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Combating Desertification: Encouraging Local Action Within a Global

Framework

Camilla Toulmin

The Nature of the Problem
Destificationissad to touch thelivesof morethen 900 million people
indryland regionsacrosstheworld, fromthearid reechesof the African
Sahd, and thesavannas of north-eadt Brrazl, to the flat plains of Centrd
Asa Edimeates from the Desatification Control/Programime Adtivity
Catre a the United Naions Environmat Progranme (UNEP),
suggest the costs of desatification exossd USH2 hillion each year in
output forgone and damegeto naturd -resource stocks. In compearison,
programmes to tackle desertification are estimeted to cogt between
USH10and 22hillion per year.!

If the above figures are to be bdieved, and the apparent codts of
addressing desatification are 0 low in rdation to bendfits; it must be
asked why desatification remains such an intractable problem, about
whichmany obsaversexpressconsderable sogpticiam. Theanswver to
thisparadox liesin disagreament about the definition of ‘desartification’
and its causes, and about appropriate methods with which to combat
theprodem.

Over the pagt twenty years there have been many definitions of
desrtification. Thet proposed in 1991 by UNEP takesiit to ber ‘land
degradationinarid, ssemi-arid and dry sub-humid aressresLiting manly
fromadversshumenimpect.”

This definition incorporates a number of processes leading to the
physca impoverishment of soils and vegetation, where the primary
caueis human adtivity. Examples of such degradation indude where
loss of vegetation bares the earth and acoderates soil eroson, ad
where 0ils lose fetility through continuous cropping without
repenishment of nutrients The dimetic regime within dryland aress
may aggravate such risks of degradation, as when drought causes a
reduction in vegetative cover and increased exposure to erason by
rarfal. Smilaty, dryland regionstend to expeariencevery intensegorms
a the gart of the rainy seeson, when much land is denuded of plant
cover, hencemeaking it moresusoaptibletogulley and sheet erosion.

During preparationsfor theEarth Summit & Rio, hddin June1992, the
definiion of desatification wes further digouted and an amended
formulation devd opad for indusionin Agenda 21. This new definition
tekesit to be ‘land degradation in aid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid
aessrealitingfromdimaticvariaionsand humen adtivities’

The man difference between the above two ddfinitions lies

in the latter’s explidt indusion of dimate as amgor cause Thare are
severd implications of acogpting thelatter definition. Hrg, it reducesthe
emphedsin the firg definition on humean adtivities as being primarily
responsible. Secondly, it opensup thepossihility of countriessuffering
from desatification being ebleto daim that respongihility liesdso with
those countries which have provoked dimeatic chenge at the globd
levd, thet is, thase of the industridized world. Acospting such a
causdity could leed to daims for compensation to be paid to those
auffering desatification.

Definitionsand Palitics
In the pest few years many obsarvers have argued that it would be
wise to abendon the term ‘desatification’, and to use ‘dryland
degradation’ initsplace? Thisview isbased on the perception thet the
former term has been used to cover too many different processes, with
differing originsand causes and hence differing solutions Theroot of
theword, with its originsin ‘desart’, crestes a strong assodiation with
the concept of an advancing desart. The generd pubdic and many
policy-makers continueto beieve tha the desart isadvanding in many
parts of the world, engulfing more fertile neighbouring areesin atidd
wave of sand. In some areas mobile sand dunes thregten to spreed
over important infragtructurd investments, such as roads However,
recent research haslad to rest theidea of agenerd process of desart
advance amongst professionals working in this fidd? but the imege
remains srongly embedded in the rhetoric usad by pdlitidans and
journdigs

It is hard to understand the amount of time and energy devoted to
formulating and disouting different definitions of desatification.
However, it should be remembered that acoeptance of a given
odfinition may have subgantid implictions The tem hes ben
expanded fromitsinitid focuson aid andsami-aridlands toindudedry
aub-humid regions This increese in area covered provides potentid
access by countries in the dry sub-humid zone to funds raised for
combaing desatification. However, the broadening of the
geographical scope and confusion surrounding its meening have
probebly reduced, rether than increasad, accessto donor fundsfor this
fidd, since donors have bean very soeptica about the nature of the
problemsinvolved.

With increesing interest in environmentd  issues Snce the
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mid-1980s, dtention has incresingly been focusad on the manage
meat of naurd resourcss in generd. Programmes far dfective
menagemat of naturd resources have replaced programmes to
combat desartificationin many countries Thischangeinterminology is
asggnificant improvement, Sncethe current focus places much gregter
emphags on the inditutions a dl levds by which resources are
managed. It dso represantsachangein vocabulary and gpproach from
oneemphadzing the battle againgt desartification, conjuring up asaries
of militarigic imeges towards an goproach bessd on working to
improvemanagemeant sysems

It is unfortunate that the term desatification’ hes been revived
during the Earth Summit process However, itisdear that re-negatiation
of the tem is not now possible and it must be acoepted, with dl its
faults. This pgper will use the term to mean the degradation of neturd
resourcesin dryland regions, while ‘combating desartification’ will be
used interchangeebly with ‘improving neturd resource manegament in
ory aress .

Drought, Desccation, and Degradation
It is hdpful to ditinguish between the above three processes which,
dthoughdosdly linked, should not beconfused?

