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a b s t r a c t
We review the evidence that connects drought and desertiﬁcation in the Sahel with climate change past,
present and future. Advances in climate modeling point to the oceans, not land, as the cause of the recent
persistence of drought in the Sahel. The current generation of global climate models reproduces the spatial
extent, continental in scale, and the timing and duration of the shift to dry conditions that occurred in the
late 1960's given knowledge of observed surface oceanic conditions only. The pattern statistically and
dynamically associated with drought is one of warming of the tropical oceans, especially the Paciﬁc and
Indian Oceans, superimposed on an enhanced warming of the southern compared to the northern
hemisphere most evident in the Atlantic. These models, which include a prognostic description of land
surface and/or vegetation, albeit crude, indicate that positive feedbacks between precipitation and land
surface/cover may act to amplify the ocean-forced component of continental climate. Despite the advances
made in understanding the recent past, uncertainty dominates as we move forward in time, to the present,
partial greening of the Sahel, and to the future of climate change projections.
© 2008 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
The African Sahel stretches from the Atlantic coast of Senegal and
Mauritania to the Red Sea coast of Sudan and Eritrea. It forms the
southern margin of the Sahara desert,3 or, alternatively, the northern
margin of the region inﬂuenced by the northern summer African
monsoon. It is a semi-arid environment, characterized by a highly
variable climate (Nicholson, 1980), with an intense rainy season,
centered on August and no more than 4 months long, and a prolonged
dry season.
During the second half of the 20th century the Sahel experienced
one of the most striking shifts in climate known globally since
instrumental records began to be kept—from anomalously abundant
rains in the 1950's and 1960's to progressively drier conditions in the
1970's and 1980's [Fig. 1 here] (Nicholson, 1979; Lamb, 1982; Katz and
Glantz, 1986; Lamb and Peppler, 1992; Hulme, 1996; IPCC, 2007). The
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year-to-year persistence of drought4 was initially attributed to human
mismanagement of land resources (Charney, 1975). It was postulated
that economic activities such as the expansion of agriculture into
marginal zones, overgrazing, and woodcutting for fuel had affected
the vegetation cover, making the savanna desert-like, and that the
regional atmospheric circulation had responded, reinforcing and
perpetuating that change. We call this framework–one where drought
and desertiﬁcation5 are deemed to have local anthropogenic causes
and solutions–the desertiﬁcation paradigm of Sahel climate change, or
Charney's hypothesis.6
In response to the resultant humanitarian crisis, in 1973 nine
countries of the West African Sahel, from Cape Verde to Chad,
organized themselves into a regional entity called the Comité
permanent Inter-états de Lutte contre la Sécheresse au Sahel (CILSS,

4
Drought is used here to indicate seasonal accumulation of rainfall that is
signiﬁcantly below the long-term average, and endangers livelihood systems locally
adapted to average conditions. For alternative deﬁnitions, of meteorological,
agricultural, or other, the reader is referred e.g. to Landsberg (1982), Glantz (1987)
or Wilhite (2000).
5
The ofﬁcial deﬁnition of desertiﬁcation is “land degradation in arid, semi-arid and
dry sub-humid areas resulting from various factors, including climatic variations and
human activities” (UN Convention to Combat Desertiﬁcation 1994—http://www.unccd.
int/convention/text/convention.php; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; also see
Verstraete, 1983, 1986a). See Thomas and Middleton (1994) for a comprehensive
critique of desertiﬁcation.
6
Also see the studies of Otterman (1974) and Jackson et al. (1975) on the
observational evidence for a biogeophysical feedback.
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Fig. 1. Indices of Sahel rainfall variability. Observations used the average of stations
between 10°N and 20°N, 20°W and 40°E. Model numbers were bases on the ensemblemean average of grid boxes between 10°N and 20°N, 20°Wand 35°E. The correlation
between observed and modeled indices of rainfall over 1930–2000 is 0.60. (Time series
are standardized to allow for an immediate comparison, because variability in the
ensemble mean is muted in comparison to the single observed realization. The ratio of
observed to ensemble-mean standard deviations in the Sahel is 4.)—from Giannini et al.
(2003). Reprinted with permission from AAAS.

