DESERTIFICATION

ABSTRACT
This essay introduce some basic ideas about desertification. This is a generalized problem in drylands and can occur naturally, but there are some wrong human behaviors which can increase or accelerate this natural trend. In the same way, exist several actions every country should follow to prevent erosion of the soil and consequently to prevent desertification. 

INTRODUCTION
First of all, the essay will examine why does desertification occur, giving the main factors and causes which bring about it. After this, it will present several solutions, or partial solutions, to the problem,  summarizing what could people do to prevent desertification. In addition, related to the previous parts, the essay will show some examples of drylands in desertification danger.  Finally, we’ll discuss the subject from a personal point of view.

CAUSES OF DESERTIFICATION
Although it’s sometimes argued that the main cause of desertification is a climatic change, this isn’t  really proved so I’m going to talk about the other causes, usually related to human behaviors, which bring about desertification. In fact, the different causes work together and nearly always you can find several factors affecting the same area.

Factors which favor the erosion and consequently the desertification:

- Natural causes:

a) Climate: Arid and Semi-arid environments, drought.

b) High topographic gradient and active regional geodynamic.

c) Deforestation due to natural forest fires.

These causes can’t be under human control. Long periods of time are needed to change them, so we usually have to talk of geological time.

- Anthropic causes:

a) Overgrazing

b) Overcultivation

c) Mismanagement of irrigation

d) Deforestation

e) Urban and industrial activities, mining and exploitation of resources.

These causes are far more quick than the natural ones. In short, I will say that erosion occurs because of the change  of the soil uses.

OVERGRAZING
Subsistence and commercial economic activities in drylands underline livestock-based livelihoods as an important component. In some parts of Africa, Arabia or Central Asia, for instance, they used to follow traditional pastoral nomadic systems, but during the recent decades ranching has increased. On the other hand, in the called “new world” extensive ranch-style pastoralism was introduced since the first half of the last century (Golden Age of Ranching). Ranching is related to overgrazing and thus to soil erosion.

For example, increasing opportunities to produce livestock in drylands have been linked to the sinking of boreholes and wells to tap groundwater supplies. Consequently, a continual pressure has been placed on a restricted area around each watering point.

OVERCULTIVATION

Overcultivation is a consequence of changes in the application of traditional dryland agricultural methods and  the introduction of inappropiate methods which had been developed in other environments.

Shorter fallow time has lead to nutrient depletion, which lowers the potential for production and also the soil structure becomes weaker, so soil erosion by wind and by water may result.

MISMANAGEMENT OF IRRIGATION
Salinisation and alkalinisation of the soil is one of the major problems associated with irrigation systems. Over-application of water (so a wasteful use of water), poor drainage and waterlogging, combined with the naturally high evaporation rates of drylands have lead to the concentration of salt  in the soil and the soil surface. Consequently, productivity rapidly declines.

However, salinisation can be related also to other causes, not only irrigation. For example, sea-water incursion in rivers and aquifers has affected for years coastal areas due to excessive groundwater pumping.

DEFORESTATION

Human activity has cleared forest and woodland for thousands of years to convert them in agricultural and pasture land. In recent decades there has been an acceleration of this process because of the expansion of ranges and cultivated land, and also because of the introduction of modern agricultural methods (mechanized ploughing and application of new irrigation systems, which need large fields).

However, the extent of pressure on woodfuel resources depends on different factors: diet, stove technology, cooking habits, preference for open fires or particular kinds of stove, the nature of wood used, its origin, quality and availability, and availability of alternative fuels (Morgan & Moss, 1981).

URBAN AND INDUSTRIAL ACTIVITIES
In some areas, for instance in the Middle East and Central Asia, waste disposal and pollution from industrial and urban activities can take local significance. The expansion of built land reduces, or I will say removes, the fauna and flora living there, and therefore it is strictly a desertification process.

Waste disposal is a particular problem for dryland industries and urban centres because these countries can’t afford to pollute the few water resources they have, usually because it is used to drink but also to irrigate fields. Salinisation and pollution of the soil is the consequence of irrigation with polluted water, which lead to an important depletion of nutrients, a decrease of yields and erosion of the soil.

SOLUTIONS
The solution to desertification has to be studied from a world-wide point of view. Therefore, it’s essential the collaboration between farmers and land users, political, scientists, technician and the whole society.

The fight against desertification can be summarized in the following actions:

1. Scientific & technical investigation: To acquire a detailed knowledge about erosion mechanics, areas in desertification danger, new methods to increase vegetation and its resistence, increase soil resistence, etc.

2. Planning of resources: Prevention, control and recuperation of degraded zones, to make appropiate use of the soil depending on its quality, to avoid overgrazing, overcultivation and, in general, any actuation which can favor the desertification.

3. Legislation: To protect natural zones and ban actions that degrade natural resources, to give grants to investigate, prevent and control erosion, etc.

CONCLUSIONS
To conclude this essay, I would like to give my own point of view about the subject. I think that the future of areas in desertification danger and deserts themselves is in the humanity hands. Obviously, there are some external factors which people can’t control, as the climate or the weather or the topography, but we can study them and may be in a far future we will be able to prevent them and so to prevent desertification easily or to live in deserts with major comfort.

To conclude, I would say that desertification and soil erosion are global problems that affect the whole earth, so it is essential a world-wide cooperation to find the best solution to the problem.
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