. drought: a period of one or two years with rainfdl wdl bdow
avgage

- dedccation: aperiod of wel bdow-average rainfdl which lagsfor
oneor moredecades, and

- dryland degradation: a per9dentt decresse in the bidogicd
potential of soils and vegetation due to methods of land
managemeant and use under conditions of low rainfal and high
inter-annud variahility.

Theneed to digtinguish between these processesisdueto thefact thet
they have different causesand, thus, gppropriate palicy responseswill
vayy. Inthefirg case, sysemsneed to be put in place to provide early
warning of and rapid response to problems of food and fodder
shortage, emergency employment schemes, arop insurance, and
programmes of pogt-drought rendhilitation. So far as desiccetion is
concarned, messures may need to indude adaptation of farming and
livestock systemsto copewith much drier and morevaigbleranfal. In
the case of dryland degradetion, the man aress for intervention
concen palicy messures both & netiond leved (landHenure reform,
pridng palicy for aop and livestock products) and & lower levds
(uppart to famHevd techndlogicd adgptation) to provide more
asuredincomesand liveihoodstorurd people

Desartification and Climate Change
There ae a numba of important potentid linkages betwean
destification and dimetechange, asshowninFHg. 1
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Fig. 1. Climate and desertification

Does dimete change lead to desertification? For the West African
Sahd, the lagt twenty-five years have seen a sgnificant dedine in
ranfal, with average predipitation in the pariod 1961-90 some 25-30 per
oart below thet of the period 1931-60. It is nat known whether this
shift represantsamore permanent changeindimete, giventherdativdy
short period over which it has occurred and uncertainty regarding the
possble causss Lower ranfdl and its incressed vaiability have
exposad the ecologicd and economic sysems of the Sahd to greeter
risk of eradon, and rendered the livdihoods of Sahdian populations
morevulnerebletoloss

It is nat yet dear what might have caused such a shift in rainfal
pettens in West Africa. Other regions of the continent have not
experiencad thesamemarked dedine, dthough they havebeen subject
to occasond devadtating drought. A recent paper suggests three
possible causesfor thisSehdlianrainfall shift®

. theimpact of globel warming on searsurface temperaiures in the
South Atlartic, which reduces the srength of the monsoon
wesether front northwardsintothe Sahe;

- naturd changesin oceentemparaturedrculaionwhichhaveledto
rising ssa-surfacetemperaturesand awesker monsoon; and

- loss of vegettive cover and barer soils leeding to higher ar
temperauresand gregter S0il reflectance, which feedsinto reduced
precipitation (ssebdow).
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Asyd, thereremansmuch digpute concerning theimportanceof these

different factorsand their regpectiveimpactsonSehdienrarfal.
Doesdesartificationlead todimetechange? It hasbeen argued thet

desrification couldinducedimatechangeat variouslevds

. Atthelocd or regiond levels baring of the earth might fead into
higher air temperaures, reduced amospheric maidure, and thus
reduced predipitation. This feedback effect between incressd
reflectanceof the soil surface(dbedo) and reduced rainfdl wasfirg
proposad fallowing the 1973 Sehdlian drought to explain persgtent
drought in the region. However, dimaodlogids ae generdly
cautious about the existence of such linkages. If such an effect
exigs it is thought to be of negligible importance in comparison
with processesa work withinthebroader dimatic system.

- Ataglobd levd, it hasbeen argued that dryland degradetion could
feed into incressed globd warming through loss of vegdaive
cove, redudng the ahility of these regions to fix carbon dioxide,
and contributing further to CO, bild-up. However, there remans
cond derabledigouteabout thesignificancedf suchalinkege

Different countrieshaveincantivesto promote or deny theexistence of
cartain linkages between dimeate and desartification. On the one hand,
countries sUfferingdryland degradation want to promate the view thet
ocontinued degraddtion will increese globd warming, Snce it then
drengthens their hand in trying to extract more money and support
from the rest of theworld. On the ather hand, indudtridized countries
which arethe main providars of ad, have an interest in playing down
suchlinkagessincethiswould reducetheir finandd lighlities

The Incidence of Desartification
Despite the bold statements made by UNEP's Deserts branch noted
ealier, there is little consenaus regarding the scde and incidence of
desrtification. This is partly due to dissgreement regarding wha is
meant by desatification, partly to difficulties in identifying goproprite
perametersfor messurement, and partly to difficultiesof interpreting the
limited detacurrently available

Mesauring environmenta change is a complex business since the
processssinvolved arenat dwaysessy to detect, nor their Sgnificance
essy to vdue For example, afdl in arop yidds could be the result of
dedining soil fertility and increesed leves of sail erosion, and thusbe
conddered a proxy for increasad desatification. Equdly, fdling crop

yidds might be the reault of lower ranfdl in thet year, pet dtacks
reduced labour input a a criticd period, or a combindion of dl three
factors Smilaly, figures on rates of sl loss indicate the scde of
erodon processs in a paticular ste However, it must be asked
whether such rates of eroson are dways dameging and should
therefore be dowed a any cogt. For example, if soil isbeing removed
fromagegphillsdewhereit cannot befarmed and trangported tofletter
valey-battom areas where arops can be grown, then it can be argued
that soil erosonisagoodthing.

