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ABSTRACT

There are multiple causes of desertification which operate at many levels,
from the way io which {and is vsed in a farmer’s field, through the impact of
land tenure regulations and agricultaral pricing policy at national level, to
global factors, such as world trade conditions and global warming.
Desertification is also linked o the larper social processes, (such as the
monetisation of locsl economies, population growth, nrhanisation, znd
scdentarisation) that create push and pull factors influencing resource use.

The key findings of tns paper on the social dimensions of desertification are
as follows:

L W mpcial processes and desertification

- integration of smaller social syslems into a worldwide economic
gyslem has vndermined lgcal culural, political, cconomic and
soelal integrity,

- marginalisation of rural areas and the loss of local autohomy over land
use management has led to increasing poverty and resource

degradation for many, while others have been able to cape effectively;

- ereasing commercialisation of both agricubtural and pastoral
precluction in dryland aress, while benefiting some producers,
has caused further impoverishment of more marginal groups;

. increasingly violent conflicts over the resource base may
demaonstrate links between poliucal or social instability and
envirgnmental degradation In tone aceas.

2, Local demographic and social struectures

- [ocal production systems, social organisation and living

conditions are highly diverse and must adapt to grear risk and
uncerfainty;

- members of the population particularly wulnerable to
desertification are those with uneertain access to productive”

FESOUrCes such as pastoralisis, refupees, migrants, landless
families apd women;
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scattered and mobile dryland populations are penerally very poor
and have limited access o almost all government services which
would enable them to improve their welfare.

Socio-coltnral, economic and environmental impacts

iraditional culturai, political and religious values have been
groded due to external impacts such as drought and monetary
Pressurss; S

rapidly changing patterns of mobility, such as sedemtarisation,
are creating adverse effects on both farmers and herders
including social ceaflicts, economic and psychological stress
from break-up of families and diglocation of individuals;

livelihoods and productive capacities have declined as a direct
result of depletion of nataral resources in many dryland regions,
and such degradation is leading to increased labour demands,
particuiarly for women;

greater social stratification is eévident as some groups win and others
lose when they are incorporated into the market economy.

Resource nse conflicts, traditional institutions and political
marginalisation

m many places, external pressures have caused a breakdown of
Iocal regource management institurions and a shifi (o short-term
survival sirategies;

lack of clarity over land tenosre and rights has aliered land use
patterns and led o conflicts, with poor pastoral groups often
further marginalised by agriculiural enceoachment and other
[arge-scale developments.

Loacal-level adaptation practices
the diversity of focal adaplation practices reflects the fact that

dryland populations are continually adjusting to oew climatic,
economic, social and institutional circumstances;

il




zocial groups are affected differently by desertification
depending on their production systems, wealth and access o
social support mechanisms;

there are signs that the cffectiveness of local coping strategies is
declining with the combined impact of impoverishment, conflict,
drought, famine and desertification.

Desectification policies and programmes

past efforts to controf environmental degradation and promote
development in drylands have generally been biased rowards top-
down teehnical sehitions which have failed o take into aceount
the broader social dimensions of deserttfication;

recent programmes and policies, which promige greater success,
have adopted 2 more hottem-up approach emphasising

community participation and the building of local knowiedge and
management systenis;

the challenge to government and donor agencies is o learn from
these community participation approaches in their own
ProOgTanimes.,

it



INTRODUCTION

According o UUNEP estimates, there are now as many as 900 million people
at risk from deserulcation, dehned as "land dégradation in arid, semi-arid
and dry sub-humid areas resulting from various factors, including climabic
variation and human activities” (UNCED 1992), While most studies
cancerned with this 1350 have concentrated on asscssing the gphusical facts of
desertification, less appears to have been dope on the social dimensicns and

impacts.

The current debate regarding desectification in dryland regions has tended to
focus on alarming global data, climatelogy and ecological trends, particularly
since the Sahelian droughts of the 19705 and 80s in Africa. However, the
accuracy, meaning and practical usefulness of these estimates of global
desertificanion trends are increasingly questioned, particularly given the

difficulty of determining the causgal relstionships of such complex processes,

Clearly, Africa’s natural resource base is under severs pressuve in particular
igcalities, but it can not be assumed from this that all deyland regions are
suffering the same degradation. A contrasting picture is provided by more
regional and local level research which demonstrates the highly dynamic and
resilient features of both physical systemis and the human communities that
make nse of them. The ratipnality and adaptabifity of farming and pastoral
fivelthoods are reflected in natural resource management and congervation

efforts upon which future poliey ean huild.



This paper contends that conventional approaches to the anmalysis of
desertification fail to take into accourt the complexity of human resource use
in marginal areas. Rather than contributing to the debale on the causes of
desechification, the paper sets out to disentangle the web of interconnected
processes at work in dryland areas. By examining these various factors at
local, nationat, regional and global levels.a broad pichure emerges of the
underlying social dynamics, processes, and conseguences of envirpnmental
degradation’. The paper concludes by revealing pelicy implications, and
sugeesting fukure resear_r:h priorities and appropriate measures that can be
undertaken in collaboration with local people. The paper analyses risk and
uncetrtainty faced by dryland inhabitanis in Africa under six inter-related
themas;

1

social processes and desertification,

local demographic and social strucmres;

socio-cultural, economic and environmental 1mpacks;

resource use conflicts, raditional institutions and pelitical marginalisation;

- local-level adapration; and

- desertification policies and programmes.”