or Inter-state committee to combat drought in the Sahel), whose
primary mandate to date remains to invest in research to ensure food
security and to reduce the impact of drought and desertiﬁcation.7 The
global response to the drought emergency was largely predicated
on the twin assumptions that (1) desertiﬁcation was man-made, and
(2) that it would drive reinforcing changes in the local climate, in part
because when framed is such a way, the problem seemed tractable
(Verstraete, 1986b; Thomas and Middleton, 1994). In 1977, a United
Nations Conference on Desertiﬁcation (UNCOD) was convened in
Nairobi. A Plan of Action to Combat Desertiﬁcation (PACD) followed
suit. Since little progress in monitoring and/or contrasting desertiﬁcation had been noted by the time the UN Conference on Environment
and Development (UNCED) was convened in Rio de Janeiro in 1992,
the UN Environment Program (UNEP) launched a new process, which
culminated with the negotiations and ratiﬁcation of the desertiﬁcation convention. A sister to the other environmental (“Rio”) conventions, on biodiversity and climate change, the UN Convention to
Combat Desertiﬁcation (UNCCD) entered into force in December 1996.
With time, evidence to the inadequacy of Charney's hypothesis
accumulated. As early as the mid-1980's Chris Folland and colleagues
at the UK Meteorological Ofﬁce had shown that drought in the Sahel
could be simulated in climate models in response to a global pattern of
sea surface temperature (SST) change obtained as the difference in SST
observed during dry and wet years (Folland et al., 1986; Palmer, 1986;
Rowell et al., 1995). In recent years, with increased computing power,
it has become possible to simulate the climate of the Sahel over
periods of many decades. The numerical models used in these studies
simulate the complexity of atmospheric weather. Just as they
reproduce the progression of seasons in response to the periodic
change in insolation, they can reproduce climate variability in
response to variability in SST–where SST has an impact, as in the
Sahel–when the history of global observed SST is imposed as the lower
boundary forcing to the model atmosphere, and nothing else. These
simulations provide evidence that it is the oceans that trigger climate
variability in the Sahel at interannual to interdecadal time scales, i.e.
that it is forces external to the Sahel itself that shape its characteristic
year-to-year and longer-term variability. The strength of this argument, relating drought in the Sahel to SST, hinges on the successful
reproduction of that historical climate shift, both in spatial scale and
timing, when the oceanic forcing, and only oceanic forcing, is explicitly included. It does not exclude a role for land surface processes,
7

http://www.cilss.bf/htm/mandat.htm.

rather it redeﬁnes such role as a potentially important, but secondary
role—the land surface response in its interaction with the atmosphere
can enhance locally what is remotely forced from the oceans.
This paper is divided into two main sections, with the degree of
uncertainty increasing as the discussion progresses. Section 2 provides
an assessment of current understanding of the recent past of climate
change in the Sahel. It highlights the dominant role of oceanic forcing
in explaining late 20th century drought, and provides the context for
consideration of land–atmosphere feedbacks. This section also
includes discussion of attribution of past climate change: what can
we say about the role of anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases
and aerosols in the recent persistence of drought in the Sahel? Section
3 connects the recent period to the uncertainty in projections of future
change by highlighting the questions that remain unanswered: has
there been a recovery in the rains/vegetation since the mid-1980's?
What does the future hold? Section 4 concludes.
2. Causes of late 20th century drought in the Sahel
Publication of Giannini et al. (2003) revived interest in Sahelian
drought in the climate modeling community. Since then studies have
accumulated that strongly indicate that the cause of persistent
drought in the Sahel in the 1970's and 1980's lay in the oceans, not
over land. Given that drought in this region is related to an overall
warming of the tropical oceans, can we go so far as to attribute the
Sahel drought to global warming? In this section we review the stateof-the-art in climate modeling addressing these questions.
2.1. Oceanic forcing of Sahel rainfall
The multi-decadal evolution of rainfall variability in the Sahel can
be simulated given knowledge of the history of global sea surface
temperature (SST) only, as shown by Giannini et al. (2003; their Fig. 1,
reproduced here in Fig. 1) and Lu and Delworth (2005; see their Fig. 2)
with two different atmospheric models,8 and by Hoerling et al. (2006)
in a multi-model ensemble. Tippett (2006) compares the performance
of the set of models in use at the International Research Institute for
Climate and Society (IRI) to make seasonal climate predictions
(Goddard et al., 2001; Barnston et al., 2003).
Fig. 1 presents a comparison of observed and modeled indices of
Sahelian rainfall. The observed time series, in the solid red line,
represents the average of July–September anomalies at 51 stations in
the domain between 10°N and 20°N, 20°W and 40°E (from the Global
Historical Climate Network; Vose et al.,1992). Stations are from the CILSS
countries, from Dakar, Senegal to N'Djamena, Chad, as well as from
northern Benin (e.g. Kandi) and Sudan (e.g. El Fasher, in northern
Darfur). The modeled time series, in the dashed blue line, is the average
over essentially the same domain–between 10°N and 20°N, 20°W and
35°E, to avoid the spurious maximum in modeled precipitation over
Yemen–in the ensemble mean of nine integrations forced with the same
historical SST, but starting from different atmospheric conditions.9
The correlation between the observed and modeled time series is
0.60, statistically signiﬁcant at the 99% level. The progression from the
wetter-than-average 1950's and 1960's to the drier-than-average

