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The Spreading Dese

By Erik Eckholm and Lester R. Brown

Long ago history was made in the deserts. The earliest
civilizations and two of the world’s major religions were
horn there. Now the deserts themselves are making
news. In the 1970% world attention is being drawn to
arid lands—to some because of the exceptional riches
beneath their sands, and to some hecause ecological de-
terioration has culminated in human disaster.

Although wmore than a third of the earth’s land is arid
oy semtarid, less than half this aveq is so naturally dry
and barrven that it cannot support buman life. Year
aftev vear, however, additional land is converted to
waste by humans, who are in suany cases forced to
compromise their futures by circunstances heyond their
coutrol, As a resudt of the unseund wse of land, deserts
are creeping outward im Africa, Asia, and Latin Amer-
ica. Worse, the productive capacity of vast dry regions
in both rich and poor countries is falling.

Ahgut €30 miflion people—14 percent of the world’s
population— hve on arid or semi-arid lands. Sopw 78
withion of these people, according to United Nations
estiroates, live on dands already ahmost useless hecause

Mr. Eckholm is a Senior Researcher ut Worldwatch
Tnstitute; Mr. Brown is President of Worldwatch In-
stifute.

of such factors as erosion, dune formation, vegetation
change, and salt encrustation. Those whase livelthoods
are not grownded in agriculture may be able to aveid
personial disaster amid ecological decline. but perhaps
50 anillion of these nearly 80 million people face the
gradual loss of their bvelihioods as their fields and pas-
tures tum into wastelands. They do datly battle with
undernutrition, disease. and, when the rains fall, some-
trnes even starvation. In growing numbers these dis-

Editor’s Note:

This article is Pare One of a Worldwatch
Paper, “Spreading Deserts—The Hand of Man,”
prepared by the Worldwatch Institute, 1776
Massachusetts Ave,, N.W., Washington, D.C.
W ar on Hunger will presemt the complete paper
in two parts, Part Two will appear in the Sep-
tember issue,

In late August and carly September, the
United Nations Conference on Desertification
will be held in Nairobi, Kenva. War on Hunger
will follow up this two part series with a report
on this U.N. conference. “Spreading Deserts—
The Hand of Man” will serve as a background
document for the U.N. conierence,




possessed are flocking to overcrowded cities o compete
with the vest of the landless for food and jobs.

The worsening phight of tens of milions in the arid
zones bad long gone unnoticed by most of the ocuwside
world, But w 1972, as word of a great drought anad Fane
ine south of the Sahava Desert spread, hittle-known
cotattries Hke Chad and Upper Vola suddenly appeared
i front-page newspaper stories, The hollow faces and
match-stick Timbs of stayving humans haunted television
svreens around the world, While a belated interna-
uonal velef effort eventually eliminated most overt
starvaton inn the aflicted areas, hundreds of thousands
of refugees, mosdy proud nomads never before so
burubled, poured into relief camps and West Afriea’s
cities. And still there were deaths—perhaps a hundred
thousand.

A term unfamiliay to most, “the Sahel!”” soon be-
case comnen jowrnalistic coin. Actually a geograplac
description derived from the Avabic word for “shore”
and. used to denote the unarrow band bordering the
Sahara, the ternt “Sahel” bas often been used to refer
to the six West African countries that faced dronght
frony 1968 through 1973 Mauritania, Senegal, Mali,
Upper Volta, Niger, and Chad. In fact, the drought
atferted not just the Sahelian zone, but also the broader,
merster Sudanian fone to its south, whach includes most
of these six Adrican countries and parts of many others.
Even as the West Afrvican tragedy was unfolding,
droughts and famines struck countries to the east, in-
cluding Sudan, Semalia, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tan-
2antia. Although the Sahelian tragedy veceived more
publicity. famine in Ethiopia during the early seventies
probably took more Hives than the six Sahelian countries
together fost

As awareness of the misery and dislocation of mil-
Bons of Africans grew, so did the reatization that some-
thirg more than an hiatus i the Saharan fringe’s typt-
cally low rainfall was ocourring. Historians of Africa’s
desert lands quickly discovered that the eculogical ca-
laraity triggered by the drought had been stewing for
decades. lts roots lay in social and economic patterns
tncompatible with the region’s envivonmental limita-
tions, and were not tonched by the rains that finally
vetuyned to most of the Sahel in 1974,

Disasters in the desert are nothing new: droughts and
crop failures have always plagoed arid lands, as Joseph
recognized in ancent Egvpt when he advised the Pha-
roah to set aside grain reserves. But both the scale of
sutfering when the rvains fail and the scale of destruc-
tive fuiman pressures on delicate arid-zone ecosystenis
are reaching unprecedented proportions in the Sahel
and in many othey desert regions. As the number of
people who rely on the pastires and croplands of the
aridd zonese limbs, oncesustainable social patterns and
production techniques begin to undenmine the hiologi-
cal systems on which life depends.

Traditional means of coping with dought and of liv-
ing seacefully with the envionment have been rendeved

inadequate by the modern political and social order, but
“development” has not offered desert-dwellers alterna-
tve ways to live on the lan. Sociay systems and cco-
systens are thus on a collision course; and the guestion
is not whether social and economic patterns in many
artd zones will change., but how. Either humans will
mitiate the cconomic and political veformns and the
technological and demographic changes needed to en-
havce and protect the land’s productivity, or cvents—
sure to be labeled “natural catastrophes” when they
oceur—will enforce social changes as production falls
t an ever smaller fracton of its potential.

Desertification: A Global Problem

Long used by some French aunalysts to describe the
desert encronchment and fand deterioration they saw
in Africa, the tenn “desertihication” has only recently
entered the common parlance of the international de-
velopment community. Quee little-known cutside scien-
tific civcles, the problems encompassed by this concept
arve, in date 1977, the subject of a United Nations Con-
ferenwe on Desertification to which governments from
all over the world will send representatives.

While “desertification” has become something of a
catch-all word, afl the problems usually covered by this
term mvolve ecological changes that sap land of s
ability to sustain agriculture and human habitation.
To many, desertifhication evokes an tmage of desert
sands relentlessly engulfing green ficlds and pastures.
While desert encroachment of sach a dramatic sort is a
genuine threat in some areas, in moese cases one might
miore accurately think in terms of the desert being
puiled outward by humaun actions. Where desert edges
are moving oatward, moreover, the process seldom in-
valves the steady inffax of a tide of sands along a uni-
formn fromt: rather, climatic fluctuadons and land-use
patierns interact to extend desert-like conditions ir
regularly over susceptible land. Spots of extreme degra-
dation are especially apt to grow avoundd water holes
when the nearby pastures are heavily grazed and tram-
pled and around towns when peaple denude adjacent
lands in their search for firewood.

Dangerous as desert encroachment may be, a far
weightier threat to buman welfare is the degradation of
patches of rangelandl and cropland throughout the
worid's and and semi-arid zones. Such deterioration
occurs wherever land is abused regardiess of the prox-
imity of troe, climatically-created deserts. Where land
abuse is severe and prolonged, and especially where
extended drought intensifies its effects, grasslands and
fields van be reduced to stony, eroded wastelands—or
cvent to heaps of drifting sand. More commonly, the
guaiity of rangeland vegeration dechines as the more
palaiable and productive plants are nudged out by less
desirable species. On croplands, vields may gradually
fall as soil nutrients ave dissipated and the topsoil is
eroded by wind and water.




Where and at what pace is desertification unfold-
ipg? Documentation 1§ poor even on current seil condi-
tions in ypany affected areas, let alone on changes in
‘conditions over time. Stifl, f scientists have not been
abste to draw precise conclusions, they have used availa-
fale facts to make valuabhle estimates of the extent of
desertification in various vegions. A particslarly bold,
if imprecise, effort has been miade by an Egyptian ecol-
ogist. Mohanusned Kassas, Detailed sarveys of climatic
data, he observes in a report o the Unired Nations En-
vironment Program (UNEP), indicate thar 363 per-
cent of the earth's surface is exweemely arid, arid, or
sermi-arid—categories be combines under the general
heading f deserts. Yet a wonrld survey of land condi-
tions based on soil and vegetation data indicates that
4% percent of the earth’s surface falls within these
vategovies, The difference of 6.7 percent, Kassas sug
gests, is acrounted for by the estimated extent of man-
made desertz” A collective area laxger than Brazil with
ratnfall abwwe the level received in lands classified as
sengtarid has been degraded o near-desert through
deforestations, overgrazing, burning, and injudicious
farming praciives. And. it showdd e stressed, this es-
tiroate does not take into account the far greater degra-
dation within the zones that ave arid or semi-arid in the
climnatic scnse.