The Desrtification Atlas recently published by UNEP provides a
good example of some of the hezards assodiated with data collection
and presantation. Ingpection of the mapswould imply very largearess
of Africa adversdy dfected by ‘over-grazing and soil eradon.
However, amore careful reading of thetext wamnsagaing such anessy
interpretation, Snce regions on the mgp are coloured in as suffering
from over-grazing even if only agmdl part of the overdl coloured area
hesbeenaffected.

Daacollection and interpretation is subject to substantid trede-offs,
firg between greater accuracy and the costs involved, and secondly,
between grester acouracy and scde” A better understanding of the
incidence, causss, and trends in dryland degradation requires the
interpretation of deta collected over aperiod of severd years whichis
demanding intimeand resources. Such an andyssneadsto becarried
out & amicolevd. However, it then becomes vary difficult to draw
broader condudons from microlevd dudies for underdanding
processeset aregiond or globd levd.

Global Data S#s

Two mansourcesprovidedataondesartification a aglobd levd. The
fird s comes from the Globd Asssssmet of Soil Degradation
programme caried out a the Univasty of Wageningen, the
Netherlands for the Food and Agriculturd Organization (FAO) of the
UN. Basad on theinformed opinions of expertsin thisfidd, it atempts
to edimae the inddence and sverity of il degraddtion a a
continentd level. Sncethedataare presented a thescdeof 1:10million,
thereislittle detail provided and it congtitutes but afirs step towards
identifying and understanding processes of soil degradation.

The second man sgt of data commonly quoted comes from the
International Center for Arid and Sami-Arid Land Sudies é the Texas
Technicd University, USA. Thesedatacover areascongdered subject
to dther sil or ‘vegetation degradetion’. Thelatter istaken to describe
changes in the compaodition and extent of vegetation cover, such as
where parennid grassss have been replaced by annuds, or where
forest land hes been deared for cultivation. As a reault, these data
provide a far gregter propartion of land sad to be suffering from
degradation, snce it indudes many aess
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where vegetation changes have taken place unaccompanied by soil
eodon. May African rangelands have suffered vegedion
degradation wherethe composition of grasdand cover haschanged as
a reallt of ranfdl dedine or grazing pressure In the aisence of
observeble soil erosion, it nesdsto be agked whether such aressredlly
shouldbeindudedinoverdl esimatesof desartified land.

A comperison of thetwo datasetsisprovided in Table 1. Usng the
former deta s, 195 per cat of drylands world-wide are sad to be
aufferingfrom desartification, whereesusng thelatter givesan esimate
of 695 per catof dryland aress.

Therearemarywho doubt the accuracy and utility of both of these
datasgts Thedegree of accuracy which can be damed is inevitebly
dight giventher scdeof andysis Asfor theusetowhichthey canbe
put, such dataare usudly orchestrated to demongtrate the importance
of desartification as a globda issue, in comparison with other globd
problems, such as deforegaion, and to provide backing for globd
plans of action to combet desrtification. Inevitadly, dueto ther scale,
they aredf litlevaueto practicdl fidl oHoased programmes

Intheassessment of desatification indryland Africaprepered for Rio
by theUN Sahdlian Office® little or no quantified dataare provided on
thegroundsthat their accuracy would not warrant their presentation. It
ishardtojudgewhether thisisabetter gpproach thanthat based onthe
twoglobd datasetsdiscussad ealier.

Asessing Desrtification at Local Levels
BEvidencefor dryland degradation & the locd levd peints a pidure
which often contragts strongly with the sombre Satistics generated &
globd levels Based onahistorica andysisof production sysemsand
farmer response, these dudies demongrate the high degree of
reslience found in the physcd and socid structures upon which
people depend for their exigence, and the very condderable degree of
adaptability medeevident by changesinlocdl practice®

Cartain features of crop and livestock sysems in these dry zones
tend to protect the resource base from over-use In the pagtord case,
thisisbecauseat thetime of year when mogt damage might bedone—
whilegrassssareflowering and setting seed—herdsareusudly at ther
mogt digpersed across the range-lands and, thus leedt likely to over-
explatavaladeforage At the ssmetime, vaiability in ranfdl from one
year tothenextisusudly S0 gregt thet itstiming and quartity havefar
gregter impect on levels of pedture biomass then does grazing
pressure In such dircumstances, the most important condition for
maintaining pagtoral production and minimizing risks of degradation is
the maintenance of herd mohlity, o thet animals can explait different
patchesof grazing.

In farming arees, as population dengties rise and land becomes
scaroe, thereis atendency for property rights to tighten and become
more exdusve, providing a framewark within which people have a
gregter incantivetointensfy andinvestintheir land.