8
Developed respectively at the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA)'s Goddard Space Flight Center (Bacmeister et al., 2000) and at the U.S. National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)'s Geophysical Fluid Dynamics
Laboratory (GAMDT, 2004).
9
Ensemble averaging is used in climate predictability studies when the goal is to
separate the potentially predictable signal, e.g. that forced from the slower-varying
oceanic boundary conditions, from the noise, e.g. due to internal variability of the
atmosphere (Shukla, 1998). By starting each simulation with different initial
conditions, but running it over the same boundary conditions, one is sure to simulate
a different realization of atmospheric noise each time, while maintaining the unifying
boundary forcing unaltered. Where such forcing matters, response to it can be detected
in the ensemble mean.
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Fig. 2. Regression map of an index of Sahel rainfall (the second model Principal Component) with ensemble mean surface temperature. Contour interval is every 0.4 K, starting at
0.2 K, and shading represents statistical signiﬁcance of the anomalies at the 99.9% level. Solid lines represent positive anomalies, dashed lines negative anomalies—adapted from
Giannini et al. (2003).

1970's and 1980's, evident in observations and captured in the model,
is related to a generalized pattern of warming of the global tropical
oceans (Fig. 2, from Giannini et al., 200310), especially of the Indian
Ocean, combined with enhanced warming of the southern compared
to the northern tropical Atlantic Ocean.
Bader and Latif (2003) highlight the role of the Indian Ocean in
idealized simulations. When they impose a 1 °C cooling of the entire
Indian Ocean with respect to climatological conditions, their model–
version 4.5 of ECHAM, the model developed at the Max Planck
Institute for Meteorology in Hamburg, Germany (Roeckner et al.,
1999)–responds with a wetter Sahel, with pronounced positive rainfall
anomalies in the region west of 20°E (see their Figs. 2 and 3; their
Fig. 3 is reproduced here in Fig. 3). Hagos and Cook (2008) impose the
positive SST anomalies in the Indian Ocean typical of the 1980's–the
driest decade in the Sahel–and obtain drying. The atmospheric teleconnection in their regional climate model (Vizy and Cook, 2002) is
modulated by a westward-propagating Rossby wave (Gill, 1980) that
brings about subsidence in the Sahel. They also argue that the partial
recovery of the rains in the 1990's is consistent with the competing
effects of Indian and Atlantic SST.
Lu and Delworth (2005) revisit Palmer's 1986 study. Besides
running their atmospheric model over the observed record of global
SST from 1950 to 2000, and simulating the downward trend (see their
Fig. 1), they also consider the separate effects of changes in SST in the
Atlantic, Paciﬁc and Indian Oceans. In their Fig. 3, reproduced here in
Fig. 4, they show that all ocean basins contribute to a drying of the
Sahel, and that the sum of the effects of the basins taken separately is
comparable to the effect of simultaneously changing SST in all the
basins, i.e. the system is approximately linearly additive.
When the Sahel time series is ﬁltered by means of a 21-year
running mean, the temporal separation in the contributions of the
Paciﬁc Ocean to interannual variability, and of the Atlantic and Indian
Oceans to interdecadal variability becomes apparent (Giannini et al.,
2003, 2005). The Paciﬁc Ocean affects the Sahel through the
occurrence of El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) events, which
recur on a 2–7 year time scale—a warm ENSO or El Niño is typically
associated with drought, a cold ENSO or La Niña with abundant rainfall.
The oceans around Africa dominate on longer time scales: both a