The desert continues to encroach in the Sahel, These lrees
in Mauritania are being engulfed by the shifting sands. As

As wide of the mark as an estimate like Kassas’ may
be, it remains a meaningful reflection of the problem’s
scale. Regional estimates of the spread of deserts and
of the degradation of semi-arid lands support the belief
that desertification. already a major world problem, is
srowing i magnitade. It is 3 malignancy undermining
the food-producing capacity of the world’s drylands.

The southward encroachment of the Sahara Desert
is tegend, but it 15 alse fact. If the wilder versions of
some 1th and early 20ih century commentators who
helieved the desert 1o be engulfing lands at a terrifying
rate have proven overdrawn, there is little doubt that
the desert’s edge is graduatly shifting southward. Ac-
cording to researchers for the US, Agency for Interna-
tiemal Developrent, an estimated 650,000 square Lilom-
eters of Iand once suitable for agricalture or mtensive
grazing have heen forfeited to the Sahara over the past
fifty years along its southern fringe.

The spread of the Sahara has probably been measured
soost precisely in Sudan. There, as elsewhere, vegeta-
tirmal zones are shifting southward as 2 vesudt of over-
grazing, woodcstting, and accelerated soil erosion. As
@ number of apalvsts have described the process, desert
creeps into steppe, and while steppe loses ground to
the desert it creeps inte the neighboring savanna which,
in turn, creeps into the forest,

the desert enguifs more and more vegetation, fife in arid
ragions becomes more difficuft.
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Goals are known as the “scourge of the desert” because
of their voracious appetites. A small herd of goats can

‘When an aervial survey of Sudan’s desert margins
was completed in 1975, the photographs were com-
pared with maps that had been prepared in 1958, Exam-
ining the line at which scrub vegetation tapers off
into barren desert, H. F. Lamprey concluded that “the
desert boundary has shifted south by an average of
about 90-100 kilameters in the last 17 vears.” Observa-
tions of tree and scrub cover in Sudan suggest a similar
pace of degradation. Dense concentrations of the Acacta
tree, ubiquitous i many arid zones and useful for fire-
wood, forage, and {in the case of certain species) gum-
arabic production, were common around the Sudanian
capital of Khartoum as recently as 1955; by 1972, the
nearest dense Acacia stands stood ninety kilometers
south of the city.

An examination of agricultaral trends in the central
Sudanian province of Kordofan suggests some of the
forces underlying this costly biological march. Live-
stock numbers in the province have multiplied nearly
six’old since 1957, putting unbearable pressures on
grasses and shrubbery. As the human population grows
without a simultancous transformation of agricultural
tecanologies, the traditional cropping cycle—sound and

destroy large areas of vegetation in a short time. Areas
used for goat grazing are soon barren.

sustainable when followed properly—is breaking down,
resuiting in both crop-vield reductions and the out-
right loss of arable lands.

In the past, patches of land covered with Acacia scrub
were burned clear and then planted with millet,
sorghum, maize, sesame, and other crops for from four
to ten years. ‘The depleted land was then left idle until
the Acacia scrub reinvaded it: after eight years or so,
the trees could be tapped for guorarabic, a valuable cash
crop. for six to ten years. Finally, as the trees begun
to die, they were burned. and the cycle began anew.
Jon Tinker describes the recent evolution of this sys-
tem:

“This ecologically-balanced cyele of gum gardens, five,
grain crops, and fallow is now breaking down, the 1968-
75 drought having in many areas given it the coup de
grace. Under pressure of a growing population, the
cultivation period is extended by several years and the
soil becomes too umpoverish to recover. Over-grazing
in the fallow period prevents the establishment of seed-
lings. Gum trees are lopped for firewood. More and
more widely, dcacia senegal no longer returns after the
fallow, but is replaced by non-gum-producing scrub.




Arel without the gum to harvest for cash, the farmers
must repeatedly replant their subsistence crops until
the land becomes useless sand.”

Sudan, it is frequently observed, has the theoretical
putential to become the breadbasket of the Arab world,
given the presence of still unused lands and unexploited
rights to Nile River waters. But if the deterioration of
Sudan’s natural resources is not soon halted, at least
some of this potential will dry up.

Wihile land degradation on the southern side of the
Sahara has rnade news in the seventies, land along the
rorthern margins has met with much the same, albeit
unpublicized, fate. The population of arid North Africa
has multiphed sixiold since 1900, and the destruction
of vegetation in Morocen, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya
has accelerated apace—particalarly since aboar 1930,
when the region’s population began to grow rapidly.
Overgrazing, the extension of grain farming onto lands

<

that cannot sustain it, and firewood gathering have all
avertaxed the agricultaral environment. The rvesult,
calculates range specialist H. N. LeHouerou, is the loss
of more than a hundred thousand hectares of range
and cropiand to desert each year,

As the Atlas Mountains to the north erode and as
the desert to the south spreads, food praduction has
stagnated in many areas of North Africa. This one-
tbne granary of the Roman Empire is now a major
food-tmporring region. The true extent of the rural de-
terioration that prevails in much of Notth Africa is
masked by soanng proceeds from petrolewm and phos-
phate exports and by the remitted earnings of the
mithions who have migrated to Europe for work.

Desertification is by no means limited to the Sa-
haran fringes. 1t is a major problem in parts of southern
Africa, particularly in Botswana. Vast semi-arid grass-
lands in Kenya, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and elsewhere have
been seriously damaged by overgrazing., But its hold is
partcularly long-lived and advanced in the Middle East
and Western Asia. The site of many early human civil-
izations and the recipient throughout history of mili-
tary invasions from all sides, the arid landscape of this
region has suffered many millenia of overgrazing. de-
forestation, and imprudent cropping. Expanses have
been irreversibly transformed by hamans into desert
and some areas support fewer people today than they
did thousands of years ago. Althcugh many govern-
ments in the region have tried to thwart desertification,
Iand damage continues today.

The vangelands of porthern Iraq, forage specialists
figure, can safely sustain only 250,000 sheep withoat
degradation—a far cry from the mithon or so that are
currently eating away this resource base. Likewise,
Syria’s vanges currently feed triple the number of graz-
ing animals they can safely support. In the initial stage
of such degradation, inferior plant species replace more
useful varieies. Then, sheep pastures become suitable
only for the hardier goaws and camels.

Finally, in the words of Ihrahim Nahal, “in the ad-

vanced stage of deterioration the plant cover disappears
as is apparent in gany of the steppe 2ones in Syria,
Jjordan. Iraq, and the United Arab Emirates, where
the rangelandds have turned into serni-deserts covered
with a layer of gravel or into sermi-sand deserts.”

Rain-fed farmiands in much of the Middle East also
show sigos of ecological decline, Cultivation has been
pushed onto lands with extremely low and unpre-
dictable rainfall; as a result, soil erosion has accelerated
and herders have been robbed of sorely needed grazing
areas.

In the Middle Fast, as in North Africa, the introduc-
tion of mechanical plowing bhas sometimes boosted the
pace of soi} degradation by increasing the land’s sas-
ceptibility to erosion. One major result of inproper cul-
tvation in the Middle Fast has been. according to
Nahal, “a distinct reduction in the per-hectare cereal
yield in the rain-fed agricultural zone.” National net
production increases resulting from expansions in the
irrigated area and in the total cropped area have helped
to hide this decline in productivity.

Apart from intensively irrigated regions like the
Nile and JIodus Valleys, northwestern India is the
world's most densely populated avid zone—a distinct
tion that may turn out to be an epitaph. On average,
more than &1 people now cccupy each square kitom-
cter of India’s arid lands, which joclude the sandy
wastes of the Thar Desert of western Rajasthan: a

§

During the drought in the Sahel, goats often climbed trees
to feed on scarce foliage. Some died seeking food in trees.




farger inhabited but desolate area sarvounding it that
15 often loosely calied the Rajasthan Desert: apd other
sry areas fartber south and east. This density is bt a
small fraction of that supported in nearby irrigated
valleys, but it is, as scientists at India’s Central Arid
Zone Research Institute recently obseyved, “quite high
in view of lindied resouress.”

