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The French Scientific Committee on Desertification

The creation in 1997 of the French Scientific Committee on 
Desertification (CSFD) has met two concerns of the Ministries in 
charge of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification. 
First, CSFD materialises the will to involve the French scientific 
community versed in desertification, land degradation, and 
development of arid, semi-arid and sub-humid areas, in generating 
knowledge as well as guiding and advising the policy makers and 
actors associated in this combat. Its other aim is to strengthen the 
position of this French community within the international context. 
In order to meet such expectations, CSFD is meant to be a driving 
force regarding analysis and assessment, prediction and monitoring, 
information and promotion. Within French delegations, CSFD also 
takes part in the various statutory meetings of the organs of the  
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification:  
Conference of the Parties (CoP), Committee on Science and 
Technology (CST), Committee for the Review of the Implementation  
of the Convention. It also participates in meetings of European and 
international scope.

CSFD includes a score of members and a President, who are appointed 
intuitu personae by the Minister for Research, and come from various 
specialities of the main relevant institutions and universities. 
CSFD is managed and hosted by the Agropolis Association that 
gathers, in the French town of Montpellier and Languedoc-Roussillon 
region, a large scientific community specialised in agriculture, food 
and environment of tropical and Mediterranean countries. 
The Committee acts as an independent advisory organ; 
it has neither decision-making powers nor legal status.
Its operating budget is financed by subsidies from the French 
Ministries of Foreign Affairs and for Ecology and Sustainable 
Development. CSFD members participate voluntarily to its activities, 
as a contribution from the Ministry for Research

More about CSFD:
www.csf-desertification.org
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Production, management 
and distribution of global public goods

There are two conceptions of GPGs:

• According to the first approach, GPGs are goods that
suffer from underprovision by the markets. Such goods
must then be supplied outside market mechanisms, by
international or even supranational bodies.
• In the second theory, GPG production is related to glo-
bal political economics. It goes beyond the conception
of markets as faulty to promote the idea of a participa-
tory international democracy in charge of producing
and managing global public goods through an appro-
priate transnational tax system.

The global characteristic of such goods should then be
understood as a social construction. Acknowledging
public goods is thus a political process that recognises
and relies upon relevant institutions aimed at setting up
international cooperation. The supply of these goods
must be organised, regulated and controlled at the
international scale in order to guarantee their fair 
sharing:  funding, production and distribution condi-
tions must be defined. All stakeholders, whether public,
private, local, national or international, should be invol-
ved in providing countries and regions with GPGs.

Within the scope of its research, UNDP has published a
second book entitled “Providing global public goods”
(2003). Its authors contribute further information: they
reconsider the definition of public goods in the global
context and suggest more detailed definitions for GPGs,
as well as more concrete ways for producing and 
distributing them:

• National poverty alleviation programmes, national
biodiversity and wildlife, water resources and targets for
reducing atmospheric pollution are rival and exclusive
national (State) private goods.

• Freedom from extreme poverty, basic education and
health care for all, as well as the atmosphere, are 
classified as non-exclusive but rival GPGs, and are 
consequently common-pool goods.

• Lastly, environmental sustainability belongs to pure
global public goods, i.e. non-rival and non-exclusive
goods.

Private goods and public 
or collective goods as defined by economists

Few goods (justice, police) qualify as purely public. Most of them
have in fact mixed properties of private and public goods.

Common resources or common-pool goods are goods
whose access cannot be denied. They are often defined as such
because of their physical features (e.g. open spaces). Such resour-
ces are rival in consumption: each unit of resource taken is made
unavailable to the other users of such resource. 

Bush areas in Africa are local common-pool goods: various acti-
vities, either seasonal or regular, take place there: farming, bree-
ding, picking, firewood collecting, etc. Cross-border groundwater
is a regional common-pool good, that interests simultaneously
several countries. An excessive use of such goods leads to their
disappearance, as described by Hardin’s article entitled the
“Tragedy of the Commons” (1977), which is a reference point of 

the scientific debate on common resources. Indeed, other scien-
tists as those who belong to the International Association for the
Study of Common Property (IASCP) show that local scale norm
and regulation systems are able to regulate the withdrawal of
common resources and ensure their renewal.

Contrary to common-pool goods, club goods have non-rival
properties but are exclusive. Club access usually requires entran-
ce fees, but there are other forms of discriminatory entrance. 
A woodland managed by an association is a club good if, except
from association members, nobody is allowed to collect derived
resources (picking, firewood…).

Toll goods are theoretically accessible to all, but when used
simultaneously by a number of people, they become rival in
consumption: this is the so-called “glut effect”. This applies for
instance to public education. Rivalry among users leads to 
degrade the public good supplied to populations. Exercising
access conditions allows to maintain a collective use without
decreasing its quality and generates de facto an exclusion among
users. In the case of education, requiring a specific diploma is for
instance an element that induces to exclude part of the potential
users.