10

Or equivalently, see Fig. 2 in Folland et al. (1986).

warming of the equatorial Indian Ocean, and a warmer South Atlantic
compared to the North Atlantic are dynamically consistent with a drier
Sahel, be it because the Intertropical Convergence Zone follows the
warmest waters (Folland et al., 1986; Hoerling et al., 2006), or because
the atmosphere over land does not ﬁnd the means to sustain deep
convection as the oceans warm (Chou et al., 2001; Chiang and Sobel,
2002; Neelin et al., 2003; Giannini et al., 2005, 2008).
While simulation of the timing and duration of the historical Sahel
drought is accurate, most climate models still fail to capture the
observed magnitude of rainfall change. Simulated variability at all
time scales tends to be muted compared to observations. Thus, even in
the context of a dominant forcing of the oceans, it makes sense to
consider land–atmosphere interaction as a feedback that can
potentially intensify ocean-forced rainfall anomalies.
2.2. What role for land–atmosphere feedbacks?
Prior to the studies just reviewed, which highlight the role of the
oceans, many climate model simulations had been conducted that
sought to relate changes in land surface properties such as albedo or land
cover to a response in rainfall (e.g. Charney, 1975; Charney et al., 1977;
Sud and Fennessy, 1982; Laval and Picon, 1986; Xue and Shukla, 1993).
These studies were successful in proving rainfall sensitivity to local
surface conditions, but only partially, in that either the prescribed
change in surface conditions was exaggerated with respect to reality, to
trigger a measurable rainfall response, or, when realistic estimates of
land cover change were applied, they did not lead to the reproduction of
the observed magnitude of rainfall change (Taylor et al., 2002; Wang
et al., 2004).
Consistent with the framework of a dominant oceanic forcing put
forth here, it makes sense to consider land–atmosphere interaction as
a feedback on precipitation. Zeng et al. (1999), Wang and Eltahir
(2000) and Giannini et al. (2003), among others, discuss some of the
potential mechanisms, which involve soil moisture, dust and vegetation (see Fig. 5, taken from Zeng et al., 1999). Evaporation plays a
central role in these feedbacks. With increased rainfall and soil
moisture can come increased evaporation and atmospheric instability,
locally fueling further moisture convergence and rainfall enhancement. Such an interaction between precipitation, soil moisture and
evaporation, or evapo-transpiration mediated by vegetation, would
constitute a positive feedback–above-normal precipitation leads to a
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leads to more dust, and to less net solar radiation at the surface, hence
reduced evaporation, and reduced precipitation (Prospero and Lamb,
2003; Yoshioka et al., 2007). Dust particles acting as cloud condensation nuclei have also been hypothesized to reduce the efﬁciency of
precipitation (Rosenfeld et al., 2001).
If positive feedbacks dominate, then it is straightforward to
conceive that a rainfall anomaly that has its origin in oceanic change
can be ampliﬁed by the subsequent coupled land–atmosphere
response. Alternatively, if negative feedbacks dominate, e.g. between
rainfall, clouds and net solar radiation, then one has the means to limit
oceanic impact on continental climates. We will return to this topic in
the section on the uncertainty of projections of future change.
2.3. Attribution of late 20th century drought

Fig. 3. Simulated June–September rainfall anomaly (relative to the control integration)
for the experiments with: (A) global SST anomaly (“Global Tropics”); (B) Indian Ocean
portion (“Indic”); (C) idealized SST anomaly (“Indian Ocean minus 1 K”). Units: mm/
month. The box indicates the West Sahel—from Bader and Latif (2003).

further enhancement–but observational studies are inconclusive in
this regard (Taylor and Lebel, 1998; Taylor and Ellis, 2006; Taylor,
2007). This may in part be because the cloud cover that accompanies
precipitation can reduce the energy available at the surface to the
point that it may become insufﬁcient to evaporate the available
moisture. Cloud cover, much like albedo, acts on the net surface
energy budget. Only, cloud cover provides a negative feedback on
precipitation, while in Charney's biogeophysical feedback albedo
provided a positive feedback. To the extent that dust acts on the
surface energy balance primarily by reducing the net solar radiation at
the surface, dust also provides a positive feedback11: less precipitation
11
The direction of dust feedbacks is still in question. Dust suspended in the lower
atmosphere has been hypothesized to induce localized atmospheric heating that could
enhance the monsoon circulation and rainfall (Lau et al. 2006). Such an interaction
would constitute a negative feedback on precipitation.

