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Why study Desertification in Ethiopia? 
The reason I chose desertification is because I have seen this problem growing in 
front of my eyes in Ethiopia and I am interested in the subject itself. Second although 
the problem was acknowledged for over 30 years ago, too little has been done to 
increase awareness and fight the problem. Third when I became aware of the problem 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 The environmental awareness of the international community 
Since the world saw the picture of the Earth, photographed from space during the 
1960s, awareness of the Earth as a whole system, fragile and finite became a 
paradigm of our time. This consciousness was accompanied with the insight of 
environmental degradation that the spaceship Earth is facing.1 Since then 
environmental problems and consequences of human activities such as economic 
development, population growth, land degradation among others was given an 
increasingly political character.  

Until the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE), in 
Stockholm (Sweden), 1972, a majority of environmental problems were understood as 
local phenomena but at the conference their global nature became evident.2 After that 
international agencies, such as the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), 
began holding international conferences and promoting detailed studies as part of an 
effort to get more co-ordinated and effective responses from the international 
community to global environmental problems. Desertification was perhaps the first 
environmental issue to be recognised as taking place on global scale. It has been 
recognised as a global problem associated with desertification in arid, semi-arid and 
dry sub-humid zones (commonly called dryland regions). It has been a focus of much 
political and technical attention and as a result, the United Nations Conference on 
Desertification (UNCD), was held in Nairobi in 1977, where a plan of action to 
combat desertification was agreed.3 Fifteen years later, the United Nations Conference 
on Environment and Development (UNCED) was held in Rio de Janeiro, in 1992, 
which led to the adoption of the Convention to Combat Desertification in 1994.4 The 
convention helped to establish a Regional and National Action Plan to combat 
desertification in affected and threatened countries including Ethiopia. This paper is 
going to analyse Ethiopia’s National Action Program (NAP).  

The concept of desertification however is not uncontroversial, despite the fact it is 
widely viewed as a major environmental issue in scientific, political and even popular 
communities worldwide. The literature on the topic is fraught with confusions and 
contradictions, generalisations based on incomplete data with uncertainties. In fact, in 
recent years it has even been questioned whether desertification actually exists.5 This I 
believe leaves a space for every country to choose its own interpretation of the 
problem. Since every country is obliged to ratify the convention and adjust it into 
already existing regulations and policies, I presume that how every country chooses to 
define and integrate it to its regulations is important to review. How this problem 
description is presented, what are the causes and solutions given are in some ways 
that can be a challenge to the relations that prevail in the society. In addition which 
dissimulation about the causes and possible solutions that gets formulated in a 
document such as the NAP is self-evident? It is a result of social processes where 
different will and interests struggle to establish the perspective that is most favourable 

                                                           
1 Dryzek, John S., 1997 p. 36 
2 Corell Elisabeth, 1999, p. 33 
3 Tengberg Anna, 1995, p. 4 
4 UNCED, Earth summit, 1992,  p. 1 
5 Ulf Helldén, 1995 p. 131 
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to their position. Therefore it is important to do a critical review of the Ethiopian 
NAP.  

1.2 Purpose  
This thesis is an analysis of the Ethiopian NAP on combating desertification. The 
aim is to describe how the overall image/picture of desertification, its causes, and 
effects and of possible solutions are presented in the NAP. At the same time to 
identify different discourses that acts and the conflict that prevails between them, in 
the NAP document. 

The central questions in this study are:   

• How is desertification in Ethiopia perceived in the NAP document?  
• What human causes, such as the population growth and socio-economic effects, 

on desertification are described in the document? 
• What natural causes is discussed, for example the repeated drought in Ethiopia? 
• What solutions and strategies are given to combat desertification in the NAP? 

1.3 Outline 
In chapter two the historical background and negative effects of desertification in 
Ethiopia is discussed. In chapter three the concepts of discourse and discourse 
analysis used as theory and method are presented. Later on, in chapter four a 
summary and analysis of the desertification problem as presented in the NAP 
document is made. In chapter five different discourses that act on the document are 
identified. In chapter six a brief general discussion on the causes, effects and 
possible solutions given in the NAP are made. In chapter seven discussions on the 
major discourse conflict and the political agenda of the concept of desertification 
are done. Finally in chapter eight general conclusions on the whole paper are drawn.  
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2 The historic background of desertification 
In 1949 a French forest worker in West Africa coined the term Desertification when 
he observed deforestation in humid areas on the edge of the Sahara, which led into 
desert-like area.6 A drought that started in the late 1960s in the Sahelian area led to 
marginal conditions for people living in dry lands. However, not until the 1970s did 
the mass media give attention to environmental degradation and famines occurring 
in this area. This attention gave the term Desertification to become established as a 
popular concept among the political and scientific arenas.7  

2.1 International agreement to combat desertification 
The term Desertification was formalised at the United Nations Conference on 
Desertification (UNCD) in Nairobi, in 1977.8 At the conference a proposal for Plan 
of Action to Combat Desertification was presented. The UNCD agreed that the 
effort to combat desertification should be integrated into national development plans 
and priorities.9 The UNCD reviewed a number of technical documents, including a 
world map showing areas threatened by Desertification. The document formed at 
this conference however was not binding and did not have much effect. Fifteen 
years later, at the World Summit on Environment and Development in Rio de 
Janeiro (Brazil), 1992, about 190 countries signed to undertake the obligation to 
apply the notion of Sustainable Development. In this conference combating the 
desertification problem was one of the binding agreements. After negotiations 
spanning just over a year and involving more than hundred countries, the 
Convention was finalised and signed in Paris, in June 1994 and – June 17 became 
the World Day to combat desertification.10 After more than hundred different 
definitions given (in the 70s and 80s) focusing on different causes, the following 
definition was adopted in 1991 and accepted as basis for the Earth Summit 
Convention.11  

“Desertification is land degradation in arid, semi-arid, and dry sub-humid areas, 
resulting from various factors, including human activities and climate variations. 
Land in this concept includes soil and local water resources, land surface and 
vegetation on crops. Degradation implies reduction of resources potential by one 
or a combination of processes acting on the land. These processes include water 
erosion, wind erosion and sedimentation by those agents, long-term reduction in 
the amount or diversity of natural vegetation.”12  

The agreement made with out a doubt a great symbolic importance for the 
establishment of the framework for international, sub-regional and national 
programmes to combat desertification. Most of all, the convention emphasised the 
long-term consequences of the problem, such as mass migration, loss of biological 
diversity and climate change which can lead to environmental crisis.13 

                                                           
6 Encyclopaedia, 1998 
7 Thomas S.G. David and Middleton J, 1994, p.1 
8 Tengberg Anna, 1995, p. 4 
9 Ahemad Yusuf J. & others, 1987, p xii 
10 UNCED, Earth summit, 1992  
11 Ulf Helldén, 1995, p. 132- 134  
12 UNEP/GCSS, lll/3, 1992 p. 1 
13 UNCED, Earth summit, 1992, p. 3 
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Of course one should not forget the central aspects that could have an important role 
for the outcome of the agreement made by different nations. One of the central 
problems emerging was that governments faced with desertification problems were 
confronted with conflicting demands on their limited financial and human resources. 
Countries affected or not affected never managed to assign a high enough priority to 
anti-desertification measures.14 To address this problem there was a consensus 
among the participating countries to use the definition of desertification in Agenda 
21. However some African and other developing countries suggested that emphasis 
on the socio-economic problems, which could be the cause of desertification, should 
be made. Therefore this should be specified in the definition but the later suggestion 
did not go through.15 A question of relevance in this context is if one can presume 
this aspect to have influenced how every country chose to form their Action Plan, 
which I shall return to discuss later in the paper.  

