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Abstract. With and without the encouragement of the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification and its Committee on Science and Technology, scientific research has been undertaken 
throughout the drylands with the expectation of contributing to combating desertification. Little of 
this research has been applied in developing countries for its identified purpose. The main reason 
for this is the limited translation of scientific research into an accessible format for application by 
development agencies or rural communities. 
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1. Introduction 

Since the global recognition of processes of desertification during the 20th century, 
research has been applied by scientists to address emerging issues (UNCOD, 
1977; Darkoh, 1993). Currently, desertification is defined as: 'land degradation in 
arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas resulting from various factors, including 
climatic variations and human activities' (UNCCD, 1996). This definition clearly 
supports the basis for a relevant research programme to combat desertification and 
for training people to undertake this research. Inclusion of climatically defined, 
geographical areas in the definition reflects early research activities and has shaped 
ongoing research. At the same time, the Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD) focuses on community involvement and the expectation that local 
people living in the dry lands will address issues on their own with minimal support 
from external agencies. 

Research on desertification has been undertaken in all relevant academic dis-
ciplines although efforts have focused on bio-physical manifestations of deserti-
fication (Darkoh, 1993; Jacobson, 1997) where the greatest competence exists. 
This includes descriptions of the climate in areas where desertification occurs and 
establishing the extent of variability or directionality of change. The extent and 
progress of land degradation has been a of research including the bio-physical 
and socio-economic processes involved and potential remedial measures and their 
impacts (Darkoh, 1999; Seely and Jacobson, 1994). 

Namibia 's National Programme to Combat Desertification. 
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Recognition of the central role of human activities in processes of desertification 
has taken a longer time to become established (Darkoh, 1996; Lorimer, 1999; 
Mortimer, 1987; Seely, 1998; Stiles, 1995). Supporting research in socio-economic 
fields, in policy and governance, in economics, in communication and similar fields 
has gained increasing acceptance but remains far from sufficient. 

The UNCCD requests and expects a large contribution from the research commu-
nity and has established the Committee on Science and Technology to coordinate 
these efforts. This committee emphasises the need for research despite the lack 
of evidence that the results of research have been put to any direct use outside 
developed countries, or those in transition, where information is accessible and 
translation of results into specific actions is possible. 

Despite knowledge gained from ongoing research efforts, desertification con-
tinues to affect millions of people and square kilometers of land. Although Africa 
is the focus of attention, land degradation is affecting significant numbers of peo-
ple throughout the drylands. In view of the long-term recognition of processes 
of desertification and application of research, questions must be posed concerning 
the value and applicability of the research being undertaken, particularly in Africa. 
Have research efforts to date made a contribution to combating desertification, or 
does any future research have the potential to do so? Moreover, communication of 
that research through the weak links existing between research and research results 
on one hand, and implementation of programmes to combat desertification funded 
by governments, NGOs and multi-and bilateral donors on the other, must also be 
questioned. Are governments, NGOs and donors taking up the results of research 
and applying them to combating desertification? 

2. Links Between Research and Combating Desertification 

Taking the African example, four groups of institutions are centrally involved in 
combating desertification and potentially using research results: local communi-
ties, local non-governmental organisations, development agencies and international 
non-governmental organisations, and local and international research institutions 
including universities. These institutions differ in fundamental ways as summarised 
in Table I. 

Although some members of all the identified institutions are involved in com-
bating desertification, there are different perceptions of the role of research in this 
process, and differing degrees of application of research results. 

For research to be incorporated into the process of combating desertification, 
links to facilitate information flow should exist among researchers, local and inter-
national development agencies, national and local extension services, and dry lands 
communities experiencing desertification. Research results should be accessible 
to desertification practitioners at all levels and offer direct and immediate benefits. 
Publications are one mechanism for research information to be disseminated. To 
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• Development programmes could revisit the role of research in development pro-
grammes and incorporate a framework for applied research. This would include 
mechanisms to ensure that results of relevant research can be identified, under-
stood and used by resource users and decision makers working at the national 
and local levels and so that these partners, in turn, can contribute to generating 
research ideas. 

