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30 per cent
of the Earth’s land
surface is affected by
the degradation of
fragile drylands.

DEFORESTATION
POOR IRRIGATION
METHODS
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2 What is Desertification?

Are the deserts advancing? Despite some rhetoric at times of crisis, the sands are
not steadily spreading over neighbouring land. Deserts may seem to expand when the
rains are poor over a long period, but they usually retreat again with good rainfall.

So, is everything alright? No. Land degradation is continuing and increasing at an
alarming pace, seriously eroding the world’s precious store of productive land. When it
happens in the world’s drylands it often creates desert-like conditions and is called
“desertification”. This process happens piecemeal as different areas of degraded land

‘ spread and merge together,
rather than through advancing
desert.

Is it just an act of God, or
the weather? No. Drought is
part of the cause of

Pay atfention desertification and certainly

to the links makes things worse. But
essentially it is a man-made
problem. It arises from placing
too much pressure on the land.

Is it only a problem for the
poor in developing
countries? No. One billion of
the poorest and most marginised
people of the earth — who live in
the most vulnerable areas — may
be the most severely affected by
desertification. But it has other victims too. Some 18 developed countries suffer from
desertification. And developed countries as a whole — and more favoured areas of
developing countries — are already being affected indirectly as people migrate to them
after being unable to live off their degraded land. Desertification provides one of the
most graphic examples of how poverty anywhere endangers prosperity and
sustainability everywhere.

So, what is Desertification? The definition agreed by the world’s leaders at the
1992 Earth Summit and adopted by the Convention is: “land degradation in arid,
semi-arid and sub-humid areas resulting from various factors, including climatic
variations and human activities.”
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Land degradation is as old as civilisation itself, stretching from the plains of China to the
peaks of the Inca empire. The world’s first ever written story, a Sumerian epic, tells how
a man felled the forests of Mesopotamia, bringing down a curse. The ancient Sumerians
failed to heed the parable and went on cutting the trees. As early as 2000 BC their
literature carries evocative descriptions of desertification. Their great city state of Uruk,
which once contained 50,000 people and produced crop yields comparable to those of
North America today, is now just a bump in the sand. '

Plato wrote of Attica in the 4th century BC: “our land, compared to what it was, is like
the skeleton of a body wasted by disease.” The Roman Empire’s breadbasket in North
Africa, where once 600 cities flourished, is now a desert. Christopher Columbus said he
had “never beheld so fair a thing” as the forests he found cloaking the hills of Haiti:
those same hills are now barren and eroded.

Yet it is by no means all a history of destruction. The people of the drylands generally
evolved sophisticated ways of living off their fragile soils without overexploiting them.
The people of the Algerian steppe, for example, roamed as nomads over its 20 million
hectares to get the best advantage from the changing seasons and climatic variations,
while minimising damage to the land, sharing resources with settled farmers to the north
and the people of the oases to the south.

The first determined international effort to combat desertification began at the end of
the great Sahelian drought and famine of 1968-1974 in which over 200,000 people and
millions of their animals died. The United Nations Sudano-Sahelian Office was set up in
-1973, originally to assist nine drought-prone countries inWest Africa, though its activities
spread. Assistance was subsequently expanded to cover 22 countries south of the Sahara
and north of the Equator. Sub-regional organisations were established in Africa at
around the same time. Similarly, the International Fund for Agricultural Development
established its Special Programme for Sub-Saharan Countries Affected by Drought and
Desertification in 1985, after another crippling drought: it has mobilised some $400
million and this, combined with another $350 million contributed through co-financing,
has helped to pay for 45 projects in 25 countries.

The UN first addressed the issue on a global scale at the United Nations Conference on
Desertification, held in Nairobi in 1977, which put the issue on the international agenda
as a worldwide economic, social and environmental problem. It produced the Plan of
Action to Combat Desertification, a series of guidelines and recommendations designed,
among other things, to help affected countries to draw up plans to tackle the problem,
and to stimulate and co-ordinate help from the international community. In principle
the Plan of Action left little to be desired — an external review in 1990 found that its
principles were still valid — but in practice, its implementation fell far short of
expectations. .

