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Abstract : Significant variations detected from the multidate and multispectral satellite images 
and ground truth on the climatological, physical and biological resources have conclusi~~ely 
proved that the Indian desert is not spreading towards east and northeast. Contrary to 
it, tlie fortiler li~iiit of  the desert was more extensive and wide-spread and the desert has 
shrunk to the west. However, due to i~icreasirig human activities and climatic fluctuations 
in the last few decades, the desertificatiotl processes like wind erosion/deposition, water 
erosion, salinity/ alkalinityand vegetation degradation have depleted tlie biological productivity 
o f  four major latiduse syste~ils of  tlie Indian desert. Thus, the desert spread and desertification 
are two diKerent problems. 
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Since last few decades. 'desert spread' and 
'desertification' have been controversial subjects 
in some parts of the world. Several studies have 
been conducted and divergent opinions espressed 
about these two problen~s. According to United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 35% 
of the surface area of the Earth is at risk and 
food produced worth $26 billion is lost every 
year. It has been further stated by UNEP that 
southern fringe of Sahara is worst affected and 
"the desert is advancing at the rate of several - 
miles". It is also supposed that *'Sahara is sml-  
lowing up an area the size of New York State 
every ten years" (AGID, 1992). It has also been 
reported in quantitative terms that the southern 
side of Sahara desert is advancing at the rate 
of 30 kmlyear (OST, 1972). 

In India, the Planning Commission in the 
First Five Year Plan (1952) report cautioned 
that "the Great Indian Desert of Rajasthan has 
been spreading outwards in a great convex arc 
through Ferozpur, Patiala and Agra to\tTards Ali- 
garh at the rate of about half a mile (0.8 km) 
per year for the last 50 years and is encroaching 
upon approsinlately 50 sq. miles (130 sq.kni) 
offertile land every year". Asa result,this problem 
was discussed in both the houses of Indian Par- 
liament and in Uttar Pradesh Assembly and a 
great concern was expressed about it by the poli- 
ticians, planners and people at large. 

Roy and Pandey (1970) are of the opinion 
that "the Thar desert is neither expanding nor 
contracting but has been occupying essentially 
the same position since its origin". Based on 
the interpretation of the remotely sensed data, 
Dhabariya (1988) reported that the mobile sand 
through aeolian process is "drifting from western 
desert to the eastern fertile plain ecosystem 
through twelve gaps and extending the horizon 
of the Great Indian desert towards the east and 
northeast". 

However, some studies conducted in India 
and abroad on the individual aspects of the prob- 
lem lia\re revealed that the desert is not spreading, 
but the desertification is taking place, resulting 
in the degradation and depletion of the biological 
productivity of the fragile desert ecosystems. 

Realising the seriousness of the problem 
of the 'desert spread' and 'desertlfication', the 
n~ultidisciplinary studies were conducted on these 
two aspects by using the modern methods of 
research and mapping in conjunction with ground 
truth and their findings are highlighted in this 
paper. 

Matci-ials and Methods 

Integrated resources surveys, involving clima- 
tological, physical and biological and human re- 
sources at the district, river basin, block and 
