' To achisve a coherent overview some generalisation is inevitable, Boxed case
studies serve (o highlight local variations.

? The paper is-based on an exiensive literatwre review and annotaed bibliography
commissiored by UNEP and prepared in collaboration wath UNRISD and 1I1ED,
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1.  SOCTAL PROCESSES AND DESERTIFICATION

Dresertification and eovironmenlat depradation can e seen as both a cause
and a consequence of unequal development and poverty arising out of the

integration of smwaller sociat systems into a worldwide gconomic system

controlled by the developed nations.

A broad, historical perspective of the external forces and social processes
behind desertification provide a critical glarting point on which to base an
analysis of dryland Africa (Copans 1983). Global economic change, the
monetisation of local economies, population growth, urbanization,
sedentarnzation and poehitical marpinalisation arg examples of some of the

processes that can damage the livelihoods of marginal secial groups living in

these areas.

1.1 Giobat integration, poelitical marginalisation, aad social

change

Rural societies in different paris of the world have axperienced a gradual
undermining of theic cultural, economic, social and politica! integrity for
hundreds of years, its impact and intensity depending oo the form of
European contact. Although colonialism represented a grooper form of
control over the productive sectors of these societies, other regions were zlso

integrated through the spread of trade and foreign investment (Moruimaore
198D,

This integraton has contribuled, 1n many cases, to the impoverishment of

rural areas through labour, resource and proful extraciion. The creation and
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growth of powerful urban centres has oftenp been controlled by both external
elites and transnational linkages with local groups of relatively well-off
farmers, clerks, traders and civil servams who could take advantage of new
cpportunities, These local €lites were the main beneficiaries of political
independence and perpetuated the extractive process through institutons and
refationships established during colonial times (Marks [984; CGalaty & Bonte
1991%,

Political and economic events happening very far from deyland regions have
therefore caused a gradoal ergsion of traditional systemis and the assioilation
of cultoral groups info-the wider society. Local social structures have been
ingreasingly displaced and no longer have the power needed to enforcs
autonomons gecisions about land use. Social mechanisms that reduce risk,
provide soecial security and protect the envirooment (such as by asset sharing,
income redistribution, maintaining reserve land capacity, fallow rotation, and
transhumanee) have also broken down in many cases (Franke & Chasin
13863, While in some cases ithisz has |led Lo increasing envirgnmental stress,
in others Jocal communities have adapted and maintained the capacily to
prodoce and sutvive (Drejer 1985 Mortimore 1989) (refer to case studies in
Boxes I-5).

1.2 Population growth and land use changes

High population growth rates of over 3% a year have characterised the 34
driest countries in the world, most of which are African (Ware 1977} Some
argue that the fragility of the underlying resource base in arid regions
implies a limited capacity ta absorb increased numbers of people, resulting in

overgrazing, overcuitivation, deforesiation and over-irrigation (Campbell
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[O74y. While inappropriate land use can simply be the regult of bad
management aod rising demand, it is.mere often influenced by a range of
underlying natural, social, scoenemic and pelitical factors {such as droughis,
poverty, and misplaced development aid interventions} which make
sustainable resource use difficult. Over-exploitation of rescurces is more
often a reftection of timited choices open to the poor land users, short-term
recponses to external pressures, and the erosion of traditional land use

management prackices (Bie 1992: Timberlake 1985).

Predictions of warsening degradation are based on unclear definwions which
fail o distinguish between temporary declines in secondary productivity, and
irreversible, permanent soil and vegetstion changes (Abel & Blaikie 1539).
New theory and fiehd research increasingly calls inte gquestion the concepis of
fixed carrying capacity and sustainable limits of the land (Eilis & Swift

1985: Homewond 1987). Fears of persistent impoverishment fail to take into
account the ability of human societies o adapt to changed conditions
(Johnson & Anderson 1988). Evidence from several areas of dryland Africa
shows, for example, that growing human populations are not always
damaging 10 the resource base (Mortimore 1989}, A recent stedy reveals thal
population pressute may even be a necessary condition for the intensification
of agricalture and more conservative land use practices (Boserup 1965;
Tiffen, Mortimore & Gichuki 1993} (see Box 3).

Population growth is unevenly distributed, both throughout Africa and within
countries. Semi-arid zones are often more densely populated than arid areas
or humid areas, dwe to the limited respurces in the former, and the existence
of diseasze vectors which inhibit in-migration in the latter areas (Rochette

1989), A recent survey of population growth in Africa eslimates that by 2010
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over 30% of sub-Saharan Africa’s population will be living in towns and
cities (Cour 1992), Despite high rates of urban migration, many families
maintain streng links in rural aveas. Expanding urban economies could
generate economic growth, diversification and increase income for rural
populations, particularly in food production. The survey sugpests that rising
incounes and sustainable land management can be achieved as long as there is
freedom of movement, not ooly between rural and urban areas, but also

within regions af the contioent (ihid),

1.3 Governmeni policy-making and market integration

Involvement in world markets, worsening terms of trade, and rising debt
loads bave put tight constraints on developing countries. Governments are
forced to focus on palicies that will garn much-needad foreign exchanpe.
Although aimed ar promoting the national interest, these policies have mixed
lmpact, some promoting conservation while others causze depradation and
negative consequences for the welfare and ineome levels of marginal groups,
particularly those living in the climatic margins (Baier 1376: Stah] 1990:
Franeo 1936). Government policics are often biased against the maintenance
or improvement of traditional farming and herding systems. Privatisation of
land tenure systems and the commercialisation of agrieulture and Jivestock
are aimed at improving productiviey, but instead often accelerate degradation
{Grainger 1990; Dixon, James & Sherman 1989) (see Box 3.2).

