PREFACE

These Guidelines are designed to provide assstance to those interested in collecting measurements
and assessments of land degradation rapidly in the fiedd. They have a particular emphass on the
effects important to land users and a specid focus on didogue with farmers who can not only
adviss on what is important to them but dso give the fidd assessor a continuous monitoring
cgpability which would otherwise be missed in occasond fidd vists Primary condderdtion is
given to amdl-scde rainfed agriculture in the tropics because this covers the mgority of Stuaions
and the largest numbers of rurd people. While large-scde commercid agriculture is not specificdly
mentioned and rangdand and wetlands only briefly so, the principles that apply throughout these
Guidelines will be of assstance.

These Guidelines arise from the need, expressed to us many times by fiedd workers, for a readily-
accessble and practicd guide to fidd measurement of land degradation. Traditiond techniques
have usudly involved bounded fidd plots and measurements of soil loss and runoff into collecting
tanks. But these are cumbersome methods, yidding only limited information even dafter severd
years of monitoring. The atificidity of the experimentd devices dso renders many of the results
difficult to interpret in a way meaningful to red fidd conditions So, when we have been
undertaking fiddwork with our collaborators, most of whom are from (and work in) deveoping
countries, we have been on the dert for smple, direct and useful measures of the dynamics of the
processes leading to land degradation. We have found that the more we have looked, the more is the
evidence in the fidd that has been unseen in the past. The evidence may only amount to smdl
accumulations of soil, or thin layers of resdud <ones on the surface — both easily overlooked.
However, these are red' pieces of evidence occurring in actud fidds being used by farmers, they
represent the outcomes of processes usudly ingtigated by land use practices. So, we fed, they have
enormous vaue — a vaue that is enhanced by the fact that many measurements can be accomplished
much more rapidly than by traditiond techniques. Rapid Rurd Apprasd (RRA) and Participatory
Rurad Appraisal (PRA) have tended to be dominated by socid or economic enquiry. We believe that
change in natura resource quality is aso amenable to the benefits of RRA and PRA approaches.

Land degradation is a topic tha is reganing prominence. Because of its potentid threat to land
resources and to the viability of human societies, land degradation has been the subject of darming
datistics. For example, the Global Assessment of Land Degradation (GLASOD) project caculates
that 225 per cent of al productive land has been degraded since 1945, and that the Stuation is
becoming rapidly worse. Yet, a the same time, few people have a clear idea of what land
degradation is and even fewer could suggest ways in which it can be practicadly assessed in the
fidd.

The confusion is unsurprisng. Land degradation has tended to become caught up with other debates
on environmental change. Degradation is, however, a biophysca process wel known to farmers
and other land users. Routindly, they describe how soils are getting thinner and ‘worn out' and how
yidds are declining. As degradation progresses, farmers efforts to secure a living become
increesingly precarious and uneconomic. This publication will focus exclusvely a this leve, on
asessing degradation as a process affecting activities of the farm household, rather than attempting
globd, nationd, regiona or provincid assessments. Efforts to extrgpolate to larger areas of land
than the fidd or fam are fraught with inaccuracies and dubious assumptions, which we shal leave
to others. Our focus will be through the eyes of farmers (Chapter 1), addressing issues that concern
land users as of primary importance (Chapter 3). In Chepter 2 we shal carefully digtinguish
between land degradation, aspects of it such as soil degradation, and some of the biophysicd
processes that lead to land degradation. Inevitably, indicators will have to be used, and many of
these will be derived from degradation processes such as soil loss (Chapter 4) or degradation



outcomes such as the effects on production (Chapter 5). Assessments of land degradation are not,
by themsdves, very ussful. Therefore, we show how the smultaneous collection of severd
indicators can lead to a much better redisation of the relevance to land users (Chapter 6), showing
the consequences (Chapter 7) and giving leads into the design of appropriate techniques of
conservation (Chapter 8). It is not, however, our objective to present conservation options — many
technologies exist and handbooks on them abound.
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