2.2 The negative effects of Desertification 
The land degradation in dryland areas is accelerating globally and the process affects 
about 40 per cent of the Earth’s land area.16 This process of environmental 
degradation by which productive land is made non-productive and desert- like, is 
causing a total estimated loss of over 70 per cent of all drylands used for agricultural 
purposes in the regions of Africa, Asia, Australia, North, Central and South America, 
and the former Soviet Union.17 

Throughout the developing world, land degradation has been the main factor for the 
influx of farmers into the slum towns of major cities. It is estimated that 2.6 billion 
people are affected by land degradation and desertification in more than 110 countries 
and over 33 per cent of the Earth’s land surface. Around 73 per cent of rangelands in 
dryland areas are currently being degraded, together with 47 per cent of marginal rain 
fed croplands and a significant percentage of irrigated croplands.18 

  
Figure 1: Shows a map of dry and hyper arid land (% of country area).19  

                                                           
14 Alan Gilpin, 2000, p. 217 
15 Elisabeth Corell, 1999, p. 88 
16www.unep.org/drylands/docs/publications 
17 Elisabeth Corell, 1999, p. 46 
18 http://www.unccd.int/main.php 
19 http://www.fao.org/desertification 



 8 

2.2.1 The situation in Africa 
The continent that is most affected by desertification problem is Africa. The 
degradation of land poses one of the greatest challenges to socio-economic 
development in most African countries. About 66 per cent of the continent is desert or 
dryland and 73 per cent of the agricultural drylands are already degraded. According 
to UNEP, some 46 per cent of Africa’s land area is vulnerable to desertification, with 
more than 50 per cent of that under high or very high risk.20  In 1984- 85, an estimated 
30-35 million people in 21 African countries were seriously affected, of whom about 
10 million were displaced and became known as “Environmental refugees.” The 
highly vulnerable areas are the sub- Saharan region, where land degradation is 
widespread (20-50 per cent of land) affecting some 200 million people; and this is 
also the region experiencing poverty and repeated natural disasters (especially 
drought) on a scale not known anywhere else in the world.21 

To make the matter worse, climate change is predicted to reduce rainfall, increase 
evaporation, and increase the variability and unpredictability in rainfall for many 
areas of Africa.22 According to the UNEP, this in turn will lead to greater vulnerability 
to drought and desertification. In combination with continuing pressure for economic 
growth, and the rapid population growth rates across the region, this will further 
threaten food security, unless coherent land tenure and management policies are 
established and enforced.23  

2.2.2 Desertification in Ethiopia 
Ethiopia is one of Africa’s most affected countries by desertification and drought. In 
1985 the country was severely hit by a disastrous drought and famine, which caused 
displacement and death of one million people.24 Consequently, the country has played 
a very active role in supporting the proposal for an international convention to combat 
desertification. As a result the Ethiopian government ratified the convention and a 
National Action Program was established in 1998.25  

Ethiopian’s, arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas account for over 70 per cent of 
the total land area and 46 per cent of the total arable land. These areas are found 
almost in every parts of the country.26 A study made by the Desertification Control 
and Study Team of Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), shows that eight out of 
the nine regional states of the country meets the conditions of the definition in all 
parts of their territory.27 Currently (1998) Ethiopia has 9 Regional States making up 
Federation and as a result power decentralisation and devolution process in recent 
years has created new political and administrative institutions. Among the new 
institutions that are directly connected to environmental issues in Ethiopia are the 
EPA, EPC, MEDAC, RECC etc.28 Others Ministries and institutions that are under the 
EPA are the, PGERCE, FWCRD, EWCO, Moa, MoME, MoWR, CBO PGRC etc., 
that directly or indirectly works with the environmental management issues.29 
                                                           
20 http://www.unep.org/aeo/175.htm 
21 FDRE, 1998, P. 9 
22 IPCC 1998, IPCC 2001 
23 http://www.unep.org/aeo/175.htm 
24 http://www.drylands-group.org 
25 FDRE, 1998, p. 10 
26 FDRE, 1998, p. 13 
27 ibid. p. 14 
28 For abbreviation see p. 3 
29 FDRE, 1998, P. 81 
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Figure 2:  The hyper – arid, arid, semi-arid, dry sub-humid and humid areas of 
Ethiopia, as delineated on the bases of RR/PET ratio.30 
1. Hyper-arid =RR/PET<0.02 
2. Arid  = 0.02≤RR/PET≤0.02 
3. Semi-arid =0.20≤RR/PET<0.50  
4. Dry sub-humid =0.5≤RR/PET<0.65 
5. Humid  =RR/PET>0.65 

                                                           
30 http://80www.springerlink.com  
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3 Discourse analysis as a theory and methodology  
In this study I have chosen to analyse on how the problem of desertification is 
perceived and described as well as the causes effects and solutions given in the 
document. At the same time identify Dryzek’s seminal discourses in the NAP and the 
major conflicts that prevail between them. In the following part of this paper short 
description of the concept of discourse as defined by John S. Dryzek as well as my 
comprehension of the concept is made. In order to analyse the Ethiopian NAP 
discourse analysis is used as both theory and method. With the help of Dryzek’s 
seminal analysis of environmental discourses, the discourses of anthropocentrism, 
survivalism, sustainable development, ecological modernisation, administration- 
rationalism, economic rationalism, and democratic pragmatism31, are identified and 
evidence on the existence of these discourses in NAP is presented. However, some are 
discussed in details while others are briefly mentioned. The reason is mainly due to 
the relevance of the discourse to the problem of desertification. Also it should be 
noted that the existence of these discourse, that I believed to be an indication of the 
respective discourses in the NAP, is my interpretation of some categories I identified 
in the document. It should also be noted that in some cases it is difficult to draw a line 
between the discourses. Finally presentation on the choice of theory and method has 
been made in following part of the paper. 

3.1.1 Why discourse analysis? 
I have chosen discourse analysis, which is a theoretical approach that includes both 
theory and method in examining for example spoken or written documents. The 
reason I chose discourse analysis is because of the character of the document in focus. 
I believe that most of the environmental problems are based on our attitudes and the 
structure of the society we live in. I also understand that our comprehending of the 
world is based on how the reality is structured by discourses and there by strongly 
steers our conception of the world (or part of it). The way we think about basic 
concepts concerning environment can change dramatically over time. This of course 
has consequences for the politics and policies that occur in regard to the 
environmental issues. Since most of the environmental problems are structured by 
different discourses, the impact of discourses can often be felt in the policies and 
institutional structures. Therefore it is appropriate to examine and explain this 
structures and how they steer the society mainly in how they view the environmental 
problems as well as what conflicts that prevails between these different discourses. I 
also believe that through a precise analysis we can uncover the discourses that form 
the society and the power exerted by them. One way of uncovering these structures 
and attitudes is by applying a discourse analysis, therefore it is chosen. Likewise 
discourse analysis as a method is based on the theory, therefore hard to separate it. 

3.1.2 Empirical material  
My departure point and empirical material for the analysis is the Ethiopian National 
Action Program, on combating desertification. The NAP document belongs to 
political genre; since the Ethiopian government established it after negotiations and 
compromises between different governments, interest organisations, NGOs and actors 
at several conferences. According to NAP, the country has a sustainable development 
framework in the form of the Conservation Strategy of Ethiopia. It is in this line that 
                                                           
31 Dryzek, John S., 1997 p. 8 
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the NAP to combat desertification is formulated.32 I think this statement reveals the 
political genre of the NAP. 

Before I started to read the NAP, I presumed that it involves different discourses, due 
to the nature of environmental problems that needs a multidisciplinary attention to be 
solved. I also presumed that the NAP has political agenda associated with discourses, 
which later is reviled in this analysis. These are the additional motives why I chose 
discourse analysis. The reason why the NAP is chosen as empirical material is, as I 
earlier mentioned, because I am interested in the issues of desertification. Therefore I 
wanted to examine in detail what the Ethiopian government is doing to combat the 
problem and that is how I came across the NAP document.  

3.1.3 The line of action  
I started my work by collecting materials, which gave me guidance to my theoretical 
and empirical background. After reading several literatures that are written on 
discourse (including Michel Foucault as some call the father of discourse), I found the 
description of the concept discourse by John S. Dryzek in his book, The Politics of the 
Earth, inspiring and prolific to my work. In his analysis Dryzek focuses on mapping 
the basic structures of the discourses that have dominated recent environmental 
politics and present their history, conflicts and transformations. At the same time 
promotes critical comparative scrutiny of competing discourses in the environmental 
arena.33 I believe the presence of the discourses that I earlier mentioned, which I am 
going to discuss later, are very crucial in understanding how they influence in forming 
policies and regulations regarding the environment, mainly the desertification 
problem, in Ethiopia.  

In this thesis the approach I used to reach my purpose is qualitative method, which 
presumes that social phenomena should be understood from within and emphasises 
the inner understanding and interpretation to get to the bottom of the problem.34 The 
point attack used to reach the objective of this thesis is by making an analysis on the 
general picture painted on the document but even by lifting some key statements and 
sections that are directly relevant to the issue of desertification. The general picture 
painted in NAP was identified by recognising some recurrent categories, such as the 
sustainable resource management, socio-economy, diminishing human welfare etc. 

Moreover, different literatures were used to help me understand the desertification 
problem. The document itself was fetched from the Federal Republic of Ethiopia’s 
environmental Internet home page.35 By reading the NAP repeatedly I got an overall 
picture of the problem. The focus of the analysis is not only about what has been said 
in the document but also in which context the statements are made and what kind of 
strategies are presented to solve the problem.  

Finally the weakest points of this work have been the literature written on the subject, 
mainly due to out of date literature but even data uncertainty and scarcity. Most of the 
books were written in the late 70s and 80s. Some of the books I had ordered from 
different libraries in the country never arrived. This I think has been a major problem 
in finding new data and information. Another shortcoming that I can think of in this 
analysis is the fact that I only used Dryzek as my main theoretical reference. Yes; 

                                                           
32 FDRE, 1998, p. 10 
33 Dryzek, John S., 1997 p. 9 
34 Andersen Heine, 1990, p. 70-72 
35 http://www.geocities.com/akababi/ethiopia-eng1.pdf 



 12 

Foucault inspired Dryzek himself and he is known to be one of the leading writers in 
the field of environmental discourses but still the fact remains that I only used 
Dryzek’s interpretation of discourse and the environmental discourse. Therefore the 
analysis could be strongly steered and as a result other discourses that act on the NAP 
could have been unidentified. The third issue is connected to uncertainty due to my 
interpretation of the NAP, which to a certain degree may reflect my preconceived 
notions from my background.      