Attempts to control stgeking rates in order 1o ensure the conservation of
conumunal rangelands is an example of an inlerventionist povernment policy
based on the flawed assumption that traditional pastoral herding systems are

inefficient and damaging (Abel. £ Blaikie 1990}, Evidence from many studies
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shows, however, that pastoral land use 15 inherently rabonal and an
ecological adaptation given the censtraints of arid lands {Cba & Lusigl
1987). The d}rnan-ﬁc.s of open-range management and indigenous land tenure
syslemis are important foundatioos for the success of these opportunisiic
strategies {Behnke 1955; Migot-Adbolla 1991). Resource degradation
usznally ooours when communal lands are opened (o uncestricted exploitation
from the outside, destroying exiznsive grazing and transhumance Systems
(Shepherd 1989).

1.4 lInstability, conflict and Insecurity

Political and social instability, while not @ major cause, can be linked to
environmental degradation in some arcas. Alibough the use of force in
campeting for scirce resources 18 not new, some argue that die balance
between acecptable and unaceeprable competition has been upset, spiralling
into increasingly violent and frequent confhict dubbed "green warg”

particularly in the Sahelian countries of both East and West Afniea (Bennett
iS22} (see Box 1}

Thousands of displaced people have become "ecological refugees” in
Africa, Hving gs shanty town dwellers. In other cases, oppréssion by the
state prompts migration, pitting different groups against each other.
Competition between local populations for work and resources results in
tensions and conflects, as well as putting further pressure on the
surrounding gnvironment. Civil war, climatic variability, orunpredictable
prices can cause insecurity and limit people’s ability to plan for the future

and invest time and resources in improving the land (Hjort af Ornas
19492},



Bax 1; Greenwar in Somalia
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2, LOCAL DEMOGRAPHIC AND SQCTAL STRUCTURES
2.1 Diversity of popelations

Low rainfall, bighly variable climstes and recurrent droughts are common
features of dryland zreas and have a profound bearing on the types of land
usc and production syslems adopred by ocal peopie. Local econamies are
typically based on extensive use of natural resources through adaptive
siratepics tl‘t&t- inciude diversification of productive aclivities and varying
degrecs of mobilicy (David 1973), The major economic achvity in arid
areas i5 nomadic pastoralism which is highly adapted to the ecological
conditions characterising these zowes. Transhumance, for exampie, is the

seasonal movement between pasturc ranges, either lafimdinal or
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alutudinal. This practice makes very afficient use of the scarce resources
in arid zones by taking advantage of both fresh pastures in the rainy

Sea s, and df}l‘ EEEL_EI.'.I-I'] ESETYES NEdr [MoTe purmanﬂm waler SOUTCes, Iﬂ
seini-arid areas, more settled communities and mixed agricuelioral systems
tend to be more predominant, with animal busbandry being a

supplemecntary activity ta cullivalion based on rainfed crops (Leonard
19897,

The line betwesn pastoralism and agricubture 15 often blurved, If an area is
subject to variable and |ow yields, agropasioralism represents a beneficial
stratepy against drought Ey muking use of livestock for subsistence while
at the same tme pmviding‘ draught power and manure (Mortimore 1989,
Teoulmin 1992}, Movements of people out of "pure™ pastoralism into
cultivation in limes of ¢xtreme bardship are reversed once egcological
conditions chanze for the betler, and enough cash has been earned o
reconstitute a viable herd. The specialisation and ioterdependence of
dryland economies is also reflected in pastoralist diets which rely to a
large extent on traded grains (Amadu & Kirk-Grocoe 1956),

Despite broad commonalities, it is imporiang not 1o generalise ton much
about dryland populations, A wide variety of cultures, knowledge, social
organisation and production systems exist, each of which has evalved

distinct sets of institutions to exploit local and regional conditions®,

* A whole range of background case studies can be found 10 the anthrepological
literature which sets down existing systems in erms of edinic groups and relations, land
renure, political econeimy, résource maagement and wse, decizion-making, adaplive
ctrategies, and socio-cultural orgamisation (refer 10 forthcoming IIED annotated
bibtiography The Socia! Dimensions of Deserificackon}.
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2.2 Demegraphic structeres and social organisation

Climatic conditions and a general scarcity of resources io dryland areas
means that population dénsities are relatively low compared with highear
rainfafl areas. High levels of risk and uncertainty are the norm, not only
in production and the physical features that govern the enviranment, b
also in health and child reproduction. Large extended families are one

means by which drylands peoples deal with uncertainty (see Box &}

Box 2: Risk and household size in Kali

Wbt chme
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Mozt deviand countries are at the lowest end of the poverty scale
sccording o figures for GDP per capita and the human d-&vﬁldpment index
(UNICEF 1902, Iﬁdicamrs of the qoality af life, infant mﬂrtality; and life
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expectancy show clearly that human conditions in dryiand areas have
barely improved, and may cven have declined uver recent years (Cameron
1991 Benefice 1984; Mbaku 1989). Demopraphic data shows arid areas
have Jower fertility, higher mortality and more mobile populations than in
weller zones. However, the different arid repions of the world reveal a
range of demegraphic trends (Hill 1985), Dryland areas of Asia may be
able to absorb preater populations with the development of water supplics,
while in Latin America, high rural outmigration of young people means
declining arid populations. Tn Africa there are coly limited oppartupiies
in orban areas, and little access 1o irrigated (and, resulting in more rapid

growth of rural populations in sepii-arid zones (Caldwe]] 1984).
2.3 Vulnerable social groups and access to government services

