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Introduction 

With the global population on the rise, things such as infrastructure and the demand for resources 

are increasing drastically. Rising population brings opportunities for businesses to open and economies 

to flourish. Although these factors are beneficial to the economy, they may not be the best for the 

environment. For example, producing food through agriculture for such a large consumer market could 

increase employment, bring more profit to firms, and therefore build up economies; however, repeatedly 

farmed lands can damage the soils, draining all the nutrients, leading to soil infertility. In addition to that, 

infrastructure comes with great expense to the environment-- especially to soil-- leading to it being 

infertile. Physical and chemical pollution are also strongly affecting soil fertility for the worse. 

Soil infertility presents a variety of issues to the world. It not only serves as proof that the 

environment is harmed, but also introduces issues to crop production. As the occupied (and farmed with 

crops) soil is polluted, so are the crops. As these intoxicated crops are distributed around the world and 

sold and consumed by people, they become sick from the product, which is a problem in itself. The 

shortage of crop production itself brings even more problems such as the shutting down of farming 

companies, increasing in unemployment rate and staggering economy, and lacking food supply to 

consumers. These combined results would lead to a low-supply high-demand scenario, which further 

devastated the lower class by introducing problems such as starvation and malnutrition. 

Although the issue of soil infertility grows more and more prominent in recent years, the 

international community has not done enough to completely tackle this issue. One example of such 

would be when governmental officials and experts met in Rome to hold the first Global Soil Partnership 

meeting that set a framework of how the annual meetings would go, what would be written on the 

reports, etc. This all took place on June 11-12 of 2013  (FAO).  
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To conclude, soil infertility is a growing issue in the world with the potential of harming the entire 

population. The best way to solve this issue would be to ensure safe farming all over the world and 

reducing the pollution of the Earth, but in order to do that, the international community must come 

together and present proficient and definite solutions. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Soil Infertility 

Soil infertility is the state of soil not being able to grow crops on. This is because all the nutrients 

that are normally present are gone. Some primary causes of soil infertility are over farming, improper 

cultivation techniques, and more uncontrollably, quality of soil in specific region (some places such as 

Africa naturally have poorer, less nutrient-enriched soil). 

Over cultivation 

Over cultivation is when crops are grown in a certain area of soil for such a long and consistent 

time that the soil loses all of its nutrients and couldn’t grow any more crops. Places in Africa are having a 

big issue with avoiding this because they need to keep making more crops to continue living. The 

Problem is that the more often improper farming practices are performed the less time they’re given to 

regain its nutrients. 

Desertification 

Desertification, according to the United Nations, is “the degradation of land in arid, semi-arid and 

dry sub-humid areas, primarily as a result of human activities and climatic variations.” This is the ongoing 

situation in many African nations. Their soil turn infertile due to improper farming method, and naturally 

dry climate. Farmers couldn’t farm on certain land and lose profit, therefore negatively impacting the local 

economy. 

Soil Erosion 

Soil erosion is when the top layer of soil gets blown away by wind, tillaged, or washed away by 

water. This top layer of soil should be the most fertile considering crops and organisms died along the 

way. When the top layer is carried away, it gets replaced by the infertile soil that was once beneath the 

surface. Soil erosion is a problem in many African nations, and is difficult to address because it is 

partially caused naturally. According to FAO, it takes 1,000 years to naturally produce 2-3 centimeters of 

fertile soil.  
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Soil Nutrient Mining 

Soil nutrient mining happens when soil is drained of its nutrients. It is mainly caused by failure to 

replenish the soil and could take a while for it to regain nutrient. Soil nutrient mining can, and has, hurt 

the economies of many nations who highly rely on farming as a source of income-- because fertile land is 

a limited resource. 

History 

Agriculture has been the main source of food for humanity for over ten thousand years, and the 

issue of soil infertility has had a long-serving presence in African nations. Since the global population has 

been increasing drastically in the last few centuries, the demand for food and cultivation of crops has 

also increased. 

