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Agriculture is vital to the economies of Sub-Saharan Africa: 
two-thirds of the region’s people depend on it for their 

livelihoods. Nevertheless, agricultural productivity in most 
of the region is stagnant or declining, in large part because 
of land degradation. Soil erosion and soil nutrient depletion 
degraded almost 70 percent of the region’s land between 
1945 and 1990; 20 percent of total agricultural land has been 
severely degraded. If left unchecked, land degradation could 
seriously threaten the progress of economic growth and 
poverty reduction in Africa.

Within this context, most African countries strive to 
achieve poverty reduction and sustainable land management. 
In designing policies to achieve these objectives concurrently, 
a clear understanding of their linkage is crucial. Nonetheless, 
the relationships between poverty and land management are 
complex, context specific, and resource specific, and empirical 
evidence to demonstrate their linkage has been limited.

This analysis seeks to improve the understanding of this 
linkage by examining how poverty (broadly defined to include 
limited access to capital, infrastructure, and services) influ-
ences land-management practices, land degradation, crop 
productivity, and household incomes. In particular, the study 
focuses on how factors susceptible to policy initiatives—such 
as education, agricultural technical assistance, and credit—
affect households’ land management decisions.

Uganda was chosen to serve as a case study of these 
issues, for several reasons. Of all Sub-Saharan African nations, 
Uganda has some of the most severe soil nutrient depletion 
in Africa: about 1.2 percent of nutrient stock stored in the 
topsoil is depleted by farmers each year.   Also, the country 
contains a wide variety of agroecological zones (AEZs), mak-
ing it an appropriate microcosm of Sub-Saharan Africa. The 
Ugandan government has also been conducting ambitious 
poverty-reduction and conservation efforts, and a study such 
as this one serves to measure those efforts.

Working with the Uganda Bureau of Statistics (UBOS), 
the authors drew on Uganda’s 2002–03 National Household 

Survey, as well as a specific survey conducted to collect 
poverty, land management, and land-degradation data at the 
household and plot levels.

FINDINGS

In general, the study finds strong linkages between poverty 
and poor land management. The most important finding in 
this respect was that investments in land improvement, such 
as soil and water conservation structures and agroforestry, 
are strongly associated with higher per capita household 
income, crop productivity, and sustainable land-management 
practices, such as a propensity to fallow.

The study also found that access to certain services 
is positively associated with higher incomes or improved 
productivity, but does not have either a positive or negative 
relationship with good land management.   Access to credit, 
for instance, is positively associated with higher per capita 
household income and higher crop productivity among 
farmers in the median and upper crop productivity groups. 
It is not associated significantly with either particular land-
management practices or land degradation indicators such 
as soil nutrient depletion and soil erosion, however.   Access 
to roads and certain other physical assets is also positively 
associated with higher income without any significant 
relationship to land management. Customary land tenure of 
croplands (as opposed to formalized tenure) is associated 
with higher agricultural productivity, but has no significant 
association with land management.

Other services, however, have a more ambiguous rela-
tionship to crop productivity, income, and land condition. 
Greater farm size is negatively associated with agricultural 
productivity, even while it has a positive relationship with 
household income and a propensity to leave fallow.  Ugandan 
farms that participate in the new demand-driven advisory 
services are associated with higher crop productivity than 
those who do not. However, farms participating in the new 



advisory services are associated with greater soil erosion 
and nutrient depletion and with the propensity to slash-and-
burn.   While most physical assets have no significant relation-
ship to land management, livestock ownership is positively 
associated with lower soil nutrient balances and a propen-
sity to use inorganic fertilizers.

These findings, while valuable, still leave much undeter-
mined. Because the study is based only on a cross-sectional 
survey, the ability to assess the dynamic linkages between pov-
erty and land degradation is limited. Some tentative inferences 
have been drawn by assessing the associations of soil nutrient 
stocks with current agricultural productivity and income and 
then combining this data with information on the estimated 
impacts of poverty on soil nutrient depletion. Robust conclu-
sions about these dynamic impacts requires longitudinal data 
on both poverty and land degradation, however, as well as on 
intervening factors on land-management decisions.

This study focuses on linkages among poverty, household- 
and plot-level land management, and land degradation.  This 
study does not discuss the linkages between poverty and 
either community-level land-management institutions or 
common-pool resources. Nor does the study examine the 
broader aspects of environmental degradation, other than 
that of land. The study also largely omits questions about  
the profitability and risks of land-management practices. 
Future studies building on this study will need to address 
these issues.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

These results suggest that certain poverty-reduction strate-
gies being implemented through agricultural modernization 
in Africa can achieve win-win-win outcomes, simultaneously 
increasing productivity, reducing poverty, and reducing land 
degradation.  Examples of such strategies include promoting 
investments in soil and water conservation and agroforestry. 
Some strategies—such as road development, encouragement 
of nonfarm activities, and promotion of rural finance—appear 
to contribute to poverty reduction without significant nega-
tive effects on productivity and land management. Other 
strategies are likely to involve trade-offs among different 
objectives, however.

The presence of such trade-offs is not an argument 
for avoiding these strategies; rather, it suggests the need to 
recognize and find ways to ameliorate such negative impacts 
where they occur.  For example, incorporating teaching of 
the principles of sustainable agriculture and land manage-
ment into educational curricula, and into the technical 
assistance approach of the National Agricultural Advisory 
Services and other organizations, is one important way of 
addressing such trade-offs. Investment in poverty reduction 
and agricultural modernization by itself is not sufficient to 
address the problem of land degradation in Uganda; it must 
be complemented by greater efforts to promote sustainable 
land management practices.
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