Whileloca-levd studies of resource management and degradetion
provide grester detal and more hope regarding the resilience ad
adaptive capadity of dryland production sysems thisis nat to imply
thet there is no environmentd problem in these aress. Soil erosion,
impoverishment of il fetility, and loss of diversty amongst
vegetation and wildife are found in many dryland arees epedidly
where population dendties are high. Loca-levd sudies recognize the
nead to take an gpproach which examinesthe neture of degradaionin
thet paticular setting, the causes, and gppropriate messures to be
undertaken in collaboration with loca populaions These dudiesdso
demondrete the dynamic rdationship between human sodieties and
thar physca environment, which provides a beds for the design of
policy messures to encourage moreeffective husbandry of such
resourcesinfuture

Scope of International Action

A broad range of messureshasbeen undertakeninthe past to address
problemsof desatification. These messures have operated a many
dffeet levds from  gobd pans o  adion

Table 1. Status of desertification world-wide

Million hectares % of total drylands

1. Degraded irrigated lands 43 0.8
2. Degraded rainfed crop lands 216 4.1

3. Degraded range-lands (soil and
vegetation degradation) 757 14.6

4. Drylands with human-induced
soil degradation (GLASOD)

(i.e. 1+42+3) 1.016 19.5
5. Degraded range-lands (vegetation

degradation without soil degradation)2,576 50.0
6. Total degraded drylands

(i.e. 4+5) 3,692 69.5
7. Non-degraded drylands 1,580 30.5
8. Total area drylands excluding

hyper-arid deserts (6+7) 5,172 100.0

Source: UNEP (1991), Status of Desertification and Implemen-
tation of the United Nations Plan of Action to Combat
Desertification, Report of the  Executive  Director
UNEP/GCSS.I11/3 (UNEP, Nairabi).
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and multilaterd programmes; to government adtions & netiond levd
andadivitiesat thelevd of thesettlement or farm.

It has becomeincreasingly deer that priority in future must be given
to supporting thelandusarsthemsdvesin managing morecarefully the
netural resources upon which they and their descendants will depend.
Thisdemandsthat atention bepaid to avariety of locd-leve adtivities,
and provigon of abroeder indtitutiondl and economic framework within
which land-usrs fed more ssore However, there reman vay
important functions to be carried out & nationa, sub-regiond, and
globd levds to support this loca-levd approach. Elements of such a
framework a these different levdsare examined moredosdy inthelast
section of thischapter.

A Globd Convertionto Combet Desattificationisdueto bereedy for
dgnature in June 1994. Negatiation of this Converttion provides an
opportunity for recipient and donor nations to assess current palicy
and prectice in this fidd and to commit themsalves to more effective
actioninthefuture.

However, there ramains some uncertainty about whether a Con-
vertion of this nature is redlly the best means to address effectivdy
problemsof dryland degradation. Desatification is unlike meny other
environmentd issues in tht it lacks dealy identifisble linkages at a
glabd leve. For ozonedepletion, greenhousa-gasemissions, or tropicd
Oeforetation there are dear and acocepted linkeges between the
behaviour of individud countriesand their useof resources and effects
experiencad by theworld ssawhole On such linkagescanbebesed a
globa agreement which attempts to agree limits on the behaviour of
individud nations for the grester globd good. In the case of
destification, such globd linkages are nather well-identified nor
commonly accepted. As seen edtlier, thereis no consansus regarding
how desatification might impect on dimate change or vice vasa
Dryland vegetation probebly hes a much smdler potertid for
absorbing and locking up CO, than do tropicd forests While loss of
vegdaive cover may effect mico-dimatic condtions in terms of
increesing oil temperatures, reduced moaidire avalability, and
increesed wind speads, there is no evidence that continued
degradationwill producedimeatechangeson aregiond or globd levd.

An agreameant & globd levd islikdy to be 30 generd asto provide
little subgtartive guidance on detailed commitmentsto be undertaken.
Some governments argue that didogue regarding palicy change and
donor commitments are best carried out on a bilaterd bess within
which confidence can be built up over alonger period. According to
this view, negatiation of agloba convention is activdly damaging to
current attempts to improve dryland management, by polaizing the
worldinto two camps—thedeve oping and developed world—and by
tying up scarce manpower in negatiating a document which will be of
litleutimeateveue

While the Globd Convertion provides a broad framework,

much greder detal will be possble when drawing up regiond
ingruments; or protocals Suchinsrumentsmay bedevd oped ther a
a continenta levd—for Africay Ada Lain Ameica—or & a b
continenta levd—for example, in the African cass, covering eedtern,
western, southern, and northern Africa

Agresment to draw up a globd convention was mede for palitical
reesons, as a quid pro quo to Africen ndions & Rio for thar
involvement and support in agreaments concerning issues in which
they hed little direct interest. Having made such acommitment, it now
fdls upon theworld community to endeavour to design an agresment
whichisfar andredidic. Giventhetighttime-frameinvolved, thedesign
of suchaconvertion representsamgor chalenge.

Pas BExpeience with Programmes to Conbat
Desartification

While desrtification as aterm has been around since the 19305 it is
only inthelast twenty yearsthat it hasentered moregenerd usage The
gregt African drought of 1973 brought much world atention to
desrtification and environmentd trends in dryland regions of the
world.

In 1977, the United Nations Conference on Desrtification was hdd
in Narobi, Kewya Its am was to exanine the causss ad
consequencesof desatification, to assessits overdl incidence, and to
gengate commitmett from donors and countries affected by
destificetion to tackle these problems In 1978, fdlowing this
conference, the Desattification Control/Programme Adtivity Centrewas
S upinthenenly established UNEPtofadllow up onthecommitments
meade, and to provide technical support to countries undertaking plans
of action to combet desartification.

