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Famine in Africa and Global Climate Change

Twenty countries of Africa south of the Sahara Desert, in the "Sahelian 
belt." have had drier weather since 1970 than in earl ler vears, Onlv two of 
the last 20 years, according to Peter J. Lamb of the Illinois Water Survey, 
have been near the long term "normal" for the region, and none was above. In 
contrast, 18 of the preceding 20 years were at or significantly higher than 
the same normal , and onlv one year was substantially below. The present 
drought period, though striking, has precedents. Similar runs of drought 
took place in the region during the late 1600s and ear 1 v 1700s and also in 

the 1820s and 1830s.

What does this augur for the future, considering the probable trend of 
the greenhouse warming? No one can answer this question definitively. The 
droughts in the last part of the 1600s coincided with cooler than normal 
weather in Northern Europe and probably worldwide. The severe Sahel droughts 
of the 1980s, on the other hand, came in a clearly warmer than normal world 
weather s i tuati on .

A trademark of the Sahel is the big variation of rains from year to 
year. This is true of most arid lands. In 1984 and 1987 the rains were weak 
or delayed. This brought crop losses and bad human suffering. Yet, famine 
is not inevitably linked to drought. Sound agricultural development can do 
much to fend off the ills of drought. These factors are well presented in an 
article about the Sahel by Charles F. Hutchinson in the Spring issue of 
"Resources," the journal of Resources For the Future.

Hutchinson points out that the abundant rains of the 1950s encouraged 
African farmers to expand agriculture into imarginal lands, making them 
vulnerable to crop failures in the more normal dry years. This is like what 
happened in the U.S. West with "the plow that broke the plains" driven by the 
false myth that "rain follows the plow." The disruption of the economic and 
politicial systems, with the coming of independence to many of the Sahelian 
countries, probably contributed as much to the hardships as did the droughts. 
And, of course, population growth has made things worse.

During the globally warm "Altithermal Period" some 6000 years ago it 
seems quite well established that East Africa, and probably also the Sahel 
was wetter. But few climatologists have enough confidence to say that the 
Altithermal Period is a reliable analog for the expected future global 
warming bv the insidiously rising greenhouse gases.

As in so many other regions of the world, sound strategies for resource 
management seem the most fruitful way to go as we seek to adapt to changed 
global climate. The keys to future success in warding off famine in the 
Sahel appear to be the four "I's" defined bv the Food and Agricultural 
Organization as: (1) incentives to grow more than subsistence requires; (2) 
inputs such as seeds, fertilizer and credit: (3) institutions that provide
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Countries like China and India have done it. So far the Sahelian 
countries have not. Many strategies are available to diversify cropping 
practises and reduce risks. The approach involves "putting several eggs in 
many baskets." Some farm families have started cropping separated plots, so 
that one works best in dry years and the other in wet, thus insuring returns 
in either eventuality. Intercropping different plants like sorghum and cow 
peas is another diversification practice to lower risk. Still another is 
planing native drought-resistant food plants at the edges of the fields to 
assure subsistence food in the event of severe drought.

Solutions will not be simple. Crop failures have fueled the flight to 
the cities in many of these nations, and this has heightened economic and 
political volatility. But it is clear that drought and famine need not be 
inevitably linked. If drought is recognized as a part of the normal climate, 
and not just an anomaly, then there is hope that sound agricultural practices 
can meet the issue of recurrent famine. If so, agriculture can remain a 
viable wav of life in the Sahel .

indigenous support for agricultural development; and (4) infrastructure tor
production, distribution and marketing.


