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Introduction

Drylands occupy over 40% of the earth’s surface and are 

home to more than 2 billion people. They are key to the food 

and nutritional security of the whole planet and support 

livestock production and crop cultivation vital to the 

economies and livelihoods of dryland inhabitants. Yet, there is 

inadequate understanding and misrepresentation of dryland 

systems. Drylands are commonly perceived as unproductive, 

economically inefficient and marginal lands. Global and 

national policy narratives present drylands as fragile areas 

where small scale farmers and pastoralists practice 

environmentally degrading land use activities, for example, 

through overstocking and overgrazing the land. These 

narratives are pervasive, but are rarely subject to critical 

scrutiny.

The BRECcIA (Building Research Capacity 

for Sustainable Water and Food Security in 

Sub-Saharan Africa) project aims to 

strengthen research capacity and capability 

in Ghana, Kenya and Malawi to carry out 

impactful research that leads to positive 

policy change for sustainable water and food 

security. www.gcrf-breccia.com

Findings

Below we present results from a preliminary sample of 122 respondents, consisting predominately of researchers and 

academics working in BRECcIA partner institutions across Kenya, Ghana, Malawi and the UK. The graphs present the 

range of responses given for a particular statement and quotes are used to illustrate and contextualise the responses.

Conclusion

The preliminary results reveal that many common 

dryland assumptions are still widely held among 

researchers working in the drylands. However, 

there are mixed views to a number of statements 

and the overall rejection of one statement, 

revealing that some of the assumptions are now 

being challenged. The qualitative perspectives 

reveal how statements are context dependent and 

require a more nuanced examination of the 

evidence upon which they are based. 

The next stage of the research will elucidate how 

perceptions are influenced by respondent 

attributes such as profession, years of experience, 

and country of origin, from a wider range of 

dryland researchers, practitioners and policy-

makers. 
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Implications for learning

The survey provides justification for the 

development of training courses that challenge 

the common rhetoric and stereotypical views 

frequently associated with the drylands.

The survey findings are currently being integrated 

into the development of BRECcIA-devised tailor 

made trainings for policy-makers, practitioners, 

researchers and students at Kenyatta University 

in Kenya. These courses will critically examine the 

conceptual framings of the drylands to provide 

better understanding of the drylands and promote 

policy responses that exploit their highly variable 

and dynamic conditions.

There is a scarcity of natural resources in the 
drylands

Common dryland 

assumptions

Dryland environments 

are fragile 

ecosystems

Livestock mobility is a 

coping strategy

Dryland environments 

are most affected by 

land degradation 

Drylands are marginal areas of low economic value

Livestock mobility reduces livestock 
productivity

Dryland environments are the most affected by 
land degradation

Dryland environments are fragile ecosystems
The natural environment in the drylands, especially 

low and variable rainfall is a constraint for food 
production (livestock and crops)

Mixed views. In 11 statements, respondents had mixed views, with a range of responses given and 

no overall trend. Two examples are given below:

Agree with the statements. In 14 of the 26 statements, respondents overall* agreed with statement, revealing how they 

subscribed to those particular assumptions. Three examples are given below:
* More than 60% of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed compared to those that strongly disagreed or disagreed

Disagree with the statements. In only one statement did respondents overall* disagree with statement, suggesting that 

they rejected that assumption.
* More than 60% of respondents either strongly disagreed or disagreed compared to those that strongly agreed or agreed

Online Drylands Perception Survey

To understand the perceptions 

of a range of actors who work in 

the drylands, the BRECcIA 

project developed an Online 

Drylands Perceptions Survey.

The survey targets researchers, 

practitioners and development 

professionals, working in the 

drylands of sub-Saharan Africa. 

The survey was sent through email to all BRECcIA team members in 

partner institutions across Africa and the UK. The survey is 

currently being further distributed among BRECcIA’ s partner 

networks of dryland stakeholders. The survey consists of 26 

statements drawn from a pool of dryland narratives commonly 

encountered in development and policy circles. Each statement 

exemplifies a negative or misleading narrative on the drylands. 

Respondents are asked to rate each statement on a 5-point Likert 

scale, and are invited to add a qualitative response to explain the 

reason for their rating. 

’’The reason why they are 
fragile is that any small 

change in climate conditions 
has very pronounced 

impacts’’

’’This is because of no 
rainfall and insufficient 

water for irrigation’’

‘’The fact that most of them 
are bare lands some people 

might see this as an 
opportunity to degrade them’’ 

‘’Dryland resources can be 
of great economic value if 

well utilised and 
maintained’’

‘’Some resources may be 
scarce (e.g. surface water 

and rainfall) but others (e.g. 
groundwater) may be in 

plenty’’

‘’Depends on distances 
travelled, period spent on 

any given pasture as well as 
the health of the pastures, 
this may not affect much

‘’They have flora and 
fauna adapted to those 

conditions as well as 
minerals. Sustainable 
management is key to 

increasing their 
economic value’’

Survey developed in SurveyMonkey

http://www.gcrf-breccia.com/

