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Extension of the T har desert - A myth o r reality ?
Part I - A nalysis of rainfall
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ABSTRACT. In view of recent contradictor)' statements about the extensionof the 1 hac desert, this problem
has been examined from meteorological point of view. For this purpose meteorological clements for stations
located within 30 and 50 em annual isohyet s have been subjec ted to vigorous statistical tests. Eighty years data
(1901·1980) have been used in the analysis. In this pari. besides rainfall, the march of the desert has also been
studied fromclimatic water balance.

The study reveals that, the rainfall in the buffer zone between 30 and SO em isohycts is not experiencingany
systematic decreasing trend. Study or climatic water balance also does not support the view of any climatic
shifts. taking place around the Thar desert. Thus, from the rainfa ll and the water balance considerations, it
can be safely said that the so called onward march of the Thar desert is not a reality.

J. IntroduclioD

There has been a fairly widespread conception that-the
Thar desert is ad va ncing and encroaching upon the
adjoining fertile lands. T he Pla nning Commissio n
in th e first Five-Y« IJ' Plan observed that the great India n
desert of Rajastha n is spreading outward in a co nvex
arc ut thc ra tc of a bout ~ a milc (0. 8 km) per year and is
engulfing approximately 50 sq. miles (140 sq. km) of
fcrti lc la nd every year. This view had becn widely held
by the p ublic , bot h lay and informed, bul not by Ihe
scientific community as a whole. Various bio logical.
e1 imat ological an d a rcheologica l evidences do nol una
nimou sly a nd co nclusively supporl or reject this hypothe
sis. As earl y as 1948, Pithawalla (1948) refuted the
expansion theo ry. G orr ic (1950) also maintained that
land adjoining the desert is not being engulfed by sand .
On thc o the r hand, Ba nerjee (1952) co ntended tha t,
there ha s been a decrease in rai nfa ll a nd increase in
tem perature in the region. In recent years the possibi
lity of desert march has been q ual ita tively ana lysed
by Mann et Ill. (1974) by study ing the land usc pa t tern ,
wate r avail ab ility and cro p yield. They observed, a t least
tentatively. tha t factors con sidered do not support
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the desert spre ad theory. Th c only scientific treatment
to end the controversy appear 10 be to have a detailed
analysis of the pa rameters characteristics of the deser t
conditions. Suc h an attempt has been made in the
present study.

It has been demon strated by various workers that ,
the sand d unes stabilise on ly when the yearly rai nfa ll
exceeds 30 cm , because this rainfall am ount favo urs
growth of vegetation over the dunes, Satellite imageries
ha ve confirmed that active sa nd dunes arc normally
confined to the west of 30 em isohyct . Ove r long
period of lime, it implies that once the sa nd dunes form,
they would start drifting more actively if the rainfa ll
continue to be less than 30 em, The dunes, when the
ra infall exceeds 30 em, tend to stabilize itse lf, the soil
Iormati on occurs and the vegetation start s growing
(Agarwal uud M isra 1983).

It is for this purpose, the border zone between the
isohycts of 30 a nd 50 cm a nnual rai nfa ll within the
India n pari of the Thar desert Was selected for th e
st udy.
















