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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and Indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding 
from the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(NORAD) and the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), awarded the 
Equator Prize 2017 to 15 outstanding local community 
and Indigenous peoples initiatives from 12 countries. 
The winners were recognized for their significant work 
to advance nature-based solutions for sustainable 

development in marine, forest, grassland, dryland and 
wetland ecosystems.  Selected from 806 nominations from 
across 120 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala 
event in New York, coinciding with Global Goals Week and 
the 72nd Session of the UN General Assembly. Special 
emphasis was placed on scalable, nature-based solutions 
to address biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, gender equality, land 
rights, and food and water security to reduce poverty, 
protect nature, and strengthen resilience.

The following case study is one in a growing series that 
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices intended 
to inspire the policy dialogue needed to scale nature-
based solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals.  

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize Winner 

2017

Founded

2013

Location 

Almaty, Kazakhstan

Beneficiaries 

Approximately 200 direct beneficiaries (120 men and 80 
women) across seven regions of the country: Akmola, 
Almaty, East Kazakhstan, Turkistan (formerly South 
Kazakhstan), Karaganda, Kyzylorda, and Mangystau

Areas of focus

Protection; restoration; sustainable use; awareness and 
education; access and benefit sharing

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2017 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Concerned with extensive soil degradation threat-
ening their agriculture-dependent livelihoods, 
five farming communities of Kazakhstan created 
the Community Fund Zhassyl Azyk to restore the 
productivity of low-fertility lands by sustainably cul-
tivating alfalfa. Alfalfa cultivation serves as an entry 
point to restore soil fertility, counter the effects of 
monoculture, increase efficiency of scarce water use, 
and improve smallholder income. New opportuni-
ties for livestock breeding through the availability 
of alfalfa have further enhanced food security. The 
group’s innovative approaches accelerate recovery 
of soil fertility, do not require large financial invest-
ments, and are technologically accessible for small-
holder agricultural producers. The initiative’s work 
has led to a 20 percent increase in incomes, while 
more than 200 jobs have been created. The national 
government has integrated these techniques into 
the National Program for the Development of an 
Agro-industrial Complex, effectively providing the 
support to scale up these practices to the national 
level. Community Fund Zhassyl Azyk mobilizes local 
communities to deliver on solutions that address 
global challenges of food security, land degradation, 
water scarcity, and adaptation to climate change.

The designations employed and the presentation of material on this 
map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 
part of the Secretariat of the United Nations or UNDP concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or 
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

From the Caspian Sea and the Lower Volga to the Altai 
and China, and from the West Siberian Plain and southern 
Urals to the Tien-Shan mountains and Kyzyl-Kum Desert, 
Kazakhstan is the largest country in Central Asia. Spanning  
more than 2 million square kilometres (almost the size 
of Western Europe) and with a population of nearly 
18 million people, Kazakhstan has one of the lowest 
population densities in the world, with just six people 
per square kilometre of land area on average. It became 
an independent sovereign state in 1991, following the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union.

Despite being a landlocked country, Kazakhstan has 
significant diversity of natural conditions, ecosystems, 
and species. Approximately 60 percent of its surface area 
is composed of lowland plains with steppes, semideserts, 
and deserts; 30 percent of arid foothills; and 10 percent 
of mountains. Kazakhstan’s rich biodiversity includes 
more than 6,000 species of higher vascular plants, 5,000 
mushroom species, 485 lichen species, 2,000 species of 
algae, 178 mammal species, 489 bird species, 12 amphibian 
species, and 104 fish species. There are 127 important bird 
areas, covering more than 15 million hectares (more than 
5 percent of the country), while protected areas of national 
importance encompass more than 24 million hectares 
(nearly 9 percent of the country). 

Kazakhstan is part of the Central Asian Northern Desert 
Ecoregion. Here, the vegetation in the desert steppes is 
dominated by bunch grasses, such as kovylok or Lessing 
feather grass (Stipa lessingiana), tyrsik or beck (Stipa 
sareptana), and tipchak or Volga fescue (Festuca valesiaca). 
Wormwood species (Artemisia spp.) are also a significant 
component of plant communities. Many wildlife species 
are endangered, mostly due to habitat destruction and 
hunting. These include Kazakhstan argali (Ovis ammon 
colium), Pallas’s cat (Otocolobus manul), and marbled 
polecat (Vormela peregusna). 