3.2 The concept of discourse  
In this paper the concept of discourse is used from a social scientific point of view. 
Social constructivism and discourse analysis add essential insight to our 
understanding of contemporary environmental politics. Dryzek states that those who 
subscribe to other discourses do not always easily comprehend the way one-discourse 
views the world. He adds that language matters and the way we construct, interpret, 
discuss and analyse environmental problems, has all kind of consequences.36 
According to John S. Dryzek:  

“Discourse is a shared way of apprehending the world. Embedded in language, it 
enables those who subscribe to it to interpret bits of information and put them 
together into coherent stories or accounts. Each discourse rests on assumptions, 
judgements, and contentions that provide the basic terms for analysis, debates, 
agreements, and disagreements in the environmental area no less than 
elsewhere.”37 

My understanding of discourse does not differ much from the above quoted 
definition. Discourse, as I comprehend it is a clearly defined idea or knowledge that is 
accepted as the truth among actors that are involved in it. This knowledge or idea is 
constructed and reconstructed by the same actors and social phenomena and it 
dominates the political, social and economical arena in a certain period of time. 
Indeed it is discourses that structure the language we use and interpret and through 
this practice we construct our comprehending of the world and it is this practice that 
shapes the discourses as well.  

Dryzek sees the environmental discourse as composed variety of discourses, 
sometimes complementing one another, but often competing. Discourse analysis 
according to him is then about mapping these discourses and their consequences.38 He 
adds by saying that unlike some recent studies made in the environmental idiom that 
examines discourse in the context of a particular issue, there is a room for breadth as 
well as depth in analysing environmental discourses. He continues by saying that 
looking at the big picture rather than details are crucial in understanding the idiom of 
environmental discourse.39  
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4 Summary and analysis of the NAP 
In this part of the paper a summary and analysis of the actual document is made. In 
order to accomplish the analysis, texts in sections and sentences are taken from the 
document. In addition some sections are quoted in this part of the paper for the reader 
to take part in rendering the NAP. But first, to get an overall picture painted in the 
document, the physical description of the country, of causes and effects of 
desertification as well as solution given to solve the problem is presented. The main 
focus of the analysis is to describe on how the above mention issues in Ethiopia are 
presented in the document. Later on the paper discussion on the discourses that act 
and the major conflicts that prevails between them on the document is made. The 
document consists 158 pages and is divided into three volumes. Delimitation to the 
directly relevant parts of the document was necessary, since the document includes an 
extensive description of the desertification problem and its consequences on the 
country.  

4.1 Physical description of the country 
The natural resources of the country are mostly renewable but even non-renewable 
resources. Among the renewable resources are about 113 million hectares land area 
(with only 14.8 per cent under cultivation, while 51 per cent is permanent pasture), 
forests and shrubs, 11 major lakes covering a total area of 7400km2, 12 river basins 
with a total annual run-off about 10 billion m3 and groundwater with an estimated 
capacity of 2.56 billion m3.  The non-renewable resources include gold, rare minerals, 
potash, platinum, marble, phosphate, high quality coal, oil shale and iron. Likewise, 
natural gas and hydrothermal potential are substantial.40 

Variation in altitude and climate along with ecological diversity are typical 
characteristic of Ethiopia. According to the NAP Ethiopia is a very important centre 
of crop genetic diversity and for this reason it is one of the 12 Vavilov centres. In 
addition it is reported that Ethiopia has a very high diversity when it comes to food 
crops such as wheat, barley, sorghum and peas, and industrial crops such as linseed, 
castor and cotton and the most important cash crop, coffee, as well as food crops of 
regional importance such as teff, finger millet, noug, sesame and enset.41  
 
 
Table 1: The climate varies in five different conditions as delineated in the NAP.42 
 
Conditions (English/ Amharic) Annual rainfall [mm] 
Hot arid (Berha)  < 200 
warm semi-arid (Kola) 200-800 
Cool sub-humid (Woina Dega) 800-1200 
Cool humid (Dega)  1200-2200 
Cold and moist (Wurch) > 2200 
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4.2 The overall description of desertification in the NAP 
In volume one there is an introduction of desertification in general. This section 
discusses the global concern and the serious threat to human welfare. In volume two, 
evaluations that are taken in arid, semi- arid and dry sub-humid parts of the country 
are presented. In addition a review on the impact, both positive and negative, of past 
policies, strategies, programmes and projects were made. In this section the analysis 
showed that at present there is no policy specifically intended to combat 
desertification, however, there are macro- and sectoral policies, which are directly or 
indirectly, useful to combat land degradation in general.43 Volume three includes a 
prioritised list of programmes and budget estimation for financial requirements, 
including strategies to combat desertification. 

In the following part of the paper, the questions asked earlier concerning, how the 
human- and natural causes of desertification such as the population growth and socio-
economic effects as well as the repeated drought in Ethiopia are related to the problem 
is discussed. In addition, what solutions and strategies that are given to combat 
desertification in the document are presented below. 

4.3 Human causes of land degradation 
Human caused deterioration of the natural resources and the poorly developed socio-
economic situation in the dryland areas are said to be the causes of land degradation. 
It has been stated that 85 per cent of the Ethiopian population is dependent on natural 
resources (particularly renewable natural resources). The main economic activity in 
Ethiopia is agriculture, accounting for 45 per cent of the GDP.44 The document 
continues by stating that physical characteristics are not the sole causes of land 
degradation; rather the socio-economic conditions in dryland areas have contributed 
to land degradation and desertification process through inappropriate land use.45 It is 
indicated in the document that an excessive dependency of the rural population on the 
natural resources, particularly land, is the major cause of land degradation. Land 
degradation results essentially from its use by man beyond its capacity. It is reported 
that the rural population has no alternative non-farm activities therefore the pressure 
on the natural resource will continue to get aggravated, if not macro- level policies, 
which can support programmes that take into account and the creation of appropriate 
alternative livelihoods, are designed and implemented. It is also mentioned that the 
rise in rural unemployment, related to land degradation, has also created big policy 
problem.46 

Now, it should be noticed that according to the main description of the causes of 
desertification, given in the document are that human activities, followed by climate 
variation cause the land degradation in Ethiopia and this in turn leads to 
desertification. The dominant cause of desertification identified in the document 
however, is that land degradation occurs due to human activities. Land exploitation as 
a human activity leading to land degradation is divided into three, one is exploiting 
nature to survive, the other is for commercial purpose and the third is vandalism. The 
general picture one gets from the document is that the government recognises the 
destruction of the ecological system by human activities but at the same time is unable 
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to do much about it. In some cases it is indicated that the government needs an 
external help, from the international community, to control these problems. 

The second cause of desertification is the population growth, which is presently 
growing at an annual rate of 3.1 per cent.47 Some of the main reasons for the 
population growth according to the document are that:  

“Studies show that various factors encourage large family size or high fertility in 
developing countries. A desire for large numbers of children is based on 
economic considerations (children are regarded as sources of additional family 
labour and as old-age security for their parents), health considerations (high 
fertility as a response to high infant and child mortality) and the subordinate 
status of women (the absence of alternatives to women’s roles as wives and 
mothers or the disadvantaged condition of women with regard to their 
opportunities for education, training and employment.”48 

This quotation above indicates the discourse of survivalism that I am going to discuss 
in chapter 5.2.  

It is reported that this high population has caused the unsustainable use of soil, water 
and forest resources. Deforestation has accelerated in the last three decades, in 
response to a rapid growing human population.49 

The third human related cause of desertification is overgrazing, making it the most 
acute problem in most of the dryland areas. It is stated that any available common 
land is grazed and often overgrazed. Shortage of grazing land is leading to 
encroachment of protected areas, manifesting tree cutting, killing of wildlife, charcoal 
production and even human settlement and cultivation. One of the reason reported on 
the document is that commercial farmers that existed before 1975 were nationalised 
and became state farmers under the presence of the previous government. These farms 
were poorly managed, therefore were not profitable. More land was annually cleared 
for state farm expansion, continuously reducing grazing lands and this impacted 
negatively on pastoralists and continuous decline of the regional rangelands was seen 
during this period of time.  

According to the document, the previous government was putting a lot of effort and 
resources on the civil war, villagesation, and other socialist modes of development, 
such as the massive tree planting and soil conservation structures in the agriculture 
areas. The previous government however, largely ignored the rangelands and the 
pastoral system of production and resource use as pastoral associations were not 
formed effectively. It is also stated that the frequent reallocation of land by peasants 
association all over Ethiopia including the dryland parts during the previous regime 
created a strong feeling of tenure insecurity among land users.50 This above-
mentioned sentence I believe is an indication of the NAP’s political agenda.  

