Desertification: fact or fiction?

H--'. mid-1970s, desertification, not giobal
Bing, was perceived as the world's
renvw'ronmental issue. Since then

b oture, extent, causes and effects of

. vfication have become shrouded in

i oversy. Taken lirerally, desertification
Jins the making of a desert” More heip-
[V, it has been defined as'the turning of
nd, often through physical processes
® human mismanagement, into desert’
1 50, although the term has beenin use
over half a century, few can agree on
Reictly what it means. The diversity of defi-
Mlions - there are over 100 - is due largely
B Lncertainty over its causes.
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Percentage of
Worst areas population atrisk =

1 Ethiopia 18

2 Sudan 23

3 Chad 30

4 Niger 42

5 Somalia 26
Level of risk

- very severe
ﬁ severe

Goudie says that‘the question has been
asked whether this process is caused by
temporary drought periods of high magni-
tude, is due to longer-term climatic change
towards aridity, is caused by man-induced
climatic change, or is the result of human
action through man's degradation of the
biciogical environments in arid zones, Maost
people now believe that it is produced by
a combination of increasing human and
animal populations, which cause the effects
of drought years to become progressively
more severe so that the vegetation is
placed under increasing stress!

Those places perceived to be at greatest
risk from desertification are shown in
Figure 7.28. In 2005 the UN claimed that
desertification directly affected over 250
million people and threatened another
1 billion living in at-risk countries. It
is generally agreed that the desert is
encroaching into semi-arid, desert
margins, especiaily in the Sahel - a broad
belt of land on the southern side of the
Sahara (2-4 in Figure 7.28).

Seme of the main interrelationships
between the believed causes of desertifica-
tion are shown in Figure 7.29.
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overgrazing: soit
depleted of nutrients,
land stripped of its
protective grass cover
(Figure 7.30)
: overcultivation:
reduced soil fertility,
soil left exposed

deforestation
(page 543}
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IN 1975, Hugh Lamprey, a bush pilot
and environmentalist, claimed that,
since his previous study 17 years earlier,
the desert in the Sudan had advanced
southwards by 90-100 km. in 1982 and
at the height of one of Africa’s worst-ever
recorded droughts, UNEP (United Nations
Environmental Programme) claimed that
the Sahara was advancing southwards by
&-10km a year and that, glabally, 21 million
hectares of once-productive soil were
being reduced each year 1o zero produc-
tivity, that 850 rnillion people were being
affected, and 35 per cent of the worid's
surface was at risk {figures quoted by UNEP

Figura 7,31
Scientific evaluation
in the mid-1990s

Rescarchers at the University of Lund. in "
Sweden. carried out field surveys and examine
satellite pictures of Sudan in an atlempt to
confirm Lamprey’s findings. In a rcpon- .
published in the mid-1990s they sfta[-cd no mlaj‘m
shifts it the northern cultivation 1}11111. ne mz_1_|‘m
sand dune transformation. no maJ01"CI1m]gcs n
vegetition cover beyond the dra.m‘amj but .
sh;n-term effects of variable 1';1‘.111fall .Abelto
sand dunes that Lamprey said formed tl‘le .
advancing frent of the Sahara had sho‘\\ 1'1 m? sign
of movement since 1962, nor was l.hew tm) .
evidence of patches of desert growing aroun
wells, waterholes or villages —a phe1‘10me.nc‘:tn -
frequently claimed 1o be the result of 0\-61g1321;]a
by herds of cattle [Places 63]. T.he 1'ep‘01‘t C»l] hC(
by stressing the need for recordings of a hig
scientific standard.
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at the 1992 Rio Farth Summit). Since then
scientific studies using satellite imagery
and more detailed fieldwork {Figure 7.31)
have thrown considerabie doubt on the
causes, effects and extent of desertification.
Today, certain early statistics regarding its
advance have proven to be unreliable. It
is believed that overgrazing is no longer
considered so important, fuelwood has
not become exhausted as previously pre-
dicted, while famine and drought are mcre
likeiy to result from poverty, pocr farming
technigues, civil unrest and war than from
natural causes (page 503). In contrast, the

extent and effects of salinisation (page 272
and Figure 16.53) appear to have increasg
The semi-arid lands are a fragile envi-
ronment whose boundaries change due
te variations in rainfall and land use. It is
often difficult to separate natural causes
from human ones and short-term fluctua-
tions fror long-term trends (Figure 7.32)
The effects of global warming are as yet
anunknown factor, atthough computer

meodels suggest that the climate will get
even drier,

Figure 7,32
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The southern Sahara Desert is in retrea, making
Sahel. Satellite ima

ges taken this summer show t
6000 km across the

Sahel region between Maurit
be a short-rerm trend — anaiysts claim it }

mid-1980s. In parts of Burkina Faso, dev
the landscape is now showing
tor livestock, Farmers also clai
doubled. though this may

farming again viable in parts of the §
hat sand dunes are relreating the whol§
ania to Eritrea. Nor does it appear (o

has been happeni g unnoticed since the
“astated by the droughts of the 1980s, some of §
green, with more trees for firewood and more grassland 4§
m their yields of sorghum and tillet have nearly
parily be duc to improved farming methods {Figure 10.40).

Adapted from New Scientist, 2002

b
Our 21st-century civilisation is bet

. ng squeezed between advancing desert and rising
seas, leaving less land 1o support a

growing human population, This is illustrated by
heavy losses of land 1o advancing deserts in Nigeria and China, the most populous

countries in Africa and Asig respectively. Nigeria is tosing 3500 km?2 a year, whereas
China, which lost on average {500 km2? 3 year between 1950 and 1975, has been losing]
3600 km? a year since 2000. Satetlite images have shown two deserts in Inner
Mongolia and Gansy provinces expanding and nerging,