While t can be argued that desertification selectively burs “the poorest
sections of the population, the.pnnrest of the world’s poor" (Kales et al
1977), it particularly affects those groups who depend most op access (o
natural resources for their subsistence. They will inevitably be most
vulnerable to environmental degradation and increasing shortages, as well
as 1o tamine and drought. Refugees; indigenous peoples and landless
fzmilies are alse greatly at risk given their fack of secure access to
productive resources. These groups are politically weakest,.fur[hﬂr

constraining their ability to alter or improve their sitoation.
:

Within communities, some people are more dffected than others due 1o

) b
unequal income and wealth digtribution, access o community risk-sharing
nebworks and public suppart. The impact for hoth pastoralist and farming

communities appears io disproportionately affect women and the elderly




whe face increased workloads and child-raising responsibilitics while men
migrate sut of area w search of income (Rochetie (985, However, there
are very few local-level stodies of the varied impact of eovironmental

degradation within dryland commuonities®.

Diryland regions of the world tend to be peographically and politically
marginalised. This is partly dug to the inherent difficollies of
adminigtering scatierad populations in distant and inaccessible terrain, but
also the low priority governments have given such areas. The i:lﬂ!{tiﬂa] andg
cultural awtonomy of societies have alzo tended to discourage investment
by the state and the provision of social services, such as health, education

and veterinary assistance (Sandford 1978, Heron 1983, Gorham 1978).

Logistical problems of low population density, isolation, and mobifily, as
well as a distrust of government services are ¢ited as common problems-in
the provision of health services, Often this s due o a lack of
understanding ahout the unique features of communpities - such as the
influence of cultural and politizal factors, social organisation and
production sysiems, vnderlying ecological impacts on health, traditional
health practices and beliefs, and the tole of community healers (Loutan
1900; Hill 1985; Kloos 1993}, Ahthough problems with health provision in
dryland areas have been documented, the link between desertificatioog,
poverty and increased evidence of dizeasze 8 a2 yet tenuous, given-the lack

of concrete data,

A stuely in Sudan reveals that the hardest hit are camel nomads in northern and
pones, small-herd gwners, assel poar hooschalds, recent seilers, families withom working
members and capital-constrained femiale headed households {Tekulu, von Braun & Zaki
19511y,
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2.4 Dynamics of gender

Waomen in the dreylands, as in most other areas, play eritical roles n
ensuring family survival, nutrition, edocation, health and saoitatign
{Battagline 1988; UNICEF 1989). Women generally are constrained by
[ack of ownership and coatrol over productive assets {capital, land,
labour), lack of access o education and lirmited time, These gender
inequalities may also cause gre.au.%r exposure o seasonality and drought, or
ineensify envirgnmental problems (Schroeder 387, Women may be
unabie to respond o deleriorating environmental conditions, or undertake
natural resource rehehilitation, despite a high level of awareness of these

problems (808§ Sahel 1923; Wangari 1989).

Agricultural and pastoralist women face different problems. For rural
farming communities the outnitgration of men, whether seasonal or
permanent, bhas important consequences tor women who must shoulder
more wark in addition to their reproductive role (Monimarne 1983),
Whether the outmigration as a diversification strategy improves family
Fiving standards depends in great part on the amount of money saved and
remigted back o the farm for investment o economic actvities®., While
many women suffer disproportiopatefy, some studies show the importance
of support from the larger household in cushioning the impact on women
of male outmigration (SOS Sahel 1993),

* The "successful® economic diversification strategies of the Baggara of Sudan, which
includa both make migration and sedentacisaion, has had a nepative bmpact oo women
who are lefi behind with inadequate and dechining resources (Ibrahim 19%4 and 1987),
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In the penera!l impoverishment of pastoral communities, women have
borne greater social losses than men (Horowitz and Jowkar 1993). Male
outmigration increases women's workloads and erodes their position in
society 28 men consolidate aceess to cash and other resources (Jockes &
Pointing 1921; Talle 1988). Widows and female-headed hoescholds face
even greater difficnities given their fack of kinship tics for herd
reconstruction. ‘The progressive alienation of rangelands from commuRity-
based ownership stractures through privatisauon has led (o the break-up of
labour groups x{:&‘hir:h wonien bad aceess to. These constraines are
compounded by :::;f'f::r lactors such as increased raiding and loss of pasture

to cultivation (Hjort af Orpas | 2809),

Oeneral statements about the weakness and vulnerability of women can be
problematic, however, given local and regional variations and the refative
paucity of available information. Mach more needs 1o be known about

gender relations in both farming and herding commuonities regarding land,

water and livestock management in arid and semi-arid regions of Africa.