The fourth cause of land degradation presented in the NAP document is forest 
clearing for different use. Shortage of fuel wood is a common problem in the arid, 
semi arid and dry sub-humid parts of the country. In some parts of the drylands area 
the demand for fuel wood crisis is at its apex, causing the hundreds and thousands 
hectares of forest clearing for agricultural expansion and for fuel wood and 
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constructions. It is indicated, “The problem of the agriculture expansion through land 
clearing especially in all the arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas is a central 
problem contributing to forest destruction.”51 It is mentioned that most of these areas’ 
forests are either heavily disturbed or threatened by human activities and different 
examples of areas that are threatened by these activities such as the Gambella 
vegetation being threatened by ongoing development projects are presented in the 
document.52 In addition due to previous government’s top-down land policy, thus 
people vandalised mainly government owned forests to show their protest against the 
lack of land tenure during the previous government in Ethiopia. The negative effect of 
this destruction has left the country, at present with only 2.4 per cent forest coverage 
compared to the estimated 40 per cent at the beginning of the 1900. It is also reported 
that these acts in general are, threats to the dryland areas including, among others, 
wind and water erosion and salinization in the irrigated farmers because of 
topography and high potential evapotranspiration.53 In addition dryland farming and 
incursion of irrigated agriculture are said to have caused land degradation.54 

Other minor human causes of land degradation mentioned in the document are 
uncontrolled fire that is a serious problem. Some of the causes are starting deliberate 
fire to remove tick from a given surrounding and at the same time facilitating the 
growth of palatable grass for livestock.55 This practice, linked to the aim of clearing 
weeds and grasses for cultivation, is very common in most parts of the country. Fire 
that gets out of control when used to gather wild bee honey as well as used by 
campers has caused damage on the natural habitats.56 

4.3.1 Government and institutional failure  
The NAP document reviews the last four decades historic background prior to 
development of different conservation programs and their success and failures. It is 
reported that in 1975 a Marxist/socialist government replaced the imperial 
government. According to the NAP this government was the main cause of the 
country’s economic and the environmental decline including the rangelands 
degradation.57 It reports, “The most negative environmental impact made by the 
previous government is from policy interventions that increasingly and cumulatively 
eroded the rights of individuals and communities to use and manage their own 
resources.”58 Here it is important to mention one report from UNEP that states, “The 
primary driving forces of land degradation are policy and institutional distortions or 
failures in the public or government, private or market, civil or community sectors, as 
well as civil strife.”59 In this matter it is clear that the document identifies the policy 
and institutional failures mainly during the previous government but it fails to reflect 
clearly over the present government policies and institutional distortions.  

A review on the previous government’s national attempt to develop and manage the 
resources of the lowlands, especially the range and livestock resources were made in 
the document. The findings were that the pastoralists were not empowered neither 
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economically nor politically to lead and participate in these activities, which resulted 
in conflict of interest and animosity. The commercial agriculture (mainly ranches and 
beef fattening), were owned by investors from outside of the area. In addition the 
Pastoralists were not able to adopt the technological intervention and with no one left 
to maintain the ponds, roads and other infrastructure after the projects were 
completed, resulting with gullies formed during road construction have contributed to 
severe erosion in the dryland areas. It is stated that despite government attempt and 
donor assistance to develop and manage the rangelands and improve productivity, 
desertification continued unabated, resulting in destruction of the fragile ecosystem in 
the dryland areas of the country.60  

However, it is also reported that institutions such as the Soil Conservation Research 
Project that started in 1981 has provided a scientific understanding of the process of 
erosion and provided useful information towards improvement of conservation 
practices in the programme areas of the country. There have been major rural 
development and natural resource management projects in different parts of the 
country, soil and water conservation, rangelands/livestock development and wildlife 
conservation projects supported by various bilateral and international agencies and 
NGOs.61 

In this section it is clear that some actors are praised while others are criticised for 
failure, this I think is a typical nature of political organisations. According to E.E. 
Schattschneider all forms of political organisations have a bias in favour of the 
exploitation of some kinds of conflict and the suppression of others because 
organisation is the mobilisation of bias.62 

4.3.2 Forest and wildlife destruction 
Forest and Wildlife Conservation and Development is said to have been at its highest 
during the 1980s and was at its lowest during the transition period (1991-92). The 
main reason according the document is the organisational instability of the Forest 
Sector. Fuel wood plantation projects were established to offset the problem of fuel 
wood crisis in the major urban areas in Ethiopia. These projects resulted in a total 
amount of 41655 ha fuel wood plantations in different parts of the country. However, 
it is reported in the document that during the site selection process none of the 
projects had allowed communities to participate in the process and did not have any 
rights of claim from the developed plantation forests. According to the document the 
previous government’s top-down approach that didn’t give priority to socio-economic 
factors, in environmental projects and local communities, gradually gave a rise to 
serious conflict in resource use and the outrage of the people was demonstrated by 
destroying the plantation forests within the few days of unrest in the immediate 
aftermath of the fall of the previous government. It is stated that these projects could 
have effectively addressed the fuel wood scarcity in the urban areas, if they had been 
managed properly. The NAP document accentuates that past efforts at development, 
including the control of desertification and mitigating the effects of drought in 
Ethiopia, were not based on participatory approaches and thus failed to get effective 
results.63  
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It is also stated in the document that most of the projects during the previous 
government’s success was limited to water development, road and building 
construction and veterinary services. These major benefits were confined to the short-
term objectives of raising productivity, with out the participation from the pastoralists. 
The document adds by saying that depletion and deterioration of these resources have 
resulted in reduced agricultural productivity consequently in reduced quality of life of 
the people. In addition the NAP reports that the evaluation of different programs 
during the previous government showed failure due to different factors, one of them 
been the below quoted section. 

“(...) The programs failed to recognise traditional range management, and as the 
result of the traditional rangelands banding, rapid brush invasion in most of the 
areas resulting in pest build up and reduced grassland coverage, hence less 
overgrazing resources to livestock.”64 

The analysis until now shows that the past government’s failures in different areas are 
criticised for been top-down steered and the issue of community participation is 
accentuated and this clearly unveils the political agenda of the NAP. 

4.4 Natural causes of desertification 
The natural problem that causes desertification, mentioned in the document is the 
extreme climate variation that causes drought, which has claimed the lives of millions 
of people and caused loss of millions of livestock affecting 53 per cent of the land 
area. It is indicated that the frequency of major droughts since the early 70s has 
increased making each drought period more severe than the one before it. As a result 
cooping mechanisms have been made weak and for example time for natural 
rangelands recovery is being shortened. This combination renders man-made effort of 
natural conservation difficult. It is also stated that there has been efforts to collect and 
study climatic data over the years with UNEP, FAO and ILCA assistance. This 
however has been used little at the ground level.65 

As earlier mentioned climate change is predicted to reduce rainfall and this in turn 
will lead to greater vulnerability to drought and desertification.66 Although there is no 
doubt that the Ethiopian government is a ware of this problem, for some reason this 
aspect was not discussed thoroughly in the NAP. The climate change combined with 
continuing human activities such as the economical activities and rapid population 
growth will probably worsen the desertification problem.  

4.5 Solutions given to combat desertification 
According to NAP the present constitution in Ethiopia contains provisions that 
recognise the importance of the environment and the need for its management. These 
provisions are intended to serve as points of departure for developing legislation, not 
just only for resource management but even to influence other macro-legislation, in 
the political, social and economic arenas to make them environmentally friendly.67 

It is reported that the present strategies are intended to combat desertification through 
different action programmes such as improving knowledge on drought and 
desertification, the socio-economic, basic infrastructure, institutional organisations 
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and capacity, awareness and participation as well as empowerment of women. It is 
stated that the National Action Programme to combat desertification will be a 
component of the Conservation Strategy of Ethiopia (CSE). Likewise the Regional 
Action Programmes to combat desertification will be part and parcel of the respective 
Regional Conservation Strategy.  

4.5.1 Emphasis on bottom- up approach and the indigenous knowledge  
It is mentioned that the UNCED, 1992 in its programme of action makes provisions 
for people’s participation in strategies to combat desertification as well as for the 
respect of indigenous knowledge, organisation and technology as well as a bottom-up 
approach. As a result the Ethiopian government has adopted this concept in principle 
in its policies. It is reported that the issue of community empowerment and local 
participation in rural development and natural resource management projects in 
Ethiopia are receiving increasing attention from researchers and development 
organisations.68 According to the document, the following three important issues are 
identified and given emphasis by the present government:  

“(a) The top-down technical approach that didn’t place priority on the socio-
economic factors and in environmental projects is going to be limited and at the 
same time the need for the bottom-up approach that support the local knowledge 
and management system is now widely accepted. In addition indigenous 
knowledge has been undermined in Ethiopia and this leads to increasing 
dependence of local people on outside expertise. Therefore it is crucial to 
incorporate this indigenous knowledge to all conservation mechanisms and 
sustain the dryland management programs and projects, (b) the failure of past 
projects is attributable to lack of response to local priorities and needs, and (c) 
establishing of local rights and responsibilities constructs a pattern of long-term 
interests and incentives to create a sense of ‘ownership’ of project activities. 
Thus, managing the natural resource in a participatory manner is known to 
create a vested interest and a sense of ownership in the communities living near 
or inside the resources base. This sense of ownership can create communities 
involve themselves in guarding the resources from degradation.”69 

Clearly, in all this above quotation shows the NAP emphasises the need for the 
bottom-up approach that highlights the indigenous knowledge and the participatory 
manner at the same time abolishes top-down approach that according to the NAP was 
practised by the previous government.    