From Jarret and Mahieu, 1998.
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Towards acknowledging the combat 
against desertification as a global public good?

In this context, to which category does the combat against
desertification belong? If it is regarded as a public good,
what is the good produced? Information, inputs, produc-
tion techniques, scientific knowledge, training, what are
the links between these different elements and which
should be prioritised? If combating desertification is
accepted as a global public good, this good would include
all the various techniques used to combat land degrada-
tion. It would also encompass incentives for the collective
implementation of anti-desertification measures and the
support to the most underprivileged populations. In addi-
tion, food security, education (knowledge and informa-
tion), health or even market-induced impacts on develop-
ment could even be integrated.

Now several of these domains may also be contemplated
as GPGs in their own rights. Conversely, if it is not explicit-
ly recognised as a GPG, the combat against desertification
may be tied up with many existing public goods, and the-
refore benefit by efforts undertaken within such scopes.
According to UNDP classification, this concerns freedom
from extreme poverty and access to education. Moreover, if
combating desertification belongs to environmental 
sustainability, then it must have the characteristics of pure
public goods. This implies to make choices regarding its
production and distribution: supply must be constant and
the good must be accessible by all simultaneously. 
So, if considered from the notion of GPG, combating deser-
tification is a set of goods, practices, conditions, informa-
tion and knowledge, and its nature is mixed and 
heterogeneous. 

At the time being, regional workshops on desertification
and land degradation organised by governmental and
regional bodies, development projects, non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and associations are part of the com-
bat against desertification as a public good. These actions
are set up at different local, national and regional scales.

Considering the combat against desertification as a public
good comes down to recognising both its various scales
and diverse situations. How is it possible to define global
rules likely to suit distinct contexts? Intermediary stages
between the global scale on the one hand, and the regional,
national and local scales on the other hand, should be
envisaged with this aim. For instance, in Africa, common
bush areas have been used for decades by local native
populations as well as by seasonal migrants. These com-
munities have designed local rules of use that have 
operated for a long time. Their legitimacy in terms of deci-
sion relies on their historical roots. However, in many
cases, such rules can no longer ensure the sustainability of 
common areas and must be adjusted. These common
areas are often state-owned but in a private capacity. They
either depend on local supervising authorities when 
natural resource management is actually decentralised, or
are kept under the control of the central government.
Consequently, the State is legally concerned by the deserti-
fication of these areas. Lastly, desertification and public
goods are also connected at levels other than local or natio-
nal scales: desertification in a given area may entail conse-
quences (whether economic or biophysical) in different
regions.

Irrigation system by water transportation along
contour lines in the High Atlas, Morocco.

Claude Dejoux © IRD
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Defining GPGs implies the emergence of an autono-
mous international sovereignty and the implementation
of governance mechanisms: as soon as a public good is
recognised, the interests of countries as well as of civil
organisations, companies and individuals must be rep-
resented. Some experts think that opinions of develo-
ping countries should be granted more consideration
when it comes to the major issues affecting our planet.

In order to discuss GPGs and organise their production,
UNDP advocates to create a G29 including the member
countries of the United Nations General Assembly
Committee. The G29 would be entrusted with deciding
the actions to be carried out. How could this G29 take
into account all the interests at stake? In this framework,
would not GPGs appear as club goods, restricted to a
limited number of recipients? Still according to UNDP,
making determined goods public instead of national
would allow to valorise comparative and mutual advan-
tages. If a country or a group of countries is comparati-
vely more profitable as to the production of a definite
GPG, it could be required to provide it. Organising GPG
supply could thus rely on cost and profitability studies.

Regarding the combat against desertification at national
and regional scales, governments, regional and interna-
tional bodies, as well as bilateral and multilateral 
international cooperation institutions would take part
in its supply. Rural funds for the prevention and man-
agement of desertification may for instance become
preferred instruments to provide this good. How and by
whom (regional, international organisations?) can
money be put into these funds? 

If considered locally, the so-called “combat against
desertification” public good would be supplied at the
decentralised scale of rural districts, associations and
NGOs. In such context, how would local populations be
involved in adopting and maintaining anti-desertifica-
tion practices defined at the global scale? How much
room for adaptation would they be left? NGOs engaged
in combating desertification could be backed more 
largely and jointly by governments, international 
organisations, banks or private foundations.

Desertification, global environment and public goods

Production conditions for global public goods: 
by whom, how, and at which scale?

