
RYLANDS – OR ARID, SEMI-ARID AND DRY SUBHUMID AREAS – are fragile ecosystems. Drylands cover

about 30 percent of the world’s land area and are inhabited by 900 million people, a large proportion of

whom are among the world’s poorest. Over time, people living in dryland areas have developed complex

production systems to minimize the risks posed by extreme climatic conditions. Various forces, however,

are contributing to the degradation of resources in these areas, including climatic variations, land uses

and agricultural practices that have become inappropriate as a result of increasing population density.
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Combating desertification

An estimated 70 percent of the world’s drylands are
affected by desertification. The United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED,
June 1992) defined desertification as “land degradation in
arid, semi-arid and dry subhumid areas resulting from
various factors, including climatic variations and human
activities”. As follow-up to UNCED, the Convention to
Combat Desertification in those Countries Experiencing
Serious Drought and/or Desertification, particularly in
Africa (UNCCD) was signed in 1997. All parties to
UNCCD have an obligation to “adopt an integrated
approach addressing the physical, biological, and socio-
economic aspects of the process of desertification and
drought”.

Deforestation and degradation of tree and shrub for-
mations (mainly for conversion to agricultural use) and
overexploitation of forests and woodlands (through
fuelwood collection and overgrazing) are among the
major causes of soil degradation in dry areas.

Key issues

The fight against desertification must address political,
social and technological problems, and desertification
control programmes must be integrated into national
development plans. Sustainable rural development, food
security and agriculture will remain the key objectives of
all strategies because, without investment in productive

resources, growing population density will lead to impov-
erished soils in the long term. Forestry programmes to
combat desertification focus on improving management
and protection of existing forests and woodlands, on
increasing vegetative cover outside forests (e.g. through
agroforestry and maintenance of trees and shrubs in
critical watersheds and degraded areas) and on reducing
the overexploitation of trees and forests for woodfuel.

The rehabilitation of degraded lands in dry zones is a
long-term process. It requires the creation of a
framework of policies and institutions that ensure the
agreement and participation of all users and stakeholders
(especially rural populations) to correct the management
deficiencies that have led to resource degradation. Of
prime importance is participation of local people and
communities and their guaranteed access to and control
over natural resources and their products to ensure their
long-term commitment.

Role of FAO

FAO serves as one of the main partner organizations of
UNCCD, and a number of its normative activities con-
tribute to the implementation of the convention. These
include:
� information systems: geographic information

systems, remote sensing, the Global Information and
Early Warning System on Food and Agriculture
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(GIEWS), Global Forest Resources Assessments, the
Food Insecurity and Vulnerability Information and
Mapping System (FIVIMS) and the programme on
agrometeorology (AGROMET);

� policies and plans: national action plans to combat
desertification, national forest programmes, national
environmental action plans, national water strategies,
etc.;

� best practices and methodologies: documents,
publications, fact sheets and CD-ROMs on soils,
water, pastures, trees and forest management;

� awareness-raising activities: a Web site on
desertification, videos, press releases, etc.
FAO field projects related to combating desertifica-

tion cover a wide range of activities such as erosion
control, improvement of water supply, forest and pasture
management, food security, local rural development
through extension and participatory approach pro-
grammes, assistance in the implementation of national
information systems and statistics, and formulation of
investment projects.

FAO supports the United Nations Forum on Forests
(UNFF) in its efforts regarding deforestation and forest
degradation. In this framework, FAO supports the Tehran
Process, or Low Forest Cover Countries (LFCC) Initiative,
which aims at providing those countries that have less
than 10 percent forest cover – most of which face deser-
tification – with guidance for establishing specific forest
policies.

Institutional arrangements

FAO supports UNCCD through its Interdepartmental
Working Group on Combating Desertification, which
involves 20 services and field offices. 

At the international level, FAO participates actively in
UNCCD meetings, including those of the Conference of
the Parties, and is a member of several interagency com-
mittees (Facilitation Committee of the Global Mechanism,
Global Environment Facility [GEF] task force on land
degradation). FAO coordinates formal cooperation agree-
ments on combating desertification with the UNCCD
Secretariat, the International Fund for Agricultural
Development (IFAD) and the Italian Ministry of
Environment and Territory.

At the regional and subregional level, FAO leads the
implementation of several large UNCCD field projects
such as the Land Degradation Assessment in Drylands
(LADA) and the development of the Fouta Djallon
highlands of West Africa, both co-funded by GEF, and an
Acacia development programme funded by Italy. FAO
also has a leading technical role in a recently created
interagency initiative of TerrAfrica and the GEF Strategic
Investment Program (SIP) on sustainable land manage-
ment in sub-Saharan Africa: FAO provides reference
guidelines and tools as well as technical and policy
support to the TerrAfrica regional and national invest-
ment programmes. Finally, FAO participates in the main
regional thematic networks and regional and subregional
conferences of UNCCD.

At the national level, the interdepartmental working
group has been providing support to the formulation of
UNCCD National Action Programmes in several
countries (e.g. Burkina Faso, China, Cuba, the Dominican
Republic, Haiti, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Lebanon,
Mali, Mauritania, Senegal and Yemen).

FAO’s comparative advantages in combating desertifi-
cation include the capacity to provide the interdisciplinary
expertise that is needed to tackle the complex problems
of land degradation in drylands; its presence in all affected
countries; and its ability to respond at the various levels
from local to global, as required by the UNCCD process. 

For additional information:

www.fao.org/desertification
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