• Scientists and development agencies should strengthen capacities to communi-
cate (translate) results of research as well as identify and strengthen mechanisms 
of communication (translation) of research results. 

References 

Darkoh, M. B. K. : 1993, 'Land degradation and soil conservation in eastern and southern Africa: A 
research agenda ', UNEP Desertific. Control Bull. 22, 60-67. 

Darkoh, M. B. K. : 1996, 'Towards an Adaptive and Community-Based Approach to the Management 
of Natural Resources in the Dry lands of Sub-Saharan Africa', in: A. Hjort af Omas (ed.), Ap-
proaching Nature from Local Communities, Security Perceived and Achieved, EPOS, Research 
Programme on Environmental Policy and Society, Institute of Tema Research, Linkoping Uni-
versity, Sweden. 

Darkoh, M. B. K.: 1999, 'Environmental security in the drylands of Africa: The role of science and 
technology ', Desertific. Control Bull. 34, 6-14. 

Jacobson, K. M.: 1997, An Overview of Research Issues Relating to Sustainable Natural Resource 
Management in Drylands, Desert Research Foundation of Namibia (DRFN), Windhoek, Namibia. 
149 pp. 

Lorimer, M. S.: 1999, ' Repairing the Damage ', in: D. Eldridge and D. Freudenberger, (eds.), People 
and Rangelands: Building the Future, Proceedings of the VI International Range/and Congress, 
Townsville, Queensland, Australia, pp. 128-129. 

Mortimer, M.: 1987, ' Shifting sands and human sorrow: Social response to drought and desertifica-
tion ' , Desertific. Control Bull. 14, 1-14. 

Seely, M. K.: 1998, 'Can Science and Community Action Connect to Combat Desertification ', in: 
Combating Desertification: Connecting Science with Community Action, Special Issue, Interna-
tional Symposium and Workshop, 12-16th May 1997, Tucson, Arizona, USA, J. Arid Environ. 
39(2), 267-277. 

Seely, M. K. and Jacobson, K. M.: 1994, ' Desertification and Namibia: A perspective ', African J. 
Zoo/. 108, 21-36. 

Stiles, D. (ed.): 1995, Social Aspects of Sustainable Dry/and Management, John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. , 
313 pp. 

UNCCD: 1996, United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in Those Countries Experi-
encing Serious Drought and/or Desertification, Particularly in Africa, Text with Annexes, 71 
pp. 

UNCOD: 1977, United Nations Conference on Desertification, Nairobi, Kenya. 

CONNECTING RESEARCH TO COMBATING DESERTIFICATION 

..s::::: 

(!.) 
m 

4-
0 
f1 -; 
m 

(!.) 

-5 
E 
0 

<)::: 

<C 
(!.) 
t: 
(!.) 
,0 

1-o 
0 
2 
(!.) ::; 
,0 ·c: 
= 0 
u 

""0 -; 
0 
u 

-5 
t: 

.9 

.....l ·.:= 

E=S.g 
on 
t: 

,0 

§ 
u 
.:: 
'E 
> 
0 
.5 
m 
t: 
0 

m .s 
'0 
m 
0.. 
::l 
0 
1-o on 
1-o 
::l 

cE 
4-
0 
t: 
0 
m 

0.. 
E 
0 u 

m 
..s::::: § u . ...... 

1-o ...... 
::l 

(!.) .'.::: m ...... 
(!.) m 

0::: ·= 

= (!.) 

E o..m 
.2 
(!.) u 
> t: 
(!.) (!.) 

0 

0 
0 z 
u 
0 

.....l 

m 

·c: 
::l 
E 
E 
0 u 

m 
(!.) ::; 
,0 .E 

u 
<C 

= (!.) ·u 
m 

ci.,.-... 
m ""0 

t: (!.) (!.) ....... 0 '-";?; 
t: . ...... m (!.) 

,...... ot: c:: ·-
....... ::l 0 > § .'.::: E ·.= ·.:: Sn E '-:.a 
0::: c=: 

;>-. 
u 
t: 
(!.) on 
t: 
:§ 

t: .g 
- ·c: on E o 

1-o u 
0 (!.) u... 0::: 

u 
(!.) 

B 
1-o 
0.. 

