and Utilization Act. which 

permitted the government to take the people in rural areas out of small and localized settlements and Into 

centralized and consolidated villages.33 The hope of this law was that it would make it easier for the 

government to provide water, electricity, and schooling to its citizens.34 However, the law also allowed the 

expansion of unsustainable farming techniques (to be discussed in the Contributing Factors section of 

this brief). The extent to which the Rural Lands Planning and Utilization Act affected land degradation in 

Tanzania is difficult to measure because long-term NDVI studies, and thus measurements of land 

degradation hot spots, were not available after 1973. 

Q: Within Tanzania, where is the 
problem most relevant? 

A:. Tanzania is more affected by land degradation than almost 

any country in the world. 51% of the land in Tanzania is 

affected by land degradation hot spots; only six countries in 

the world have a higher percentage of land affected by land 

degradation hot spots.35 All of the countries in Eastern Africa 

but one have lower levels of land degradation hotspots, and 

more people in Tanzania live in land degradatlon hot spots 

than in any other country. The only country bordering 

Tanzania that has a higher percentage of land affected by 

degradation is Rwanda. However, Rwanda's population is 

nearly only 1/5 the size of Tanzania's population, and over 

four times as many people in Tanzania live in land 

degradation hot spots than in Rwanda.36 

The problem is most obvious In the northwestern part of the 

country, far outside the major city of Dar es Salaam. The 

areas closer to the coasts are less affected than the dryer 

inward areas of the country.37 Generally, land degradation 

becomes worse as an area becomes more inland and rural.38 

Additionally, farmers in Tanzania are used to farming with 

rain-dependent crops.39 As annual rainfall decreases, the 

problems associated with land degradation increase. The 
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0: What is the climate of Tanzania? 

practices that contribute to land degradation (i.e. 

overgrazing, poor irrigation techniques, etc.) are more severe 

in areas with less rainfall. 

A:. Due to its proximity to the equator, Tanzania is a relatively temperate area. The climate is split into four 

major areas: the coastal plains (along the eastern coast). the northern and southern highlands (in the 

northern and southern parts of the country), and the central plateau. which takes up most of the rural 

parts of the country.40 The coastal areas are hot and humid, with temperatures ranging from 70-90 

degrees year round. while temperatures in the rural areas within the highland and on the central plateau 

range between 59 and 75 degrees annually.41 Rainfall changes within different regions, but the rainfall 

differences between rural and urban areas is not abundantly evidenl Rain tends to fall between November 

and May, with the majority of rain coming during April.42 Furthermore. the growing season for crops in 

Tanzania tends to begin in December for most regions and end In April.43 Throughout the growing season, 

rainfall is between 100 and 200 mm per month for regions.44 During the other months of the year. rainfall 

tends to stay below 25 mm per month for most regions, especially between May and October.45 

Understanding Tanzania's climate is an important part of understanding how global climate change and 

rainfal l variability have an effect on land degradation. 

Contributing Factors 

Inadequate Agricultural Practices 

Overgrazing 
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