A range of adtions were envisaged by the 1977 conference for
addressing problemsof desartification, whichinduded proposas:

. toasds countriestoformulate plansfor combatingdesartification;

. to dimulate and co-ordinete action within the internationd
community; and

- to devdop methods to assess  desatification processss in
odllaboration with nationd, subregond, and  intemationd
inditutions

An assessment of progress meade in combating desatification was
undertaken, and reported in 1984. This was done by sending out a
quesionnareto dl nations, requesting information on changesin the
inddenceof land suffering or & risk from desartification. These figures
presented in the 1984 update on desartification, showed avary large
incresse in aress afected and & risk. Much of thisincrease isdue to

GREEN GLOBE YEARBOOK 1994

83



changesin definition by induding thedry sub-humid zone, and adding
in nat only land suffering, but dso land thought to be a risk from
desatification. The data recaived from these quegtionnaires is now
admittedtobeworthless.

In 1990 an extemd review was underteken of the Globdl Fan of
Adtion to Combeat Destification dravn up in 1977, and the extent to
which UNEPhed fulfilleditsmandete™ It conduded thet the principles
contained in the Plan of Action remained valid, but that a number of
shortcomings within the Plan had hindered its implementation. These
induded its lack of focus, the very ambitious gods s, and lack of
atention to sodo-economic factors Other ressons for  poor
pafomeance comprise a ladk of pdlitical will by govemments and
donorsto addressdesatification, and uncertainty regarding the neture
of theproblemto betackled.

A further update ontheincidence of desartification wes carried out in
1990w 91 for presntetion & the Earth Summit in 1992. Thisisbased on
the two global data sets described eatlier, and presented in aseries of
maps Some of the difficulties concaming interpretation of this data
havebesnexamined earlier inthispeper.

Theoverdl judgement of donorsregardingUNEPSs capedity totackle
destification effectively is made evident in the expaience of the
Desartification Conaultative Mechanism. Thisbody wasestablishedin
1978 dter the UN Conference on Desartification as a meansto raise
fundsfor anti-desartification dtivities It washoped thet donorswould
shift much of thar funding out of hilaterdl channds and through this
mecheniam. UNEPs Desarts branch would provide an administrative
and technicd secretariat to judge, and dlocate funds between different
programmes. However, it has never been diletoraise morethen atiny
fraction of what hed been hoped. Whilethiswas partly dueto donors
rluctance to lose the pdliticd leverage maintained through bilaterd
gpending, unwillingnessto channd money through suchamutilaterd
fund waslargely the result of donors low opinion of UNEPs expatise
in identifying worthwhile activities for funding. The Desatification
ConaultativeMechenisnwaswound upin 1991,

Caeful examingtion of pest expaience with globdl-levd programmes
isnecessary to hdp avoid arepetition of usdessactivities and identify
new goproaches which are likdy to yidd grester success Work in
preparation for the globel convention, due to be signed in June 1994
and the drawing up of regiond protocols will @m to evduee the
uccessesand faluresof pest experience Caremust betakentoavoida
further proliferation of adtion plans & glabd, regiond, and nationd
levels which are easy to draw up but frequently bear no rdaion to
what issubsequently achieved ontheground.

Programmesto Combat Desertification at Other Levels
Itisnot dwaysessy toidentify the proportion of resourcesdlocated to
combating desartification, Snce the collection and presentation of deata
on development assistance does not use this as a didtinct category.
Theremay be anumber of adtivitiesinduded within, sy, livestock or
agriculturd devdopment which could be considered as promating
more effective drylands manegemeant. In addition, the terms ad
categories used by government, donors, and the deveopment
business a large have been changing. For example, therisein interest
about the environment has spawned a range of new terms, such as
natura-resource managemat, villageland management gestion de
terrair), andjoint forest management.

Regardess of theexact share of aid invalved, the number of projects
in operation in most deveoping countries is often very large. These
may range in 9ze from a multi-million dallar programme for netura-
resource manegement across the entire country, to a snglewvillage
project funded by an NGO. Each project and donor tendsto haveits
own objedtives and methods of work. The large number and diversity
of projects mekeit difficult for government a netiond or locd leve to
achieveadegree of co-ordination between projects, and to ensure that
thar operations are broedly in line with the objectives of government.
The need for gregter donor co-ordingtion and the difficulties of
achievingthisareoutlinedinthefind section of thispaper.

Multilateral Progranmmes

At a multilaterd levd, many orgenizations have been involved in
programmeswhichindudethepromation of better land manegementin
dry aress Here, sincelack of pace condrainsadetailed presentetion of
ther regpective merits only ashort summary of mgjor paintsof interest
will beprovided.

The UN Soudano-Sahdian Office (UNSO) isthe main UN agency
with agpedific mandateto work inthe dry regions of Africa It focusss
on twenty-two countriesin sub-Saharan Africa which are particulaly
susceptible to drought and desartification. Origindly set up following
the 1973 Sahdian drought to cover countries in this region, it hes
subsequently expanded to cover other less drought-prone nations
who probebly hoped, by this means, to gain access to extra funding.
Withaninitid emphasisonmgorinfrastructurd projects, such asroads,
in recent years the orgenization hes shifted towards policy and
planning adtivities Thisindudes the formulation of Nationd Rlans of
Adtionto Combeat Desartification, and attemptsto co-ordinate thelarge
number of different planning exerdses currently being promoted by
different donors (such as Nationd Environmentd Action Plans
Tropicd Forestry Action Plans and Nationd Conservation Strategies,
tonamebutafew).
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Thelnternational Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), with
itsmandateto work onimproving the prospectsfor amdl-scdefamers
and livestock kegpers, has had amgor rdleto play in hdping devdop
systems for sudanable production in margind  dryland arees. For
exarde in Sehdien Africa it has bean supporting a number of
progranmesto provide credit and promotethe conservation of soil and
moigture, through buildingonlocd famers skills