4.5.2 Improvement of the socio-economy in Ethiopia 
One of the major solutions given in the document is that there is a need to integrate 
and identify the key elements of socio-economic and cultural linkages in a 
comprehensive resource management. In the mean time it is suggested that the only 
way out of this problem is mainly by industrialising and investing in different 
development projects that gives economical growth, as well as increasing education 
and awareness to fight the problem. In addition it is stated that the agriculture sector is 
going to get support and assistance through rendering of advice on improved cultural 
practice, the promotion of small-scale irrigation schemes and the provision of 
fertilisers and pesticides. The document continues by stating “developing irrigation 
and the provision of inputs such as fertilisers, other agrochemical as well as increasing 
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farm sizes and making them suitable for mechanisation are other areas that need 
attention.”70 The negative impact of these products on the natural ecosystem, such as 
over-fertilising and crop vulnerability (due to fast growth of the crops without 
adoption of the climate variation),71 is well known through out the world. However, 
assessments to minimise the negative effects were not mentioned anywhere in the 
document.  

It is reported that increased industrialisation is expected to come through the use of 
labour intensive systems and local raw materials in the production of goods and 
services required particularly by the large rural population. It states generally, through 
implementation of this rural- centred economic policy the country is expected to 
develop, which in turn will bring growth based on equity and social justice and 
promote self-reliance by getting rid of structural dependencies of the economy on 
external inputs.72 This is smart move by the government in an era of globalisation 
sweeping the world and where the asset of people, especially in the third world, is 
seen as cheap labour provider system. It shows that this government is determined to 
develop the country economically as much as possible.  

However, it is very important to name two paradoxical points that are clearly in 
conflict with the common facts of the environmental problem. The first is that some 
economists, as discussed by Dryzek, maintain that the real price of natural resources 
(except forest products) had been falling since at least the beginning of the twentieth 
century. The reason why the prices are falling and seemingly becoming more 
abundant is the pricing system itself. Thus if a shortage threatens, there is money to 
make by finding alternative resource, which encourages finding new resources or 
developing substitutes for it.73 With this fact in mind, the choice that the government 
has made to economically develop the country by resource exploitation, might worsen 
the ecological destruction. Despite these facts, preventive measures to abate the 
environmental problem to come were not mentioned in any part of the document. The 
second point is when it comes to dependency; the country is already too dependent on 
the export system that did not give much progress to be self-sufficient. On the 
contrary, the county is much more dependent on external inputs more than ever. 
Besides if the development is going to happen through export, resource exploitation 
and tourist activities, the dependency on external input to the economy is inevitable. 

According to V. Shiva ‘Economic Development ‘ was a post-colonial project, a 
choice for accepting a model of progress in which the entire World remade itself on 
the model of the colonising modern west, with out having to experience the repress 
and exploration that colonialism entailed.74 She implies that nature is perceived as 
unproductive in the modern society until the ‘production’ takes place only when 
meditated by technology for commodity productions, even when such technologies 
destroy life. For example river is not productive until building of dams has developed 
it. Natural forests are not productive until they became monoculture plantations of 
commercial species. Shiva also states that ‘development’ is equivalent to 
‘maldevelopment’, she means that development sees all work that does not produce 
profit and capital as unproductive work.75  
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Here it’s important to clarify that there is poverty in Ethiopia, that is caused by war, 
unfair distribution of resource, rapid population growth associated with the growing 
scarcity of water, food, fodder and fuel, associated with increasing maldevelopment 
and ecological destruction. As I see it, there will not be much improvement to 
illuminate these problems by directly enforcing regulations that are adopted from the 
west to work in Ethiopia. Adopting it to the existing social, cultural and economical as 
well as the environmental situation in the country is essential. The solution as I 
believe lies, in the attitude change and greater awareness building among the people 
of Ethiopia. As long as the government rationalises the land degradation by human 
activities and the anthropogenic belief that lives in the society continues, nothing will 
change. I understand it needs a lot of efforts and work as much as time to change the 
attitude of the society but in order for long term improvement to come, change of 
mentality is necessary.  

4.5.3 Environmental awareness building 
It is indicated that farmers and local government officials may be aware of the 
degradation problems but not about the root causes of the problems. Knowledge on 
drought and desertification was not given much effort in the past but emphasis on 
raising the public awareness about the environmental problem in the dryland areas of 
the country is going to be made. It is reported that the public awareness is said to be 
highly relevant for the effort to combat desertification. In the mean time ensuring that 
land users are aware of their obligations and rights is considered so that they pass over 
properly conserved land to the future generations. Additionally, it is stated in the 
document that researches, information gathering and disseminating in this regard need 
to be more emphasised.76 As one can observe in this section the spirit of sustainable 
development is central framework in the combating desertification. I believe 
understanding the current status and causes of land degradation is very important and 
this attempt by the Ethiopian government to build the awareness is encouraging and 
should be given an increased effort to facilitate this awareness of causes and effects of 
the desertification problem in the society.  

4.5.4 Policies to mitigate land degradation in the dryland areas  
In the document it is presented that in order to mitigate the land degradation, 
promotion of alternative livelihood is necessary. This is suggested in the document to 
be achieved through rural credit programmes, intensification and diversification of 
agriculture, building awareness and access to information, enhancement of 
institutional organisations, participatory natural resource management, encouraging 
the private sector in involvement in forest development etc. It is indicated that 
provision of credit in rural areas to poor farmers is gaining momentum and adds by 
stating the importance of existing- and future policies emphasis on establishment of 
rural credit institutions in the drylands. Through implementation of this rural- centred 
economic policy is expected to develop the country. The solutions given in the 
document is “(…) the improvement of the infrastructure to encourage peasant 
development agents and extension agents at grassroots level.”77 However, according 
to the document development of infrastructure (mainly water and roads) shows 
conflicting consequences. Water development programmes tended to encourage 
localised overgrazing and permanent settlements as well as crop farming. Roads 
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generally tended to promote off takes of cattle and exchange of products as well as 
facilitate the delivery of inputs and animals health services. On the other hand 
deforestation, for charcoal and firewood also increased due to the road improvement.78  

In this section some of the suggestions given as solutions to mitigate the land 
degradation are the need to encourage the private investors to involve themselves in 
forest development (means if forests are developed the pressure on the existing 
natural forests will be reduced)79, as well as intensification and diversification of 
agriculture, which I believe is a sign of market economy. It seems that the previous 
section suggests that the solution to mitigating the land degradation should be left to 
the people and market (as Dryzek calls it ‘Democratic Pragmatism’ respective 
‘Economic Rationalism’)80, which I am going to discuss briefly later in chapter 5.6 
and 5.7 

4.5.5  The overall goals of the government 
It is reported that the overall goal of the government is to increase human well being 
in the arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas of the country through the conservation 
and sustainable utilisation of land and other natural resources. In this context 
presently at the Federal level, there is an approved environmental policy, which is a 
result of the Conservation Strategy of Ethiopia (CSE). It adds by stating that the 
principles, guidelines and strategies set out in these policies are expected to provide 
the country with adequate umbrella strategic framework for the effective management 
of the environment, following which all sector and cross-sector specific policies need 
to be reviewed or newly develop.81 

It is also indicated that there are co-operations made with a number of international, 
regional and sub-regional organisations relevant for combating desertification in 
Ethiopia. According to the NAP, the goal is to increase administrative efficiency, 
local participation in development management, populations and allocation of 
resources so that they reflect more closely the development priorities of local 
communities.82 

4.5.6 The role of the government in combating desertification 
The document states that as the part of decentralisation, devolution of power to 
different organs of the government and community structures has been reached. Since 
then different policy evaluation and measurement have been taken. This effort is 
meant to emphasise the principles of regionalisation, participation with a parallel 
reduction of the role of the state in economic development. It is reported that efforts 
will be made in order to facilitate and encourage participation of the regions to 
manage their resources on their own.83 The document continues by describing that the 
new policies made by the present government and states that: 

“The role and economic objectives of the government are to transform the 
previous centrally planned and state controlled economy to market economy 
through: a, increasing the role of government to ensure functioning markets  (i) 
rectifying previous failure which resulted in a lack of sustainable management of 

                                                           
78 ibid. p. 94 
79 ibid. p. 108 
80 Dryzek S. John, 1997, p. 84-101 
81 ibid. p. 51 
82 ibid. p. 82 
83 ibid. p. 52 



 23 

resources and caused environmental damage and economic stagnation and 
declines; (ii) exercising prudent macro-economic management and ensuring that 
other macro-policies do not have negative environment impacts; (iii) making 
available market information, especially in the internal and external (export) 
market for livestock, and (iv) establish legal framework and democratic 
institutional structures that provide clearly defined and secure natural resource 
access and tenure rights, that will  create dialogue and negotiation between the 
government on one hand and resource users and developers on the other hand.”84  

Moreover the document brings up the issue of the environmental economics, stating 
that in today’s development activities, the cost benefits of environmental and natural 
resources are rarely included in the calculations. It adds by stating that it is going to 
get a considerable amount of attention in the future, by enhancing enabling 
environment through the use of public policy instruments such as tax incentives and 
charging users for previously ‘unpriced’ resources (e.g. water, forest, wildlife etc.).85 
Here it should be noted that in these quotation and statements there are an evidence of 
several complementary discourses, such as administrative- rationality, ecological 
modernisation, economic rationality and democratic pragmatism that are discussed 
later in chapter six. 

