Desertification – the Sahel region of Africa

Desertification: term used to describe how once productive land changes to desert-like landscape. This process is not necessarily irreversible.

Human and physical causes
	Human
	Physical

	Population growth – rapid increase in population puts more pressure on land as more food needed
	Soil erosion – exposed soil is more easily eroded by wind or water

	Over grazing – too many goats, sheep and cattle destroy the vegetation
	Intensity of rainfall – when rain does come, it is for a short time and very intense periods. This makes capture and storage of water difficult and can increase soil erosion

	Overcultivation – intensive use of marginal land becomes exhausted and crops will not grow
	Changing rainfall patterns – rainfall has become less predictable over the last 50 years and occasional drought has extended to several years

	Deforestation – trees cut down for fuel, fencing and housing. Roots no longer bind soil together, leading to soil erosion
	

	War – many sub-Saharan countries have suffered civil war where crops and animals have been deliberately destroyed resulting in famine and death
	


It is estimated that 20% of world’s population has to cope with the effects of desertification across 60 countries. The Sahel is the region that is most at risk.
Location: It is the area south of the Sahara desert, stretching the width of the continent. It forms a large part of Sub-Saharan Africa, the poorest region in the world.
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Climate of the Sahel:

Temperatures are always hot and rainfall is just enough to keep the grasses growing and a few trees and shrubs. On the drier desert edges of the Sahel region there is less vegetation and fewer animals. Rainfall is seasonal and unpredictable and it is very dry for most of the year. Here there are many nomadic herders who move from place to place with their cattle looking for water and grazing.
Causes of desertification in the Sahel:

Climate change (natural or human?) is one cause of desertification. It is also be sped up by human activity. 
Before 1960s: Before the 1960s there was more rainfall in the Sahel and the population grew. Water was plentiful so more crops were grown and the numbers of animals increased. Wood was available for use a fuel and building materials.

After 1960s: The climate become drier and large areas of the forest had been removed for farmland and fuel supplies. People still tried to grow the same amount of crops and rear the same numbers of cattle. As a result there was overgrazing and Overcultivation which left the soil bare. Without the vegetation less humus is added to the soil and so the soil can’t hold as much water and dries out. Soil that is dry can easily be eroded by wind and water. The land could no longer support nay trees and plants and it turns to desert.

Since 1970: There has been widespread crop failure which has resulted in 100,000 people and animals dying.
Management:
1. One successful method set up by Oxfam in Burkina Faso is the use of small stone walls which are built following the contours of the land. These act as small dams which when it rains hold the rain from washing away and allows in to soak into the soil. It has been successful because it is simple, inexpensive and has been shown to increase yields by up to 50%.
2. Planting trees and shrubs to create ‘green belt’. Plants add organic matter to the soil allowing it to hold more moisture. Tree roots help to bind the soil together and prevent it blowing or washing away. It has also been successful in areas where the replanting has taken place.
Recent satellite images have shown that contrary to earlier belief the Sahara has not made any significant advance southwards. Instead it is now thought that the southern fringes extend and contract according to periods of rainfall and drought (1970s coincided with period of drought). This suggests that the threat of desertification is not as high as first thought, but the risk highlights an awareness of semi-arid lands and how fragile they are. This means that they require careful management.