'0 
t: . g 

·c: E on 
1-o 0 
0 u 
4- (!.) 

..:: 0::: 

m 
""0 g 
:-5 
> 

;..: 
t: ""0 
0 (!.) 

·.::: > . ...... 0 
""0 1-o 

0.. 
..§ 

m 
::l ""0 
...... 1-o u 
f 
Cl:l 0::: 

m 
t: 
.9 
::l 

?> 
.'i 
1-o 
0 
0.. 
(!.) 

0::: 

t: 
.9 
::; 
0.. 
(!.) 
1-o 

u 
(!.) .0' 
1-o 

m 
""0 
0 
0 

:-5 

""0 
(!.) 
> 
0 
1-o 
0.. 

..§ 

E 
m 
;>-. 
m 

""0 
1-o 

;?; 
(!.) 
1-o 

4-
0 
m ·;n 

t: 
m 
t: 4-
0 0 

ci6 i "c:: 

""0 
(!.) 

""0 0 

(!.) ::l 0 (!.) ..s::::: 
. ...... 0.. ...... 

;>-. o= > 
t: t: ....... 0 
0 ·z 

?> 1-< m ""0 0 
1-o -5 ...... 

t: -t: 
o.i t> ·= 

...... t:<..:U 
(!.) 0 0 • Cl:l 

1-o ..... t: 
t: (!.) ;?; . ...... m 

--< 

(!.) (!.) 

.§ .§ 
;>-. :B:B 

en en 

""0 
(!.) 

>.. 
0 = > -u m 

t: t: 
(!.) 0 on·.= 0 .s § <E 

·- 0,) (!.) (!.) ..s::::: 0 ...... m 

=. § • u m ....... 
;>-. ;>-. 
-- 0 ...... (!.) (!.) ,0 

0 ::l O..o.. 
(!.) 

(!.) (!.) u 1-o ...... 
t: >.. > > Cl:l ;?; ·-

0::: 

m 
0.. 
0 

...c: m 

en 
(!.) 

""0 
u 
(!.) 

--< 

...... 
""0 > 
t: 

!:l 
(!.) 
> 

0 
;?; ""0 (!.) 

2 .§ 
- "§ 
0 (!.) (!.) ?> ...... 

_g ;?; x = § .'i 
1-o 
0 
0.. 
(!.) 

m ...... 
..S:::::,...... g;B 

u t: (!.) > 
g 

0::: 

= (!.) 

E 
t: 
1-o 
(!.) 
> m 0 (!.) 

on3 
..c: ...... (!.) 
on u E 
::l 2 ·.:: 
2 = 
-5 0 <E 
m 0 • E 
§ ·.:: 
'5 

:J 

t: 
0 

·.:: t: 
t: . ...... 

.9 .:: E 
E 

E <I:: 5 (!.) 

"- -o E 
..:: E= 

ono.;::- t: 
:E 0 -

(!.) on 
""0 

(!.) 

0 
t: 

t: 
.9 ""0 
...... (!.) 

:.a (!.) -u > (!.) 
!:l ::l ·;n ?> 
E 'E = ...... o ,...... x c:: 

<)::: (!.) g 
(!.) ;?; t: - (!.) 

0 -

...... t: 
u 0 
(!.) . ...... 

.0' 
1-o u 
0.. ::l 

""0 
ll.J 

...c: 
""0 ...... u 
§ 
o E r:n 
1-o (!.) (!.) 
on - > 1-o 4-
u u 0 0 
ro ·= > ,0 :..= t: ;?; 0 . ...... (!.) > 

25 

.·.• .• 7' 



' ,._ 

26 M. SEEL Y AND H. WOHL 

TABLEII 
Content analysis of all papers (not only those related to combating desertification per se) in selected 
journals reflecting levels of direct applicability to community action (1997-200 1, based on analysis 
of abstracts) 

Papers that could Papers with direct 
Total Pure be applied relevance to communities 

Journals analysis number science 
1997-2001 of papers papers No. (%) No. (%) 

Ambio 390 383 26 6% 16 2% 
J oumal of arid 656 581 46 7% 12 1.8% 

environments 
Conservation biology 694 598 110 15% 22 3% 
Ecology 1251 1251 0 0% 0 0% 
Haramata (2001 only) 11 0 10 91 % 10 91 % 
Oecologia 1512 1508 4 1% 0% 

assess the status of the publication link, we investigated the papers published in six 
journals for the past five years (1997-2001) (Table Il). The journals represented a 
range of interests and editorial policies. 

