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Do people make deserts?

The drylands of the Earth have bloomed under humid climates in the past. Perhaps the desert
dwellers have lessons for us about utilising drylands and adapting to a hostile climate

Farouk El-Baz

1980 to 1986. Although it affected many nations,

Ethiopia, Sudan and Mozambique were hardest hit.
Televised reports of the misery that afflicted the people of
these countries moved us all, and varied forms of aid made
their way to the badly stricken regions. In particular, the per-
ception of the cause and effect of the situation was as dis-
turbing as the television images. Most commentators seemed
to believe that somehow the local inhabitants bore the
responsibility for their misfortune. Nomads and Bedouin of
these parched lands were blamed for the ruin of their own
environment: their misuse of the land, by chopping down
trees for firewood and allowing their animals to overgraze the
range, had turned their land into a desert.

To those of us with a longer memory, what happened in East
Africa was not unique. About a decade earlier, misery and
mass starvation afflicted countries of the African Sahel, a belt
of semiarid lands south of the Sahara extending from Somalia
in the east to'Senegal in West Africa. Reporters also blamed
the Szhel drought on the advance of the desert through mis-
use of land by local inhabitants. This repeated mistake has

ﬁ DEVASTATING drought gripped East Africa from

created one of the most prevalent misconceptions of modern
times: the notion that people make deserts. This is typical of
the naive tracing of all the ills of the Earth to the actions of
mankind. It implies that people living in drylands ruin their
environment because they do not understand it.

To charge the inhabitants of the drylands with ignorance of
their environment is to discount thousands of years of experi-
ence of learning how to live in the desert. There are plenty of
examples to illustrate that people who carve a life in this harsh
environment know far more than outsiders credit.

Deserts are defined as areas that receive less than 25 centi-
metres of rain per year. They host only a limited and specially
adapted population of animals, and few plants. Cold deserts,
near the Earth's poles, are always covered by snow and ice.
Hot deserts make up about 20 per cent of the land of the Earth
in two belts between about 20° and 30° north and south of the
Equator. These are surrounded by semiarid belts, together
forming a third of the land area of the Earth, and home to
nearly a billion people.

Monique Mainguet, a geographer from the University of
Rheims, France, stood at the shores of Lake Chad and asked a
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