4.6 Hindrance to combat desertification in the dryland areas 
It is reported that shortage of properly trained extension agents who are aware of the 
dryland agriculture problems and are familiar with the technologies developed to 
abate the problems pastoralists and farmers are facing in the dryland areas is serious 
shortcoming. It is stated that throughout the rangelands projects and the funding 
mechanism provided many Ethiopians to train both at home and abroad. The projects 
also conducted training for the pastoralists in support of animal health. However it is 
indicated that the Universities of Agriculture in the country are not sufficiently 
comprehensive and are poorly supported by field facilities and transport. Teaching 
and training materials and practical equipment are grossly inadequate in some of the 
Universities. Training of agro-forestry for the drylands is not formally available. In 
addition attention to extension services in the training and research institutions is 
weak. Despite government declaration about the availability of packages, those are 
certainly not available at the grassroots level. It is admitted that communication 
between the farmers and local government to increase the awareness of the land 
degradation has been minimal, partly due to the limited capacity of the extension 
service in the country to reach a large number of farmers and the limited use of mass 
media.86 

In the meantime social and economic infrastructure were analysed in the document 
and the result showed that the rural areas of Ethiopia suffers from inadequate social 
and economic investment. It is stated that education levels are very low and health 
facilities are inadequate. It’s reported that over 85 per cent of the rural people are 
illiterate and only 10 per cent has access to portable water. The document shows that 
the country is one of African countries that have the lowest road density and this in 
turn leads to inaccessibility and the underdeveloped nature of market facilities and 
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this have been one of the major factors that discourage the growth and expansion of 
private investment in these areas.87  

It is also stated that despite the international agencies, governments and NGOs 
concern and attempt to control desertification and promote development in dryland 
regions, faulty assumption about the nature of land use systems and poverty have led 
to inappropriate responses to land degradation. Perhaps the main problems are the 
rural poverty and sedenterization of pastoralists in arid areas. The intervention of 
different bilateral and multilateral donor organisations to limit pastoral movements by 
establishing new water points, such as the construction of bore holes; veterinary 
services and managed grazed techniques, have often been highly environmentally 
damaging.88 

It is stated that sectoral policies lack operational sector-specific detailed policy 
strategies in such important areas as forest-, land and soil-, wildlife- and water 
resources. This creates a serious gap in policy for the management of the environment 
generally and for combating desertification and mitigating the effect of drought 
specifically. It adds by stating that this gaps need to be filled in as soon as possible. At 
the same time, policy makers should recognise the opportunity that this situation 
presents for reviewing the existing draft policies to integrate policies and strategies 
designed to combat desertification and mitigate the effect of drought, as necessary.  
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5 Different discourses acting in the document 
The analysis in this paper made on the NAP document identifies several discourses, 
such as the survivalism, anthropocentrism, sustainable development, ecological 
modernisation, administrative- rationalism economic rationalism, and democratic 
pragmatism. Some of these discourses are discussed in details while others are briefly 
mentioned. The reason is due to the relevance of the discourses to the problem of 
desertification. 

5.1 Anthropocentric based market economy 
As earlier mentioned the problem of desertification is perceived as the main cause of 
diminishing human welfare. The document states that  

“Desertification usually involves ecological changes that sap land of its ability to 
sustain agriculture and human habitation. In the process, the most serious threat 
to human welfare is the degradation of patches of rangelands and croplands 
throughout the arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid zones. In the mean time this 
problem diminishes the ability of affected countries to produce food and 
consequently entail the reduction of regional and global food- producing 
potential with impacts on world food reserves and food trade.”89  

In the quotation above one can observe two different aspects. The first is that the 
document shows that the centre of the problem is diminished life standard for human 
beings, which I think is a clearly anthropocentric aspect and the other is the affected 
countries inability to produce food for trade, this advocates the anthropocentric 
market economy. Because it does not only advocate national food sufficiency, but 
also even globally, which according to my interpretation is trade motivated. To 
confirm this aspect of the document, more examples are necessarily. In the document, 
it is reported, “the lowlands in west and south-west of the country are typically humid 
areas. Human settlement and cattle raising schemes has been limited, mainly due to 
prevalence of tsetse menace.”90 It is indicated that some efforts to control these insects 
has shown positive results in areas such as the Ghibe and Didessa Vallyes. It adds by 
saying that these lowlands are not developed for the domestic and international 
livestock markets and if the tsetse fly control shows more success, it is more likely 
that the area would be put under cultivation rather for the production of livestock. In 
addition it describes that “the quality of rangelands vegetation declines as the more 
palatable and productive plants are nudged out by less desirable species,91 meaning 
less desirable for the humans. The need to put people first in the development 
planning is highlighted all over the NAP.92 Even though the Ethiopian government is 
not the first one to follow this anthropocentric path, these statements however are an 
evidence of anthropocentric based market economy in the NAP document.  

5.2 Survivalism 
The basic idea of the survivalism discourse is that continued economic and population 
growth will eventually hit limits set by Earth’s stock of natural resources and the 
capacity of its ecosystem to support human agricultural and industrial activity.93 The 
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environmental degradation through pollution and exhaustion of the Earth’s resources 
and the population and economic growth, exponential in both human numbers and 
their levels of economic activity meant limit for human beings to survive and the 
limits means environmental disaster.94 This aspect of limits to growth is very crucial 
for the land degradation in Ethiopia. As some biologists found out that, history shows 
us that human transgression of carrying capacity are readily observable in once- fertile 
deserts of North Africa, Middle East and in the denuded landscapes of the 
Mediterranean littoral.95  

The NAP document states that the carrying capacity of some areas in Ethiopia is 
already exceeded, as a result causing irreversible land degradation. Estimation made 
on the first section of the document shows that by 2010 three quarters of the old 
communities (awrajas) will be unable to meet their subsistence food needs.96 Some 
biologists say that the reason why the limit has not exceeded its capacity in East 
Africa at this stage is because of western aid.97  

According to Dryzek one of the signs of the discourse of limits to growth is the co-
ordinated attempt some countries take to control the population.98 This co-ordinated 
population control strategy can be observed in the NAP. One of the strategies mention 
on the third volume is women empowerment, by making available family planning 
services through the provision, among others, of training programs, birth control 
means as well as basic child and mother care.99 The main emphasis given to control 
the population growth in the document however is a real social development far more 
than family planning service, based on stable economical welfare.100  

5.3 Sustainable development 
The concept of sustainable development has been around us for quite a while now. 
During the 70s the concept was used especially in the context of discussion of 
developing societies in the third world. The idea was to use appropriate technologies, 
which were low-cost, low in the environmental damage they imposed and consistent 
with the local cultural norms.101 With the publication of the Brundtland Report, Our 
Common Future, in 1987, the concept of sustainable development became global.102 
Its main objective was to combine a number of issues that had often been treated in 
isolation, such as reinforcing economical growth, environmental improvement, 
population stabilisation, peace and global equity.103 The discourse of sustainable 
development is meant to achieve an economic development that meets the need of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet theirs.104 At the 
Earth Summit, in Rio de Janeiro, in 1992, 171 national government delegations sign 
an agreement to undertake sustainable development. Soon after that Agenda 21 
reinforced it.105  
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Ethiopia is one of the countries that signed the agreement at the Earth Summit and 
this is visual on the NAP. It is stated, “The government works under the framework of 
the concept of sustainable development and it is in line with this concept that the 
National Action Programme to combat desertification is formulated.”106 It adds by 
stating “the obligation to establish strategies and priorities, within the framework of 
sustainable development is necessary.”107 In addition it is stated in the NAP that 
“insuring that land users are aware of their obligations and rights so that they pass 
over properly conserved land to the future generations (...)”108, shows the discourse is 
working in the environmental discourse of the country. It is reported in the document 
that the federal government is committed to ecologically sustainable development 
process with focus on agriculture, forestry, fishery, tourism, mining etc. This aspect, 
according to Dryzek, symbolises sustainable development’s positive-sum approach to 
economy and environment.109  

Critics like Timothy Doyle states that the concept of sustainable development claims 
the scope of sustainable economic growth is linked to the survival of sustainable 
environment. The flow of natural resources needed for economic production, the 
capacity of the soil to sustain food production, and the health of air, rivers and oceans, 
are required to be able to imagine sustainable and repeatable economic growth and 
development.110 Therefore “sustainable development is neither a radical environmental 
nor a green concept, since it accepts the prime need for economic growth and the 
dominance of human welfare over the needs of environment; and it conceives the 
relationship between humans and nature in terms of the use of the environment by and 
for humans.”111 It is clear that sustainable development is an anthropocentric, since it 
puts the human beings at the centre of concern, which favours business as usual than 
the environmental problems; therefore not about giving priority to environmental 
concerns, it is about incorporating environmental assets into the economic system to 
insure the sustainability of the economic system.  

