Desertification: Causes
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Some arid and semi-arid lands can support crops, but additional pressure from greater populations or decreases in rainfall can lead to the disappearance of the few plants that are present. The soil becomes exposed to wind, causing the top layer of soil to become eroded. With the removal of shade, rates of evaporation increase, causing soil salts to be drawn up to the surface. This process is called salinization, which further inhibits plant growth. The loss of plants causes less moisture to be retained in the local environment. Lower moisture rates may change the local climate pattern, which in turn will lead to lower rainfall in the area.


By pounding the soil with their hooves, livestock compact the substrate, increase the proportion of fine material, and reduce the percolation rate of the soil, thus encouraging erosion by wind and water. Grazing and the collection of firewood reduces or eliminates plants that help to bind the soil.
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