
Describe and explain the 
physical causes of 

desertification in the Sahel 
2012 p. 173

The Intertropical 
Convergence Zone (ITCZ) is 
a band of high pressure 
found along the Equator 
bringing rain. However, this 
doesn’t stay in the same 
place all year round, but 
moves to the north and 
then the south. This is 
because the sun shines 
more intensely on different 
latitudes over the year 
because of Earth’s tilt.

Some years the ITCZ does 
not move as far North or 
South as expected, so the 
rains do not reach the 
Sahel region.

Knowledge organiser Key idea 3.4: Desertification (also use as a case study of an extreme weather event located outside 
the UK related to a dominant long-lasting high pressure system).

Desertification When the climate of a dry region becomes even drier. Vegetation 
dies or is eaten by grazing animals and the soil becomes 
vulnerable to erosion.

Drought A long period of time with little precipitation.

Drought resistant Plants that are able to survive periods with below average rainfall.

Intermediate 
technology

Technology that is appropriate for use in a developing country 
because it does not need expensive parts or high tech repairs.

Sahel Semi-arid region of North Africa to the south of the Sahara desert. 

Inter tropical 
convergence zone 
(ITCZ)

A zone between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn that has a lot 
of rainfall.



Overgrazing
Animals eat vegetation plant cover so it is exposed to 
sun and dries up.
Animals trample and compact the soil making it 
harder for rainfall to infiltrate soil.

Plantations
Death of some producers which effects the food 
web. Cash crops  destroy the biodiversity of the 
ecosystem and provide fewer resources for breeding 
birds. New plants use more water.

Hunting/poaching
Removes one consumer from the food chain. This 
means there is less food at the next highest level. 
Some native animals are close to extinction e.g. 
Rhinos

Urbanisation
Removes areas of grassland reducing biodiversity. 
Increased runoff and reduced groundwater.

Open-cast mining
Removes soil completely destroying the food web.

Global warming
Places greater water pressure on grasslands as 
climate becomes drier. Fertile land turns to desert in 
a process called desertification.

Solar power farms
Farms and the road networks that access them help 
to destroy plant communities.

Human causes of desertification
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• The scheme encourages co-operation 
between countries

• The scheme costs very little money to 
maintain

• Most land in rural areas is needed for 
growing crops

• Most of the money needed comes from 
outside Nigeria
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Kafin Zaki Dam
• Building the dam would create over one 

million new jobs in Bauchi state
• 10 million people living further 

downstream would have less water for
• everyday use
• Abuja, the capital city, suffers from 

electricity shortages
• The cost of the dam is around US $117 

million
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Self help projects for farmers p. 291
• Planting a variety of crops increases the 

reliability of food supplies
• Schemes like this cost very little money to 

set up
• Some farmers can be reluctant to change 

farming methods
• Villagers work together for the benefit of 

all

Impacts of desertification

Social
1 million children at risk of dying from malnutrition
People leaving their homes to look for food –
migration crisis
Growing insecurity leads to increasing armed conflict 
as people lose hope and become desperate.

Economic
Food prices are high
$26 million needed to meet the food and nutrition 
needs
Countries in Sahel become reliant on aid – especially 
food and medical aid (plumpy nut)

Environmental
Rivers have dried up
Crops have failed. Some land has produced no crops
In other areas grain production has dropped by one 
third

Solutions to desertification

Case study of an extreme weather event 
in a dominant long-lasting high pressure 
system: 
Drought in the Sahel region of Africa 2012
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