Desertification in Semi-Arid Regions

The droughts and famines that have swept over Africa in the past and which are likely to strike again are not sudden natural disasters. Nor are they simply caused by lack of rainfall. They are the end-results of a long decrease in the ability of Africa to feed itself, a decline caused largely by desertification.  Desertification is mainly caused by drought, misuse of land, deforestation, overgrazing, overplanting, and erosion.  Desertification is mainly caused by drought, desiccation and human activities.  Drought is protracted rainfall failure. Its duration is usually short-term, one to two years. In ecological terms, it is a dry period from which an ecosystem often recovers rapidly after the rains return.  Desiccation is long-term drought, a process of soil drying resulting from a dry period lasting for decades.  Human activities include over cultivation (over-farming), overgrazing, deforestation, poor irrigation practices and any other inappropriate land use and human management of ecosystems.   

Nowhere in Africa are the effects of desertification felt as in the arid and semi-arid lands.  These dry lands lie mostly along the fringes of the two great deserts in the continent, the Sahara and the Kalahari, where human use is largely based on crop and livestock farming activities.  Nearly 400 million people or two-thirds of all Africans live in these semi-arid lands. Dry lands in Africa, including the deserts, make up about 65% of the continent.

In sub-Saharan (south of the Sahara desert) Africa, one of the foremost causes of desertification is drought.  Virtually every year there is drought in some part of sub-Saharan Africa. Major droughts, however, regularly affect large portions of these dry lands. Examples include the droughts of 1968-73, 1982-85 and 1990-92. During each of these droughts many countries in the region experienced substantial food shortages.  With each drought cycle, dry land destruction increases.  The Sahel region has experienced unpredictable and severe droughts, the most recent of which has lasted almost 20 years.  This is an example of desiccation.   

The second and perhaps the most prominent cause of environmental desertification is the rapidly increasing human and animal population pressure, leading to overexploitation of and intensified stresses on the natural resources.  The human population in Africa's semi-dry regions has doubled in the past three decades to nearly 400 million and continues to expand at a rate of three percent a year. This means that the areas natural resources must feed an additional 12 million people every year, good weather or bad. 
This problem of rapidly increasing population stresses the fragile and vulnerable soils of Africa’s dry land regions and leads to overuse of water, land, forest and pasture resources through over cultivation, overgrazing, deforestation and poor irrigation practices.  The resulting erosion and topsoil loss in previously productive lands has led to food insecurity. 

The extent of desertification is alarming. About 73% of the total agriculturally-used dry land in Africa is affected to some degree by various forms of desertification. About 74% of the continent's rangelands, 61% of the rain fed croplands and 18% of its irrigated lands are already affected by desertification at a moderate or higher degree. This land has lost 25% or more of its fertility and the process is still going on.  One third of the African continent is at risk of desertification.

The key problem is soil erosion.  Soil, the thin layer of topsoil on which our survival depends, is a non-renewable resource.  For nature to form a layer of top-soil thick enough to support plant life takes thousands of years.  Through human misuse, the layer can be destroyed in a few decades, or in a few years.  Once eroded, its loss is permanent.  That is desertification.  

The continent's precious top-soil is being lost at incredible rates. Experts explain that erosion rates above o.5 tons per ha (hectare) are unusually high. In some parts of the Sahel region, soil erosion figures as high as 450 tons per ha per year are not unusual. Observers describe hillside fields that have been eroded down to bedrock in the course of a decade or two. 

Throughout most of Sub-Saharan Africa the situation is worsening rapidly. Deforestation of the dry areas is accelerating and continued large increases in rural and urban populations are likely to further exacerbate this process over the next few decades. 

The exploitation of woodland resources around towns in dry regions is leading to deforestation, increased soil erosion and sand dune encroachment. The rapidly growing demand for charcoal among urban populations is leading to severe desertification surrounding many large urban centers in eastern Africa and the Sahel. 

The incidence of deforestation resulting from fuel wood requirements and in association with subsistence and commercial farming is spreading throughout the Sahel region.  The impact of drought, together with steadily increasing population pressure on arable land, has led subsistence farmers to move out of marginal or depleted lands to extend cultivation into forested areas or fragile river basins and mountain zones. The encroachment of cultivation on these vulnerable lands has led to loss of biodiversity and accelerated soil erosion, making the people even more vulnerable to future droughts. 

The consequences of land degradation are already being felt in much of Africa. Accelerating desertification is largely responsible for the fact that many countries in Africa south of the Sahara are losing the capacity to feed themselves.  Compounded by the rapid population growth at the rate of three per cent, this is shown by the fact that between 1970 and 1980 per capita food production in Sub-Saharan Africa dropped by 11 per cent. And that was before these countries felt the full impact of the last drought. In effect, desertification is rapidly destroying the natural resource base on which the future of these nations so much depends.
Finally, in many African countries, desertification is creating “environmental refugees”.  In increasing numbers, people are forced to abandon their land because it can no longer sustain them and migrate to other regions or to urban slums. 
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