&R SOCIO-CULTURAL, ECONOMIC AND
ENYIRONMENTAL IMPACTS

Local-tevel case studies of social, economic and envirenmental change in
dryland communities exist for many countries, although direct linkages 1o
desertification are difficult to draw out. 3ome writers argue that marginal
groups within dryland communities appear b0 suffer most from related
problems such as the erosion of traditional values, changes in mgration

parterns, worsening living conditions, and socig-economic decline as a
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result of commercialisation (Spooner & Mann 1982). However, these
negative impacts are not felt by all social groups to the same extent, A
few families or individwals may actually pain new opportunities from

involvement in the monctary economyy (Mortimore 19897,
3.1 Erasion of traditional cultuoral, political, religious valoes

The combined imparcts of environmental depradation, political
marginalisation and religious discrinunation can cause a gradual erosion of
cultural identity, as iflusteated by a case in Mexico (see Box 3.1). The
pastoral econamy and society of the Borzn in northern Kenya have been
50 weakened by drought that they can no longer defend themselves against
increasing raids and [oss of liveslock to other stronger pastoral groups,
and have thercfore been forced 1o modify theic traditional diet {mainly
milk and blood} o incarporate a nwch larger proportion of graing (Hogg
1985). Beja nomads 1o Sudan have a tradition of tribal collectivism.
Custom maintains that wamen should stay at home and not work. When
this group was forced to settle in towns after the 1985 drought, Beja
women were placed 1o a difficult position, They had o live with the
humiliation of not being able to maintain their culture when, for instance,
they had to begin working to earn inconse for the family, selfing in the

markets formerly considered the domain of men {Bennett 199]1),

While dreyland proples have seen many changes in their conmnunitics as a
result of contact with other cultures, not all have been negative. MNew
opportunities, access 1o information, and ideas are channelled io through

radio and television or returning migrants (Gueye & Toulmin 1993),
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Box 3.1: Breakdown of fraditional Indian dryland Farming in Mexico
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3.2 Impacts on social mebilicy and migration patterns

Many govermmeants have attempted o improve productivicy aond the
livelthomds of nomadic pastoral people by settling them in agriculural or
wrrigacion schemes. However, this hay olten had profound impaces on
soctal organisation, as well as leading to preater land degradation
(Salzman 1980; RBaxter 1977; Littie 1985h: Sorko 1985). In some areas
mrcreased cultivatioo amd constricted grazing mobility In deiee aokd areas
has led to the abandonment of transbumance and tradilional soit

conservalion practices such as lallowing,
Cooflicrs between farmery and herders are exacerbated, particonlarly if

cultivation takes over nmnportant wet season graring areas. Yalley boteom

wotlands, for example, are of major impartance to bath agriculturcal and
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pastoral systems in savanna Africa (Scoones 1992). Case studies in
different African countries have revealed thab the withdiawal of wetlands
from grazing causes disproportionataly greater damage by destroying

traditiaonal extensive patterns of livestock movement and prazing.

Box 3.Z: Land aliepation and the Barahmg in Tanzania
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The impact of redyced mobility or settlement for subsistence pasioralists
can cauge social distuption and stratification within groups {Frantz 1980,
Moris 1988). As (hey seek new sources of income and pasture, families

may sphit up, with some members goine to rural towns or urban centres,
and others maintaining the heed (Fratkin & Roth [990; Hjort af Omas

1990}, Similar impacts have been found in studies on migration and the
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subsequent social disruption for villages and families of farmers.The
Government of Tanzanta’s pelicy of villagisation had the effect of

concentrating people and sedentarising pastordlists, leading to inereased

degradation around new setlements (Grainger 1990},

Intensified migration can have knock-on effects in the areas receiving npew
influxes of pecple, leading to fragmentation of land and decreazed |
harvests due to soif depletion (Kosmarskays 1989, The integration of
tefugee and hest land wse patterns, such as transhumant pastoralism and
irrigateg] apricolture in Somalia, has proved to be difficalt (Uncuh 1992),
Populabion mpbiinty and redistnibution as a resalt of drowght and
desertification have also had a strong impact on the remaining areas of
comimunzl resources (Darkal 1992). Regpional conftiot and refugee
influxcs in West Afriea have straimed already fragile social and economic

siructures, thereby increasing eaviconmental degradation {Nnoli 1990).

3.3  Importance of socio-econamic incorporatinon and

commercialisation

High rates of urbanization bave created a growing demand for both animal
and agnicultural products, and a general shift away from subsistence
berding and farming 10 more commercialised prodection. These trends
towards greater socio-cconomice neorporaticn aod conmercialisation have
both beneficial and delrimental elfects in terms of human welfare and |
nalural resource wse (FACH 1977,

Studies i both Africa and Latin America report changes in the patterns of

livestock ownership due to commercizlisation, leading to greater social
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stratification {Hecht 1983). Wealthier farmers, traders, civil servants and
other nen-pastoralisis diversify their asseis by owning livestock cared for
by hired herders (Liutle 19852). However, their profits are often
reinvested ouside the livesiock secegr, and they bave a limited stake in
preserving rangelands. Growth in absentee herd ownership iz seen to
have an increasingly detrimental effect on remaining subsistence

pastoralists {Behnke 1980,

Whether market integealion causes marginal groups to become more
vulnerable is, however, still contested. The markel economy can benefit
members of dryland communities. Some pastoral gmupﬁ m Africa have
been ahle o take advantage of new markets created by growing demands
from the wage labcur sector in urban areas by shifting (o a more
commercial, meat-production based =trategy. This process hag also ereated
much-nesded access to eoonoic opportunities, particutarly for the sale of
labour, as an imporland copinge strategy for both agriculivralists and
mastoradists in Migerja (Mortimore 1929}, Although stilf dependent on
herds as the main means of livelibood, many pastoralists have been able (o
diversify their economic activities by trading, selling milk, and crop
farming, Thege groups may, however, be increagingly vulnerable to
economic flachuations as they are now tightly integrated into the market
(Salih 1983).

