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PROVOCATIONS —  #16 
Drought in Africa— To Meet the Challenge

"The current drought in Africa is one of the worst natural 
disasters in modern times - it has resulted in famine, diseases and 
natural economic disasters for many African people....The current drought 
in Africa has lasted for 15 years in the Sahel and in the past few years 
drought has occurred in other parts of Africa as well." So reports Dr. 
Obasi, Secretary General of the World Meteorological Organization.

We do not know the ultimate cause of African droughts, though we 
do know that they happen with this severity every hundred years or so, and 
that they are to some degree self-feeding. Perhaps ocean effects, like 
the El Nino are involved; maybe volcanic eruptions. Moreover, when 
drought dries up vegetation (and increases the reflectivity of the earth) 
a positive feedback effect further reduces the rainfall— till things go to 
an extreme. Then the process reverses, often to the other end of the 
scale. It seems likely that bad land use has intensified this drought, 
making its effects even worse than in earlier centuries.

I've discussed these droughts before (Provocations #6 and #12).
Now I want to talk about what can be done to alleviate their impacts.

Weather modification, to increase rainfall, has repeatedly been 
tried, but with no significant success. As Colorado's Governor Lamm said 
of a Colorado drought some half-dozen years ago, "You can't seed no 
clouds." And the drought is basically a no cloud situation. The things 
that CAN be done offer prospects of increasing crop yields by 25 to 30%, 
according to Obasi. But they are not spectacular:

(1) Improved land use has to stand high in priority. This includes such 
practices as planting tree windbreaks in fields, so that less drying and 
wind erosion of soil takes place; afforestation of marginal lands that 
should not be used for field crops; development of agro-forestry (mixed 
forest and field agriculture); control of overgrazing; reservation of 
specified good land areas for food crops through specific national 
agricultural policy determinations. Carefully engineered irrigation 
systems also can bring vastly bettered land use, but they need to be 
developed with the whole ecosystem impact sensitively considered.

(2) Drought monitoring and control plans are important. Such plans 
should include agriculturalists, meteorologists, water managers, disease 
control specialists, etc. Specific plans for action should be laid out to 
be activated at certain monitored levels of drought severity. In these 
should be economic considerations for timely and effective food aid, when 
other measures are inadequate to avert severe human disaster.

(3) Rapid analysis of short term weather fluctuations (4-5 day time 
scale), if promptly disseminated to farmers trained to use it, can trigger 
changes in planting, weeding, thinning, fertilizing, irrigating, pest 
management and other procedures— all of which can reduce drought losses.

Most important of all, not only for Africa but for every continent 
of the world, is for people to understand that climate is a highly 
variable element of nature at every space and time scale. Droughts and 
floods, tornados and hurricanes, cold and heat are all part of the natural 
weather system, and not abnormalities. So good strategic planning should 
include preparing to meet the inevitable challenge of climate extremes.
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