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The Arabian Deserts
The Everlasting Giving and the Challenge of Desertification

Deserts are considered as a part of drylands* which form natural ecosystems that cover 41.3%
of the earth’s land area and are home to over two billion people. Deserts are real open air
museums that preserve through their magnificence the beauty and nobleness of the memory of
mankind. They are a common human heritage with their unique ecosystems, beauty, rich history

and cultural values.

Unfortunately, the cultural heritage and the civilizations of the deserts peoples are threatened
with extinction due to forced social changes driven by economic developments and changes
in the production tools and patterns of desert resources and ecosystem services. Moreover,
desertification directly affects more than 250 million people and threatens the livelihood of over

one billion in 110 countries all over the world.

Humanity should be aware of the beauty and significance of the desert ecosystems and the
dangers of desertification. The deserts and the set of cultures and civilizations they embody are
an important human heritage. Desertification, on the other hand, is the result of a multitude of
destructive factors — mainly driven or exacerbated by human activities — that represent one of the
greatest challenges to environmental sustainability, human security and achievement of sustainable
development goals. Furthermore, desertification entails potential devastating consequences in

terms of social and economic costs.

The Arabian deserts constitute over 20% of the global deserts area and occupy vast areas of the
Arab world. Human populations in these deserts are concentrated in the oases and in the areas
where surface or groundwater is available. Arab deserts have a very long history. Itis said that the
Grand Sahara was densely populated between 6000 - 4000 BC. Rain-fed agriculture was possible
until 2000 BC, and rangelands were suitable for raising livestock until 1000 BC when camels
were introduced from central Asia.

The desertification in the Arab region is a serious problem in terms of magnitude and

implications.

*Drylands include all terrestrial regions where the production of crops, forage, wood and other ecosystem services are
limited by water. Formally, they encompass all lands where the climate is classified as dry subhumid, semiarid. arid or
hyper-arid. (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005. Ecosystems and Human Well-being: Desertification Synthesis.

World Resources Institute, Washington, DC).
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This problem was exacerbated in the second half of the last century due to the increase in
population and the associated pressures on the resources of the already fragile ecosystems. Other
factors causing desertification in the Arab region include climate change and frequent drought
events, the change of the social system patterns, the change of production patterns and finally
the depletion of water resources. The Arab Center for the Studies of Arid Zones and Dry Lands
(ACSAD) estimates the area of degraded lands in the Arab countries at over 316 million hectares.

This is quite a significant area in a region with extremely limited fertile lands.

In recognition of the importance of preserving desert ecosystems and their cultures and the urgent
need to combat desertification, the UN General Assembly has designated the year 2006 as the
International Year of Deserts and Desertification (IYDD). All countries of the world, international
and regional organizations, NGOs and local communities were invited to celebrate this important

occasion, and to stimulate worldwide awareness on deserts and desertification.

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) celebrated the IYDD by dedicating the
World Environment Day 2006 to this issue under the loge “Deserts and Desertification: Don’t
Desert Drylands™. UNEP also carried out several activities in this regards including international
conferences, workshops, scientific publications among other media and outreach activities aiming
atraising awareness on deserts and desertification. The Arab Center for the Studies of Arid Zones
and Dry Lands (ACSAD) also joined the international and regional organizations in celebrating the
1YDD. Accordingly, ACSAD carried out in partnership with these organizations several regional
workshops, expert meetings and seminars. In addition, ACSAD produced several publications

and posters among other outreach and media activities in celebration of this occasion.

The publication of this book comes in parallel with the production of a 30 minutes documentary
film that carries the same title: “The Arabian Deserts: The Everlasting Giving and the Challenge
of Desertification” and an extended celebration of the ITYDD. The documentary film and this
book were the outcome of the joint efforts and cooperation between ACSAD and UNEP/ROWA,
with a financial contribution from the UNESCO Regional Office for Sciences in Cairo-Egypt.

The book describes the natural forms and shapes of the Arabian deserts and their resources and
highlights their spiritual, cultural and economic importance and significance. It also addresses
some of the environmental, social and economic issues in these deserts with a special notion
to the socio-economic and cultural changes induced by modernization and development needs.
Moreover, the book addresses the causes of desertification in the Arabian deserts and means to
combat it as reflected by past and ongoing efforts undertaken by the Arab countries. Finally, the
book sheds a light on the role of ACSAD, UNEP, and other national, regional and international
organizations in preserving desert ecosystems and cultures and in combating desertification.