The practical vonsequence of this pressure has been
the extension of cropping to sub-marginal lands, which
has helped make northwest India perhaps the world's
Custiest area. Meanwhile, as the amount of land availa-
ble for graming shrinks, the number of grazing aramals
swells—a suredive formula for overgyazing., wind ero-
sion. and desertification. he avea avatlable exclusively
for grazing in western Rajasthan dropped from 13
million 1o 11 milhon heaares between 19581 and 1961,
while the popidation of goats, sheep, and rattle jumped
freom 9.4 mililon to 144 million. The fivestork pop-
ulation has since continued to grow while the cropped
area in western Rajasthan expanded burtber during the

Raforestation projects help delay the spread of the desert.
This arid terrain shows part of a reforestation arga. Terrac-
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H960°s from 26 percent o 38 percent of the total area.
The net effect has been 1o squeeze the area even more.

Recent investigations by Indian scientists throw into
question the widely held heliefl that the Thar Desert
is rapidly marching toward New Delhi. Far from jostify-
ing complacency, however, these studies reveal the
worsening plight of the milions who five in India’s
drier yegions. In and around the desert portions of
Rajasthan, yields of most vajor crops declined between
1954 and 1970, And in the Lom Block, a typical zone,
“miost pastares have been reduced to between 10 and
15 percent of their original productivity. The present
forage deficiency of more than 58 percent is made good
at the expense of the standing vegeiation, and hence at
the cost of future production.” In 1958, about one-
fourth of Lurg Block was covered with a sheet of sand—
sorse of it butlding into dunes. By 1976, 33 percent of
the zore was so covered,

Subjected to decades of accelerated defovestation,
farming without adequate renswing of the soil, and

ing works can be seen jn the upper right-hand corner. Such
projects aid the effort to conirol desertification.



avergrazing, much of west and central India now re-
sembsles o lunar fandscape. Because of their low pro-
ductivity, India’s arid zones, which comprise a fifth
of the countyy’s total area, chronically drain the cen-
tral government's ypeager emergency relief funds and
food stacks.

No Apwerican countries are entirely avid and semi-
arid. 3all, desertification 15 rakmg pla(e tn many of the
Weatern Hemisphere's drier regions. In the Argeunm
tan states of La Rioja, San Luils, and La Pampa, desere
Bike environments are being created. Large areas of
Mexico and the Southwestern United States bave heen
degrasted by overgrazing and weodcutting in the few
hundred veats since the Spanish invasion. The semi-arid
tip of Brazif’s Northeast is being desertified and, ac
cording to Brazilian scologist J. Vasconcelos Sobrinho,
desert-like zones are expanding in more humid in-
tevior portions of the Northeast as a vesult of the
massive destruction of forests by ranching corporations
and land-hungry farmers.

In Chile’s arid Coguimbo Region—which divides the
lifeless Atacama Desert wo the novth and the productive
irrigated valleys of central Chile—cactuses have replaced
shrubs on some overgrazed lands, and on others native
perenndal plants have given way to less productive
annuals and foreign species. As these pastures decline
in quality, sheep replace cattle and then goats replace
sheep. At the same time, the cultivation of hullsides has
fed to muassive soilt ervsion and, on the stecper slopes,
a wital loss of topsmil, The region’s inequitable fand-
tenure pattern promwtes eoplogically unsound land use.
The large and sparsely populated estates of the wealthy
have room for proper grazing rotations, while the in-
adequate comumunal and persconal holdings of the poor
majority wre overcrowded arsl increasingly degraded.
Consequently, a bigh share of the region’s adudts are
forced 1o migrate in scarch of income, and at least a
quarter of the small children of Coquimbo are under-
noyrished,

Desertification is by no rpeans confined to Jess de-
veloped countries. Il-managed rangelands in Australia
have lost productive plave species and wopsoil. The dis-
solution of the American Great Plaing into the Dust
Bowl of the 1930s showed all tou ffr'xphir'xllv the peri"s
of plowing up lands hest left in gvasﬂ—;mt as the sab-
sequent revovery and prosperity of vmuch of that same
area showed the benefits of better fand husbandry.

Recent analyses of the conditions of many U, &
grazing lands teave little room for satsfaction, how-
ever. Reporting in 19873 on the 163 million acres of
range it ranages, the Burean of Land Management
(BLM} found half the arca to be in only “fur” von-
dition—meaning that the more valuable forage s‘perie‘s
had been depleted and replaced by less pr mmbie p,‘mt\
ot by bare ground. Another 28 percent was in “pooy’
L(}Hdlﬂ@ﬂ, stripped. of pach of its topsoil and vege-
tative cover, it produced only a fraction of its forage
potential. Five percent of all BLM-controlled land

in the Sahel, trees planted to help in desertification control
must be watered by hand.

was deemed in “bad” condition: with most of its
topsoil gone, it could support only a sporadic array
of low-value plants. The 50 million acres of land
“poor’ ar “bad” condition, an area equal to that of
the state of Utab, were damaged prunarily by over-
grazing.

One of the most dramatic ;oud, i buman terms, cost-
itest examples of desergthcation in the United States
15 that of the huge Navajo Indhan Reservation in north-
erny Arizena and New Mexico, Encouraged by the U.S.
government 1o becoute sheep farmers after theiv 19th
centiny sabj nt.;.m(m the (ava,é’)s proved to be adept
shei)hc,tdc. put, as the flocks multiplied in the ab-
sepce of proper range-managemwent techniques, the
tanud-and ultmately the people living oft it—paid an
enovimons price. Locations described by mid-18th cen-
tury travelers as lush meadows are today vistas com-
posed of scattered sod rermnants amid shifting sands and
deep gulleys. Ouly a small fraction of the potential
econonue benefit is being harvested from these dusty,
sagebrush-dotted lands that were once lavgely carpeted
with grass.



In one zone that range specialists recently calculated
could safely support 16,000 sheep at most, 11,500 Na-
vzjo people with 140,000 sheep were trying to wrest an
existence. Before a new stock-reduction program took
effect in the mid 1970s, their Jot was growing increas-
ingly difficale. In essence, individual families have been
caught wt an economic hind in which short-term self-
intevest dictates behavior that undermines the tribal
patrimony. Yet, if herd reductions, careful grazing man-
agement, and reseeding can restore this zone to peak
conditioms, s carrving capacity will eventually rise
ahove the current level by a factor of ten.

While desertification clearly plagues vich as well as
paor countries, the same processes of deterioration can
have quite different effects on human life in different
social contexts. Wealthier countries with diversified
economies and public welfare programs can generally
absarb localized declines in productivity without human
catastrophe. In the United States, for example, many of
those whose cattle are degrading public rangelands are
well-off ranchers or investors, and even those Awmeri-
cans who can ill afford financial losses from desertifica-
tion can sometimes migrate to better prospects or, if
nothing else, collect welfare funds that, at the least, keep
starvation at hav.

In contrast. tems of mitlions of Africans, Asians, and
Latin Americans have nowhere to turn for aid as the
hasis of their lvelihood erodes. Left in the wake of the
global development process, they face chronic destitu-
tion and, when the rains fail, possible famine.

This herd of cattie grazes in an area where there is meager
vegelation. Desert encroachment can be seen in the back-

Water gives life to the desert. and a long-term shift in
rainfall patterns can by itself transform the ecological
character of a region. When deserts appear to be spread-
ing, questioning whether climatic change might be the
real culprit is only natural. Unfortonately, our under-
standing of climatic change and our knowledge of his-
tovical weather trends in most desert regions are too
speculative to permit unequivocal conclusions about
climate’s contribution to desertification today.

Droughts are Inevitable

Theories on the causes and nature of world climatic
change are now almost as numerous as the scientists
who study the problem seriously. That major climatic
changes have occurred over exceptionally long time
periods may not be hard to prove. For example, no
climatologists doubt that the Indus River civilization
tflourished four thousand years ago in a moister climate
than Pakistan enjoys today. But determining whether a
present-day drought reflects a 20-year dry cycle, a 200-
vear cycle of rainfsll patterns, the beginnings of a
new climatic age, or simply a random event is far more
dificult. At any rate, to review current theories and
knowledge is to sense the urgent need for research
efforts on climatic trends and their causes—natural
and human. It is also to see, without question, that
people and their livestock are helping to downgrade
the carrying capacity of arid lands and to create new
spois of desert.