Once harvested, post-rainy season sorghum fields are
left to the cattle, that can freely graze what remains

after reaping. Pendao, Senegal.
Xavier Le Roy © IRD

The United Nations Convention 
to Combat Desertification in a few words…

This Convention, whose principle is stated in Agenda 21, was
adopted in Paris in 1994 and has been ratified by 190 countries
up to now. It is an international treaty by which Party Countries 
commit themselves to take concrete steps. Namely, affected 
countries must adopt National Action Programmes to combat
desertification and integrate them into their national development
strategies and poverty alleviation policies. They also bind them-
selves to involve the civil society in defining objectives and imple-
menting actions. Signatory countries that are not subject to 
desertification engage to support the efforts of affected countries.
If combating desertification is sometime acknowledged as a
GPG, governments, regional and international organisations,
and bilateral cooperation bodies should then contribute to its
supply. An international authority should act as a regulator.
Could the UNCCD play this role? The debate is open…

Focus
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M
ajor conventions and international
cooperation institutions have led to talk
about global public goods and to esta-
blish what could fall within their scope. In

this global institutional environment, it is important to
know where the combat against desertification stands
and on what funding and implementation mechanisms
it can be based. At the time being, this notion opens lots
of possibilities but raises as many questions; and defi-
ning a GPG remains a political choice. 

As regards the combat against desertification, the stake of
the last ten years consisted first in adopting National
Action Programmes and second in setting up decentrali-
sed structures for natural resource management in order
to enhance people’s participation and to ensure the
respect for the great majority’s interests. This decentrali-
sation shows that the local scale is essential to promote
new practices, to allow talks and debates, and to improve
the understanding of economic and social dynamics.
However, it is today obvious that this scale is not sufficient
to cope, and the harsh withdrawal of state funding inten-
sifies this fact. Indeed, for local operations to be effective,
it is necessary to upscale (to national but also regional
and global levels) other efforts regarding coordination,
regulation and support to local dynamics, as well as diffe-
rent kind of actions (for instance concerning town and
country planning or tax systems). Will the transition to a
global architecture of GPG production modify the part
played by states in public services? I.e., within this frame-
work, will states be categorised as private organisations

and appealed to by the international authorities in 
charge of managing GPGs?

The notion of global public good remains to be worked
out. Analysing the combat against desertification in
relation to public goods leads to develop (again) the
notion of public services. Public service is a field of 
activities where public intervention is acknowledged
as necessary by the State, either to compensate for a 
deficient private sector, or to produce a good at 
quantity and quality levels required by the community.
These services contribute to binding society together
and to protecting citizens. They stem from political
choices: based on the principle of non-exclusion, they
are mainly financed by tax yield. In western societies,
public services have historically played a role in orga-
nising the power: police, justice, security, education
and health are the main public goods. In France, the
government has kept the monopoly of supplying most
of these services, but this exclusive control is being 
called into question by EU membership and in 
particular by the opening to market and competition.
At the European scale, channels providing public serv-
ices may be transnational: before long, they may resort
to states, companies, civil organisations and indivi-
duals. Regarding the combat against desertification in
developing countries, what should the international
community consider as a public service, and how can
the goods deemed necessary at the political level be
supplied? It is essential that all these questions should
be answered.

The notion of global public good 
and its input to the ongoing reflection 
on public services

Farming in arid areas. Tunisia.
Michel Picoet © IRD
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A Fulani herdsman with his cattle during the dry
season. Le Ferlo, Tatki bore-well, Senegal.

Antoine Cornet © IRD
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List of acronyms 
and abbreviations

AFD

C3ED

Cirad

CSFD

FAO
FEER
FFEM

GEF
GNP
GPG

HCCI

IASCP
IRD

NGO
OSS

PDS
ROSELT

UMR

UNCBD
UNCCD

UNDP
UNFCCC

UVSQ

French Development Agency 
Agence Française de Développement
Centre of Economics and Ethics for Environment and Development
Centre d’Économie et d’Éthique pour l’Environnement et le Développement
Agricultural Research Centre for International Development 
Centre de Coopération Internationale en Recherche Agronomique pour le Développement
French Scientific Committee on Desertification 
Comité Scientifique Français de la Désertification
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
Three-stone system (bund)
French Global Environment Facility 
Fonds Français pour l’Environnement Mondial
Global Environment Facility
Gross National Product
Global Public Good 
High Council for International Cooperation 
Haut Conseil de la Coopération Internationale
International Association for the Study of Common Property
Institut de Recherche pour le Développement

Non-Governmental Organisation
Sahara and Sahel Observatory 
Observatoire du Sahara et du Sahel
System of erected stones and subsoiling
Long-Term Ecological Monitoring Observatories Network 
Réseau d’Observatoires de Surveillance Écologique à Long Terme
Joint Research Unit 
Unité Mixte de Recherche
United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity 
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
United Nations Development Programme
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
University of Versailles Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines
Université de Versailles Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines

Nomadic breeders' camp and herd on
an island in Lake Chad.