10



09 Golmall Aldl alaill Lle Llaseh diead¥ lgis iyl
@od Acogaall Axzasedl DLl jomaill AlShe AxblSeq \gsgad
fetamm U39 ity S ylowall 9ol plall oS 2006 plalt dusadl
slais M aal) aadoell ibuingo g Al gl Aad8)l Dilakaillg ol
ey o pomall Llald g (Alall (S0 g3 jadg cuwlidl ongs
Solonall gl Alalls Ll @ird) Buseill o ¥l zeli, Lai>lg
i ol g (S ylomalt, 2006 plald hladl Acdip g Hlad IS oeaillg
A gt il a5 301 (yo acial) Aeld) () Aol Als-Lall usl )N 1g poeg Y
Graxd () aBalgl aedle M Silbalicdig Dilauallly dcalall ol yloYig
el i Il s . omailig el Llad g plall < 5l
adglig Al Sledaddl al>lall ol ¥1g Abladl Glolill Silwl
Dl gl (yo dsdall Ael8l_ac jomatlly S Hlomall L gli plally e latio
laalllg Dile gdall pe el jloo! g e daN 4y glig

22185 30 asie asthg el zlis) ae (851 il SLSIHIAD Hlousl Silig
el (Suoxi g @il slaall :a sall S lmwall, O gaall (sl Lesw
a8loell Blolill Dbty (oo pall 35 i (ye JSo O 9lat B pad sl (SANg
i) a8 CaSU- At A sl me Nt zels jug Alalall ol Hig
e - gSuwigull Aalale (3 pglall LeuldY) CSU Aedluang Ll

.5 &Ll

S)loeall Aarlaiddig aylacelly dxgll axeadl SUSH a9
A3LaT8Vlg Auclato Vg Al Halai¥l ) 85kl Lo iyl
Sitad il Agasdt g lidly clgeisily LISily cauacdall 1a)igeg
CUASs A jlas g Aaliatdlg aclatiol ol 480 0 Alidi Lag lgud
d ol Joull diia>le g AindISe (8009 yoeaill wiliwd QLS ) o
GBlolalt Skt yl) L pall 355,11 5 g0t) Ablus! (Jlead) 1A 3 Siljlani) (e
S ot adgullg A yall lakaidlg aluudd Buoeilt @ i el 5 g a8l

il le adlallg 2 pall S slowiall Avald 3

11



12

Contents

Acknowledgments . 6
Introduction - The Arabian Deserts: The Everlasting Giving and the

Challenge of DESEIfICAION .o 8
Forms and Types of the Arabian deserts..........ccoceciennn 16
The Arabian Deserts: A World Heritage ... 28
The Bedouins and the Art of Coexisting with Deserts ... 40
WaALET BASINS oo e 60
O e e 68
Desertification, causes and reSultS. ... 74
Combating desertifiCation ... 94
Modern Agriculture and Social Changes ..., 112
Global Partnership for Combating Desertification ... 124
A Call for BUMANILY....ccoes s e 128



17
29
41
61
69
75
95
113
125
128

ziliginoll

R S

ol Samdg @il slkaall (20 ,al Ssloualt - asdie
4 g3l A pall (6 ylowalt IS
Ghe 0 A all S lowall
Soloualigs yialailingidg g
aall Latg X

laail

zoliallg w1 - powuailt

ouaill AxaiSa

A lads Yol aadli gy dodiaci ;3
ruadl asalSl adle A i

......... Aalusdt ) s

13






[
3
N.l
]
3
A
3
3




Forms and Types of
Arabian Deserts

I'he desert consists of different types ol
sands that cover 1ts surface.

or form dunes whose shapes differ
according to the direction of winds that
blow across the desert.

[ 'hirty -eight names are used by the Arabs

1o denote difterent .‘~|1£IPL'*~ ol dunes.
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Deserts with moving sands
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Deserts with bare dunes.
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Deserts with sand dunes fixed by native plants.
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Deserts covered with volcanic rocks , small stones and gravel.
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There are steppes,
which are still fertile rangelands for camels, goats and sheep.
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It is the desert,

A unique planet granted by God to mother earth: the planet of man. a beautiful planet,
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The desert, the sun, the sea and the sky:
the magnificence of the creation.
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Eastern edges of the Empty Quarter.
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Western edges of the Sinai Peninsula.
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The Arabian Deserts:
A World Heritage

The Arabian Deserts.

In the mind of humanity, they are the cradle

of the heavenly religions.

In the Arabian Deserts, prophets were
prepared to receive their divine revelation.
Spiritually overwhelmed by the magnificence
and serenity of the deserts, they led nations

and established civilizations.

In the great memory of humankind they

embody nobility and beauty.