The World Bank haesinitisted a range of programmes to encourage
more-dffectivenaturd-resource manegement intheWest African Sahd,
which combine spedific prgject componantswith recommendationsfor
palicy changeat nationd levds(such asthe daification of land-tenure
regulaions and reform of agriculturd pricing policy). A large number of
African countries are now underteking programmes of Sructurd
adjusment, designed by the World Bank and the Internationd
Monetary Fund (IMF) toimprove publicfinance, thetradeba ance, and
pricing of different goods Some obsarvers argue thet Sructurd
adjusment programmes have hed a highly damaging effect on the
environment of countriesforced to carry these out, Sncegovernments
are put under pressure to expand ther foragn-exchenge eamings
extendon savicss are cut beck, and there is no money available for
ather government savicesin aupport of smdl farmers However, others
aguetha on baance the effect of sructurd adjustment has probebly
been padtive, by achieving a ghift in rddive retuns from the urbean
towards the rurd sector, and by reducing the influence which
government attempisto exert onmany aressof economiclife

Other important progranmesin thefidd of promating moreeffective
netura-resource managament indryland regions and improved wefare
havebeen carried out by the Food and Agriculturd Organization of the
UN (FAO), the United Ntions Development Progranme (UNDP), and
thelntemationd Labour Office(ILO), tonamebut afew.

Regional-Level Bodies
In Africa, thereare severd sUb-regiond bodies which are mendated to
combat drought anddesartification.

In the West African Sehel, the Comité Inter-Etats de L utte contre la
Secharesseau SAhd (CILSS) was 2t up in 1973, in the wake of the
extreme drought experienced thet yeer. It now hesninemember dates
and ams to co-ordinate adtivities to reduce the vulnerdhlity of the
region to drought and desatification. The Club du Sehd wes
eteblished in 1976, in padld, to encourage co-ordindion of
gpproachesamongst themain donorstotheregion.

The experience of this subregiond organization has been
mixed. A mgor redruduing programme hes been  under
way in 1992-93 to reduce vay subdatidly its sze ad
ambitions to fit beter the contributions agreed by its nine

membe dates As a reault, there will now be only aamdl core g&f
respongble for catan key funcions Additiond programmes will be
agreed and funded by donorsonaproject-by-project basis

Its work programme since 1989 has focused on a sies of inta-
locking themes, which indude land tenure, decentrdization of date
adminigration, and linkages between demogrgphic growth and
environmental degradaion. While the debate raised by such themes
has been livdy and informative, the impact on nationd government
palicy hasto date been limited. Member-date governments are under
no obligation to adopt policy recommenddions emanating from this
organization. Neverthdess, the rdationship between the Camité Inter-
Etatsand the Club duSehd isauseful example of thekind of didogue
and linkages which may be built up over time between recipient and
donor governments. Currently acharter on environmentd ad isbaing
drawn up and negotiated between countries of the sub-region and the
Club du Sahd, in an dtempt to raiondize the wide range of
programmes involved in tackling environmental degradation in the
S,

On the ather Sde of the African continert, the Inter-Governmenta
Authority on Drought and Desatification IGADD) bringstogether Sx
membe dates Eteblished in 1986, it hes hed a hard time defining a
redigic mandate for the organization, given the pdlitical turmail
prevailing in many of itsmember countries Since 1990 work has gone
into drawing up a fiveyear plan for which it is hoped donor
governments will provide the necessary finance: A heavy backlog of
unpaid subscriptionsto the organization has been dmost deared by
themember sates However, thefutureof the orgenization and therole
it will be dlowed to play remains in some doult. Few donors ssem
willing to consider the etablishment of adonor organization, Smilar to
the Club duSahd, to support development work inthe Hom of Africa
Yet aClub dela Corme (or Hom Club) could play avdudde rdein
enabling thisorganizationtoevolveinto aussful sub-regiond forum.

Caeful thought should be given to the rde of sub-regiond
organizationswithin the forthcoming Convention on Destification. In
the past these organizations have maintained very amhbitious godls
which have rardy been supported by their member dates, dther in
finencid resources needed or in powes grated. The debate
concerning ‘ subsidiarity’ inthe context of the Europeen Commissonin
relation to its member gates has many echoesin current discussons
about gppropricte mandates for sub-regiond bodies in southern,
eadern, and western Africa Severd functionscan beidentified for such
bodiestocarry aut, whichindude:

. shaing expaience and informetion on  desatification contral
between countrieswithSmilar environments
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- provigon of catain sarvices and inditutions & regiond levd, for
traning, environmenta monitoring, and research;

. a oo-ordingion mechaniam to ensure regular discusson
concamning economic palicy, managament of common resources
(such asriver basing), and to promate trade and mohility between
member dates

Bilateral Programmes
Atabilaterd levd, amultiplicity of development interventionshesbean
pursued. Thoseprogrammesof particular noteindude:

