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Preface

Land degradation is a complex problem affecting a large section of poor people in
several countries. It is a process that is affected both by natural and human-induced
factors, which do not operate in isolation. Land is the primary source of a large sec-
tion of the population in developing countries like India. Because of the high share
of people dependent on agriculture and high population density, soil health is an
essential aspect of overall food and nutrition security in developing countries.
Addressing land degradation is among the crucial steps for achieving Sustainable
Development Goals of food and nutrition security. While there are ongoing efforts
to combat desertification and land degradation at the global and national levels, land
degradation in the context of growing land hunger has emerged as a significant con-
cern for sustainable development. With rapid urbanisation, diversion of land from
agricultural to non-agricultural uses, and within agriculture, from food to non-food
crops, sustainable land-use practices have acquired a new significance. However,
for effective interventions at the ground, a bottom-up approach is needed. Peoples’
perspectives are critical for understanding the problems associated with land degra-
dation as well as for developing effective solutions.

This book is an attempt to understand the interface between land degradation and
socio-economic development in a specific regional context. The Chambal region,
which is the focus of the study, is well known for its badlands and social problems
associated with lack of development, conflicts, violence and insecurity. This book
seeks to unravel the linkages between the environmental processes associated with
land degradation and the economic and social processes associated with economic
development.

The Chambal Badlands, despite being located in close proximity of major cities
like Agra and Gwalior, is among the relatively less developed regions of India. In
the popular imagination, the region is often associated with the prolonged presence
of bandits and high rates of crime. The rugged terrain and undulating topography of
the region make it highly inaccessible. Because of the inaccessibility and problems
of communication, this region is also among the less researched areas of India.
Furthermore, the available research on this region, particularly from the perspective
of land degradation, appear to be highly fragmented. The core objective of this book
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is to connect the natural and socio-economic processes associated with land degra-
dation. Global research on land degradation and desertification has brought out the
inherent complexities of these interactions between the natural and social processes.
Land degradation not only is partly caused or aggravated by the anthropogenic fac-
tors but also affects the socio-economic processes. The natural resource base of a
region offers opportunities for economic development, and environmental degrada-
tion, in general, and land degradation, in particular, affect the prospects of future
growth. Also, in the analysis of the social and economic causes and outcomes of
land degradation, human society cannot be taken as a homogeneous entity. There
are social groups which have unequal resources to natural resources, such as land
and forests.

Furthermore, marginalised social groups often have less access to government-
sponsored programmes. Gender division of labour and unequal access to resources
by women and children usually mean that they are affected differently by environ-
mental degradation. At times, the response of the relatively better-off and margin-
alised sections to a similar environmental crisis could be very different from each
other. In this multidisciplinary study, an attempt has been made to understand the
implications of land degradation, by looking at the differences in the levels of devel-
opment between villages affected by land degradation and those not affected by it.
Furthermore, the changes in the livelihoods of those affected by land degradation
have also been studied.

The study emphasises the need to design sustainable development strategies,
considering the fragilities of the local ecology. In a sense, Chambal Badlands has
some unique ecological properties, and any kind of development interventions
should be based on a nuanced understanding of the relationship between economic
and ecological processes. Though based on the study of specific badland region in
India, the findings of this research have broader significance in understanding the
processes of human-nature interactions.

New Delhi, India Padmini Pani
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