It should be noted that the fact Ethiopia adopted the concept through a consensus-
building process that concluded with the issuing of the National Conservation 
Strategy as well as the National Action Program to combat desertification is a very 
good start for establishing a working solid environmentally friendly atmosphere in the 
country. As economic improvement is necessary to satisfy the legitimate needs of the 
poor, the concept of sustainable development should be the guidance for both the 
environmental- and socio- economical improvements.  

5.4 Ecological modernisation 
During the mid 80s the term, ecological modernisation emerged and became a popular 
concept mostly in the industrialised society. This concept clearly has a resemblance to 
the discourse of sustainable development and brought a shift of attitude towards how 
the society perceived the environmental problems.112 But according to Dryzek 
ecological modernisation has much sharper focus than sustainable development on 
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what needs to be done with the capitalist political economy, especially in the 
developed nations.113 Ecological modernisation according to Maarten Hajer: 

“(...) Can be defined as the discourse that recognises the structural character of 
the environmental problematic, but nonetheless assumes that existing political, 
economic and social institutions can internalise the care for the environment. For 
this purpose, ecological modernisation, first foremost, introduces concepts that 
make issues of environmental degradation calculable. Most notably, ecological 
modernisation frames environmental problems combining monetary units with 
discursive elements derived from the natural sciences.”114 

Ecological modernisation is a concept that sees economic growth and environmental 
protection as essentially complementary.115 The notion concerns itself with the 
restructuring of the capitalist political economy along more environmentally 
defensible lines. The key as Dryzek puts it is that there is money to be made in this 
restructuring.116 Ecological modernisation is a complementary to the discourse of 
sustainable development that has found its way into the environmental discourse in 
Ethiopia. As earlier mentioned the Ethiopian government works under the framework 
of sustainable development and has the ambition to internalise the environmental care 
into existing political, economical and social institutions.117 

The trend of ecological modernisation is evident in many parts of the document, for 
instance it was reported about a situation where the forests around the area of Arba 
Minch (one of the nine regional states in the country) are threatened by human 
activities mainly by illegal tree cutting for Timber, fuel wood collection as well as for 
charcoal production. However the solution given by the government is an indication 
that “(…) there is a potential value for investors in the Nechisar Wildlife National 
Park, which has very high tourist values.”118 In this section wildlife is seen as the main 
contributor to the maintenance of the natural ecological process, which human beings 
and the ecosystem itself depends upon, and to the national economy by promoting 
eco-tourism. The implication is that the ecological system is important, yet at the 
same time states that “the benefits of wildlife to communities can be seen in various 
forms of wildlife utilisation, such as tourism, sport hunting, and intensive wildlife 
utilisation schemes such as wildlife ranching crocodiles for their skins, among 
others.”119 This indicates that the agenda here is making money by exploiting the 
environmental resources but with the environmental sensitivity.    

5.5 Administration- rationalism 
The discourse of Administrative- rationalism according to Dryzek is a ‘problem 
solving’ discourse which emphasises the role of the experts rather than the citizen in 
social problem solving, and which stresses social relationships of hierarchy rather 
than equality or competition. He adds by stating that it is a bureaucratic efficiency, 
interpreting environmental problems as technical issues, needing for their solution the 
application of scientific expertise and organisational skill. The discourse of 
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administrative- rationalism has an institutional style and figures more strongly in 
some political systems than in others.120  

My interpretation of this discourse is that it is a top-down environmental 
management, which believes in the capacity of administrators to handle the issues and 
at the same time reassures the public that the environment is safe in their hands. The 
discourse of administrative- rationalism is visible in the whole NAP. Science and 
technology are given an emphasis for the control of environmental conditions mainly 
the conservation of the natural resources of the country. 

In addition the presence of this discourse is clear in the first section of the document.  
It is transparent in particularly chapter two and three121 seems to be written by 
different actors originating from different disciplines. In order to understand the 
different plant and animal species’ name written in the document, I presume, one has 
to be geologist, biologist and ecologist. To begin with the different notions, mostly 
species names, are written in Latin that will need a lot of efforts to put other experts 
outside these discourses/disciplines to interpret. This of course can put the experts 
within as the only groups that can provide knowledge and interpretation on these 
subjects. Therefore became part of the problem solvers and on the process get a 
hegemonic position in the agenda. Unfortunately this is the problematic nature of the 
environmental discourses. We are living in a world where everybody is specialising in 
something while interdisciplinary communication is needed to solve the 
environmental problems. This aspect is evident in the otherwise well put and 
comprehensive NAP, in some parts it is clear that there is some kind of repetitions and 
lack of context in the document, this can be partly due to lack of communication. 
Hajer states that environmental politics brings together a great variety of actors who 
not only have their own legitimate orientations and concerns, but have their own 
modes of talking too. He calls this the ‘communicative miracle of environmental 
politics’ and he adds that despite the great variation of modes of talking, they manage 
to understand one another.122   

Moreover, the system of administration- rationalism discourse is rooted in the 
country, the previous government practised it (as described on the document), and 
even though this government has acknowledged the negative effect of the top-down 
approach and lack of communication between experts and the local communities, the 
task and efforts to change the mentality in the society is underestimated and not 
considered seriously.  

5.6 Economic rationalism 
Economic rationalism according to Dryzek can be defined by its commitment to the 
market mechanisms. Dryzek characterises it as a discourse of “leave it to the market”. 
He adds by stating that economic rationalism is a discourse advocating the use of 
market forces to achieve environmental objectives, where the role of the government 
is simply to determine property rights and enforce them. Economic rationalism also 
involves privatising the natural world, so people can own and protect it. In addition it 
seeks to structure markets to ensure environmentally friendly behaviours, such as 
green taxes and incentives of a financial nature.123  
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This discourse is visible in NAP volume II (chapter one) and it is reported that “the 
policies of the present government are more conducive for the development of the 
private sector and proclamation number 94/1994 has allowed private forest ownership 
(…) to encourage long-term forest development, if forests are developed, the pressure 
on the existing natural forests will obviously be reduced.”124 

It is also indicated in the document that the primary economic role of the government 
is to provide an enabling environment for the market economy and in the process 
achieve an efficient and sustainable use of natural resources and the care for the 
environment. In the context of the economic reform measures that are being 
undertaken by the current government, conditions are being created that are 
favourable for example for mineral resources development with the active 
participation of both indigenous and foreign private investors.125 All these and many 
other statements in the NAP indicate the presence of the discourse of economic 
rationality. 

5.7 Democratic pragmatism 
Dryzek characterises this discourse as “leave it to the people”. The discourse of 
democratic pragmatism assumes that an open debate/dialog on environmental issues 
heightens public commitment to environmental protection. According to Dryzek this 
discourse also assumes that public endorsement of environmental polices improves 
their quality and ads legitimacy to their enforcement.126  

The NAP emphasises the bottom-up approach and accentuates participatory decision 
making for people to feel a sense of ownership. According to the NAP this sense of 
ownership is known to create environmental protection.127 Past land conservation 
failures are mention in the NAP to show the consequence of not considering the 
bottom-up approach into account. It is stated that development staff at field level 
never consulted farmers or beneficiaries on issues relevant to their needs and choices 
during the planning and implementation phases, which created tenure insecurity 
among land users.128 

It is also stated that reforming and establishing legal framework and democratic 
institutional structures which provide clearly defined and secure natural resource 
access and tenure rights and a framework for constructive partnership, dialogue and 
negotiation between the government on one hand and resource users and developers 
on the other.129 
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6 General discussions 
As the summary of the NAP shows that the overall picture that is painted on the 
document is a holistic view of the desertification problematic, based on 
anthropocentric discourse and socio-economic rational resource management. The 
document starts out with a strong anthropocentric belief (the belief that human interest 
stands at the centre of the agenda), while the environment comes as secondary issue.130 
Thus, the problem of desertification is perceived as the main cause and effect of 
diminishing human welfare. Generally, the overall image is that the problem is 
complex and connected strongly to the socio-economic issues and without solving 
these issues it is difficult, if not impossible, to combat desertification.  