Pointing to the unusual weather patterns and fre-

ground. Soon the very area where the cattie now graze will
surrender to the ever-moving, shifting sands.




in Niger, only a few trees remain in many parts of the desert.
The great drought helped speed the desertificalion of much

quent droughts of the last decade, some analysts hold
that a long-term change in the world’s climate is an
important cause of desertification. However, accord-
ing to ¥. Kenneth Hare of the University of Toronto,
who has reviewed available evidence on climate and
desertification for the U.N. Conference on Desertifica-
tion, there is “no firm basis for claiming that the ex-
treme weather events of the 1970 are part of a major
climatic variation.” Extensive reviews of available rain-
fall records from North Africa reveal no evidence that
rainfall has tapersd off over the last 10} years. Nor
have Indian scientists studying the Thar Desert
found any signs of recently increased aridity om its
fringes. Similarly, available evidence indicates that rain-
fall levels in the Middle East have remained roughly
the same for the last 5,000 vears.

South of the Sahara, as E. G. Davy concluded in a
study of tae Sahellan drought for the World Meteoro-
logical Organdzation, “no serious analysis of available
data is known to show a falling trend of rainfall in the
20me over the perinds for which records ave available.”
The length of the recent Sahelian drought proves noth-
ing by itself, for droughts have lasted as long in the

of that area. Without rain, vegetation will not grow; without
vegetation, the desert sands shilt mare quickly.

past. Indeed, the Sahchan rainfall in the period from
1907 to 1915 was probably just as light as it was during
the recent drought. thongh low rainfall may have af
fected a smaller area then. Lengthy droughts will likely
visit the region again whether a major climatic change
is taking place or not.

On the other hand. some climatologists believe that
we are entering a new age of greater climatic instability;
and. as Rexd Bryson, Director, Institute of Environ-
mental Studies, University of Wisconsin, points out,
we will not know for sure that we have enteved a new
climate era until we are in the muidst of it. Then, too,
climate is not immutable, and significant changes have
occurred rapidly in the past. Finally, what in historical
light appears as a brief fluctuation in a long-term cli-
mati trend can be catastrophic for farmers and other
people dependent upon a particular weather patiern.

Some analysts helieve that the landscape denudation
assowiated with desertification may have a self-reinfore-
ing climatic impact—prolonging or increasing the likeli-
hood of droughts and, hence, of further devegetation.
By some theories, the increased reflection of solar radi-
ation front the surface that occurs when land 15 stripped




During draughts, much livestock perishes, When droughts
come, death is g constant threat.

of trees and grasses may veduce the rainfall within a
localized region; by others, a rising load of dust above a
wind-eroded terrain suppresses potential rainfall, If
such localized interactions between denudstion and
drought do exist, however, they can apparently be over-
vidden by global climatic patterns—otherwise, droughts,
once underway, might never end. A few climatologists
go one step farther and hypothesize that worldwide des-
extification and deforestation have ajready altered sur-
face reflectivity {or, depending on the theory, atmos
pheric dust levels) enough 1o affect the global climate.
Prohably the most signihcant effect of devegetation on
the focal water balance has to do vnot with climatic
change but rather with the land’s ability 1o captaye and
use what rain does fall. Rain striking bavven, trampled,
or sparsely vegetated ground 1s more apt to run off the
surface than to soak in: not only are underground water
and springs therebv left unregenerated. but soil ero-
sion and the incidence of floods after heavy rainstorms
abso rise, Depleted of their organic roatter and stroctar-
ally destroved, soils can lose the ability to retain mols-
ture from one rainy season to the next. Consequently,
the natural vegetatiom may then bow to hardier species,
while the loss of soil mmoisture and increased evosion sap

- Exteemehy And

3rid dind Semi-ared

A young larmer plows whal used to be fertile land. The
combination of litfle raintall and the spreading desert has
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Arid Lands
- of the World

T e v B Morgs

turned the ground to sand. His plowing siforts do fittle to
help and what he plants probably wiil not survive.

1

the productivity of croplands. Thus, even when rainfall
remains constant over time, land abuse can transform an
avea’s plant lifc into that novmally associated with a
drier climate.

Whether or not a major cimatic change is occurring,
the experience of the world’s drier zones makes it clear
that droughts are unavoidable in arid environments. Al-
though not precsely predictable, they should never
come as a shock. Nor should droughts be perceived as
unexpected natural disasters like tornadoes or earth-
quakes. Instead, they should be anticipated as harsh
facts of hife. Agriculture and culture in the desert must
both be shaped to survive the driest years, not to push
the land to its limits in years of adeguate ramfall. Any
other approach promises death and dislocation every
time the rains fail for long.

Not ouly human suffering, bat also the destruction of
vegetative cover, the wind erosion of cultivated fields,
and the formation of unusable wastelands all peak dur-
ing droughts. Years or decades of steady rainfall en-
courage the growth of forage, the multiplication of
herds, and the extension of cultivation to lands more
safely left in grass; they also breed false confidence about
the carrying capacity of the land. Then, when the rains
finally fail, overabundant animals eat every available
blade of grass on the weather-decimated rangeland
until fnally many starve to death, especially around
wells, Treeclimbing goats cat the last bit of greenery,
leaving behind wooden skeletons for the firewood
gatherers. Crops fail to take root in the parched ground.
The bare, plowed soil yields to the wind, and a dust
bowl is created. 1f the rains vemain absent long, sand
dunes appear where none existed before. Nomads,
farmers, and their surviving herds vetreat before de-
nuded lands, setting in process a self-reinforcing nega-
tive spiral as more and more refugees overcrowd and
overgraze more and more land.

The years immediately following a severe drought can
nurture bogus optimism about the land’s capacity. By
killing off a share of the herds and driving some of the
former inhabitants from the region, nature has tem-
porarily restored a shaky equilibrivm. Smaller herds
make more manageable demands on grazing lands, and
returning rains bring grasses and shrubs back to life
wherever the soil has not been seriously damaged. Ref
ugees trickle back and, unless some new force intervenes
to break the pattern, the same deadly cycle begins
again.

W

To be continued in the September issue of
War on Hunger.




After the Drought:

A Slow Recovery

By Emmett George

The women are back on the streets selling food in
Bamako, the teeming (dpltdl of Mali. The reappearance
of these roadside stands is probably the best indication
that the country is recovering from the great drought
that ended “officially” in 1974,

The stands are stocked with tresh vegetables and other
food items. Store shelves are no longer bare and there
is a visible decrease in the number of beggars on city
strects. This revitalization is typical of other Sahelian
cities.

Although the 1974 rains officially marked the end
of the great drought that hit Senegal, Mauritania, Mali,
Niger, Upper Volta, the Gambia, the Cape Verde
Islands, and Chad in 1968, there are always “‘pockets
of drought” in the Sahel which spans West Africa from
the Adantic Qcean eastward to the Sudan-—a distance
of 2,600 miles.

The activity in the cities, however, belies the situa-
tion in the rural areas where recovery has been slower.
in these areas, effects of the drought remain.

The drought ravished the livestock herds and forced
the herdsman to eat their goats and cattle, which they
wouid normally do only for cerernonies or weddings.

Alpha Macki Tall is a sanitation technician in Time-
buktu, also in Mali. Tall recalls how the drought sent
waves of Tuareg and other nomadic refugees into the
legendary city which prior to 1972 had a population of
about 8,000, Today the population is almost 15,000,
many of them refugees who are uncertain about their
ability to survive in the desert. Instead of returning.
they have clected to remain in squalid tent villages
and subsist on emergency governmment grain rations.
The refugee nomads have severely taxed local govern-
ment resources.

The drought years were bleak for Timbuktu, Tall
said. ““There was nothing to eat. The drought affected
all of us, particularly the nomads. There were over
7.000 of them in the vefugee camps and it was difhcule
to feed every one.

Mr. George is an AID press officer.
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Caltle graze in an area of Senegal, Brief rains helped bring
back some vegetation to arid areas.