. Gamay's wok in Bukina Feso invaving the Programme
dAménagameant des Tearrairs & de Consarvation des Ressources
dansleRaeau Centrd,, which hes been deve oping techniquesfor
tregting gulley erodon within famers fidds through pamesble
gonedykes andfor villagelevd land-useplanning;

- ressrchrand-devdopment work  funded by the Dutch
government for the Prget Lutte Anti-Erodve and Village Land
Management programmein the cotton-growing region of Skas,
insouthemMdli;

. the Swedish Intemationd Development Agency's longterm
progranme of support to devdop efedtive soil- and water-
consavaionadtivitiesinesgern Africa and

- the Nowegian Sudan-Sahd-Ethiopia programme, which hes
upported a range of adtivitiesin the Seheien zone to promate
more Sudainable resource management and reduced vulnerahility
todrought.

It is not possble to provide an ovedl asessmet of the
grengths and wesknessss of the wide range of bilaed
progranmes In may casss remakale progress has been
mede in working with locd people to design better methods
for aop and livetock production. However, &s noted edlier,
the lage number of differet donor intervertions can have
advee consguences For example eech donor  programme
will meke paticlar demands on the scarce time of gover:
mat pasond. Donors may dso have  contredictory
goproaches and methods to managing certain issues, such as
paymat of per diems food for work, provison of trangoort
dlovances to extenson workes ad 0 on. Donor o
odngion invaving the man biladed ad mutilaed
agendes woking in a paticdar country is  becoming
increesngly common. Many of the Wesern donors see this
& indigpensdble to avoid duplication of adivies ad
inconggendes in goproech. It dso pemits a tighter degree
of donor conditiondity on the redpiet govemment. However,
& will be sen in the lagt sedtion of this peper, there ae

frequently limitstotheeffectivenessaf such donor co-ordingtion, given
theconflictinginterestsinvolved.

The Role of Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) in
Combating Desertification

The NGO pressnce in Africds drylands gems from thar initid
involvement in ddivary of food rdlief in the drought crisss of 1973-74
and 1984-85. Many organizations moved from such rdief work to
longer-term devd opment programmes aimed at reducing vulnerdhility
to future droughts, through improvementsto production systemsand
diverdficationof incomes

Thesoread of NGOs has been egtonishing in the last decade, with a
mushrooming of indigenous groups in many developing countries
Somedf theseNGOsae asye, vay young, smdl, and inexperienced.
Others however, represent important bodies ableto carry out effective
projedts in the fidd, and engage in pdlicy research and debate a
nationd andintemeationd levels

Experience from NGO projectsis as mixed asthe groupsresponsble
for their implementation. There has been rddivey little independent
evauation of NGO work, and NGOs themsdves are often rdudtant to
gpend much time evduating their own edtivities. There is a frequent
asumption mede thet the amal scae a which NGOs wark, and ther
dose links with a given populaion, ensure that ther projects will be
uccessul. However, not dl observers are unanimous in such a
positiveassssament of NGO performance.

Nevethdess the influence of NGO gpproaches to project
devedopment and work with local people hasbean enormous Thereis
agrowing literature destribing successful rurd development projects
meny of them from the NGO sector.> Each valume of case studies
deriveskey dements considered essartid for ensuring success There
isbroad agreament regarding suchdements whichtendtoindude:

- buildngonlocd ills

. aflexibleleaming-processgpproech;

- workingwithindigenousgroups, and

- providing securerightsand gainsto thepoor.

Adaptation by Local People

At the levd of the individud famer or herder, much hes bem
done to adgt to changing ewironmentd, economic, ad
inditutiond drcumstances  Such  adaptations have  often
occurred outsde the corfines of any project and demondrate
the drength of locd capadities to andyse change and develop
new sysems to cope It should be remembered thet farming
populations for many generations throughout the world have
had to cope with change, and have needed to devdop ways
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of providing themsdves with more-catain sources of income and
security. Examplesof such adgptationindude™

- devdlopment of indigenoussystemsfor rainwater collection;

- goread of short-cyde crops to cope with lower and more vaigble
rarvfell;

- intercropping of nitrogenHfixing crops, such as cowpeg, within
granfidds ad

- amongd pegtord groupsashiftin herd compostiontowardsmore
robust species, suchasgoasand camds.

Incressingly, attention isturning to how best governments and donor
agendies can support locd people in developing means to ded with
drought and desertification in waysthet consarvetheir resources, This
doesnat assumethat locd people aredl-knowing and wise, but rather
thet a partnership could ussfully be creted between the skills and
informetion of outsdeprofessond sand thoseof locd people

Obstacles to Effective International Solutions

There ae sverd ressons some of which have dresdy ben
mentioned, which explan why intemationd solutions to combating
desatification havenot brought great success.

It is now acoepted thet dryland degradation is a problem thet best
neadsto be addressad at local and nationd levels within the countries
seioudy afected. Desatificationisnot agiabd environmentd prablem
of dmilar form to ozone depletion and globd warming through CO,
emissons. As a consegquence, there is only a limited role for
internetiond action, eementsof which are described in the lest section
of thispeper.