The saiga antelope (Saiga tatarica) is among the most 
affected. Historically, millions of animals roamed Kazakhstan 
(mainly Kalmykia), Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan, migrating 
to the steppe areas of the north during the summer and to 
the semi-deserts in the south during the winter. However, 
the population has declined abruptly since the second half 
of the 19th Century, when horn exports experienced a sharp 
increase, particularly to China. Poaching was compounded 
by habitat fragmentation, leading the semi-desert 
population of saiga antelope in Kazakhstan to isolation. The 
species is currently classified as critically endangered by the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red 
List of Threatened Species.

Despite its predominantly arid or semi-arid environments, 
Kazakhstan harbours several significant bodies of water, 
such as Lake Balkhash. Spanning nearly 17,000 square 
kilometres in the regions of Almaty, Zhambyl, and 
Karaganda, the lake is the largest in the country and the 
15th largest in the world. It is considered one of the most 
unique lakes on Earth because half of it is freshwater and 
the other half is saltwater. Additionally, the lake is located 
in the desert, and it has no outlet.

With rich oil and mineral resources, the main pressures on 
biodiversity in Kazakhstan are linked to extractive industries, 
mainly coal and uranium. Agriculture is also an important 
economic activity. With 24.8 million hectares of arable land, 
including 1.49 million hectares of irrigated land, the country 
has great potential for food exports. Although it is one of 
the world’s largest exporters of grain, it heavily relies on 
imports of several food products, primarily cereals. Harmful 
agricultural practices, such as long-term monocropping, 
the use of primitive farming methods, excessively high rates 
of irrigation, and overgrazing of livestock, have resulted in 
serious soil degradation exacerbated by water scarcity and 
a harsh climate.
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Origin and Structure

Community Fund Zhassyl Azyk is a non-commercial 
and non-governmental organization, created in 2013 
following the approval of Kazakhstan’s Concept for the 
Transition to a ‘Green Economy.’ Translated from Kazakh 
to Russian, ‘Zhassyl Azyk’ means ‘green (clean) product.’ 
Hence, the main purpose of the organization is to improve 
the standard of living for the population and protect the 
environment.

Initially, the Fund worked with the local farming 
communities of the Almaty, Turkistan (formerly South 
Kazakhstan), Kyzylorda, and Mangystau regions of 
Kazakhstan, which expressed serious concerns about 
low fertility of their land.  Zhassyl Azyk later expanded its 
activities to three more regions: Akmola, East Kazakhstan, 
and Karaganda.

The Fund focuses on accelerating the restoration of land 
productivity by cultivating alfalfa with the use of green 
technologies. These efforts restore soil fertility, opening 
new opportunities for livestock breeding, enhancing food 

security, and increasing villagers’ incomes. Consequently, 
the Fund’s mission is to promote the transition of 
Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector to high-productivity green 
practices through participation in the development and 
implementation of sustainable governance programmes and 
projects with government agencies, non-governmental, and 
international organizations working for the conservation of 
natural resources.

The highest governing body of the Fund is the General 
Assembly of the Founders, which makes decisions on the 
development of the Fund. The Board of Trustees plans and 
monitors the Fund’s activities, while the Fund’s Director is 
responsible for executing the activities. The Fund’s Auditor 
oversees financial performance.

The Fund develops and implements projects based on 
proposals from farmers, local communities, and the local 
government. With the goal of improving people’s living 
standards, special consideration is given to proposals by 
women, youth, and the elderly or other vulnerable populations.



6

LOCAL CHALLENGES

Climate change, lack of proper management, erosion, 
and salinization negatively impact the productivity of 
farmland and rangelands in Central Asia, and Kazakhstan 
is no exception. Grasslands, for example, are at risk of 
desertification due to higher temperatures and decreasing 
rainfall, which directly impact livestock productivity. 
Erosion affects more than 66 percent of arable land in 

Kazakhstan, while nearly 20 percent of the country’s 
irrigated lands are salt-affected and/or waterlogged. 
Consequently, low fertility of land, climate variability, and 
water scarcity are some of the main concerns expressed 
by small-scale farmers working with Community Fund 
Zhassyl Azyk.

Land degradation

Under traditional sowing practices, alfalfa seedlings were 
weighed down under a solid cover of grain crops, clogging 
plants with weeds and providing low fodder yield. 
Therefore, alfalfa became unattractive, and many farmers 
preferred the higher profit crop of rice.

