Combating desertification


LITTLE success can be expected in the fight against poverty unless the threat posed by desertification is tackled as a matter of priority. According to the Sustainable Land Management Project, a joint venture between the Government of Pakistan, UNDP and the Global Environmental Facility, nearly 80 per cent of the country is arid or semi-arid and two-thirds of the population depend on these drylands for livelihood support. Much of this land is at risk of turning into desert, for a variety of reasons. Deforestation in the north is causing severe soil erosion, stripping mountains bare and silting the major reservoirs, which in turn reduces the water available for farming. Crop production is hampered and, in the worst cases, land is left barren and at the mercy of wind erosion. Reduced flows in the Indus delta lead to sea intrusion which not only submerges arable land but also raises salinity levels in areas still above water.

Overgrazing is another problem, as are poor irrigation practices, a burgeoning population and rampant ‘development’. Then there is climate change, drought, waterlogging, salinity and sodicity, destruction of mangrove stands, soil and water pollution, depletion of underground water resources and poor land management. Individually or in conjunction, these factors degrade the land and lead to loss of livelihood. The end result is more poverty and loss of biodiversity. Worse, degradation and desertification are self-perpetuating once they set in. Individuals and communities that lose their livelihoods are forced to migrate to other areas, putting that land and its resources under stress and making it vulnerable to a new round of degradation. Poverty too spreads in this manner, raising with it the spectre of conflict.

The answer lies in regenerating forests, focusing on sustainable development, checking industrial as well as agricultural pollution, and devising and implementing a national policy on the rational use of water. Losses in the irrigation system must be plugged and water-efficient farming techniques introduced. The latter will have to be heavily subsidised, for poor farmers cannot afford to go it alone. It was announced at a government-sponsored workshop in Karachi on Wednesday that the UNDP intends to provide as much as $450m to combat desertification in Pakistan. This is heartening news but the proof of the plan will be in its implementation. It is hoped that the money will be spent on assessing and rectifying ground realities, not just on workshops and raising awareness among those already in the know. It is time to get down to brass tacks.