Christian Lévêque © IRD26



Websites

French official agencies

• Agropolis
www.agropolis.fr
• Agricultural Research Centre for International
Development (Cirad)
www.cirad.fr
• French Development Agency (AFD)
www.afd.fr 
• French Global Environment Facility (FFEM)
www.ffem.fr 
• French Scientific Committee on Desertification (CSFD)
www.csf-desertification.org
• Institut de recherche pour le développement (IRD)
www.ird.fr
• French Ministry for Ecology and Sustainable
Development
www.environnement.gouv.fr
• French Ministry for Research
www.recherche.gouv.fr
• French Ministry of Foreign Affairs
www.diplomatie.gouv.fr

NGOs

• Centre d’Actions et de
Réalisations Internationales (CARI)
cari.asso.free.fr
• Centre de Recherche et d’Information
pour le Développement (CRID)
www.globenet.org/crid
• Eau-vive
www.eau-vive.org
• ENDA Third World
(Environmental Development Actions 
in the Third World)
www.enda.sn
• European Network Initiative
on Desertification (ENID)
See CARI website
• Institut de Formation et d’Appui 
aux Initiatives de Développement (IFAID)
www.ifaid.org
• International Federation 
of Agricultural Producers (IFAP)
www.ifap.org
• International NGO Network 
on Desertification (RIOD)
www.riodccd.org
• Sahel Solidarité
www.sahelsolidarite.bf

European and international organisations

• European Union
www.europa.org 
• Global Environment Facility (GEF)
www.gefweb.org
• International Fund 
for Agricultural Development (IFAD)
www.ifad.org
• International Institute for Environment and
Development (IIED)
www.iied.org
• Long-Term Ecological Monitoring Observatories
Network (ROSELT)
www.roselt-oss.teledetection.fr 
• New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD)
www.nepadsn.org 
• Permanent Interstate Committee for Drought
Control in the Sahel (CILSS)
www.cilssnet.org 
• Sahara and Sahel Observatory (OSS)
www.unesco.org/oss
• Sahel Club
www.oecd.org/sah
• Technical Centre for Agricultural and Rural
Cooperation (CTA)
www.cta.nl
• United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity 
www.biodiv.org
• United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification
www.unccd.int
• United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
www.undp.org 
• United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)
www.unesco.org
• United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP)
www.unep.org 
• Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO)
www.fao.org 
• United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change
www.ec.gc.ca/international/multilat/ccnucc_f.htm
• United Nations Secretariat 
www.un.org
• World bank
www.worldbank.org
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Abstract

Originally considered as a local development problem, combating 
desertification is viewed more and more as a global environmental  
issue at the international level. May combating desertification  
be considered a global public good? The document shortly describes 
the desertification problem, its extent and examples of available 
solutions for stopping it. However, the analysis of the links between 
desertification and social changes - particularly the ones that relate  
to migration, poverty and land tenure -, demonstrates the interest of 
broadening the traditional approach of combating desertification.  
Such a focus highlights the need for implementing a consistent set of 
interdependent actions to solve desertification problems.  
These actions should be designed in each situation at various levels, 
from local to global, and supported by as many specific institutional 
arrangements. The discussion brings into debate elements for 
deciding whether combating desertification should or should not be 
recognized as being a global public good and for identifying which 
new fighting mechanisms should be implemented at international 
levels. 

Key words:  Land degradation, combating desertification, global environment,  

global public good, poverty, natural resources management, sustainable development

Résumé

À l'origine considérée comme un problème de développement local,  
la lutte contre la désertification apparaît peu à peu sur la scène 
internationale comme un phénomène d'environnement mondial.  
La lutte contre la désertification peut-elle être envisagée comme un bien 
public mondial ? Le dossier présente tout d'abord de manière succincte 
et illustrée l'ampleur du problème et, à titre d'exemples,  
des moyens disponibles pour l'enrayer. Mais en s'appuyant sur l'analyse 
des relations entre désertification et transformations des sociétés, et en 
particulier des aspects liés aux migrations, à la pauvreté et à la 
régulation foncière, l'élargissement du champ traditionnel  
de la lutte contre la désertification apparaît nécessaire. La résolution 
des problèmes de désertification passe en effet par la mise en œuvre d'un 
ensemble cohérent et interdépendant d'actions conçues à différents 
niveaux d'organisation, du local au global, et adossées à autant de 
formes institutionnelles spécifiques. Ces éléments alimentent un débat 
permettant de décider si la lutte contre la désertification constitue ou 
non un bien public, en quoi il interpelle ou non la dimension et la 
communauté internationales et s'il y a lieu ou non de mettre en œuvre 
de nouveaux mécanismes de lutte.
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