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Abstract : 'Desertification is land degradation in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid zones 
arising from various factors, including climatic variation and human impact' (UNEP, 1993). 
Desertification can have an immense impact on the semi-arid geomorphic system. This 
implies t o  nearly-all processes of this system, whether fluvial o r  aeolian. A short but systen~atic 
delineation of desertification in different relief units, and examples fro111 some ofthe investigated 
drylands of the world are the principal objectives of this contribution. Although changes 
in geomorphic processes are only a subset of the entire phenomena of desertification a 
modification within the complex process combinations can have important consequences 
for the natural resources of drylands. Desertification processes cause an aridifiction of the 
ecosystem, affecting the vegetation cover, the soils and the water balance. 

Key wonls : Desertification, vegetation degradation, process acceleration, Sahel, Butana, 
Patagonia. 

Desertification and the geomorphic system of phasized that the effects of desertification are 
drylands - Consequences of land degradation not automatically eliminated by the natural te- 

generation. of the vegetation, because the Fe- 
Depdation of vegetation cover generation potential is directly proportional to 

the degree of desertification. Examples from se- 
The degradation of plant cover can be the verely utilized steppes and savannahs indicated 

result of climatic factors and also of human impact. 
that harsh desertification mostly implies irre- Long drought periods, especially in the semi-arid 
versible damages to the natural regeneration po- lands, can induce severe changes to the degree 
tential of semi-arid plant cover. of surface covering and to the floristic composition 

of the herbage layer (Fig. 1). Since the regen- 
eration potential of plant cover is also dependent 
on the reserves of drought resistant seeds in 
the topsoil, plant cover density and the floristic 
d i ~ r s i t y  seem to recover completely in wetter 
years. However, agricultural and animal hus- 
bandry systems, which do not consider the eco- 
logical restrictions of the natural potential, can 
induce a rapid degradation of the regeneration 
potential of vegetation. Enhanced fluvial and ae- 
olian processes, being the result of vegetative 
degradation, minimize the seed resenes of the 
topsoil by means of deflation and washing out 
(Akhtar, 1995). Wet years can not compensate 
the effects of such degradation processes in a 
relatively short period of time. 

Considering the current extent of ecological' 
devastation of the savannahs in the Sahel it is 
incomprehensible that there are still doubts on 
the subject, as lately brought forth by Hellden 
(1994). Desertification assessment, however, ne- 
cessitates an accurate knowledge of the climatic 
characteristics of the ecosystems of Sahelian sa- 
vannahs, and of the anthropo-zoogenic impact 
on these systems (Mensching, 1991). 

The multi-temporal analysis of satellite images 
principally reflect the short-term natural biomass 
fluctuations, and through it the annual rainfall 
conditions (Akhtar et al., 1992). If not linked 
with regular ground checks, satellite data are 
totally insufficient for the assessment or the moni- 

\Hence, the regeneration capacity of the plant toringofdesertification.1naddition to field checks 
coVer in steppes and savannahs can be subjected on plant cover comparative field analysis of the 

- 
to a bng-term deterioration. It has to be em- morphodynamic processes in intact and severely 














