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Bhutan became a party to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) 
in August 2003. Since then, Bhutan through its Ministry of Agriculture & Forests (MoAF) 
has been observing the World Day to Combat Desertification & Land Degradation 
annually by organizing special advocacy and awareness programs like national level Land 
Management Campaign (LMC) and media broadcasts. This year, Bhutan is again joining 
the global community to celebrate the day with the theme “Drought and Water Scarcity”. 
However, this year, the MoAF will not be able to organize LMC to mark the day because of 
the upcoming general elections. To mark the day, the National Soil Services Centre (NSSC) 
of the Department of Agriculture would like to present the achievement highlights of the 
initiatives undertaken by the MoAF to combat land degradation in the country.

The MoAF has recognized the importance of land and water management since early 
1980s (during 5th-7th FYPs) where land owners were provided cash incentives for land 

development, e.g. Nu. 300 per acre for terracing and Nu. 200 per acre for bunding. With 
the start of the 8th FYP, there was a shift in government’s priority towards social sector and 
hence land and water management received less attention and focus.

In 2004, major flash floods triggered by rain storm hit most parts of the country, particularly 
in the east. That monsoon flood caused loss of 9 lives, destroyed 29 houses completely, 
washed away 664 acres of arable land and damaged 39 irrigation channels and 22 bridges 
(RNR Newsletter, Vol. XX Issue No. 107, July/August 2005). While the main cause was the heavy 
rainfall, unsustainable agricultural practices such as over grazing, too much exploitation of 
natural resources, improper management of irrigation water, cultivation on steep slopes, 
etc. also played their part. The incident served as a great reminder or an eye opener for 
both the government and the farmers alike. Following these devastating flash floods and 
the subsequent Royal Command to assess the impact and implement remedial actions, the 
MoAF initiated national level LMC in 2005 to create mass awareness on the importance of 
protecting scarce land resources by sensitizing and mobilizing communities, extensionists, 
researchers, planners and policy makers on soil conservation. It introduced and promoted 
improved land management technologies suitable to the local environment. 

The event also sensitized the public that the management of land and water is a collective 
responsibility and not that of land owners or government alone. The LMC is now 
institutionalized within local development plans and programs and are being organized 
annually by the gewogs and the Dzongkhags. Over the past eight years (2005-2012), the 
national level LMC was carried out in eight Dzongkhags and has improved more than 114 
acres of vulnerable land.
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Other major initiative undertaken by the MoAF to combat land degradation is the inception 
of two Sustainable Land Management Projects (SLMPs) – 

1) Medium sized project (MSP) on capacity building and mainstreaming of SLM in Bhutan 
funded by GEF/UNDP amounting to USD 500,000 and implemented from 2007-2010 and 

2) SLMP funded by GEF/World Bank with grant amount of USD 7.66 million and implemented 
from 2006 - mid 2013. 

Now that the SLMP is formally coming to an end on 30th June 2013, it is an opportune 
moment to pay tribute to donors and implementers both national and international by 
highlighting the key achievements of the two projects on this important Global Day. 

MSP on capacity  
building & mainstreaming of SLM  

(GEF/UNDP_2007-2010)

The •	 National Action Program (NAP) to combat land degradation in the Kingdom 
of Bhutan was prepared following extensive stakeholders workshops at community, 
regional and national levels. It contains five program components and 69 recommended 
actions to address SLM priorities in Bhutan. It also contains a separate chapter on 
Integrated Financing Strategy (IFS) that identifies possible funding sources for NAP 
implementation – internal, external and innovative.

National staff from different agencies and different levels including local elected •	
leaders have been trained and exposed to SLM concepts, principles and measures.

A number of studies have been administered to broaden the knowledge base on •	
SLM and poverty related subjects like Indigenous Technical Knowledge (ITK) on 
soil & soil fertility management, Poverty-SLM linkage, cause and effect of land 
fallowing in eastern Bhutan, etc.

Education materials such as leaflets on land and soil fertility management were •	
produced and distributed to all the Dzongkhags and geogs. Other materials developed 
and distributed include Bio-engineering manual and audio cassettes on SLM.