From the brief overview of the applicability of journal papers to communities 
involved in combating desertification, it is clear that few published research papers 
in peer reviewed journals are of immediate or even future applicability. Possible 
explanations for this lack of direct relevance stem from the difference in the in-
stitutions involved (see Table I) and in the processes applied by these institutions. 
The scientific process is based on an explicit conceptual framework embedded in 
scientific theory. In contrast, the development process is based on a broad, flexible 
conceptual framework focused on the needs of dry lands communities. 

Expectations amongst the institutions involved also vary. Researchers and de-
velopers expect to gain understanding of a situation while communities believe they 
understand the problems at hand. Scientists expect to contribute to available infor-
mation and perhaps theory. All three groups wish to contribute to increased sus-
tamability of resources while particularly dry lands communities expect increased 
natural resource productivity as well. Researchers and developers expect to enhance 
their own recognition and reputations and to advance in their own organisations. 
Communities, on the other hand, are interested in immediate and direct income or 
livelihood benefits that may, secondarily, include practical guidance and enhanced 
skills to improve their livelihoods and incomes. 

Amongst researchers, differences also exist among those from universities in 
dry land countries and those from universities in developed countries. There are still 
a limited number of local scientists in Africa and a small number of acknowledged 
local institutions. Moreover, most are geared toward research and research systems 
prevailing in the north and aspire to recognition by northern researchers and systems. 
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and used by decision makers at all levels including those making policies, using 
natural resources or involved in development. Consideration should be given to 
three essential points. 

• It is essential that questions should be identified that policy and decision-makers, 
resource users and researchers feel would enhance understanding of desertifica-
tion and contribute to its reversal. 

• Participation of local researchers, of resource users and of people involved in 
development programmes is one of the ways that enhanced understanding can 
be generated. 

• Interpretation of research results, so that they are in context and understood 
not only by academics but also by decision makers, resource users and people 
focused on economic development, is another essential step towards enhancing 
understanding based on research. 

These points require competencies that are not usually in the training, experience 
or reward system of academic researchers. 

Two processes are in place to enhance the integration of research into combating 
desertification. Neither focuses on strengthening capacity to communicate results 
as a primary aspect of research directed toward combating desertification. The 
development of NAPs is one process that requires competence in implementing 
research and understanding, communicating, and incorporating research results 
into the NAP. Similarly, the establishment of the CST within the UNCCD is another 
process that requires broad competence in research and communication of research 
results. Researchers and developers alike look forward to these processes defining, 
elaborating and assuming their intended roles in enhancing broad-based research 
competence in combating desertification. 

If appropriately translated and made available, research results could inform ba-
sic awareness leading to project formulation by communities and development 
agencies. They could also apply to project development and implementation 
throughout the entire process, as well as promoting general good practice. To 
be of use in this manner, appropriate 'translation ' of research results is essential. 

4. Recommendations 

• Scientists, working particularly with development agencies, could shift their ap-
proach to ensure the application of results as well as the usual research outcomes. 
This would include creation of a.clear understanding of the application of the re-
search results, and the manner in which they will be communicated (translated), 
before research is undertaken. 

• Similarly, scientists could shift their approach to ensure some meaningful level 
of participation by development agencies and resource users in the identification 
of research topics and the actual research. 
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Academically, the strongest research capacity lies in the developed countries and 
areas where desertification is not taking place. This research is driven, funded and 
evaluated by an academic accreditation system based on peer review, predominantly 
in the form of literature in recognised journals. Research competence is assured 
at this level by this process. However, information from this research is largely 
unavailable and transmission links, e.g. from academic researcher to developers 
or extension workers, are not functioning and are mainly absent. This strong aca-
demic system eliminates participation by researchers in most developing countries, 
by persons involved in development programmes, and by people affected by and 
affecting processes of desertification. Similarly, the aim of communication is also 
muted as academic, peer reviewed journals are not necessarily accessible to persons 
outside of the developed world's research community. Even if publications were 
physically available, unless the material is 'translated' into practical, user friendly 
language, the research results are largely inaccessible. In addition, there is a lack 
of appropriate communication channels and networks that are actively maintained 
and involved in transmitting the messages derived from research results. These 
channels and networks should be transmitting understandable research results to 
politicians and decision-makers, policy makers and market regulators as well as 
resource users and their service organisations and community-based organisations. 