Cash-crop farming has similarly opened up oppartunities for inereased
specialization in agriculture with mized resulis. 1o West Africa, for
example, over recenl decades farmers have shifted from food crops such
as rrillet and sorghom e groundnus znd cotton, Althouph these cash

CTORS inlliaied an expansion in eommercial activity, again they also
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produce vulnerability te commodity price declines, reduced local food
production and dependence on imported, purchased food, such as rice
AGrainger 1990). Previcus links and exchange systems bebween

apriculturalists and pastoralists nia:.r alsa Be strained or broken.

4. RESOURCE USE CONFLICTS

Clarifying Iand tenure and property relations governing resource use is of
fundamental importance in dryland areas. The breakdown of loeal
management institutions has been 3 critical factor responsible for a
downward spiral of environmental degradation. Land tenure has therefore

risen o Lhe top of the agenda in many parts of Africa.
4.1 Breakdown of lecal resource management institutions

Local institutions and indigenous knowledge have contributed to the
complex land use regulations that have evolved in drylands. Although they
are often overlooked by outsiders, these [nstitutions continue e play
important roles in-pastoral and farming communities (Lile & Brokensha
1987). While some management systems are being rapidly destroyed due
to external pressures (such as government policy and the recurrence of

drought), others continue to be highly affective.

Common property regimes ave often controlled or owned by powerful
groups {clans, families, [ineages) who can eaforce informal regulations
aver a far greater area than is possible under mndividual ownership. But

the diminishing autonomy of local institutions over land use makes
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enforcement more difficult. 1o the inland Niger Delta of Mali, for
example, customary systems af nawral resource management are being
destroyed by goverament policies, the monetisation of the Delia’s
economy and recurrent drought. In the process the linkages between
knowledge of resources, dependence an their sustainable production and
responsibility for their management are breaking down, allowing ousiders

with more shori-term interests to explo the local systems and resourees
(Moorehead 1991; Vedeld 1994,

4.2 Land tenure, property relations and conflicts

From the eolonisl pericd onwards, governments have sought o limit local
conteol over land rights in an effort to promote national goals and assert
central power (Anderson & Grove 1987). The vacuum left by the decline
of traditional institutions has not always been filled by effective
zovernment enforcement of land rights and resource use as demonstrated
by a case in India (see Box 4). In Africa, changes in the legislation and
reform of land tenure have been uneven, leaving a vaniety of different
land tenure systems in operation, some only on an ad Aac basis (Toulmin
19933), Goverment attempis 0 centralise and umfy land tenure
arrangements fail to cater for the existing complexities and undermine the

flexibifity inherent ino the mytiad of communal land teoure arrangements.

Although privaiisation bas been seen by povernments as a way of
encouraging investment in land, it in wrn has caused pegative impacts, as
has been shown earlier. In West Africa non-privatised solutions, such as
the "gestion de terroir’ (GT) programmes, aim to involve much greater

Jocal participation in managing resources and detiding on investment
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Box 4: Land tenure and dﬂser'tif'mtiun in India

priorities {Toulmin 1993a). However, imporiant issues such as the lack of
real transfer of power to local people, limited aticntion to pastoral arcas,
and the overemphasis on land as opposed to other important soyrces of

rural income remain to be dealt with (Painter et al forthcoming),

More equitable rights for poorer members of pastoral and farming groups
need to be achieved, as well as the incorporation of indigenous land
tenure systems in these reforms {Lane & Swift 198%: Marika 19910,
Flexibility in land tenure systems may be positive for some marginal
oroups, such as pastoralists and women, who can then assert claims to
laed on the basis of usufructuary rights. However, most studies show that
instability and flexibility of land tenure regulations have increased social

conflict hetween ethnic groups. Problems of land rights are panj._:u]arl}'

i2




acute for refugees and intetnal migrants whe are in the process of
resettlement (Fuller 1987; Unruh 1992; Oxby 1984).

5. LOCAL LEVEL ADAFTATION PRACTILES

It is generally assumed that dryland proples have had a damaging impact
on the environment. However, In many cases these communities have
evolved ways of coping with risky arid environments, and indeed
conserving their réesources. Although the evidence for a de:c.!ine i the
effectiveness of these practices 15 not clear~cut, there are sipne that caertain
groups are hecoming increasioely vulnerable to cnvironmental |
depradation. Various levels of response can be found in both berding and

farming practices.
5.1 Levels of response

Stratepies vary from region to region depending on the history, natural
environment and peoples of the area. These strategies are also dynamic,
with medifications evolving in response o geadual transformations in the

environment and social context (Bovin & Manger 1990),

There is often a failure, however, 1o make clear distinctions bebvesn
different types of respense, "Traditional” adaplation practices have
evolvad over the long-teTm as a response to the unceriainty characteristic
of dryland regions. Coping strategics attempe to deal with crises arising
from drought, famine or marginalisation (Legpe 1989, Other types of

stratepies have drisen i deal with environmenlal degradation, while some
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are new adjustments to the more immediate impacts of development

projects and government resetilement schemes (Helland 19800,

Traditional adaptation practices stress mobility, social copperation and
high labour inputs (Stiles 1992). Strategics to cope with crisis can be seen
in the complex sequence of divestment strategies adopted by farmers in
fanune simaticné'{ﬂahmam 1988). Depending on the severity and duration
of food shurtﬁges, these strategies include constricting food intake, selling
of productive asseis and migration (Longhurst [086; Malhotra & Gadpil
1288). Dryland risk management is therelore st once both complex and
flaxible.