The document focuses mainly on delineation of the country’s natural resources and 
their capacity for development rather than to directly combat the problem of 
desertification. In fact one gets the impression that delineation of the natural resources 
of the country was intended to guide the government to come up with plan to solve 
the problem, mainly through enforcing working market economy. Some argue that 
most societies first consider environmental protection after they achieve economical 
growth.131 Since the document’s main priority lies on the economical development, 
which according to the NAP will indirectly mitigate the desertification problem, the 
above mentioned aspect might have been considered in forming the document. 

Ethiopia has chosen the industrialised countries path to development and this can 
mean two things; one is the ‘maldevelopment’, which according to Vandana is a case 
of ecological destruction, this path chosen to indirectly combat desertification should 
be reconsidered. The solution given to solve the land degradation (through 
economical development) in Ethiopia is going rather to worsen the desertification 
problem than improving it. The limit for human beings to survive might even be 
exceed, which then leads to the second point, that is dependency on external sources. 
This destructive circle is going to continue and the situation is going to be even a 
greater challenge to fight for the people living in Ethiopia. On the other hand, if the 
theory on the environmental protection-taking place only after economical 
development is true, and the government succeeds to achieve economical growth, 
then the aim of protecting the environment might be achieved in the country.  
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7  Major conflicts among the discourses in the document  
As environmental issues are very complex, not to mention the problematic of 
desertification that is full of uncertainties, a comprehensive and holistic view of the 
problem is necessarily. The Ethiopian government seems to have recognised that and 
this is discernible on the multidisciplinary and comprehensive NAP. Even though 
most of the discourses identified in the NAP complement each other in some cases 
however they compete, thereby create a conflict in between them. Likewise the 
multidisciplinary character of the document can also be the cause of the discourses 
clash that prevails in the document that I am going to discuss later here.  

The major conflict on the narrative of the document is that on one hand the document 
advocates a bottom-up approach and on the other hand there is the discourse of 
administrative-rationality. They believe that the only rational solution to the 
environmental problems comes through regulations and rational policies as well as 
from the elite expert groups, of course the government, putting itself at the top of 
these groups. For instance suggestion on how to intervene to minimise the 
environmental degradation that might occur in the future is given and it states that: 

“(…) Thus, whilst the primary economic role of the government is to provide an 
enabling environment for the market economy, a rational for government 
intervention could exist when markets fail in the allocation, efficient and 
sustainable use of natural resources and in the care for the environment. 
Regulatory role through the adoption of relatively minimal and cost-effective 
monitoring, and when it fails, ‘coercive role’ in order to minimise the 
maintenance of environmental damage and thus act as the country’s 
‘environmental guardian’.” 132 

The government puts itself in charge by ensuring care for the environment by 
associating itself with metaphors like the country’s ‘environmental guardian’, which 
gives it a hegemonic position in the environmental discourse. This discourse evidently 
gets into conflict with the discourse of bottom-up approach, where the people at 
grassroots level are supposed to influence decision-makings and have sufficient 
information about the environmental and economical activities that concerns them. 
Though its understandable that the government has to regulate and govern the society, 
but at the same time it is important to ask that if the government believes that the local 
people are capable of being involved in decisions-making and are well aware of the 
land degradation, it does not need a coercive policy to intervene, does it?  

The other aspect that should be considered is the fact that ecological modernisation 
clashes with the discourse of survivalism. According to John Barry, it is the natural 
environment around us that provides the primary resources upon which the human 
economy is based. Given the stress on scarcity, resource limits and so on, it would 
seem as if economics is close to green or ecological concerns about limits, yet this is 
not the case. He adds by implying that the fact that economics is embedded in ecology 
has been largely ignored.133 In this case the main issue of the concern to start with was 
supposed to be the land degradation (desertification) caused by ecological exploitation 
but promoting economical activities as a solution might create the same effects that 
one is trying to avoid. The discourses that I found complementary to on another are 
sustainable development, ecological modernisation and economic rationalisation on 
the other hand the democratic pragmatism and anthropocentrism are quite similar, 
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because they put the human beings at the centre of the issue, while the discourse of 
survivalism differs dramatically from the other discourses. 

Finally an important issue that should be addressed in this context is the fact how the 
problem of desertification was connected strongly to the socio-economic issues in the 
document, which I am going to discuss below.  

7.1 The political agenda of the concept of desertification 
In order to understand the political agenda that has taken over the problem of 
desertification and how it is connected to the socio-economic aspect, one has to 
discuss in what context the problem was defined. According to Hajer political conflict 
is hidden in the question of what definition is given to the problem, which aspects of 
social reality are included and which are left undiscussed. In this aspect social 
constructivists have shown that various actors are likely to hold different perceptions 
of what the problem ‘really’ is134 In this case the environmental degradation, 
especially desertification were the main concern of the NAP, little was said about 
desertification in the document, in fact, through out the document the word land 
degradation (the step before desertification) is more used in the document than the 
word desertification itself. If we ask why, the answer is to be found in the background 
of the convention itself and how the problem was defined. 

According to Corell in the past thirty years numerous definitions were given to the 
concept of desertification. From the focus on natural causes in the early 1970s, to 
prominence given to both natural and human causes in the early 1980s and shift back 
to human causes in the early 1990s. Finally, the UNCED and CCD negotiations 
appointed the definition that is used today, which focuses on human and climate 
variation as main causes of desertification.135 Corell adds by saying that, putting the 
climate factors as a partial cause of desertification in the Convention’s definition may 
have been intended to soften the political consequences of a definition that places all 
the responsibility on human activities. While the scientists involved in developing 
these definitions finds human activity to be the main cause of desertification, the 
decision-makers who negotiated agreed the legally binding convention had to 
consider the political implications of the definition chose. Therefore the aspect of 
natural cause (climate variation) was added to the definition.136 Similarly the issue in 
which the socio-economic aspect is connected to the desertification problem in 
Ethiopia shows us how certain political issues influence the structure of the 
environmental discourse. According to Hajer, some specific issues can be seen to 
influence actors in their own production of knowledge.137  

As I early mentioned the UNCED and CCD negotiations appointed the definition, 
which focuses on human and climate factors as the main causes of desertification. The 
interesting part is that the issue of climate change and the aspect of greenhouse gases 
that is directly relevant to the issue of desertification in Ethiopia were left undiscussed 
in the document. Why? This question needs further investigation, which I am 
hopefully counting to find an answer in my D-thesis.  
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8 Conclusion  
The general conclusion I got from reading the document is that it focuses on the 
socio-economic aspect of the desertification problem. It also focuses on the 
delineation of the country’s natural resources and their capacity for development 
rather than to directly combat desertification. My understanding of this is that through 
improvement of the socio-economy, it is meant to indirectly combat the 
desertification problem in the country. The path chosen to solve the problem (by 
promoting industrialisation and economical growth), which according to the NAP will 
reduce the pressure put on the land degradation by human activities, in the long run it 
might cause the exact effect one is trying to avoid. 

The presence of the globally dominating discourses such as ‘ecological 
modernisation’ and ‘sustainable development’, among others is the evident that 
Ethiopia has adopted the trend that is sweeping the glob concerning environmental 
protection. That is ‘solving the environmental problem through economical growth’. 
However the fact this took place through a consensus-building process that concluded 
with the issuing of the National Conservation Strategy as well as the National Action 
Program to Combat Desertification is a good start in increasing the awareness that is 
needed to solve the land degradation in the country. In accordance with this emphasis 
on the need for the bottom-up approach that supports the indigenous knowledge has 
been given a priority to be incorporated in all conservation mechanisms and sustain 
the dryland management programs and projects. It is believed to establish a local 
rights and responsibilities to construct a pattern of long-term interests and incentives 
to create a sense of ‘ownership’ of project activities. This sense of ownership can 
create communities involve themselves in guarding the resources from degradation. 
This I think is the key to mitigate desertification if it is accomplished correctly.  

Combating desertification is perceived as a primarily problem of sustainable 
development in the NAP. It is seen as a matter of addressing poverty and enhancing 
human well being, as well as preserving the environment. Both as cause and as 
consequence of many social, economic and environmental problems, such as food 
insecurity, rural poverty, the loss of biological diversity and climate change. This of 
course makes the problem very complex and challenging to the Ethiopian society but 
at the same time very necessary to combat.  

My final conclusion is that for environmentally and socially sustainable development, 
there is an urgent need to promote awareness and understanding of the 
interdependence of environmental, socio-economical, and political systems at local, 
regional and national levels. Like wise the people in Ethiopia or else where need to 
learn to live in harmony with nature. I believe the Earth belongs to all species in this 
planet, not just only to the human beings. Only when we understand this simple fact 
will the anthropogenic environmental problems be minimal. 
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