The explicit connection between drought and oceanic warming
makes it inevitable, in this age of increased awareness about global
warming, to reﬂect on whether persistent drought was indeed an
early manifestation of anthropogenic impact (Zhang et al., 2007; Kerr,
2003). Only now “anthropogenic” is not related to mismanagement of
land resources at the regional scale, rather it relates directly to the
global scale of emissions of greenhouse gases and aerosols associated
with industrialization. The question becomes: can the recent
persistence of drought be attributed to industrialization?
One indirect way to argue in the afﬁrmative is to consider, as
already mentioned, the nature of the oceanic warming associated with
drought. Warming of the oceans, not just the surface oceans, but the
heat content down to several hundred meters' depth, is well observed
(Levitus et al., 2000) and has been attributed to anthropogenic causes
(Barnett et al., 2005). However, given the sensitivity of Sahel rainfall to
the details of the spatial pattern of surface warming, one would like to
gather further, more direct proof, e.g. that changes in global tropical
SST and in Sahelian precipitation are coherent, and consistent with a
modeling framework where ocean and atmosphere are coupled and
subject only to forcing from industrialization.
This type of evidence is currently not available. Biasutti and
Giannini (2006) show that the coupled ocean–atmosphere models
that participated in the 4th Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 4AR), also known as the CMIP3
models,12 do reproduce a drier Sahel at the end of the 20th century
when forcings include greenhouse gases and sulfate aerosols (their
Fig. 2a, reproduced here in Fig. 6). However, most coupled models
reproducing a statistically signiﬁcant drying of the Sahel also include
prescription of natural forcings such as variability in insolation and
impact of volcanic aerosols. Some go so far as to include prescription of
land use change and of aerosols from biomass burning. So, while Sahel
drought is seen to be consistent with late 20th century forcings of the
climate system, it is currently not possible to unequivocally separate
the contributions of anthropogenic forcings from the industrialized
world—a proposition that would carry considerable political weight in
the policy arena of global environment and development negotiations.
Zhang et al. (2007) attempt such a separation, and argue that
anthropogenic causes played a signiﬁcant role in the 20th century
drying of northern hemisphere tropical latitudes, but only hint at the
case of the Sahel.
The CMIP3 multi-model average simulates a global pattern of SST
change similar to that observed in relation to Sahel drought (compare
Fig. 7, taken from Biasutti and Giannini (2006), with Fig. 2) and,
associated with it, reduction in precipitation all across the Atlantic
Intertropical Convergence Zone, from the Caribbean basin to the
highlands of Ethiopia. The simplest interpretation of this pattern of

12
The models that participated in phase 3 of the World Climate Research Program
(WCRP)'s Coupled Model Intercomparison Project (CMIP3). Model output is available
from http://www-pcmdi.llnl.gov/ipcc/about ipcc.php.
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Fig. 4. July–September mean response of African rainfall to SST forcing in different experiments. For GOGA experiment, plotted is the linear trend of rainfall from 1950–2000. For the
other runs, plotted are the difference between the SST anomaly runs and control runs. All the patterns have been scaled to correspond to the trend during 50 years, with unit of mm/
month/50 years. The hatched areas are not signiﬁcantly different from zero at 95% levels based on t-test—from Lu and Delworth (2005).