5.2 Pastoralists

Pastoral strategies of risk aversion generally focus on herd modifications
{diversification of species. dispersion, distribution, and expansion) o
pratect against heavy fosses. These sirategies are analoggus to agricultural
practices such as multi-cropping and reserve pranaries in areas of risky
agricultural production. Diversification of income sources vary in
importance for different pastoral groups, providing revenve in normal
times, and a fali-back during times of crisis. Tradilional drought
management incorporates a combination of livestock camposition and
recoastitution, migration, or even rainfed farming and horticuliure
(Homewood & Lewis 1387; lbrahim & Ruppert 19913, The movement in
and gut of pastora] production is dacumented by an historical case study
of the I} Chanus in Baringo District of Kenya {Anderson 1988).
Communities of cultivating pastoralists using sophisticated irrigation

techniques have ‘formed, fragmented and reformed again at the same sites
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throughout the nineteenth century as periods of ecological adversity set in

and retreated.

Even these strategies, however, have weakened with political and
economic changes following colonialism and independence discussed
garlier (Swaft 1973), New adaptive strategies have evolved in response to
pressures, such as taking up schooling opportunities econotnic
diversification in towns and intérnadional wape labour (Abn Sin 1982;
Michael 1991+ Hyort af Ornas 1980). On the other hand, it has been
cshown that oot all groups have withstood the erosion of traditional
strategies by external pressores (MeCabe 1990), The combination of.
factors which bring about the decling of certain groups is stifl poorly

undersiomnd.
5.3 Earmers

Dryland agricultural communities have evolyved responses to risky,
drought-prone eovirgnments (Little & Horowitz 1987). Economic
diversification is widely used as a risk aveidance sirategy, as in Burkina
Fase, with the typical household eacning as little as one-quarter of income
tn a crisis period from cropping or livestack sctivities, the rest derived
foom off-farnr esfoess, ougratioo rennlances and cransfers withen the
village (Reardon et al 19858). Kemittances from family members living
abroad are alsc important sources of extra income. Food zid, on the other

hand, is vsually seen as a lasy resoct {Khogali 199]).
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6. DESERTIFICATION POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES

In 1977, the UNEP Conference on Desertification called upon
governmends and international agencies to bring desertification processes
under conkrol by the end of the century, Despite nearly twenty years of
research, programmes, and a proliferation of material ca the subject, this

elusive goal seems no closer o being achieved. Although NGOs, national

governments and ifernatjonal erganisations have been invalved in plans

o combar desertification and promote development io dryland regions,
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few policies or programmes are desipned specifically to tackle the social

dimensions and conseguences of dryland degradation.
6.1 Common features of policies and programmes

Past approaches promating development in dryland regions hjg-hlight bwo
fundamental features: a technical approach and "rop-down’
implemesntation. Past programmes have generally focused on single-sector,
technology-based solutions to physical, rather than social problems.
"*Blueprints” have been applied in a hlanket fashion to complex land use
systems which vary greally depending on local circumstances. Solutions .
continue b3 be determined and implemented from above, by a ministry or
donor, far beyoad the bousehold level ar which the main impact of the
problems are encountered (GTZ 1988},

Flawed assumptions aboor the nature of land use systems and poverty in
dryland areas have produced inapproprizte maodels, such as the focus on
the need to "modernise” subsisience agricultural and pastoral sectors
through livestock development and irrigated farming (Homewnod 1992,
Anderson & Grove (987

In arid areas, government interventions aimed at developing water
rescurees and improving herd management have paradoxically been highly
damaging due to the negative impacts of increasing sedentarisation.
Boreholes make water more freely available, but no thought is given ta
who should control access to (his water and the surrounding vegetation.
While traditional systems of collective access allow for 2 more balanced

equilibrium belween dry season pasture resources and water derand,
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boreholes create a permanent concentration of animal and human

populations that destroys the vegetation in the area (Thébaud 1988).

Government ranches have also proven to be less productive than
traditional berders in their herd management and breeding while taking,
over large tracts of land once uscd by pastoralists {Leonard 198%). New
technologies, such as vaceination against rinderpest, have increased
pressure on grazing resources, thereby heightening the need for more
effective ]and management [Graingar 1990). New forms of sooml
organisalion, such as pastoral cooperatives, aimed at improving range
management have also been largely ineffective given financial non-

viabifity and dependence on outside maoey and trained personoel (Johnson

197703,

In semi-arid areas, where more mixed agricutturat systems are found,
projects have emphasised improved cropping techniques, such as the
intreduction of high-yiclding varieties and cash crops. However, these
inlerventions have often proven o0 be economically unviable, canse
abandorrment of traditional fand use and lead to greater food insecurily
I[th:ga'li- 1991}, These policies also fail to inteerate the livestock and
forestry components thar characterise the farming systems of these regions
(Shepherd 1992% In same cases a direet conflict between these
complementary systems is perceived and large tracts of ranpelands are
converted te agricultural development projects. Again, issues of social
welfare such as health, edocabion, and women's ipcome genéraiion are
usually only included at the marzins of larger desectification control