"We were really surprised by the length of the
drought. There had always heen drought in Mali but
not like this. Our goal now is to build up encugh gram
stocks to endure another drought. We are also tr ying
to bring people out of their nomadic existence and teach
them to caltivate food crops. We are trying to teach
noniads to vaise cattle in a village setting instead of
roaming the desert,”’ Tall said.

The drought. the worst to bit West Africa since
1914, resalted in disastrous harvests in 1872 and 1973.
This triggered an international relief effort. The rains
finally came late in 1974 but not before some 100,000
people had died of starvation and disease. In addition,
50 percent of the livestock population perished in this
region of 27 million people.

The United States, through the Agency for Inter-
national Development, was in the forefront of the relief
effort that involved most of the developed nations of
the world, the United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization and other internattonal relief agencies.

During the drought the American Congress proudgd
110 mllhon in special drought funds and a request is




currently before the Congress for an additional 3200
mitlion for fiscal 1978 and 1979

To cope with the influx of nomads into Timbukta,
the Government of Mali requested AID assistance for
a variety of projects. The rnost exiensive was the
dredging of the city’s canal system. This in turn allowed
for the caltivation of vegetable gardens. Another prod-
uct of this assistance was the construction of a circalar
white-brick drinking water reservoir, the city’s first pure
Water reservoir,

Ta.d, a wellrespected man, was picked by the govern-
ment to oversee public health and educational projects
admunistered by ALD, including two six-room school
baildings, 18 city garbage dumps and 12 latrines.

The schools were built of locally made owd bricks,
supplemented with cement. Imported tin was used for
roofs and wood was brought in for the foundations.

Mali received more than $19.5 million from AID in
assistance. This included a massive food airlift during
the drought and the construction of the $1 million-Gao-
Labbezenga Road which was completed last year and
serves as an importaut transport link in northeastern

Mali. Other important projects were the Mono River
Bridge near the town of Bougouni at a cost to the
United States of $400,000 and a $665,000 river transport
improvement project in which beavy-duty machine
presses and drills were supphied to keep Mali's 15 tugs
and 52 barges functioning. This latter project was
particularly important since most of the food and gaso-
line for Timbuktu, Gao, Mopti and other cities ave
moved by water. The equipment was supplied to Mali
Navigation Company docks at Mopti and Koulikoro,

In Upper Volta, Boniface Da, 30, the director of the
Ouagadougou Center for Training Rural Artisans, has
waged a battle since the 1960's to obtain fonding for
a national effort to train brickmasons and toolmakers
to make and repaiv agricultural machinery such as plows
and seeders. Da, who studied geography in France, as-
sumed the post in 1971 and managed to secure funds
to keep the country of five million people supplied with
tools for development.

Farm machinery is in great demand in Upper Volta,
where a national effort is voder way to improve animal
traction. Da is concerned mainly with teaching tool-

drought could not be overcome. Water js the essential ele-
ment in recovering from the drought.

in Mali, this city wefl provides water to hundreds of fami-
bes. Withowt this AlD-supported project, the effects ol the
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making and repair work because “. . . it is cheaper than
importing teols.” Centers in Ouagadougou and Bobo-
Dioudasso also utilize village iron workess.

“One of the first things was to teach them to make
iron standing wp instead of sitting down. You have
more mobility if vou stand. They are trained for seven
months, then they return to their villages with molds
and spare parts for plows,” Da explained.

AID made grants totalling about 892,000 to the two
agricuiture equipment workshops which allowed Da
and his stafl to purchase vehicles to monitor the train-
g activities in the village. The funds were used for
the production of plows, harrows, and carts. Ay a vesult,
the workshops produce 100 items ecach per month for
animal traction.

Animal traction is not the sole preoccupation of the
workshops. Brickmasonry and carpentry are other ac-
cuvides, along with manufacture of well-digging equip-
ent.

Do says that the candidates ave selected by the villages
and that since 1971, some 346 crafismen have been
trained with 126 others currently undergeing training
at the twa centers, This project s particularly im-
portznt in view of the crop failares of 1976 in the millet
crop. Many villagers report that it bas become difbicule
to buy millet on the market.

“There is still much o be done.”” Da said. “Training
is expensive and many of our prajects could be carried
out better if there were more funds. Qur couniry alse
fus a great need for nuval technology and better trained
instructors.” he added.

“The drought has forced us to be innovative,” said
Belko Kafunde, supervisor of rural operations at the
QOuagadougou center. “We have developed a sturdier
brick for rural housing. We take five percent cement
and the rest i ‘bones’. pink clay dirt. Machines are
used to press the bricks. This wav we can produce
more bricks faster.”

In Chad, a hot, dusty country of four million people
that 15 about the size of Texas, Svan Yassegwe's task is
different from Da’s. He has the job of oying 1o induce
Chadian farmers 10 work during the cool season (De-
gembor and January j. Normally this tme of the year
farmers choose 1o save their energy for the fall harvest,
Usually there is little to eat and it's a time to conserve
ONE’S CREeYEY.

But, Yassegwe, z forestry eagineer, supervises the
planting of 550 bectares (1359 acres) of dronghtre-
sistant trees in the ceatral region near Koulemara,
where the American voluntary agency, CARE, operates
under an AID grant. Yassegwe bas involved 250 farm-
ers in thep lanting and maintenance of 3000 Neem
and Acacia Albida trees, an buportant project in Chad
where there is desert encroachment.

“When we Hrst started, there were only 50 farmers
witling to work. Now there are lots of people working,”
Yassegwe said,

Each farmer gets a share of dried peas, biscuits and
sorghunt grains, supplied as part of AID%s Food for

Seven-year oid Bourgmina OQumarou and his uncie till the
famity field in Koubou-Kire, Niger,

Waork progrars. The program is essential to Chad which
has suffeved severe setbacks in it cereal production
this vear. As a result, the government has requested res-
toraticn of cmergency food grain shipments.

“It’s hard to ask a man to work when his stomach is
empty. The Food for Work program helps us get the
trees planted and the farmer gews exwn food for the
non-harvese time of the year,” Yassegwe said.

Yassegwe is always quick to wake the lead and show
the farmers how the foresting work should be done.
He guickly grabs the hatchet to chop menacing weeds
from around the young trees. When it comes to drilling
holes for seedlings, he sbows an equal amount of en-
thusiasm.

“It's bard work,” he sighs. “But if the trees survive
for two vears we know that they can make it op their
own. We have now planted about 50,000 of them in
various parts of Chad.”

Abdonlaye Diop is an organizer also. IMop, 27, a
former school teacher in Dakar, the capital of Senegal,
has rvallied the 1,400 Wolof tribesmen in the northern
village of Ronkh. Life is hard in this Senegal delta
vitlage near the Mauritanian border where the river
winds through hot and dusty terrain.

As president of the Rookh Youth Assaciation, Diop
and a group of stubborn young men have refused to
accept the premise that Saheltans exist at the mercy of
nature.

The clders of the village no longer advise their




people to be patient and wait for the life-giving waters
of the Senegal River to overflow and irrigate vitl food
crops in the delra. Last year, Ronkl's voung men har-
vested 608 tons of tomatoes and 300 tons of vice, making
thety village selfsufficient.

“We have 400 hectaves of land under cudtivation,”
Diop added. "1t would have been bigher but last year
there was a problem with rats and birds. Seme of the
children would even sit out in the helds and chase
away the birds.”

The wraditionpal cereal crop in the Sahel i millet
but Roenkb has new fnod alternatives—tomuatoes and
rive—-shae to the success of this project.

When Diop began orgamzing i 1967, there were
only seven backers but now there are 30, including lots
of support from the village iself. But Diop’s work was
not vasy. For seven years, he was frustrated in his at-
tempts to get government funding for the small proj-
ect. In 1974, Diop approached AID officials in Dakar
and after carefud study of the agricularal potentiad of
Rondkh, a grant of 3122000 was awarded to the asso-
clation.

The grant made possible the initial parchase of seed.
fertilizer, a rice thresher and two motonized water
puraps, one furnished by Africare, a VLS. private, self-
help group based in Washington, D.C.

