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Firewood is becoming scarce, and as more and more is
collected, tree cover diminishes and the desert advances.
A. Matheson, UNICEF







can we be expected to pay for this,
too ?”

Nonetheless, a case can be made
that the donor nations are indeed
paying for desertification in Sudan—
and elsewhere—and that it would
be to their advantage economically
to finance a direct assault on the
problem of desertification, especially
in the poor countries of the third
world. An argument could be deve-
loped (and indeed should be
developed for the benefit of the
realists in the money capitals) that
the loss of a billion dollars worth of
assets in Sudan is the loss of those
assets to the world and is something
feltin New York and Moscow as well
as in Khartoum. Sudan’s unceasing
confrontation with desertification is
one of the reasons why this nation
remains on the list of “least developed
countries” and why, therefore, it
continues to be a particular target
of development assistance channeled
through international agencies. A
billion-dollar loss in Sudan sets
waves in motion that ripple to the

The advance of the desert means less food for their flocks. UNEP

ends of the earth. Many of these
effects are long term and subtle,
yet they ultimately accumulate into
totals that would make the cost of
combating desertification in Darfur
and Kordofan seem minuscule.

Like all man-made deserts, the new
dunelands in Darfur, Kordofan and
Nubia exist where deserts should
not exist from a strictly climatic
point of view. This means that these
desiccated regions can be healed,
and time alone would undoubtedly
repair these ravaged landscapes if
only they could be isolated from
human contact for two or three
generations. The expense involved in
letting time work the cure would be
high, for costs classifiable as foregone
income can surpass the totals in-
volved in active campaigns against
desertification. And cures of any
kind, passive or active, are more
expensive than preventing deserti-
fication from occurring in the first
place.

Yet when political will musters the
resources to repair damaged land,

wonders can be performed, as was
strikingly shown by the case studies
prepared for the Conference on
Desertification. The results achieved
in Soviet Turkmenia, in the Vale
rangeland of south-eastern Oregon,
and all across China’s arid northlands
provide canvincing evidence that
even serious degradation can be
reversed and the land reclaimed. and
that it all can be done at reasonable
cost. In Sudan, remedial measures
can reverse the tragic process in
which trees, once encountered as
far north as Atbara, can no longer
be found even around Khartoum,
100 km to the south. In repairing this
destruction, restoration would be
made to one of mankind’s ancient
and fabled homes. And that aspect
should not be forgotten when cold
economic calculations are made.
It should always be remembered
that when desertification breaks out
on land being used by people, this
eruptive disease of the planetary
skin demolishes not only human
homes but human heritage as well.
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