Land degradation has been a significant issue in Kazakhstan 
since the 1950s, primarily due to a rapid increase of land 

conversion from natural steppe or fallow lands to agricultur-
al and industrial land, as well as the continuous cultivation 
of high revenue crops (cotton, vegetables, and gourdes, 
among others), and the use of furrow irrigation. Rangelands 
have also been affected, with the degradation of 48 million 
hectares of pastures as a result of over-exploitation.

Lack of forage reserves

The coverage of perennial and annual grasses, including 
alfalfa, has markedly declined in Kazakhstan, negatively 
affecting the volume and quality of harvested hay and 
silage stocks, and causing a rise in fodder prices. In turn, the 
insufficiency of forage reserves hampers the development 
and productivity of livestock and poultry breeding, which 
currently rely on natural pastures and hayfields, field 
forage production, and formula feed. Forage production 
and its quality also impact the availability of domestic 
livestock products for the population, threatening food 
security in the country.

Successful resolution of this problem requires expanding 
the coverage of high-protein perennial grasses, which 
provide the highest output of complete feed with relatively 
low costs of labour, material, and financial resources. One 
of these valuable herbs is alfalfa (Medicago sativa), which 
has a number of beneficial uses, such as nitrogen fixation, 
soil stabilization, and soil enhancement. Studies also 
show that it can help in lowering water tables, reducing 
the salinity of drylands, and reducing nitrate leaching, as 
well as providing a disease or weed break during the crop 
rotation process.

Water scarcity

One of the most pressing problems faced by Kazakhstan 
and countries of Central Asia relates to water resources. 
Severe water shortage has led to desertification in many 
areas of the country, with natural factors contributing to 

make this process even worse. Kazakhstan’s continental 
and arid climate, along with the scarcity and uneven 
distribution of water resources, accelerate the spread of 
sandy habitats and saline soils.



7

Lack of access to loans for equipment and materials

Small- and medium-sized family farms face a particularly 
difficult situation, as they lack access to financial resources 
allotted by government programmes for the development 
of agricultural business. For instance, purchasing equip-
ment through a loan from KazAgroFinance, a State-owned 
company established in 1999 to support the development 
of the agricultural sector, is expensive and almost impos-
sible for many family farms. 

The main hurdle is that the repayment of loans must be 
made at the expense of sources of income derived from 
the land assigned to the peasant economy.  To do this, 
the farm must have at least 200 hectares of watering area. 
Hence, loan applications from farms with 5-10 hectares of 
land are rejected without consideration on the grounds 
that they cannot repay the loans on time. This gap can 
now be closed with the voluntary association of small 
farmers into cooperatives under the new Agricultural 
Cooperatives Act.
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Alfalfa cultivation

What started as an experiment on a 5-hectare farm quickly 
expanded to 178 additional hectares across other regions 
of Kazakhstan. Through the replacement of the cultivation 
of water-intensive crops with alfalfa and grain fodder on 
certain sections of land, communities have been able to 
enhance soil fertility over the course of three to four years.

The new approach promoted by the Community Fund 
Zhassyl Azyk mainly consists of measures that are easy for 
farmers to implement, such as:

 ■ sowing alfalfa through minimal and gentle processing 
of the soil, which reduces erosion and saves watering 
by 40 percent;

 ■ directly sowing ‘green’ covers of fodder-grain (barley, 
oats), oil-bearing plants (safflower, rapeseed, sunflow-
er), and annual feed (sorghum, Sudan grass, mohar) 
crops in the first and subsequent years; and

 ■ using high-yielding varieties of alfalfa for cultivation 
under ‘green’ covers of fodder-grain crops sown with 
45 cm spacing to create favourable conditions for the 
development of young alfalfa sprouts.

Given positive results, with thanks to the efforts of Zhassyl 
Azyk, the new practice of sowing alfalfa under green cover 
of fodder-grain crops continues to spread. Among other 
key impacts, it enables farmers to double their yields, halve 
expenses on seeds for sowing and water for irrigation, and 
decrease expenditure on fuels and lubricants by up to 40 
percent. 

It also allows farmers to diversify their activities by 
incorporating fodder conservation and livestock herding. 
Thus, they now store up high-quality fodder for the winter, 
ensuring food security and extra revenue from livestock. 
They no longer need to go into the city to buy meat and 
dairy products in the markets and supermarkets, since 
now they can not only satisfy their own needs, but also sell 
their surplus to neighbours and other consumers.

