
PROVOCATIONS —  #6 
Droughts Reach Extremes

The year 1983 is now being recorded as one of the most severe for 
droughts, worldwide, compared to any other time in history— at least when 
measured by the number of people threatened with severe hardship. It hit 
parts of Africa, North America, Australia, South America, Europe and Asia. 
Previously 1972 was considered the extreme. Dr. Rolando Garcia wrote a 
provocative book, "Drought and Man: Nature Pleads Not Guilty," about this. 
1972 was the year of the much-debated Russian grain deal— when the US sold 
huge tonnages of corn and wheat to the Soviet Union, after which (some 
argue why) the price of grain tripled. The Russians had a huge bounty of 
cheap grain, and the US farmers had good prices for their stored grain and 
the next crops they raised.

The thesis of Garcia was that the ultimate causes of the human
suffering were NOT the undisputed climate fluctuations. Instead, the
droughts were merely the trigger. The real causes, in Garcia’s viewpoint,
were human misuse of the land, and human political and economic abuses.

The present situation, even worse than 1972, begins to support the 
thesis that man-induced changes in global ecology are at least a 
significant part of the scourge of increasing desertification, according 
to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Barren lands that 
were once fertile are now showing up in increasing proportions. 
Desertification now threatens the well-being of 850 million people, and 
faces the inhabitants of 20% of the earth's land surface, UNEP says. Some 
30 million square kilometers are at risk. The Sahara marches southwards 
at an average of six kilometers per year. 150 million people in 22 
countries now face severe food shortages.

This is happening in a world where the science and technology 
exist to prevent the desertification, and where the food reserves exist to 
end hunger and malnutrition. Poor cultivation practices, deforestation, 
overgrazing, overuse of marginal lands are blamed by UNEP. And all of 
these are at least in part the product of unchecked population growth.

The record breaking El Nino phenomenon of 1982-83 is almost 
certainly involved in the droughts, and no responsible climatologist 
blames that on human activity. But the magnitude of the damage to soil 
and vegetation is clearly related to human factors, and the recovery rates 
when the rains return (and they seem to be starting) will be greatly 
reduced by human stress on the land. Ethiopia used to be 40% forested; 
today it is about 3.1% forested.

What action should this provoke in the developing and in the 
industrialized world? Clearly reforestation is a primary need, and it is 
also a measure that can be carried out in the developing world. UNEP has 
mounted a program called "For Every Child a Tree". China is planting 
nearly a billion trees a year (that's one for every person). Well over 
three billion trees were planted, worldwide, in 1982. And environmental 
education in the developing world is, at last, catching on.

But I suspect we in America and the other people of the 
industrialized world will have to be concerned as well, if we have any 
hope of a peaceful world. We will have to invent development strategies 
of a new and better sort. I hope to look further into this in a coming 
"Provocation." I also welcome your contributions! Send your thoughts!
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