This issue is most prevalent in places such as Guinea, Congo, Angola, Rwanda, Burundi and 

Uganda (New York Times). These nations all have relatively poor farmers who cannot afford many tools 

and fertilizers to properly cultivate crops. They do not have the resources or time to properly keep the 

soil healthy, so their land loses all fertility after a few seasons of harvest. After this happens, they have 

no land to farm on and no crops to grow, therefore no income and food for the community. 

Ever since the slave trade began, Africa has been a relatively poor continent. With very little 

support from the economically developed nations, they were on their own and had not really made much 

development. Corruption is ubiquitous in Africa, which leads to issues like imbalance of monetary 

distribution, and not much can be done to fix these issues without help from foreign nations and 

organizations. It is also a very difficult issue to solve given the limited resources and awareness. 

Addressing soil infertility also requires a lot of financial aid, so it is less appealing to help with this issue 

as it seems like it would not bring much benefit to the organization/nation. 

It has only occurred recently that some organizations have begun to stress about this issue, one 

of the first being the establishment of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in 1994. 

This convention marked one of the first times that the international community came together and 

highlighted this issue. Although they have not yet solved the problem, it is a significant moment in history 

for soil infertility because it was the first time this issue was acknowledged by the rest of the world. In the 

past, the issue of soil infertility has been addressed as a factor or a cause of things such as lack of food 

in Africa, and not really an issue itself. It has been overshadowed by the more issues that it causes, and 

has not gotten the attention it really needs. 
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Figure 1: A global map of soil degradation from the UNEP 

 

Key Issues 

Lack of education on how to farm 

One primary cause for soil infertility is the lack of proper farming techniques. Unlike other nations 

who do not have this problem, the nations that do tend to be in a relatively poor economic situation, 

meaning they cannot fund various things to help enhance their agriculture. One of the most valuable 

things that can be used to enhance a nation’s agricultural system is education. In less developed places 

(such as Rwanda) there is a huge lack of education to farmers on how to properly cultivate land. If these 

farmers were better educated on how to more responsibly farm, then this problem would be way easier 

to deal with. Therefore lack education is a primary cause of this issue. 

Lack of funding and resources  

Another cause for soil infertility is the lack of funding to the agricultural sector of these nations’ 

economy. Without proper funding, these farmers are left uneducated on how to properly cultivate land 

(which can lead to other problems as mentioned in the previous subsection), with insufficient tools and 

fertilizers that could make cultivation more effective. Funding is a must-have to insure agricultural 

stability, and that is what these affected nations are immensely lacking.  
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Affected nations having no other source of economy  

Soil infertility is not only taking place in Africa, but also in many other places around the world 

(including a substantial amount of more economically developed countries, also known as MEDCs). 

However, these MEDCs are not really negatively affected by soil infertility like nations such as Rwanda 

and Angola, because they do not rely on crop cultivation as much as LEDCs like Rwanda and Uganda 

do. Wealthier nations have found other forms of income that are more stable, as opposed to these 

African nations who can only get money from farming. So, this problem chokes the economies of the 

affected nations by restricting the sources of their income. 

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

African Union Members 

Although a lot of places in the world have infertile soil, it is not anywhere near as impactful to any 

of these nations as it is to many African nations. Africa is known to have very poor soil (because a lot of it 

is a desert), and it has always been difficult to grow a surplus of crops there. Now, it is even more difficult 

to grow crops because the amount of over cultivation and lack of proper farming techniques. With each 

time crops are planted and then re-planted in the same area without giving the soil some time to regain 

some nutrients, the less fertile the soil becomes. It is because of the lack of space and time that this is 

occuring: because a lot of Africans are desperate for food and money so these farmers do not have the 

time or resources to wait until the soil is replenished to farm again. Rwanda, Uganda, Angola, and many 

other Sub-Saharan nations are suffering from this problem, and there is not a lot of action done to help 

address this issue from these nations’ governments as they either have many other issues that are at the 

forefront of their agendas, or more likely because they are corrupted.  

Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) 

AGRA is an organization based in Kenya and founded in 2006 who aims to improve food 

accessibility within many African communities in many ways, and ensure that “at least 15 countries are 

on a path toward sustainable and climate-friendly green agriculture” (AGRA). AGRA has done a lot to 

contribute to solving the issue of soil infertility in Africa, and many more problems in the region. For 

example, they have set up an individual report for each nation AGRA plans on improving. These reports 

include the nation’s agricultural context, reflections on previous actions in that nation, plans AGRA has 

for how to improve the nation’s situation, along with their budget and capacity to deliver. These reports 

are very thorough in description for each section and provides accurate information. Although they are 
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not fully into swing, having these plans is a move towards solving the issue of soil infertility (not to 

mention the other various issues that are planned on being tackled within these reports). 

African Union’s Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Program 

The African Union’s Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Program (CAADP) is a 

program established in 2003 by the African Union and the New Partnership for Africa's Development 

(NEPAD), and serves as“Africa’s policy framework for agricultural transformation, wealth creation, food 

security and nutrition, economic growth and prosperity for all.” (FAO) This program works towards 

sustainable agriculture in Africa, and one momentous plan has been established to really work towards 

this goal. The plan is called Agenda 2063, and according to the African Union, it is “[Africa’s] strategic 

framework that aims to deliver on its goal for inclusive and sustainable development and is a concrete 

manifestation of the pan-African drive for unity, self-determination, freedom, progress and collective 

prosperity pursued under Pan-Africanism and African Renaissance.” They have set up 20 goals to reach 

by 2063 that include improving living standards for people in Africa, increasing education throughout the 

continent, responsibly increasing agricultural production, and many more goals to improve life in Africa.  

 

Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events 

Date Description of Event 

July 24-27, 2014  Global Soil Partnership meeting: set a framework of how the annual meetings 
would go, what would be written on the reports, etc. 

January 1, 2015 

SDG goals are put into action — the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
adopted in September of 2015 that aim to end all forms of poverty (three of 
which strongly regard this issue, being SDGs 2, 8, and 15) (United Nations). 

December 2, 2017 

Draft resolution on managing soil pollution to achieve Sustainable 
Development (UNEP/EA.3/L.14): a resolution submitted by a group of African 
nations that asks for the issue to have more attention paid towards it, and asks 
other member states and organizations to look into supporting nations who are 
victims to soil infertility in various ways (of which include research).  

December 4, 2017 

The Secretary-General Message on World Soil Day and the Launch of the 
International Day of Soils. After the launch of the first International Day of Soils, 
UN Secretary-General António Guterres made a speech that stressed how 
prominent soil infertility is, and how essential healthy soil was for prosperity. He 
also emphasized how he really hoped that this issue would be tackled in the 
near future  

January 30, 2018 

Draft resolution on Managing soil pollution to achieve sustainable development 
(UNEP/EA.3/Res.6). A resolution submitted by the United Nations 
Environmental Programme that emphasized the importance of the issue of soil 
pollution and asked nations to use things such as science, financial aid, and 
investments to help ease the issue. It also called for a scientific report to be 
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established that constantly updates on trends in soil fertility, impacts on soil 
pollution, and some solutions to these issues. 

November 21, 2019 

Publication of “Feeding Africa’s Soils” by AGRA — This publication overviews 
how fertilizer in Africa is not abundant enough, and stresses its value. It also 
talks about how the environment can be made easier to grow crops on, and 
provides 12 methods and ideas (with implementation planning) on how to 
increase soil fertility throughout Africa. 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events  

● Status of World Soil Resources Report, 2015 

○ A report that recorded the condition of all the soil on Earth. It also provides some solutions 

on how governments can better the situation of soil that is losing fertility. 

● Establishment of World Soil Day, June 2013  

○ World Soil Day (endorsed in June 2013 and first celebrated December 5) is a day of the 

year that helps advocate for healthy soil worldwide. Each year, there is a new theme that 

encourages everyone to help with the certain issue (ex. soil erosion). 

● Global Symposium on Soil Erosion 

○ A meeting held by the FAO in Rome, Italy to (according to the FAO), “establish a common 

platform to present and discuss the latest information on the status of interventions and 

innovations in the field of soil erosion and related land management.” 