In addition to applying an innovative approach for the 
accelerated recovery of low-fertility land, the Fund’s activities 
decrease social inequality for small- and medium-sized family 
farms lacking access to government subsidies. The initiative 
does not require large capital investments and is available to 
all farms, rural communities, and agriculture manufacturers. 
It can also be replicated nationally and internationally to 
tackle global challenges of land degradation, water scarcity, 
adaptation to climate change, and food security.
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KEY IMPACTS 

Alfalfa cultivation

 ■ Through the initiative, 183 hectares of degraded land have been recovered in the South-Kazakhstan, 
Almaty, Kyzylorda, and Mangystau regions.

 ■ More than 200 additional jobs have been created, ensuring a constant source of revenue for 
traditionally marginalized groups of the farming population (youth, senior citizens, and repatriates, 
among others).

 ■ Households and farms taking part in the initiative have increased their revenues by 20 percent or 
more, thanks to the organization of local markets of ecologically clean animal products (meat, milk, 
yoghurt, farmer’s cheese/cottage cheese, and sour cream) and livestock.

 ■ Seeding at rates of 10 kg/ha has proven to halve farmers’ expenses, create the conditions to obtain 2.5 
times more crop yield, and obtain a net profit of over US$1,700 for every hectare of the field.

Water conservation

Partial substitution of water-intensive rice crops with 
the less water-intensive alfalfa has enabled saving more 
than twice the amount of water unsustainably used on 
irrigation. This has also contributed to prevent salinization 

and marsh formation (waterlogging) in the soil in rice-
planting regions of Kazakhstan, as well as water erosion in 
the sloped lands of Turkistan (formerly South Kazakhstan).

KEY IMPACTS 

Water conservation

 ■ Between 250 and 300 million cubic metres of water has been saved in the participating regions.
 ■ The use of sprinkler irrigation for sowing alfalfa has contributed to save even more water on irrigation 

(from 600 cubic metres per hectare to 350 cubic metres per hectare).
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Awareness raising and technology transfer

Until the initiative began, households and small family 
farms did not have the technology and possibilities for 
sowing fodder grasses. The Fund has facilitated cooperation 
in securing seeds and technology for agricultural labour. 
The creation of a consultation centre enabled assisting 
the rural population, for which there had been practically 

no access to government aid, such as subsidized loans 
or subsidies. The centre conducts demonstrations of 
seeding in various regions of Kazakhstan in order to train 
farmers and decision makers in the field of agricultural 
development.

KEY IMPACTS 

Awareness raising and  
technology transfer

 ■ Through seminars and field demonstrations, which took place in the south-east, south, and western 
regions of Kazakhstan, more than 370 people increased their knowledge about ‘green’ technology for 
cultivating fodder crops on degraded lands.

 ■ The organization has produced several publications, including the following manuals: ‘Sustainable 
management of productive terrain in desert ecosystems by the principles of ‘green’ agriculture’ and 
‘Use of the principles of ‘green’ agriculture on irrigated land and pastures of the Aral Sea region.’ 

 ■ The initiative’s approach has been featured in major state radio stations and in more than 30 articles. 

Women’s empowerment

Women’s empowerment is at the core of Community 
Fund Zhassyl Azyk’s work. A woman was the initiator of 
sowing alfalfa for the recovery of degraded lands through 
the use of ‘green’ technology. Gulzhan Anlamasova is the 
inspiration for other women who are not afraid to take 
charge of peasant farms, which is done predominantly by 
men in Kazakhstan. 

In farming districts, women make up more than half of 
the population and many of them are unemployed. The 

initiative’s dissemination activities created new jobs for 
women in households and farms. They began to raise 
calves, milk cows, process livestock products, and put 
their own organic products on the market for a more 
profitable price. Some of them have even taken charge of 
running farms on equal terms with men. Women actively 
participated in demonstrating and promoting their 
successes, speaking at seminars, and giving interviews on 
national radio and television.