Probably the omost difficult task in drought relief,

A school built with AlD assistance in Timbuktu provides
sducational ogportunities for men and women.

however, was locating new sources of water and keeping
existing wells functioning. AID provided over §1 mil-
lion to this effort. As a result 88 wells were either re-
paired or constructed in Sepegal. This activity was
carried out by the pational repair center in Louga
which was estabilished by the Depacument of Hydraalics
in 1974,

"We ave in a better position to keep them running
than before the drought.” said Alphee Guillabert, as-
sistant director of the Louga Deep Well Repair Center.
“But more needs to be done. We need more equipment
aned spare parts.

“Oux capacity has beer increased by 50 percent. Dar-
ing the drought we had an enoomous problem with
water distribution. Our equipment was extremely old,
some of 1t over 20 years old.”

AlID sepplied tank wucks and hydrawlic pumping
wotors to the center. “They allowed us to pull out the
oid tubes {for water condaction in the wells) in half
a day. It vsed to take us weeks, Now the only problem
is getting enough spave parts 10 keep the wells run-
ning. We replaced 57 wmotors and now there 15 v
gation arcand the well sites.”

Being a member of an agricultare cooperative was
a strange feeling for Seidou Qumarouy, a garden farmer
near the village of Koubou-Kire in Niger. Qumarouy,
who appears to be in his early 50, 15 a tall, dark, slen-
der man with a serious fare,

“There has beent a change in my life.” says Oumarou.
“We never had to pay the government for the use of
the land. Bat its all right now because we earn much
more. With this new type of farming (Hooding the
rice pattiesy we get two harvests a year instead of just
one. Now the water s pumped ap; before we had to
caryy i’

The project, financed with a $370,000 AID grant,
is allowing local faxmers to produce nearly twice their
armual ourputs. OQuprarow says that he now produces
five tons of rice from his 364 hectares of land.

Of course, his overhead is low because all of his
workers are faroily, usually his two sons and vounger
brother. Even seven year old Bouvernina does his share
of the hoeing and planting.

“Cinguierne” and “Premier” ave suburbs of Nouak-
chott, the capital of Mauritania, a desert inferno of
1.5 million people. Cinguieme ard Premier are refugee
carups that sprang up in 1972 when over 70,000 desert
nomads swarmed into the ¢ty to escape the bitter
drought.

Muuritanians called ic “tent city.”” But it has evolved
from thattering layers of tents to more permanent, but
shoddy, wooden huts and brick structures that are now
veferred 1o as settlement camps. They are filled with
stiti-proud nomads who were betrayed by their beloved
desert,

Tao the camps, disease and poverty associate freely
and the children ave the chief victims, Measles and
malaria are widespread. The unhealthy envircnment of




the camps compelled the government of Mauritania to
appeal lor foreign assistance. Upon request, AID made
available over 72,000 metric wons of food between 1972
and 1973, Other contribations included medicines,
vitmming and tarpaulins and the construction of grain
storage facilities im vavious parts of the countyy.
Presently AID is attempting to tackle the serious
problem of educating nomad women and children by
fonding the constraction of a women's training center
and a kindergarten in Neouakchott, The school, built at
a cost of 3173000 will contain five classrooms, a court-
vard for play, toilets and a kitchen, according to ity
principal-to-be Madame Muariem Hamidnou.

Mauritanians use a brick-making machine to heip in con-
structing schoois and other buiidings.

AID funds heiped build an equipment workshop in Nouak-
chott. Here men iearn how o use special tools and equip-
ment.

“It is just what we need. There are so many new
children in Nouakchott that we don’t know how to
educate them,” she says.

The aurviculum established by the Mauritanian So-
cial Weltare Ministry will (‘mpinv* arts and crafts
and singing, and a parents association has been formed
to support the school’s activities. The school will be in
operaticn this sununer.

Noomad womern will be assisted in adapting to the
urban routine by the new Women's Training Center.
Basic wraining in sewing, cooking, nutrition and child
care will be offered. Liule instruction was available to
these women in the past. The program will be ex-
panded soon to include typing and otber secretarial

skitis, The training will help meet the demand for Sewing classes tor women are part of the educational pro-
clerks it governpoent and business. gram at the women’s training center at Nouakchott.
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Last fall Mauritanians soffered further hardships as
cereal (millet and sorghugy) productios dropped to a
meager 21,000 metric tons because of insufficient rain-
fall. less than one-third of the desert country’s land
area is arable and virtually any sizable crop failure will
cause widespread suffering.

“We have becorae accustomed to the drought,” said
Gay Gandega, Mauritama’s Minister of Ceveals. “What
we try ta do is lessen the impact. But this year there
hasn't been mwuach rain and consequently crop produc-
tion bas been low.

“If theve 1s another drought this vear, people will
starve. There will have to be another airiift,” Gandega
saud, veferring to the US. awrlift of food into remote
areas of the country in 1975,

Aftey velatively good ceveal harvests in 1974 and 1975,
1476 brought a return of droughelike conditions as the
Senezal River failed to overflow and irrigate crops on
the Maaritania side of the river. As a vesult, some
80,008 hectares of lund were latd to waste.

The developed nations of the world, led by AID,
under-cok an expensive eypergency vebef program that
paved the way for short-term development projects that
mciuded road construction, disease research projects,
resettiement activities and budget sapport to buttress
the sagging economies. With the exception of Maurt-

tania and Senegal, per capita income in the Sahel is
betow $100 annually. The region is marked also by high
birth rates and hagh infant mortality and the mability
to produce enough food to feed its populations—even
in normal years.

The United States 1s contemplating a long-term de-
veloping program along with France, Canada, Great
Britain, the United Nations Development Program and
other donors that 1s aimed at “permanent transforma-
tion’” of the region by making it self-sufhicient in food
production. The undertaking will involve extensive
developraent of the river basin arveas to allow for rmi-
gated agriculture.

At the May conference of the Club des Amis du Sahel
in Ottawa, Canada, some 21 nations made pledges to
aid the Sahel, The United States bas committed 3200
withon and Canada is preparing to conusit $230 mil-
liom over the next five years, By the year 2000, the de-
veloped nations are expected to commit 310 hillion to
the long-term program.

It is clear from the convuitments wade by the de-
veloped nations and by the Sahelian pations themselves
that it 18 no longer believed that life in the region
exists solely at the mercy of nature. The world also
deraonstrated that it will not stand idly by and allow a
repeat of the disaster.

e

Naomads flocked to refugee camps near Nouakchott in 1972.
Over 70,700 desert nomads Hacked to the camps which soon

1
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became tent cities. The tents are being replaced by per-
manent, but shoddy, wooden struclures.




Meeting Basic
Human Needs

by Maurice J. Williams

We have agreed on the importance of emphasizing
social as well as economic progress and the need for
equity as well as growth, Where social and equiy con-
siderations need to be taken more into account—and
this 15 the case for most countries—it is 3 matter for a
gradual rather than abrupt shift in policies. However,
the adoption of a basic needs approach must be part of
an overall strategy of development.

Growth in the semse of increases in material pro-
duction, brought about by technological transformation,
is absolutely necessary, We know that economic growth
will not take place without the adoption of appropriate
policies and priovities. We are now coming to recognize
that it is best achieved with a certain social and political
transformation, which is based on broad participation
in the process of change as well as a beiter disribution of
its benefits and costs.

There 15 no universal agreement on how this com-
plex process can best be done. It may be that a mint-
mure critical awss in social and economic change must
be reached if tt 5 to produce an appropriatae inter-
action between growth, employment, vuass participation
and satisfaction of basic needs.

An inherent part of social and economic transforma-
ton is social struggle which will differ over time in
different countries, This has been the case in the in-
dustrial countries, and there i1s no reason to believe
that it will be diffevent for Third World countries. In
formulating its proposal for a Basic Needs Strategy, the
ILO stressed that it should be “"countey spectfic”” Each
couniry is locked into a particular historical process of
change, and its policies and priorities must be wailored
to its specific circumstances.

Yer there are fundamental values applicable to all
coun:ries. Human rights and meeting basic economic
needs are among these values. The baste thrust for
human rights and basic needs, however, must be pur-
sued with a due regard for realism and without dog-
matk insistence on specific progras.