late 20th century SST change, ignoring changes in oceanic circulation,
is that it results from the superposition of a global warming effect due
to greenhouse gases, which are well mixed in the atmosphere, and the
cooling imparted by reﬂective aerosols,13 which is localized to the
northern hemisphere and particularly pronounced over the midlatitude oceans, i.e. downwind from sources. Thus, the CMIP3
simulations are consistent with the argument already put forth by
Rotstayn and Lohmann (2002), who argued that the effect of
anthropogenic sulfate aerosols on SST and on tropical rainfall was to
produce both cooling of the northern hemisphere, and drying of the
Sahel.
The notion that aerosol emissions from industrialization may have
played the leading role in causing Sahel drought is also indirectly
supported by comparison of the response in the CMIP3 models when
they are driven by the all-inclusive set of 20th century forcings as
opposed to CO2 only. While in the former case no model simulates a
wetter Sahel, and many models simulate signiﬁcant drying (Fig. 6), in
the latter, the divergence among model parallels that found in
projections of future change (see Fig. 2b in Biasutti and Giannini,
2006), topic of the next section.
3. Is the past a prologue to the future?
While the shift to a drier climate that affected the Sahel at the end
of the 1960's is well documented, and its ties to global tropical SST are
understood, the same cannot be said of trends in the years since the
driest mid-1980's. Uncertainty only grows as we look forward to
projections of future change. Here we explore the issues, and give an
interpretive key based on the knowledge exposed in the previous
section.

13
Commonly referred to as global dimming—see e.g. Stanhill and Cohen (2001);
Liepert (2002).

3.1. A recovery of the rains?
A line of research parallel to climate modeling had since the early
1990's already called into question Charney's hypothesis of desertiﬁcation as a locally driven, man-made process. Studies of land use/
land cover change questioned the irreversibility of such processes. In
“reframing deforestation”, Fairhead and Leach (1998) documented the
rich history of local management strategies aimed at preserving a
functional ecosystem, thus exposing the fallacy of colonial forestry
studies, which had characterized the trajectory of land cover change in
West Africa as a recent, progressive and inexorable denudation,
largely driven by population growth.14 Tucker et al. (1991) and Helldén
(1991) analyzed the remotely sensed imagery15 that had come online
in the early 1980's to show how vegetation that had been under stress,
e.g. due to inadequate rains, could respond with minimum delay to an
improvement in physical conditions. These conclusions were conﬁrmed more recently by Eklundh and Olsson (2003). Thus, external
forcing affects the Sahel at large spatial and long temporal scales, and
overrides the processes that control local or short-lived variations.
The Sahel has been greening in recent times (Polgreen, 2007).
Olsson et al. (2005) and Herrmann et al. (2005) have gone so far as to
suggest that in certain locations, greening of vegetation has exceeded
what can be explained linearly by a recovery in the rains since the
driest mid-1980's.16 Whether this change has to do with a recovery of

14
Also see Chapter 2 of Thomas and Middleton (1994) for a brief history of human
modiﬁcation of the African environment on time scales of tens, if not hundreds of
thousands of years.
15
These studies, and those cited in the following, are all based on interpretation of
the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), which has long been known to be
sensitive to instrumental and geophysical factors extraneous to vegetation itself. They
should only be taken as a rough preliminary indication of gross trends that remain to
be investigated with state-of-the-art tools.
16
The lively debate on the interpretation of recent trends in rain use efﬁciency (e.g.
Prince et al. 1998; Hein and DeRidder, 2006), and their relation to equilibrium v. nonequilibrium approaches in drylands management, is beyond the scope of this paper.
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Fig. 5. Annual rainfall anomalies (vertical bars) over the West African Sahel (13°N–20°N, 15°W–20°E) from 1950 to 1998. (A) Observations from (Hulme). (B) Model with noninteractive land surface hydrology (ﬁxed soil moisture) and non-interactive vegetation (SST inﬂuence only, AO). Smoothed line is a 9-year running mean showing the low-frequency
variation. (C) Model with interactive soil moisture but non-interactive vegetation (AOL). (D) Model with interactive soil moisture and vegetation (AOLV). Also plotted (as connecting
circles, labeled on the right) are (A) the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI), (C) the model simulated annual soil moisture anomaly, and (D) the model simulated LAI
anomaly. All the anomalies are computed relative to the 1950–98 base period, except that the NDVI data is relative to 1981—from Zeng et al. (1999). Reprinted with permission from
AAAS.