Many of the uccessful programmes carried out have been rdativdy
low-cost. Lage sums of money in themsdves will not combet
destification effectively and, indeed, may produce effects that run
counter to the desired reult. Ingteed, local people nesd an economiic,
sdd, technicd, and inditutiond framework within which to develop
gopropriatemethodsof resource useand management. Such meeaures
are probebly not best dedlt with by globa conventions: Experience
from the 1977 UN Conference orwards hes demondtrated the veary
limited value of drawing up plans a globd, regiond, or nationd levds,
snce they rardy bear much resamblance to redlity and are usudly
imposshletoimplemert.

There is a certan unwillingness amongst donors to address
issues which may have adverse impacts on  dryland producers,
because of the interess involved within northern  countries.
For example there is groning evidence that some agriculturd,

environmentd, and trade palides from the Europeen Community and
the United States have dameaging effects on the prices and incomes of
gamdl famers and herders in deveoping countries. A paticular case
invavesthe dumping of frozen meet fromthe EC onto meat marketsin
Weg Africaa highly subsidized prices This mekes it much more
dfficitfor Sshdian herdersto | thar animdsat adecent price Other
examplesprobebly exigt for different products, such eswheat-flour, and
milk powder. A Globd Convention may provideacontext withinwhich
tocondder suchtradeimpacts

Future Prospects

The Globa Convention to Combet Desartification is baing negotiated
in 1993-94. While it is likdy to be fary gengd in tams of the
commitments made by donors and redipient governmants; it should
provide a ussful framewark within which regiond or subregiond
protocolscan bedevel oped.

It is consdered to be atight timetable to which the Secretariat to the
Intemationd Negatiating Committee must work. Hence it isvary likely
thet the regiond protocols will have to be drawn up ater June 1994,
rather then being reedy for Sgnature & the same time as the Glabdl
Convertion. Prior atention islikdy for Africa, given the commitments
mede a Rio, dthough other regions of the world increesingly are
becoming interested in the poterttid benefits flowing from regiond
protocols

The Globd Convention is being negatiated in adifficult worddwide
context, as adflows dagnate and subgantid ad funds are being
shifted towards the countries of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet
Union. Asareault, it ishard to believe that this Global Convention will
be backed by a subdatid increese in finendd resources
Consaouently, commitmentswill need to focus on meansby which to
improvethe effectiveness of aid ddivery anditsuse, changesin palicy
a nationd and internationd levdsto bring greater security to thelives
of dryland peoples, and gppropriate technicd inputs to promate the
devdopment of localy gppropriate solutionstodryland degradation.

For donor governments, a range of commitments are likdy to be
demanded of themsuchas

- anincreeeintheflexibility of adddivery,

- increasad donor co-ordination;

- improved access to technology needed to monitor environmentd
change and

. commitment to address trade polides which damege the
livelihoodsof dryland producers.

For redpiat govanmeats there ae sevard aress within which
commitmeantsarelikdy tobesought:
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- darification of land tenure, and adevolution of powersto manege
resourcesand control accesstoloca-leve sructures,

- liberdization of economic and pdlitical systems; to encourage the
devdopment of adiversedvil sodety, fresdom of assodiation, and
multi-perty palitics and

- explicit recognition of demographic growth as an important factor
limting the effective menegemet of naturd resources and,
conseguently, the nead for nationd policies encouraging lower
levdsof fertility.

Progress in ataning the above commitmentsis likely to be dow and
difficult to monitor ather by Globd Convertion, or by regiond
protocols Some obsarvers argue thet the negatiation process wiill
damege exiging bilaterd rdations in which progressis being mede to
achieve pdlicy change Thereisdso concern that it may be difficult to
move forwerd with negatiations areedy under way (uch asthe Sehel
Charter for Environmentd Aid), Since everyone will be waiting to sse
whatwill emergea gobd levd firs.

A further area of uncartainty concamns the extant to which work on
desatification control could, or should, be dedlt with by the Global
Environrmentd Fadlity. Many donors are unwilling to acoept thet
desrtificetion condtitutes aglobd proldem, of the samekind as ozone
depletion. Rather, they ague destifiction is a worldwide
environmentd problem occurring in many parts of theworld, but with
no explidt impact on the globd evironmental commons. Where
processesof dryland degradetion are dearly linked to one of the four
exiging aress of funding through this mechanism—ozone depletion,
globd warming, manegement of intemationd waters and maintenance
of biodiveraty—then funding should be available through exiding
channds. It would beingppropriate, according to thisview, toesteblish
destification as afifth programme area for the Glabd Environmenta
Feadlity, and would probebly reduce commitment from themain donors
tocontinuetofundthis, Snceitsfocuswould havebecometoo broed.

Many of the uncatainties regarding the Globd Convention will be
resolved during 1994, as negatidions are findized & globd levd and
Odtailed work dtarts a regiond levd. It is a chdlenging task for
concerned to obtain agreement from the different nations of theworld
about the best means to address dryland degradation, and the
dlocation of reponghilities necessary to attain the Convention's
objectives

On the beds of pest expeience with anti-desartification
programmes, there are many ressons to doubt the ussfulness

of aGlobd Convertionto ded with thisproblem. However, it would be
a migake to judge the process only on the basis of the Globd
Convertion drawvn up in mid-1994. Even if & a gobd levd the
agreamentsreached are of avery generd nature, thisshould providea
framework within which to devdlop more-spedific commitments a
nationd and regiond levels
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