From within the research process it is clear that changes need to be made, in many 
instances, in the focus of research. A first question needs to be: for whom are the 
answers being sought and what is the intended application of the results? Equally 
important is the communication of results, by all involved parties. However, most 
often, there is a lack of ready mechanisms for the 'translation ' of scientific results 
and this step is not built into the overall research programme. 

Do researchers and programme implementers have the required competencies 
to address translation and enhanced communication? Clearly these issues must be 
addressed in a more creative and systematic fashion than has been done before. 
Examining the UNCCD (1996), it is apparent that the Committee on Science and 
Technology (CST) should be a driving force in this regard. However, till now, it 
has not adequately recognised or addressed this challenge. 

The central role of research should revolve around enhanced understanding by 
all parties involved in the processes of desertification and its reversal. Since the ulti-
mate causes of desertification are recognised as ranging from inappropriate policies 
and their application, to an increasing population expecting improved livelihoods 
from diminishing natural resources , to inappropriate development interventions 
causing reduced rather than increased overall productivity, the topics for research 
are boundless. The main issue for desertification research is: How can the under-
standing generated be applied to reducing or eliminating desertification? How can 
it be communicated and integrated into development work? 

Enhanced understanding as a result of desertification research often refers to 
scientific understanding by the involved researchers. However, such enhanced 
understanding is of no value to combating desertification if it is not accessible to 
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As a consequence, local researchers and institutions emulate northern attitudes and 
focus on projects that lead to publications within current scientific concepts. Often 
the reward for successful researchers from developing countries is a permanent 
position in a northern university. These attitudes are reinforced by the decrease in 
funding for research in agriculture and dry lands rural areas while the focus shifts to 
other economic issues. Most local researchers are dependent on external or donor 
funding as funding from their own institutions is usually limited. 

Research in the context of desertification control should be judged not only 
for its direct applicability by communities but also for its applicability by devel-
opment agencies, extension agencies and others involved in communicating with 
and supporting communities to combat desertification. However, till now, there has 
been very little communication among the different institutions and their respective 
systems are not inter-linked. 

By examining general good practices by researchers, by development and exten-
sion agencies and by local communities, we can observe similarities in the process 
that could serve to enhance communication amongst the groups and, in turn, en-
hance their capacity for combating desertification. Table Ill provides an overview 
of similarities among community action, extension and development, and research 
approaches, and indicates the changes required for bringing the approaches closer 
together. 

From the analysis of reports from National Action Plans (NAPs) to the UNCCD, 
communication has been identified as a severe bottleneck (e.g. African Regional 
Conference on the Review of the Implementation of the UNCCD, July 2002). At 
the community level 'translators' of scientific results are generally not available. 
Communities have not been empowered to take advantage of such results, nor are 
their social institutions sufficiently developed to do so. Similarly, development 
agencies do not have ready access to understandable research results in the course 
of their normal programmes. 

3. Discussion 

Although research is expected to have a major role to play in combating desertifi-
cation, most research undertaken in the name of desertification has not contributed 
to reducing or reversing its impacts (e.g. Jacobson, 1997). Reasons for this are 
manifold but can be largely attributed to inadequate communication by researchers 
with those affected by and involved in combating desertification. Most researchers 
are proficient in their specific research field ,. but rarely have the interest or compe-
tence for taking their research further. Participation and communication have been 
implicitly recognised in the UNCCD (1996) although not stated clearly nor explic-
itly enough to be adopted in a meaningful way. To date rhetoric has overshadowed 
the application of research. The communication of research results, rather than 
research per se, requires attention. 
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