the rains was discussed at a workshop convened in Nairobi in 2003—
see Herrmann and Hutchinson (2005), and companion papers in the
special issue of Journal of Arid Environments published in November
2005.
A positive trend over the past 20 years is visible in any time series
of total seasonal Sahel rainfall (e.g. Fig. 1 here): the mid-1980's were so
dry that inspection of any time series representative of the region
gives the impression that rainfall has been improving since. This
interpretation is supported by a long-term study of streamﬂow in the
Senegal river (Hubert et al., 2007), and by the climate modeling study
of Hagos and Cook (2008) discussed in Section 2.1. However, it has
been refuted in studies of recent rainfall variability (L'Hôte et al.,
2002), and its impact. In the Central Plateau of Burkina Faso, farmers

who experienced the dry conditions in the 1970's and 1980's as a
shorter and more volatile rainy season have not noticed a return to the
pre-drought character (West et al., 2008).
One way to reconcile an increase in seasonal totals with a volatile
rainy season is to hypothesize that while the frequency of rainfall
events has not changed since the 1970's, i.e. it is still lower than during
the preceding wetter period (Lebel et al., 2003), the intensity of events
may be increasing. This effect would be consistent with what expected
of global warming on the basis of a purely thermodynamic argument—
a warmer atmosphere is also moister, hence wetter (Trenberth et al.,
2003). Resolution of this issue will require a regional scale analysis of
trends in extremes in precipitation that is currently not available.
Likewise for a reassessment of dryland environments: there is room
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Fig. 6. The June–September Sahel rainfall difference between the end of the 20th century (1975–1999 ensemble mean for each model) and PI (long-term mean). The dark (light grey)
shading is one (two) sigma deviations in 25-year mean Sahel rainfall in each PI simulation. Models forced by both natural and anthropogenic forcings are shown in red circles, those
forced only by anthropogenic forcings in blue circles. Note that the “red circle” models also tend to have a more complete treatment of aerosol forcings and to include land-use
changes. Except for CCMA, PCM1 and HADCM3, drying is signiﬁcant at the 95% level—from Biasutti and Giannini (2006).

for improvement of remote sensing techniques, perhaps in the context
of a Global Drylands Observing System (GDOS), to monitor and
understand the spatial extent and processes leading to greening.
Or, is the greening man-made? In pointing to successful land
management interventions (implemented largely with the support of
Non-Governmental Organizations) as the cause for the recent greening, Kaboré and Reij (2003), and Reij et al. (2005) demonstrate that we
have come full circle with respect to the desertiﬁcation paradigm: not
only was environmental mismanagement not the cause of drought,
but also appropriate land management solutions such as soil water
conservation techniques derived from local knowledge can be
implemented to the beneﬁt of rural communities even in times of
drought.
3.2. Uncertainty in projections of future change
Current projections of climate change in the Sahel are uncertain
(Christensen et al., 2007; Biasutti and Giannini, 2006; Cook and Vizy,

2006; Douville et al., 2006). Models are in disagreement with regard
to the sign of future change—while some are locked in a persistently
dry mode, others predict an improvement in the rains. Based on
understanding of the underlying mechanisms of recent drought, and
of the environmental change that has occurred in the Sahel, two
interpretations can be given of future change (Giannini et al., 2008).
These are complementary, in the sense that both mechanisms are
physically sound, but we do not understand the interactions well
enough to predict which will dominate.
One interpretation centers on the overall warming of the oceans
and predicts a drying of the continents. In a warmer future, we would
expect the enhanced oceanic evaporation to fuel convection and
rainfall over water, at the expense of continental convection; if the
ocean sets up the environmental conditions favorable for convection
to occur, and those conditions cannot be met over land because
moisture is not readily available, then continents dry out. A positive
land–atmosphere feedback would further lock the system into a dry
state. A slightly more nuanced hypothesis is that the continental
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Fig. 7. Difference between the 1975–1999 mean climate in the 20th century simulations and in pre-industrial (PI) climate. (A) Annual mean surface temperature. (B) June–August
mean rainfall. Warm colors and solid contours indicate positive anomalies and cool colors and dashed contours indicate negative anomalies. Panels show cross-model means
(contour interval is 0.1 °C for temperature and 0.1 mm/day for rainfall), the thick black line in panel (B) is the 4 mm/day contour in the 20th century simulations—from Biasutti and
Giannini (2006).

