Desertification Is a Serious Threat to Southern Europe
by Ana Garcia Valdivia
July 30, 2019 – On July 29 we reached "Earth Overshoot day," according to the Global Footprint Network report.  This date marks the point when humanity has consumed all the natural resources that the Earth can generate in a year, using resources equivalent to 1.75 planets.  At the same time, humanity is reducing its future capacity for regeneration and many countries risk losing fertile soils.  Europe is not an exception.
Spain, Portugal, Italy, Greece, Cyprus, Bulgaria and Romania.  These are the EU countries that will be particularly affected by desertification and therefore, more likely to lose natural resources in the coming years.  The temperature increases and droughts, with less precipitation, has made southern Europe vulnerable to problems such as “lower food production, soil infertility, decreases in the land’s natural resilience, and reduced water quality”.  The European Court of Auditors (ECA) has pointed out in its report, "Combating desertification in the EU."
In other words, the economic model of production will be soon under threat.  To resist this evolution, not only must the EU increase its efforts in fighting climate change, but also it is necessary to develop a specific legal framework for desertification and land degradation.  Currently, there is a range of action plans, such as the Common Agricultural Policy, the EU Forest Strategy, or the EU strategy on adaptation to climate change.  These “are relevant to combating desertification, but … do not focus on it,” the ECA advises.
The problem should not be underestimated, especially considering that it affects 1/4 of the EU Member States.  Spain is the most worrying example.  According to the National action programs (NAPs) for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), about 74% of Spain is at risk of desertification and 18% at high risk of becoming irreversibly desert.  The regions of Murcia, Valencia and the Canary Islands are the most concerning areas.  Across 90% of the territory is a "high" or "very high" risk of desertification .
The good news is that there is scope for action.  In addition to fighting climate change, countries can make a difference by regulating certain irresponsible human activities, as the overuse or inefficient use of water.  Following the example of Spain, the organization WWF has indicated that the lack of water is not the main cause of droughts.  Instead, it points out the water consumption model, which prioritizes the irrigation sector through poor irrigation techniques.
In its report "Chronicle of a drought foretold," the organization shows that, in areas where there is not enough water in rivers and reservoirs, more intensive use of groundwater is made, including illegal consumption.  It is estimated that there are more than half a million illegal wells in Spain.  In this sense, WWF has highlighted the need to commit to the reconversion of irrigation, towards a productive model that focuses on quality instead of quantity, “especially in areas where the good state of water bodies is not assured, and irrigation is identified as the main cause.”
On the other hand, the Spanish organization Ecologistas en Acción has warned about the impact of urbanization and construction.  They identify these as the main causes of the destruction and irreversible transformation of the territory.  To contain the process of desertification, Ecologistas en Acción demands new urban, transport, tourism, and agrarian policies.  “In short, the Spanish economic model must be reconverted,” they say.
In particular, the organization has given a lot of attention to the Land Law, as a necessary tool to preserve the land and “make difficult its re-qualification for urban land, where it is not strictly necessary to meet the population's growing needs, and always avoiding the most fertile areas.”
"We know that desertification is a process with multiple triggers, so it is necessary to address it from a very broad point of view,” explained the responsible for the Greenpeace Water campaign, Julio Barea, in the organization’s 2018 desertification report.  “It is fundamentally a problem of decoupling between natural resources and the socio-economic system that exploits them.  It is above all, a problem of sustainable development,” concluded the activist.
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