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It is no accident that our planet is called Earth. All terrestrial life depends on the
fragile, friable crust of soil that coats the continents. Without it, living things would
never have emerged from the oceans: there would be no plants, no crops, no forests, no
animals – and no people.

This precious covering, the very flesh of the planet, is painfully slow to form, and can
be destroyed terrifyingly fast. Just a single inch of soil can take centuries to build up
but, if mistreated, it can be blown and washed away in a few seasons. And earth is now
rapidly vanishing all over the planet that bears its name.

Nowhere is the crisis more acute than in the drylands, which are the home to more than
2 billion people – a third of the entire world population. It is here – where the soils are
especially fragile, vegetation is sparse and the climate is particularly unforgiving – that
desertification takes hold. Drylands vulnerable to desertification stretch over 45 per
cent of the global land surface, some 10-20 per cent of which are already degraded.
Over 250 million people are directly affected by land degradation. Africa is particularly
threatened because the land degradation processes affect about 46 per cent of the whole
continent. Asia, on the other hand, is the most severely affected continent in terms of
the number of people affected by desertification and drought.

Land degradation occurs everywhere, but is only defined as “desertification” when it
occurs in the drylands. In a sense, desertification is a misleading term. To some, it
suggests that the world’s deserts are spreading, extending their sands over more and
more fertile land. It is true that the borders of the deserts expand and shrink cyclically
with fluctuations in the climate and rainfall, but this is a different matter.
Desertification is more like a skin disease. Patches of degraded land erupt separately,
sometimes as far as thousands of kilometres away from the nearest desert. Gradually
the patches spread and join together, creating desert-like conditions.
Desertification and land degradation can trigger a vicious circle of environmental
degradation, impoverishment, migration and conflicts, often also putting the political
stability of the affected countries and regions at risk. It is estimated that about half of
all armed conflicts present environmental causal factors characteristic of drylands. The
particular conflict sensitivity of these areas is worsened as a result of climate change
and the ensuing droughts and extreme weather conditions.

Drought often aggravates the desertification and land degradation or triggers them off.
But four human activities are usually the most immediate causes. Overcultivation
exhausts the soil. Overgrazing removes the covering of vegetation that protects it from
erosion. Deforestation cuts the trees that bind the soil to the land. And poorly drained
irrigation turns cropland salty. Worldwide, some 20 per cent of irrigated land (450,000
km2) is salt-affected, with 2,500-5,000 km2 lost from production every year as a result
of salinity (UNEP).
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The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in those countries
experiencing serious drought and/or desertification, particularly in Africa (UNCCD)
adopts the definition of desertification agreed by the world’s leaders at the Earth
Summit in Rio in 1992 – which blames both climatic variations and human activities. It
adds that “desertification is caused by complex interactions among physical, biological,
political, social, cultural and economic factors.” As population and the demand for
agriculture production increase, traditional systems of managing the land are collapsing
– and this is aggravated by the adoption of new practices, often monocultures. So more
and more of the good land is being pressed into service, without proper attention to
conservation, and poor farmers and pastoralists are forced onto marginal land.

In the past, the people of the drylands have often been blamed for destroying their own
livelihoods by overusing their land and felling trees. But there are usually deeper
underlying causes that give them no alternative. Poverty is principal among them. It
drives the poor to get as much out of the land as possible to feed their families in the
short-term, even though they are thereby foreclosing their long-term futures.

The poor of the drylands often have little say in determining their fate. They are often
marginalised even in their own countries, without rights to their land, and with little
influence in national or regional politics. They are among the least visible people in the
world, whether economically, politically or geographically – and women, who are
usually worst affected by desertification, have the least influence of all, even in their
own societies.

Indeed, desertification and land degradation affect differently to men and women,
according to the different productive roles that each group carries out. When the
natural resources in close proximity to the community start to disappear, women are
usually forced to walk greater distances to compensate this situation, frequently in
adverse and dangerous conditions. Their volume of work increases with the tasks of
collection of food, water and fuel. The decline in the fertility of land reduces the crop
production and the additional income sources. And when a family cannot survive with
their traditional livelihoods, men embark on seasonal or permanent migrations. This
circumstances aggravates women situation because it increases their workload and
reduces the production, due to the lost in land productivity.

But desertification is not just a problem for developing countries or for particular
groups of people. The continent which has the highest proportion of its dryland
severely or moderately desertified - 74 per cent - is North America. 13 of the European
Union’s countries also suffer from desertification. In all, more than 110 countries are
potentially at risk. The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) estimates
that desertification costs the world $42 billion a year. Africa alone loses some $9 billion
a year.

In the past, development planners have too often tended to ignore the people of the
drylands. But the poor know more than anyone else about the fragile ecosystem from
which they have wrested a living for so long. They should be the key to combating
desertification.



11

The UNCCD reflects the philosophy of participatory development. Action programmes
to combat desertification are to originate at the local level and to be based on genuine
local participation. Shared ownership of planned initiatives is a key condition for their
sustainability. It thus simultaneously offers hole that desertification can be halted and
rolled back and that the incomes and self-respect of some of the poorest people can be
improved, encouraging them to remain on their land. It offers the best, and possibly the
last, chance of effectively addressing the multiple, interlocking crises of desertification.
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During COP 8 held in Madrid in September 2007, the 192 Parties to the Convention
unanimously adopted the 10-year strategic plan and framework to enhance the
implementation of the Convention for 2008-2018 (The Strategy).

The Strategy has a vision to forge a global partnership to reverse and prevent
desertification/land degradation and to mitigate the effects of drought in affected areas
in order to support poverty reduction and environmental sustainability. It is tasked to
provide a global framework to combat desertification and land degradation. The
Strategy supports the development and implementation of national and regional
policies, programmes and measures to prevent, control and reverse desertification/land
degradation and mitigate the effects of drought through scientific and technological
excellence, raising public awareness, standard setting, advocacy and resource
mobilization, thereby contributing to poverty reduction.

In order to pursue this new mandate, four strategic objectives with their own long-term
impacts will guide the actions of all UNCCD stakeholders and partners in the next
decade. These four strategic objectives are: 1) to improve the living conditions of
affected populations, 2) to improve the condition of affected ecosystems, 3) to generate
global benefits through effective implementation of the UNCCD and 4) to mobilize
resources to support the implementation of the Convention through building effective
partnerships between national and international actors.

Successful implementation of The Strategy requires efforts from all Parties. They are
requested to put into operation the implementation of The Strategy, in accordance with
their national priorities, in a spirit of international solidarity and partnership. Affected
developing country Parties, and any other affected country Party within the framework
of its Regional Implementation Annex, are urged to align their action programmes and
other relevant implementation activities relating to the Convention with The Strategy.

The Strategy provides a unique opportunity to address some of the Convention’s key
challenges, to capitalize on its strengths, to seize opportunities provided by the new
policy and financing environment and to create a new and revitalized common ground
for all UNCCD stakeholders.


