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Project description 

The assistantship is framed on an ongoing research project about the resilience of food systems in sub-

sistence communities of high mountains in dryland regions. Land degradation in these systems, caused by 

the interaction between unsustainable land management and climate change is severely damaging the 

livelihoods and food security of millions of people worldwide. Our study area, the Ounila catchment in the 

High Atlas Mountains of Morocco, is not an exception.  A shift from nomadic to sedentary livestock farm-

ing has increased grazing pressure,  which together with the increased severity of droughts and floods has 

caused the degradation of rangelands and of their food resources. However, we still don’t know about 

the relative role of grazing, land cover and climate on the spatial heterogeneity of vegetation dynamics. 

This information is essential for planning an effective transition towards a sustainable social-ecological 

pastoral system. Every settlement in the Ounila valley has a hillslope sector to be used as cemetery and 

where grazing is not allowed. In this way, these areas work as grazing controls and provide an excellent 

opportunity to assess the effect of grazing on vegetation, including the resilience to severe drought. 

 

Using available maps of vegetation dynamics for the last 33 years of the Ounila catchment, you will analyze 

the role of grazing pressure on vegetation, including vegetation response to an extreme drought event 

that occurred in 2002, by comparing grazed and ungrazed areas along an altitudinal gradient. This project 

will be developed in collaboration with Angelique Vermeer, who obtained the spatiotemporal vegetation 

dynamics for her MSc Thesis, and the Dutch-Moroccan NGO PermaAtlas (https://www.perma-at-

las.com/en/home/). We aim to prepare a scientific publication together with you on the results.  

   

Job requirements 

Data acquisition and analysis will be done using both GIS and R. It is therefore highly recommended to 

have experience with these programs or a strong will to learn how to use them.  
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