For a start neither the governments of the affected countries, nor international aid
donors gave it sufficient priority. In 1980 it was estimated that $4.5 billion would have
to be spent each year if the Plan of Action was to be properly implemented: $2.4 billion
of this was needed in countries that would have largely to rely on foreign aid. Yet only a

#
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quarter of the required aid, $0.6 billion, was actually being provided. Meanwhile only 20
governments, less than a quarter of those whose countries were affected, had developed
national plans to combat desertification by 1991 — 14 years after the Plan of Action had
been agreed.

When governments and donors did take action, the effort was often spoiled through lack
of co-ordination. Aid-giving countries and agencies frequently insisted that recipient .
countries should draw up new plans as a framework for their assistance — with little
relation to similar plans that had already been produced at the behest of other donors —
and then all too often did not see them to completion. So the countries became littered
with partially implemented plans. Even more important, the social dimension of
desertification was given too little attention, and the people actually affected by it
became alienated because they were insufficiently consulted. The problem continued to
get worse.

The preamble of the Convention appreciates “the significance of the past efforts and
experience of States and international organisations in combating desertification and
mitigating the effects of drought particuldrly in implementing the Plan of Action to
Combat Desertification”, but it recogmses that “despite efforts in the past, progress... has
not met expectations.” It adds: “a new and more effective approach 1s needed at all
levels within the framework of sustainable development.”

Developing nations, led by African countries, insisted that proper attention should be
given to desertification during the preparations for the 1992 Earth Summit. Eventually,
after tough bargaining, the world’s leaders agreed in Agenda 21 to call on the UN
General Assembly to set up an Inter-governmental Negotiating Committee to prepare a

legally binding instrument by June 1994.

After 13 months of difficult negotiations in five sessions in Nairobi, Geneva, New York
and Paris — and against many observers' expectations — the United Nations Convention
to Combat Desertification in Countries Expc rien(ing Serious Drought and/or
Desertification, Particularly in Africa (to glve it its full name), was adopted on time on
17 June 1994 and opened for signature in Paris in October that year. By May 1995 a
total of 105 countries had signed.

The Convention — symbolising agreement between developed and developing countries
on the need for a global coalition to address desertification — is different from previous
attempts to combat the crisis, since it is legally binding. Countries that accede to it will be
obliged to implement it. Unlike some other international environmental treaties, it
includes concrete national commitments for practical action, particularly at the local level
where desertification must primarily be fought, and places great emphasis on the
machinery needed to implement it and monitor its progress. Finalising the Convention is
one the most important achievements to date in the follow-up to the Earth Summit,
bringing the spirit of Rio, literally, down to earth.



4 Matters of Principle

OBJECTIVES

The objective of having a
Convention is to secure the
long-term commitment of
its Parties through a
legally binding document.

The Convention describes
its objective as: "o
combat desertification and
mitigate the effects of
drought in countries
experiencing serious
drought and/or
desertification, particularly
in Africa, through effective
action af all levels,
supported by international
co-operation and
partnership arrangements,
in the framework of an
integrated approach which
is consistent with Agenda
21, with a view to
conmbunng to the
achievement of sustainable
development in affected
areas.”

It adds: “Achieving this
objedtive will mvo?ve long-
term integrated strategies
that focus simulaneously,
in affected areas, on
improved produmvny of
the land and the
rehabilitation,
conservation, and
sustainable management
of land and water
resources, leading to
|mproved living conditions,
in particular ot the
community level.”

The Convention takes an innovative approach in the way it tackles
desertification and international environmental law as a whole. It is
designed to forge a new deal between governments, the
international community, development practitioners and local

people.

Containing 40 articles and four Regional Annexes (on the
implementation of the treaty in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the
Caribbean, and the Northern Mediterranean), its regularly repeated
aim is to “combat desertification and mitigate the effects of
drought.” It gives priority to Africa, the continent where the
problem causes the most distress. Indeed, the session of the Inter-
governmental Negotiating Committee which adopted the text of the
Convention, passed a resolution on urgent action for Africa —
calling on affected African countries urgently to prepare action
programmes and on donors to support them — even before the
treaty formally comes into force.

