When the Desert Devours the Lake
by Raveena Aulakh
April 6, 2013 – In its glory days during the 1960s, Lake Chad was 38,000 square kilometers of sparkling blue-green water that nourished humans, animals and plant life in the four countries it straddled: Chad, Cameroon, Niger and Nigeria.  The lake, on the edge of the mighty Sahara Desert, gave solace to people.  Poems were written about it; celebrations were held on its banks.
But Lake Chad is now a speck of what it was 5 decades ago, measuring just 1,300 square kilometers.
The Sahara desert is the culprit.  It is stealthily moving southward, expanding at the rate of about 48 kilometers every year, according to some reports.
Lake Chad is likely the most egregious example of desertification — simply put, the process by which land turns desert-like — but just one of many around the world.  “Desertification is one of the most visible impacts of climate change,” says Michael Werz, policy analyst with the Center for American Progress in Washington, who has written extensively on subject.  “It is making life tough for people, especially in Africa.”  He says it is “already leading to conflict, it is already threatening food security.”
Desertification was thrust into Canadian headlines a week ago, when the Harper government abruptly pulled out of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), making it the only country in the world not party to the agreement.  An official with the Canadian International Development Agency, which oversees disbursal of Canadian foreign aid, and which Ottawa intends to fold into the Department of Foreign Affairs, told the Star the convention committed too much time to meetings and too little to funding on-the-ground development work, and that is why Canada pulled out.  There were howls of protest from environmental groups, and many experts denounced the move.
Canada is out of the agreement now.  But should we fret?  Is desertification really so terrible?  It most definitely is, says Lindsay Stringer, director of the Sustainability Research Institute at the University of Leeds in England.  “We live in a globalized world,” she says.  “I don’t think the West is paying as much attention to it as it should.  It will impact everyone.”
With desertification, affected land permanently loses its productivity.  It can no longer be used to grow crops or graze animals, and is eventually abandoned.  It is the accumulated result of many activities: over-cultivation, overgrazing, deforestation and poor irrigation.  And then there is the new stressor: climate change, which interacts with other causes in a complex manner.
Most scientists agree poor governance has exacerbated it.  (Some use the terms desertification and degradation interchangeably, but Stringer, who has worked on more than 60 papers on the issue, says land degradation isn’t permanent, while desertification is.)
Desertification is prevalent across the world — in Asia, Africa, Australia — but Africans are most vulnerable to it, because of high population and climate variability.  “People are often poor and unable to invest in fertilizers that can restore some nutrients to the soil,” says Stringer.  Desertification has intensified in Africa since the UN treaty was signed in 1994.
The Sahara is the world’s hottest desert, and the 3rd-largest after Antarctica and the Arctic.  It covers most of North Africa and is now quietly moving south into the Sahel region — the belt between the Sahara and Africa’s resplendent rainforests — devouring land as it moves.
The trend has led to mass migrations, malnutrition, conflict, and thousands of deaths.
And, with climate change, it is accelerating.  In Africa, there were already clear signs of it during the ’70s.  “Only we didn’t recognize them,” says Yahaya Ahmed of the Development Association for Renewable Energies in Nigeria.  He remembers going to northern Nigeria a few years ago and discovering that more than 200 villages had disappeared between 1980 and 2000.  Villagers had left land that could no longer support crops, wells that had dried up and grasslands that had become bare.  The Sahara was gobbling up land, says Ahmed.  Villagers moved south into towns and cities, where they took up jobs such as motorcycle-taxi drivers, water vendors, cobblers, or restaurant dishwashers.  “These are people who had never even been outside of their villages before,” says Ahmed, adding that their lives have not “changed for the better.”
There are similar stories from Mali, Chad, Niger, Sudan, Mauritania, Ethiopia and Kenya, the countries most affected by desertification.
Some people do not leave their parched regions.  And sometimes that means conflict enters into their lives.  There is a story Brent Swallow likes to tell.  Swallow, chair of the department of resource economics and environmental sociology at the University of Alberta, was in southern Ethiopia with some colleagues in the late 1990s to conduct research.  They realized that people who own livestock will do anything for desperately needed grasslands and water.
One night, Swallow says, he and his colleagues saw a group of men returning from a battle — they had AK-47s slung over their shoulders, and some carried the injured or the dead.  Swallow doesn’t know who won or who lost, but he did find out what the clash had been about: “who has first rights to access specific pastures and wells.  “This, I think, was in 1997,” he says.  “The impact of desertification was being felt even then.”
Troy Sternberg, a geographer at Oxford University, says lack of government oversight has also wreaked havoc in many African countries.  There are few anti-desertification plans, and governments at the local level don’t offer alternative livelihoods and fail to plant trees.  “I would blame human activity (overuse of soil, waste of water resources) and poor governance for desertification,” Sternberg says.
Although desertification is irreversible, some African initiatives have successfully combated it in its early stages.  The Keita Project in Niger, started in 1984 to reverse land degradation and eventual desertification, is such an example.  Keita is a community about 600 kilometers northeast of Niamey, the capital.  It is in the semi-arid Sahel region and is heavily populated.  It gets rain from June to September, which has become irregular in the past few decades.
The Keita project transformed about 5,000 square kilometers of barren land into a thriving garden for various crops, livestock and trees.  It entailed planting trees, digging wells, constructing weirs, damming streams, building terraces and bunds, deep plowing of the land and erecting dune fences.  Community members learned new skills, such as growing cash crops and producing handicrafts.  “Niger was quite innovative,” says Swallow.  “They involved the local government, especially women, and planted the right trees.”
Another startling example of reclaiming land is in China’s Loess Plateau, says Stringer.  The plateau covers more than 620,000 square kilometers in central and northern China.  It is highly susceptible to soil erosion.  Many centuries ago, the plateau was fertile and easy to farm, but deforestation and overgrazing led to incipient or worse desertification.  About 20 years ago, the government launched a project under which millions of trees were planted, terraces and small-scale dams were constructed, and certain areas were designated no-grazing.  Big swaths of Loess Plateau have been reclaimed now.  Stringer says it is a very good example of how “to manage within the boundaries that climate has already set for us.”
Can Lake Chad be saved?  It’s an unmitigated disaster, says Swallow.  “I don’t know ...  I don’t know if it’s too late.”
To gauge the true scale of the environmental disaster that Lake Chad has become, it is important to look at it from space.
From a satellite’s vantage, the decline is crystal-clear.  Once it was a huge inland sea, and now it’s a tiny speck that’s still shrinking.  There is no one cause for the shrinking of Lake Chad.  While locals have said that precipitation has been steadily dropping by 5-10 millimeters a year, other factors, such as irrigation and damming of rivers that feed the lake for hydroelectric schemes, have contributed to its catastrophic decline.
Those who still live around it say the water is moving further away as the Sahara is creeping closer.  How long before the great desert devours the now-small body of water?  Can Lake Chad even survive the 21st century?
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