centers of convection can meet the necessary conditions, because
enough moisture is converged towards them, but the margins cannot,
because the air converging into them is not as moist—hence the
margins of tropical convection, meaning possibly the Sahel, dry out
(Neelin et al., 2003; Chou and Neelin, 2004; Held et al., 2005).
Another interpretation relates the location of moisture convergence and rainfall to gradients in surface properties (Lindzen and
Nigam, 1987; Eltahir and Gong, 1996; Cook, 1999). The role of the
reduced warming of the North compared to the South Atlantic is
emphasized in the recent drying of the Sahel. Such oceanic variability
has been argued to be related to internal variability of the oceans
(Knight et al., 2006), to aerosols (Rotstayn and Lohmann, 2002), or to
both internal variability and external, anthropogenic forcings (Ting
et al., submitted for publication). A future wetter Sahel can be
conceived as the response to a reversal in such pattern of sea surface
temperature (Hoerling et al., 2006), due either to a reduction of aerosol
loading, or to an oscillation of Atlantic Ocean variability with multidecadal time scale. Alternatively, a wetter Sahel might follow from an
enhanced warming of land compared to oceans, which would be
responsible for driving a stronger monsoonal ﬂow inland (Haarsma
et al., 2005).
Whether there has been a recovery of rains in the Sahel or not is of
relevance to making sense of projections of future change in view of
the recent past. Given the continued warming trend of the oceans, the
association between warming of the oceans, especially the Indian
Ocean, and drying of the Sahel is more straightforward to support if
the rains have not recovered. If this were to be found to be the
dominant association, it would give more credence to projections of

further future drying. Conversely, a recent recovery of the rains would
be consistent with arguments that relate the strength of the African
monsoon to an increased temperature contrast, either between land
and ocean (e.g. Haarsma et al., 2005), or between the sea surface
temperatures of the northern and southern tropical Atlantic (Hoerling
et al., 2006), and to projections of improved seasonal rainfall.
4. Conclusions
The goal of this paper was to review advances in climate science
which point to changes in the global oceans as the cause of the recent
continental-scale change in the climate of the African Sahel. State-ofthe-art atmospheric models driven by the observed long-term history
of global sea surface temperature (SST) reproduce the timing and
decadal time scale of change in Sahel rainfall–the shift from
anomalously wet to persistently dry that occurred at the end of the
1960's, as well as its spatial extent–from the Atlantic coast of Senegal
and Mauritania to the Red Sea coast of Sudan and Eritrea, but not its
magnitude. Though models have in the past shown sensitivity of
rainfall to both land surface (e.g. Charney, 1975) and oceanic
conditions (e.g. Folland et al., 1986), it is their simulation of the
spatial and temporal scales of Sahel change given knowledge of sea
surface temperature only that favors the hypothesis according to
which the origin of persistent drought in the Sahel is global in scale,
and external to the region. Because changes in rainfall drive changes in
continental environments, including in land surface properties, dust,
vegetation, and streamﬂow, it makes sense to consider land processes
as feedbacks to the oceanic forcing, not independent of it—potentially
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positive feedbacks that can locally reinforce the change, and account
for its observed magnitude. The challenge then becomes to separate
the changes in land properties that one would expect from oceanforced changes in precipitation from those that may have been
effected locally, by human activity. When analyzing land cover change
one should contrast the spatial coherence of physical drivers against
the heterogeneity of social, economic and political systems in this
region (Raynaut, 1997), understanding that the latter may lead to a
diversity of local responses.
The association between warming of the tropical oceans and Sahel
drought opens up for consideration of drought and desertiﬁcation in
the context of global climate change (see also Kerr, 2003; Ban, 2007).
The evidence, as summarized here, is not conclusive—we discussed 3
questions that still need an answer to potentially connect science,
policy and action: (1) Can late 20th century Sahel drought be
attributed to anthropogenic causes, i.e. to industrialization in the
North? (2) Have the rains been recovering in recent decades (post–
mid-1980s)? (3) What is the more plausible projection of future
change—a recovery of the rains or persistence of drought?
Still, even if climate science were to answer these questions in
short order, the recent past of Sahel drought–the divergence of science
and policy (Corell, 1999), and the limiting socio-political context
(Glantz, 1976; 1977)–constitutes a lesson learned not to be forgotten.
Ensuring that interdisciplinary knowledge is brought to bear on the
pressing issues of drylands development (Reynolds et al., 2007),
requiring that scientists, policymakers and stakeholders come
together in a conscious, concerted effort to effect change, will likely
only be the starting point.
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