● The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, established 1994 

○ According to the convention’s report, its sole purpose is “to combat desertification and 

mitigate the effects of drought in countries experiencing serious drought and/or 

desertification, particularly in Africa, through effective action at all levels, supported by 

international cooperation and partnership arrangements…” 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

Although this issue has affected a large amount of people, not much effort has been made to 

solve this issue. It is because this issue has not been critical in places other than Africa that the 

international community has acted strongly on it. A few efforts have been made to approaching this 
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issue, and they have not had a huge effect. However, it is important that the efforts to solve the issue are 

acknowledged, and further actions are encouraged. 

One previous attempt at solving this issue would be the establishment of the Status of World Soil 

Resources Report in 2015. This report was one of the first actions taken on a global status regarding this 

issue. Although the publication of this report did not solve anything immediately, it made the international 

community more aware of the issue, and it presents solutions to the issue. Although these solutions have 

not really been implemented, it is some progress and should be acknowledged. 

Another previously attempted solution to this issue would be the establishment of Alliance for a 

Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA). AGRA is one of-- if not the most impactful NGO that has attempted 

to solve this issue. Since its establishment in 2006, Agra has contributed many projects to helping many 

African nations to better their soil and help create more stable farming systems. One example of how 

AGRA has helped these African nations would be how they have invested in a lot of ways to help 

Rwanda protect its soil and use it in a more responsible way. They have worked with the Rwandan 

government to help gain funds for fertilizers and farming equipment, and they have also helped convince 

private sectors to invest in the state-controlled sector of the Rwandan economy while still maintaining a 

stable market (AGRA).  

To conclude, there has been a lot of efforts to help address this issue, but not enough has been 

done. Efforts have been made as they should be acknowledged, but the issue is simply just too broad to 

tackle with just a few organizations. It needs attention from the international community to be fully 

resolved. Raising awareness is the hardest part of completely solving this issue: to be fair, if there was 

full contribution from the international community, funding and implementation would not be an issue at 

all. 

 

Possible Solutions 

1. Promoting the consumption and production of bugs. 

● Pros: Farming and harvesting bugs takes very little resources and space. Although 

insects may not be a perfect replacement for all of the crops being grown currently, it is a 

perfect temporary solution to this issue because it can provide food to the people of these 

nations that is rich in protein and calcium, cheap and easy to farm, consistent, and does 

not require many resources (such as soil). while the focus is on farming these bugs, the 

soil will not be used as much which will lead to the soil becoming more enriched with soil 

(to further enhance the fertilization of the soil, farmers could create fertilizers made of 

these bugs). 
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● Cons: One downside of this solution is that these bugs may not be a perfect substitution 

to these crops. For example, bugs may not provide the same nutrients that some 

vegetables do, which could perhaps lead to malnutrition (which is already an issue in 

affected nations). Another problem with this solution could be the implementation process. 

There are a lot of places that would need to have this implemented, so it will be a long 

process. Also, it is not certain that these people would accept this switch, so strong 

promotion will be needed to have this process put into play (so would funding). 

2. Implementing stronger education of farming techniques. 

● Pros: Education is one of — if not the most helpful thing a person can have. If people (not 

only farmers and especially the youth) are well educated on how to properly cultivate land 

without completely draining nutrients from the soil, then not only will there be more crops, 

but the nation’s economy would rise as well. This will lead to a nation with a decently 

stable and growing economy, along with an educated youth. 

● Cons: One issue with this solution is, of course, funding. A lot of money would be 

required to put this solution effectively into play; and the nations that need it the most 

don’t have it. This means that no one is sure where this funding would be coming from, 

and if a nation is asked to contribute, what would incentivise them to spend their money 

on teaching people in poor countries how to farm. Another problem with this issue is 

actual implementation. The majority of people doing the farming in these nations live in 

rural farming country that is spread out, so getting to these people will be both time and 

cost consuming. This will again come to the issue of lack of incentives. So two things that 

should be figured out is how will these nations asked to help be incentivised to actually 

contribute, and what is the most efficient and least cost consuming way to implement this 

solution. 
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