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Summary

The international community first confronted the problem of desertification in the
early1970s during the height of the drought and famine in the Sahel. It has been
estimated that 100 000 to 250 000 people and more than ten million cattle perished in
this region of Africa during the late 1960s and the early 1970s. In response to the crisis,
the United Nations convened the United Nations Conference on Desertification
(UNCOD) in 1977. Delegates to UNCOD adopted a non-binding Plan of Action to
Combat Desertification (PACD). Developing and negotiating the PACD surprisingly
engendered little controversy, and debate involving only relatively minor amendments
with very few differences in views on substantive matters.

The measures adopted at the UNCOD were given further impetus at the Rio Earth
Summit, also known as the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED), in 1992, when the subject drew greater public attention again.
Chapter 12 of Agenda 21, UNCED’s comprehensive environment and development
action programme, for example, examines the problem of desertification in detail.

This chapter examines the major causes and effects of desertification and drought, in the
world in general and Africa in particular. In doing so, the PACD (1977) and UNCOD
(1995) were reviewed. In addition to these documents, the paper relies on a variety of
publications as source of data and information.

It further describes examples of attempts being made by a number of African countries
in terms of finding workable solutions to the menace of desertification. It proposes a
wide range of activities that could be adopted to deal with the problem of drought and
desertification.
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1. Desertification

The concept of desertification has different meaning for different people. At the Ad Hoc
Consultative Meeting on Desertification held by the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) in Nairobi, Kenya in 1990, as many as 13 different definitions of
the term could be identified.

A clear understanding of the term is important as a point of reference. Varied concerns
about this issue stem from different interpretations as to what desertification entails. For
some, desertification is merely thought of as desert encroachment. However,
desertification is a larger dynamic.

It refers to the ultimate degradation of drylands, the point at which that land no longer
can be returned to a productive state. It results from complex interactions between
unpredictable climate variations and unsustainable land use practices.

The consensus reached at the UNEP Consultative Meeting was that desertification
means land degradation resulting from the adverse impact of human activities in arid,
semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas.

It is the expansion into or creation of desert-like conditions in areas where such
conditions do not naturally occur through overgrazing, over-cultivation, deforestation,
and poor irrigation practices. It affects primarily agricultural lands and grasslands and is
increasing at an alarming rate.

Desertification is man-induced land degradation but in the context of arid, semi-arid and
dry sub-humid areas of the earth. According to Meyer (1990):

= ‘Land’ in this definition means soil, water resources, land surface and vegetable
or crops;

= ‘Degradation’ refers to the reduction of resource potential systematically over a
period of time by one or a combination of processes acting on the land. These
processes include water erosion, wind erosion, reduction in the amount of
vegetation (deforestation), reduction in the quality of vegetation (biodiversity),
hardening of the ground, and so on;

= “Time’ is another important component in the definition of desertification since
it is a slow process which manifests itself after a long period of time; and

= Finally, there is the issue of reversibility of desertification. It is reversible only
in the initial stages.

Desertification is a problem worldwide. According to the Worldwatch Institute (1992),
over 6 million hectares become desertified annually.

It has been estimated that over one-third of the earth’s land surface is threatened by

desertification. Four actions are particularly well-noted in hot zones to provide
desertification: overgrazing, over-cultivation, clear cutting, and incorrect irrigation.
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