Many of the DAC members favor a styonger emphasis
on basic needs and more consideration of social aspects
of development, They recognize that this should be pur-
sued with developing countries shuough “guiet di-

My Williams, a frequent comtribuior t6 War on Hunger,
is Chairman of the Deveiopraeni Assistant Committee of
the Crganization for Economic Cooperation gnd Develop-
nerd.
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plomacy.” Donors have an obligation to counsel gov-
ernyoents on priorities and developoient as they see it
However, attempls to force their views only breed re-
sentment and failare, What dialogue and advice, mixed
with compassion, capnot achieve will not he achieved.

An approach to economic growth and meeting basic
nreds dictates certain priorities in investment which cev-
taiply should include an emphasis on rural develop-
ment, agriculture, aod smallscale industry. This does
not mean that in some developing countries andd at sore
stages that 1t is not equally important 1o emphasize
industry, inciuding heavy industry.

it 5 now well recognized that developing countries
should not just copy the technology in use in industrial-
by advanced countries, but evelve sod adapt technologies
that sait their own needs and circumstances. Labor-
mtensive or capital-saving technologies are of particular
relevance to most developing cowntries. But there are
instances where sophisticated technologies are indis-
pensable for more rapid elivunation of mass poverty.
The need is to emphasize an appropriate pace and
range of technological trmsformation, which coobioes
capitab-intepstve angd labor-intensive technology, in an
efficient mix.

The concept of basic needs is a dynarsic one. 1t con-
centrates attention on the quality of life and the faciors
that swake a better life more broadly available to large
munbers of people. It focuses development o na
nonal policy and structural change in developing
countries. But it also reguires broad progress and
structural changes at the toternational level as welll A
poverty-oriented approach to development calls for
more—not less—development assistance. Fov all these
reasons adoption of a basic needs strategy appears 1o
open the prospect for o move sasistactory relationsbip
and partnership with developing countries.

The Development Assistance Committee is consider-
ing nwasures, by both developing countries and donors
which would raise the capacity 1o achieve development
resulis with a more basic needs—oriented program. We
have concluded that domors shoald avoid lsokiag for
“perfect solutions.” working with and buildingup
existing institations: that the Bnancing of local costs
should be expanded; that “planning from below,”
through greater participation of people at local level,
showdd be further pursued: that technical assistance
should be roore sharply focussed on overcoming con-
strainis for basic needs-ariented projects and that ori-
teria for projects should be re-appraised in cooperation
with developing countries. These questions are to bhe
pursucd in special studies by the DAC op “Issues of Ab-
sorptive Capacity.”

Addinonal work by the DAC on Basic Needs Strategy
s planned through further conceptual formulation,
analysis of expevience and programs underway. con-
sidevation of its relevance for csiibwting aid require-
wents, and as part of preparatovy wiwk for the Third
Development Decade.

N

Ry




IN PRINT "

rolling Food Production

A Review by F. James Levinson

Food First: Beyond the Myth of
Scarcity, by Frances Moore Lappe
and  foseph  Collins  with  Cary
Fowler; Houghton Mifflin Co. Hos-
tor, 1977, 466 pp., $10.95.

Some of the most powerful, per-
ceptive and revealing writing about a
fieid is often done, not unexpectedly,
by those largely outside its establish-
ment. it the 20th Century the names
of Linciain Steffens, Upton Sinclair,
and Ivan Hhich come most imredi-
ately 1o mind. In their new, pop-
ularly-written book, Feod Firs,
authors Frances Moore Lappe and
Joseph Collins lay solid claim to
share iv this distinction. Lappe, is
best known as the author of et for
a Smail Planet, which probably sold
nmore copies than the combined total
of nutrition textbooks and nutrition
educaticn handbooks written since
the beginning of time.

Food First begins with the asser-
tion that every country in the world
has the capacity to feed itself, but
that simply increasing agricaltural
producton will not eliminate hun-
ger. Qur heads nod and we say to
ourselves, that’s right, the problem is
one of distribution—and we think of
farm to market roads, storage depots,
feeding programs and remote vil-
lages. Wrong, say Lappe and Collins,
“Food distribution only reflects the
more fundamental issae of who con-
trols and who participates in the pro-
duction process.”

The pictare they paint is pro-
foundly disturbing. The advantages
of agricultural “modernization” go
primarily o larger landholders who
are  “‘credit-worthy,” who benefit
most from government price policies,
and who can afford the irrigation and
fertilizer on which new seed varieties
are dependent. As production be-
comes more profitable, one finds a

whote new class of “farmers”: money
lenders, military and government of-
ficinls and city-hased specujators. We
see increasing farm mechanization,
and a rapidly growing tendency to
use the hest fand for more profitable
cash crops. {In Colombia, one hec-
tare planted with wheat or corn
yields roughly 12500 pesos a year.
The same bectare planted with car-
nations would yield T mithion pesos) .
The poor, meanwhile, are displaced
as tenants (it's more profitable for
landowners to farm the land them-
sebvesy  and subsistence food grain
production is shifted to marginal
lands which increases food prices
and, at the same time, exacerbates
soil erosion.

To make matters worse, the larger
landholdings actually produce less
food than small concentrated hold-
ings. ‘The autbors cite considerable
evidence including a World Bank
sudv of six Latin Americn coun-
tries, indicating that the value of
output on small faros s from thiee
to fourteen times higher per acre
than rthat of large farms. Where na-
tional food supply does expand. the
mcreases go primarily for middle and
UpPET InCome group consumption,
fivestock (im0 1973, two thirds of
Colombia’s “green revolution” rice
went into Bivesiock feeding or beer
production) and exports. With this
“incfliciency of inequabity,” the au-
thors ask, are we really approaching
“patural Hmits” in food availability,
or cant means be found to affect a sys-
tem which creates shortages and
which, in the process, compounds the
deprivation of the poor? The Inter-
national Labor Organization notes
sadly that the rural poor in the seven
South Astan countries  {romprising
70 percent of the rural population
of the non-Communist underdevel-
oped world) are worse off than be-
fore, and notes that “the increase in
poverty has been associated not with
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a fall but with a rise in cereal pro-
duction per head . . . 7 Being cut
out of production means being cut
out of consumption.

Governments and the public at
large. unable or unwilling to deal
with these basic structural problems,
often work at least ioplicity on the
premise that the poor are to bhlame
for hunger and that the answer is
compulsory family planning or en-
forced migration. The other fre-
quent scapegoat is the natural disas-
ter. Here Lappe and Collins have ac-
cumulated some wmind hoggling evi-
dence to suggest that even in such
disasters the allocation of food re
sources is hased first on profits. Dux-
ing the infamous Bengal famine of
1942, almost 200 000 tons of rice were
exported from the province. Cattle
exports from the Sahel during 1971
(the first drought vear) totalled 200
million pounds, up 41 percent from
1968. In the preceding decade, Niger
quadrupled its cotton production
and tripled its peanut production.
The authors compare these situations
with that of China where crises of
the weather also occur but where
they are absorbed by a "‘food first”
mentality and one which mitigates
the impact of weather on any given
individual.

In a readable and highly accessible
question and answer format, Lappe
and Coliins address these and a host
of other velated questions including
major sections on agricultural trade
(the “global supermarket™), “food
power”, multinational corporations
and international agencies. Sone
may ask what all of this has 10 do
with nutrition. The answer is, of
course, that nething is more cen-
tral. To the extent that national
policies affect consumption or nu-
tritional well being, it is primarily
those policies which affect the in-
comes of the poor and the prices they
pay. This means agricultural pro-




ducticn, land use, price and trade
policies often dwarf, in their nu-
tritional impact, the effects of ex
plicitly-labeled nutrition policies.
Those of us working in the field of
nutrition should never allow our-
seives to be misled into the false
security that these issues arew’t our
conceran,

There are problems with Food
First as there are with many advocacy
documents. Perhaps the most serious
of these is the penchant of the au-
thors to paint governments and as-
sistance agencies as conspiring mono-
liths with malicious intent rather
than as spectra of opinion and out-
look. Institutions once thus labelled
can do no right. If they try land re-
form they are accused of diffusing the

asant movement. A program of
subsidized fond consumption is seen
as a ploy to keep prices down and dit-
fuse discontent with authoritative
regimes. The problem, of course, is
that such unbalanced interpretation
and selective evidence often bave the
effect of becoming  self-fulhilling
prophecies. Rather than strengthen-
ing the hands of those ou the spectra
working for constructive change, the
institutions themselves cease to be
taken seriously. There are too many
instances in Food First of the per
fect being the enemy of the good.