The Convention pioneers a democratic, bottom-up approach in
international environmental law. It clearly emphasises that the
people who bear the brunt of desertification — and who best
understand the fragile environments in which they live — must be
fully involved and be allowed to participate in the decisions that
will shape their lives. The first principle of the treaty, commits
Parties to “ensure that decisions on the design and implementation
of programmes... are taken with the participation of populations
and local communities and that an enabling environment is created
at higher levels to facilitate action at national and local levels.”
The second principle again breaks new ground by stressing the
need for international partnership and co-ordination, both to avoid
duplication of effort and to get away from the traditionally one-
sided relationship between donors and recipients of assistance. It
says that: “Parties should, in a spirit of international solidarity and
partnership, improve co-operation and co-ordination at sub-
regional, regional and international levels, and better focus
financial, human, organisational and technical resources where they
are needed.”

The third principle of the treaty extends the conc ept of partnership
to relationships within the affected countries and, in domg S0, re-
emphasises the importance of ensuring the participation of local
people and communities. It lays down that: “Parties should develop,
in a spirit of partne rship7 co-operation among all levels of

gove rnment, (ommunmes non-governme >ntal ()rgamsatlons and
landholders to establish a better understanding of the nature and
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OBLIGATIONS OF
AFFECTED
COUNTRY PARTIES

Affected country Parties
undertake to:

a) Give due priority to
combating desertification
and mitigating the effects
of drought, and allocate
adequate resources in
accordance with their
circumstances and
capabilities.

b) Establish strateﬁies and
Friorities, within the
ramework of sustainable
development plans and/or
policies, to combat
desertification and mitigate
the effects of drought.

¢) Address the underlying
causes of desertification
and pay special atfention to
the socio-economic factors
contributing to
desertification processes.

d) Promote awareness and
facilitate the parficipation
of local populations,
particularly women and
youth, witﬁ the surpport of
non-governmenta
organisations, in efforts to
combat desertification and
mitigate the effects of
drought.

e) Provide an enabling
environment by
strengthening, as
appropriate, relevant
existing legislation and,
where they do not exist,
enacting new laws and
establis inﬂ long-term
policies and acfion
programmes.

$&

value of land and scarce water resources in affected areas and to
work towards their sustainable use.”

The fourth and final principle says that: “Parties should take into
full consideration the special needs and circumstances of affected
developing country Parties, particularly the least developed
among them.”

The treaty also insists at the outset that programmes to combat
desertification and mitigate the effects of drought must not be
conceived and implemented in isolation, but should be integrated
into development policies as a whole. And it emphasises the need
to “adopt an integrated approach addressing the physical,
biological, and socio-economic aspects of the processes of
desertification and drought.”

The Convention also lays special emphasis on the economic
environment, both internationally and within nations, and makes
it clear that this must be arranged so as to enable desertification
to be tackled effectively. Parties are obliged to give “due
attention” to the effects of trade, marketing arrangements and
debt on the affected developing countries among them “with a
view to establishing an enabling international economic
environment conducive to the promotion of sustainable
development.” And they are obliged to integrate their anti-
desertification efforts with “strategies for poverty eradication.”
The general obligations of the treaty stress the importance of co-
operation — within inter-governmental organisations, within




LOOUNN
TO

€ARTH

reglons and sub-
regions, and
internationally. And
they lay down that
Parties must
“promote co-
operation among
affected country
Parties in the fields
of environmental
protection and the
conservation of
land and water
resources, as they
relate to
desertification and

drought.”

Both affected and
developed country Parties undertake comprehensnve sets of obllgatlons under the treaty
(see boxes). The Convention acknowledges the importance of the private sector, and
gives an unprecedented role to the whole society, particularly non-governmental
organisations, in its implementation.

The treaty redirects scientific and technological efforts, and emphasises the way that
local populations can make use of scientific knowledge, and contribute to it. It has
flexible and potentially effective review mechanisms, and provisions to ensure co-
operation among countries and international organisations.

~ Strategies to combat desertification are more efficient
when they are based on systematic and serious
observations, as well as thorough scientific knowledge.
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