The project supported review of •	 mainstreaming of SLM in Government Policies 
and Plans in Bhutan which highlights the existing policy, legal and institutional gaps 
and the recommendations. 

Apart from documentation and capacity building, •	 demonstration of SLM best 
approaches and techniques were also carried out at different locations especially in 
the eastern and the southern parts of the country.

The project supported both national and local level land management campaigns •	
organized to create mass awareness and better understanding of land degradation 
problems and SLM best practices. 

The project also supported the development of SLM text book for use in the Non-•	
formal education (NFE) system.
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Highlighting efforts made in combating land degradation through Sustainable Land Management Projects

Sustainable Land Management Project  
(GEF/World Bank) 

July 2006-June 2013

While the MSP was implemented at the National level, the SLMP has focused •	
its interventions in three pilot Dzongkhags covering nine gewogs – Bongo, 
Phuntsholing & Logchina gewogs in Chhukha, Radhi, Lumang & Thrimshing gewogs 
in Trashigang and Nangkor, Bardo & Goshing gewogs in Zhemgang. In total, the 
project has benefitted about 4,552 households.

The project has improved about •	 8,386 acres of vulnerable land primarily through 
establishment of community and private forests (6443.8 acres), Afforestation 
(bamboo & tree plantation) in degraded areas (953.4 acres), water source protection 
(74.8 acres), legume intercropping (380.7 acres), Grazing improvement through 
pasture development (483.7 acres) and other SLM measures (111.0 acres).

Similarly, the project has converted about •	 9,143 acres of ex-tseri land (Kamzhing) 
into more sustainable land use by promoting dryland terracing (327.0 acres), 
Chhuzhing terracing (238.0 acres), Grass hedgerows (2281.3 acres), stone bunds 
(932.6 acres), orchard establishment (2,434.7 acres), annual crops (2780.8 acres) 
and Agro-forestry establishment (148.5 acres).

In terms of capacity building, the project has supported •	 16 RNR staff for their long-
term ex-country training (MSc & PG Diploma), 445 RNR staff for short term ex-
country training including study tour and 445 RNR staff and local elected leaders 
for in-country training on SLM/Bio-engineering.

The project has also supported farmers training on SLM (•	 16,448 farmers) and in-
country study tour (789 farmers).

Other achievements include: documentation of SLM best practices and approaches, •	
construction of improved dairy sheds (1,165 nos), renovation of irrigation channel 
(83.05 km), supply of post harvest farm machineries (48 nos), supply of net sheds 
for vegetable nursery raising (67 nos), supply of improved beehive boxes (1,404 
nos), rain water harvesting (15 nos), supply of breeding bull (16 nos), poultry & 
piggery (179 nos) and supply of simple agriculture tools (829 sets).

Through these two projects, best SLM practices and approaches have been successfully 
piloted and scaled out. Both the implementers and the beneficiaries have appreciated the 
project for its multi-sectoral, integrated and inclusiveness approach and also for supporting 
both the long and short term investments. 

Now, to further scale out these best practices and lessons learnt will depend largely 
on how the need for SLM in a mountainous country like Bhutan is perceived by the 
stakeholders at various levels and of course the availability of funding support. 

Finally, as the Bhutan joins the global community in celebrating the World Day to Combat 
Desertification and Land Degradation, the call of the MoAF is “Don’t let our Future Dry 
up”. Let us make sure that land and water receive the kind of priority it deserves. Let us also 
recognize that by combating drought and land degradation, we can increase Agriculture 
Productivity, enhance Eco-system Services, alleviate Poverty and achieve Green 
Economy. The Ministry, therefore, urges everyone both within and outside, high and low 
to help spread the message about the importance of land and water management.
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Common Land and Water Management Measures

>> Napier Grass Hedgerows

>> Reaping the Benefit Together – Labour Sharing Groups>> Community Forest (CF) Establishment 

>> Water Source Protection>> Grass Hedgerow & Stone bund combined 

>> River Bank Erosion

Land Degradation Problems

>> Surface or Rill Erosion

>> Ravines  
(Advance stage land degradation)

>> Splash Erosion
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