There also are problems of gen-
eralization. The international trade
chapters relate far more to Latin
America and Africa than they do to
South Asia. The often romanticized
discussion of pre-colondal periods ig-
nores the considerable expleitation
which existed even then. The discus-
sion of decentralized decision making
makes no mention of the difficulties
in circumventing the problems of
class and local ruling elites.

But these are minor problems in a
bootk. which succeeds so effectively in
exposing the traditional myths about
world tood. It is destined to have
an cnormous  impact on public
thinking on this subject in the years
to come. Many in the academic com-
munity will scoff at Food First for
just this reason, reflecting a snob-
bish disdain not only for the pop-
ular, but for any book which takes

a strong position on issues of pubdic
palicy. We'll be told it isn't scientific,
that the conceptual framework is
wrong, that the saraple is biased and
the data isn’ conclusive. What they're
really saving, is that they feel con-
sideral:ly more comfnrtable keeping
the problems of hunger and ralnu-
trition at a respectable arm’s length.

The real contribution of Feoed
First is not with its answers—they
will take manv years to evolve for the
farge majovity of low income and in-
dustrialized countries with centrist
political ideclogies. Rather it is in
asking the critical questions, and in a
manner which assures that they be
taken seriously. The frankness with
which the authors discuss their own
siruggies and self doubt is in fact
likely to generate very considerable
empathy among countless numbers
of concerned persons aroand the
world who have been frustrated in
their attempts to get a handle on the
hunger issue. I found myself at times
wincing and swallowing hard, and
at other times angrily shaking my
head. But 1 never found myself
doubting the power of Foed First or
the conviction that it is essentially
right.
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IN BRIEF

Food for Chad

A recurrence of drought in Chad
i central Africa, coupled with crop
fattures this year, has created famine
conditions for thousands of persons
there. To meet this ersergency,
U.S. Food tor Peace supplies are
being distributed with help from the
Agency for International Develop-
ment.

To cope with the emergency,
AID's Ofhice of Foreign Disaster As-
sistance s contribating $603.000 to
help the Cooperative for American
Relief Everywhere (CARE} to ship
7,545 metric tons of sov-fortified bul-
gur and soy-fortified sorghum grits
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from N'Djamena in western Chad to
about 30 distribution centers esab-
lished by the Chad government in
the drought area.

Altogether, the U.S. Government
has donzted 18,400 metric tons of
Food for Peace emergency food to
Chad this year. Food and medical
supplies also are being offered by
other International donors.

Tunisian Housing

The Agency for International De-
velopment will guarantee a private
United States investment of $10 mil-
lion in housing projects for low in-
come families in Tunis and other ci-
ties of Tunisia. About 65,000 persons
ave expected to have access to beiter
housing as a result of this invest-
ment.

Securities covering the investment
were marketed by a group headed by
Morgan Guaranty Trust Company
of New York.

The $10 million loan is the initial
hnancing of a $20 million program
covered by housing guarantees which
will include three different projects:
{1y providing potable water, sew-
erage and drainage facilities as well
as valid land ttles for a Tuanis low-
income area where about 45,000 per-
sons now live; (2) furnishing mini-
mual expandable “core” housing units
on sites already provided with water
and sewerage services for about
10,000 persons in other cities; and
(3} fmancing for inexpensive hous-
ing units m the Ibn Khaldoun de-
velopment which was partially fi-
nanced by a previous private U.S.
loan covered by a housing guarantee.

The new United States private fi-
nancing will allow the Tunisian gov-
ernment to undertake a program of
sluim upgrading and to rehabilitate
existing housing covered by a sub-
staritial private investipent.

SEED Program Grants

Global problems ranging from
pollution in the Aegean Sea, wilting
potato crops in Brazil, and sources of
food and medicine in the Philippines
will be studied by U.S. researchers
awarded grants by the

National



Science Foundation (NSF).

The awards, toraling $284,950
were ynade to 30 sclentsts and en-
gineers from 27 US, colleges and
umversities under 2 prograpy ad-
ministered by NSF's Scientists and
Engineers in Ecornmnic Development
(SEELY; program. Now in its sev-
enth year in NSF's Divisioa of Inter-
national Programs, the SEED pro-
graut is funded by the Agency for In-
ternational Developowny (AID3 .

The V.S, researchers will spend up
ty a year teaching and conducting
research in biology, mathematics, en-
gineering, chemistry, energy, food
and natritonal sciences and other
helds. They were invited by univers-
ities and techmical institutions in the
developing couniries.

AYD Assists Swaziland

Swaziland has requested U35 as
sistanice to help transform {5 cur-
rent subsistence economy o a pri-
ductive agricaltaral economy capa-
hle of generating cash crops for com-
mercial export. in response, a i0-
man team of NS, agricnltaral ad-
visors bas arrived there 1o begin
drafiing a natiomal program of rural
development.

The 10-week study, funded by the
Agerwy for International Develop-
ment and assisted technically by the
U5 Department of Agriceliare, will
seek to determine which cereal and
frutt orops should be encouraged in
the tiny southern African nation of
600,000 people.

The AIDUSDA team will estab-
lish the foundations for more de-
taited agricultural planning in the
area of lanmd use, soil conservation,
and the training of Swazi personnel
in these two important arcas, An-
other concern will be the training of
agrivedtarsl  eguipment  managers
and mechanics.

Upper Volta

A team of foar rural development
specialists from Michigan State Uni-
versity will spend the next two years
in primitive rural African surround-
ings.

They will help improve the agri-

cultural production and quality of
lite in Upper Volta, one of several
Sahelian countries in French-speak-
ing West Africa.

The MSU professors will work
under a $645,300 contract with the
Agency for Iovternational Develop-
ment.

The MSU specialists will vonduct
farm surveys on oosts and return of
current practices and proposed modi-
heatinns: establish a pilot farmer
traiping and services center {0 serve
as 1 model for suggested changes;
help uain Voltaic personnel to en-
gage i programs to promote self-
sufficient raral modernization and
agricultural development; and design
complementary  sub-projects  and
plans for possible program replica-
twm in other parts of Upper Volta.

QUOTES

“Bamper harvests in the United
States and other producing regions
must be heartening to a hungry
wortd, It is estimated that there wift
be a sarphis of 30 to 40 million 1ons
of wheat alone this year. Bur even
more encouraging than the bounty of
grain in hand, is the evidence of a
growing national and international
political will to conquer the problem
of world hunger.”

The Christian Science
Monitor
July 5, 1977

“Increasing nwmbers of people are
hungry and malnourished. Possibly
w many as 460 milbon 1o one bil-
fien {eut of four billion) persons in
the warld do not receive encugh
fond. Malnutrition causes more daro-
age than outright starvation. The
loss of vitality undermines a person’s
capacity to savor fife”

National Aecademy of Sciences
Report
June 23,1877

“Muast Americans would like to see
the world's develuping nations move
toward democracy, and hopefully
most of them eventually will. But
they are all starting from different
bases than the U8 and will follow
diffevent paths to demwcracy than
the U.S. did. For now, for most peo-
ple in developing nations, the most
inportant things are the most hasic
things—food and shelter, agricul-
tural and econopie  development,
Democracy comes second to these.”

Atlania Constifution
June 27,1779

“The United States will have to
provide a substantial amount of the
food that will be needed in wealthy
countries as well as in developing
ones. Hawever, farmers have been
getting less grain an acre, on aver-
age, since 1972, Corn yields, for
instance, have dropped sharply, per-
haps hecause farmers have used less
high-priced fertilizers.”

Duan Morgan
Washington Post
Fune 26, 1977

“Through the exercise of power
and the pursuit of self-interest, a
gap has developed between the Unit-
ed States and nations of the Third
Waorld, What is needed is to bring
about a dialogue between us and
vou to bridge this gap in a peace-
tul and creative way and fulhll
on a world scale some of your
acbievements in America. But the
process of give-and-take between the
Third World and the more ad-
vanced world is not a static process.
The dynamic iterchange should
enrich us both so that we can pro-
duce the kind of world system that
can achieve peace, stability, and the
unhindered pursuit of bappiness for
all, while preserving individual iden-
tiry in a coramonity of free people
the worid over.”

Presidont Anwar Sadat of Egypt
Time
February 28, 1977
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