KEY IMPACTS 

Women’s empowerment

 ■ Spanning more than 30 farms and households, 58 women have participated in dissemination activities 
of this new alfalfa cultivation practice. 
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

The Fund’s green technology for alfalfa cultivation has 
been successfully proven in the field, largely thanks to the 
support and cooperation of national and international 
organizations, including the Kazakh Scientific Research 
Institute of Animal Husbandry and Forage Production, 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
and the Global Environment Facility (GEF) Small Grants 
Programme. Following its positive results, the approach 

has been adopted by the national government and has 
been implemented in two prominent sectoral policies: 
Concept for the transition of the Republic of Kazakhstan 
toward a green economy and in the 2017-2021 National 
Program for the Development of Agro-Industrial Complex 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan, which is aimed at increasing 
food exports.

Contributions to global agenda

Community Fund Zhassyl Azyk’s work in Kazakhstan 
contributes to the achievement of several Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs): no poverty (SDG 1), zero 
hunger (SDG 2), gender equality (SDG 5), clean water and 

sanitation (SDG 6), decent work and economic growth 
(SDG 8), reduced inequalities (SDG 10), responsible 
consumption and production (SDG 12), climate action 
(SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 15).
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SCALABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

The successful practice of accelerated restoration of 
the fertility of degraded land, demonstrated at the 
local level, has generated interest among farmers and 
local governments. To spread the experience, the Fund 
has established multi-level cooperation ranging from 
farmers to international organizations.  This has enabled 
additional financial resources to be raised for alfalfa trials 
in other regions of the country, as well as for the training 
of stakeholders.

The Fund’s cooperation with the Kazakh Research Institute 
of Livestock and Feed Production has allowed conducting 
scientific research on the ‘green’ technology of alfalfa 
cultivation and preparing educational and practical 
manuals. Through the Fund’s cooperation with the UNDP 

project to conserve the desert ecosystem, it was possible 
to plant alfalfa crops under a similar initiative, using green 
technology in the Almaty, Kyzylorda, and Mangystau 
regions, and to hold training seminars with more than 350 
participants.

In practice, opportunities have been demonstrated to 
make alfalfa more attractive to farmers and communities 
through the use of green cover, which dramatically 
increases the harvest of fodder, while reducing the costs 
incurred. Small- and medium-sized farmers in Kazakhstan 
are often afraid to introduce new practices or technologies 
if they do not believe and have not seen a positive result 
on a living example. Therefore, this initiative has helped 
earn the trust of farmers and partners.  

Scalability

Through close cooperation with the national authorities, 
the approach has shown its effectiveness and has wide 
potential for further application through the new 2017-
2021 development programme for the agro-industrial 
complex of the Republic of Kazakhstan. This will allow 
replicating these practices in other regions of Kazakhstan 
with a 100 percent subsidy (instead of the previous 50 

percent) of all farmers’ expenses related to the purchase of 
seeds/fuels and lubricants from the government budget. 
Additionally, the experience of establishing a service-
consulting centre and conducting trials in different regions 
of Kazakhstan with training for farmers and decision 
makers in the development of agriculture can be useful 
for other areas in the country and in Central Asia.

Sustainability 

Under the 2021 National Program for the Development of 
Agro-Industrial Complex of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 
the cultivation of long-term herbs, including alfalfa, is 
established as a priority for the allocation of State subsidies. 

Additionally, small-scale farms are voluntarily creating 
agricultural cooperatives to improve access to these 100 
percent government subsidies. These conditions support 
the long-term sustainability or viability of the initiative.
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PARTNERS
 ■ Global Environment Facility Small Grants Programme 

(GEF SGP): Cooperating with Community Fund 
Zhassyl Azyk since 2013.

 ■ Kazakh Scientific Research Institute of Animal 
Husbandry and Forage Production: Supported 
the organization of seminars and field trips for 
demonstrations of practical results of the pilot 
projects to farmers and people who make decisions 
about agricultural development at the local and 
national levels. The cooperation has also enabled 
conducting scientific research on ‘green’ alfalfa 
cultivation technology and preparing educational 
and practical manuals.  

 ■ National Chamber of Entrepreneurs of the Republic  
of Kazakhstan ‘Atameken’: Supported the organiza-
tion of seminars and field trips to train farmers in 
South Africa and Australia.

 ■ United Nations Development Programme (UNDP): 
Collaborates on GEF-financed projects ‘Improving 
sustainability of the PA system in desert ecosystems 
through promotion of biodiversity-compatible 
livelihoods in and around PAs’ and ‘Supporting 
sustainable land management in steppe and semi-
arid zones through integrated territorial planning and 
agri-environmental incentives.’
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