Programmes.
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4.2 Ruccesses, failures, and lessons

Overviews of UN, donor, government and NGO programmes to tackle
desertilication point to the slow progress that has been made over the past
twe decades and the lessons tearned, The main problems seent to be a
neglect of underlying lactors such as unceriain land tenure, and labour

constraints which limit the ability of communities to updertake these

measures (Dixon & Sherman 1589),

The limitations of a technical approach which places low priovity on
sockp-¢eonomic factors are now generally accepted. The need for
participatory 'bottom-up® approaches that attempt Lo support local
knowledge and management systems is gradually hc.'mg. recogaised, This Is
shown by the recent proliferation of smali-scale projects designed and
implemented at the village level, mainly supported by NGOs.
Governments and international organisations are realising the success of

such projects, and are attempling w copperate and [earn from them (GTZ
1986}

A review of the impact of anti-desertification projects demonstrabes the
importance of local participation in planning what mizit be done and how.
There is fess evidence, however, that governments, donor agencies, and

NGOs have been able to respoad to this challenge,
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Box 6: Lessons learned from successful projects
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CONCLUSION

Priovities for future vesearch and action

A re-evaluation of desertification needs o incorporate the wider context of
environment, polibies, socio-ecanomic processes and linkages to the local,

natignal and internaticnal tevels {(Spooner & Mann 19825, While specilic

aspects o dryland communities fave been waiLdncuméniad, FRCIT
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telationship to desertification is often not ¢learly aoalysed, leaving serious

gaps in our undersianding.

The main problem is the lack of distinction between, pn the ane hand,
tharacteristics of dryland populations refated to their physical vitlnerability
and geographical or politicat 150latiog; and on the other, trends In
environmental degradation within dryland regions and their impact on
different sociat groups. More specifically, while there is a large body of
lit¢rature that covers the basic constraints found in deyland areas, only
scant material vxist o document the more dynamic links between
desertification and welfare trends amongst drylands pﬂpu]at']uns, in other

words the social dimensions of desertification.
Key priorities for future research include:

1. Land tenure and land vse conflicts

A more sophisticated understandiong of land looure systems and the impact

of change, such as commercialisation of production and privatisation of

tand, for different social groops is critical o the desertification debale.

The potential role of local institutions it resource management and the

contatnment of canflict, particularly over the remaining common properiy

resources needs 1o be examined.

2. Mulnerable groups and gender dvgamics

Desertification has a differeptial impact on dreyland peoples. While some
groups have shown remarkable resilience, other social proups have
become more voloerable. Reseaich is also needed on how women's vse of

resources, the gender division of labour, their strong dependence on
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natural resources Lo meet basic needs, and Limited economic options may

in themselves intensify environmental depradation.

3. Sitrengthening adaplive praclices

Given that risk and uncertainty will conltinue to be the norm 10 dryland
areas, strategies to deal with the wnexpected (such as spatial mobility}
must be sopported, rather than hindered. Research is needed into how

positive adaptive behaviour can be sirengthened.

4, Regional research
While regearch on the African continent ig far from complete, evidence

from other regions sach as Lalin America and Asiz should alzo be made
more accessible. It is important that resulis and lessons from different
experiences be shared to avoid duplication of efforis and ensure more

effective programmes.

Key areas for future action include:

i. Programme design

It is clear that desertification programmes cannot be designed usig

. economic or technical criteria alone. They must be based on local
definition of problems, pricrities and solutions, A more ftexible approach
to support sustainable livelihoods also requires a longér time frame, rather
than reaction to crizis situationg with piecensal igitiatives. Donors muost
pay more attention to the creation of a favourable policy environment by
proaviding support 1o governments, rather than focusing only on project-led
development. National gevernments will also benefit from longer planning

herizons within ‘which o establish activities,
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2. Coordination

Coordination of actions at local, national, regional, and globa! levels is
required (Toulmin 1993b). Al the Ioczl level, improvement in land
requires that the users have secure rights o -H]El.ﬂﬂgf'. the resources they
depend on. At the national level, a mnrﬂ. enabling environment mast be
created. Market opportunities for cash crops, for example, will provide
stronger incentives for farmers to invest in land conservation and intensify
agriculture (Tiffen, Morumore & Gichuki 1993), At the regional level,
redistribution of the growing population through a high level of mobility
of people and goods should be supported (Cour 1992). At the global level,
fundamental changes must be made 1 the approaches of international and
national agencigs o gnsure they address questions of local scope and long-

term sustainability.

These ptiorities for fiture research and action have as their overall goal
sound natural resource management through poverty alleviation and the
empowerment of local communities. This paper has tried to emphasise
that not all dryland areas are badly affected by desradation. Although the
werld’s a_alttntin:n has been captured by worst case scemarios, particularly
in Africa, human society has shown a remarkable abifity to adapt to
challenges and cope with ri€k and uncertainty, In seeking solutions to the
problems In dryland areas, there is still room for optintism, change and

improvement that builds on local initiatives and indigenous systems.
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