For thousands of years all humans, believers
and nonbelievers alike, glorified these lights

that brightly gleamed in the Arabian Deserts.

In the Arabian Deserts, many civilizations

were born .

This 1s the desert, a spiritual treasure for
Man, a breathing space for the earth. and an
optimal integration of unique ecosystems.

In the Deserts one can discover the grandeur
ol the universe and the magnificence of the

succession of day and night.

28




day Rl Zl,b.njl
Solle 2alysi

4 yall (5 slouall

e Lea¥) 58T g Lyl (6 )lono 2.
@)w$5@3ﬂ$;lp‘a}|s’bmi i
Ob)lias guyig Lesi 19alad

doulaall Aolui¥I 3,815 2

“-'“'4'.?'9&}"'5 ‘J.ﬂ

(Ot | BN e

(riade il g (nieda oo yicdly

D 550 (el A1 511 A D
Shlasdl (e S Oy el g luall 2

.a‘;;._.a_“q_a_)”
(O8I dslae HLuaN B e Lgud
ey Sl asls ac g

29


















The ruins of Palmyra,
the oasis which was a kingdom,
are still standing up, as an amulet against the ghosts of extinction.
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Petra, the rosy mountainous city, Jordan

e e

293 Jlnd! @

4o

.‘:J.'IJS" !

36












The Bedouins and the
Art of Coexistence
with Deserts

[raversing the desert, everybody would
wonder how Bedouins

were able, for thousands of years.

to live in!

['he nomad Bedouins mherited means

of coexisting with steppes and deserts
and have throughout history established
socioeconomic systems

compatible with the surrounding
environmental ecosystems,

waters and rangelands.

[he lifestyle of human communities was
nomadic and semi-nomadic,

in search of pasture and water.

This Bedouin lifestyle induced a set of
values and formed an environment-
friendly system based on the principles of
sustainability and self=sufficiency, which
provides food, clothing. housing, and

lransport.
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Camels are an integral part of the agro-pastoral systems.
Camel milk contains chloride, vitamin C, semi-insulin materials and antibiotics.
Camel's meat is nutritive and palatable
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Sheep: An integral part of the Bedouins life.
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Sheep: A source of food and clothing and a symbol of wealth and pride.

<ol 9890 JeygcluSoclad JMAPLE‘S'!

49



In ancient Egypt the ram was considered as a holy symbol.
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The Arabic language has
many synonyms for the term “sheep”.
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Date palm is an important agro-ecological feature of the Arabian deserts.
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The Arabians consider the date palm as a blessed tree and a source of bounty.
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Date palm still influences the lifestyle of the Arabs, and its fingerprints
influence the modern Arab architecture and many streets in the Arab cities.
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Truffles: One of the desert secrets.
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Water Basins

Despite the dominant arid climate and the scarcity
of rainfall,

large underground water basins exist in the Arab
deserts.

Famous tor good water were these wells which are
still spread across deserts.

Since ancient times poets have eulogized the rich
OASCS,

palm date gardens, and clusters of dates.

Nowadays, many Arab towns and cities

still largely depend on desert water to meet their
basic needs.

Many new agricultural projects flourished thanks
to the desert water.

they are now scattered m many Arab countries.
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Oil

In recent years the Arab deserts have been
blessed by the discovery ol new natural

FeSOUrces.

the discovery ol oil and precious metals has
drastically affected the Arab region, and
has as well brought about major changes
worldwide.
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A unique view of oil wells within the rangeland areas in eastern Syria.
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There are two faces of the desert,
one is charming and the other is dusty and grim.

76

2] pouall ul‘:_-_, Ul
iy il yigpml g






When storms blow and sands cover the roads, man has to stop and retreat.

e g i O Jle 31 (3 lall Jadly ol sall 5535 Ledie Olui¥ e

78

© Unevirsity of Ain Shams, De.-M. A.Yahiya












The introduction of new and unstable crops at the expense of the natural rangelands
exposed them to various types of desertification.
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Biological methods to fix sand dunes.
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sand dunes fixation by Mechanical methods.
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sand dunes fixation using palm fronds.
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Sand traps for sand dune fixation.
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Vegetative cover rehabilitation in Sabha, Jordanian steppe.
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& Secretary of Agriculture, Animal Wealth and Water Resources , Jamahirya.

Rangeland seeding by planes . Libya .
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Rangeland protection - Libya.
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Measuring rainwater runoff in Libya.

@ Secretary of Agriculture, Animal Wealth and Water Resources , Jamahirya.
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Use of wind energy to extract groundwater.
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Rainwater harvesting in surface reservoirs in the Arabian steppes.

- A el $3lg 2 diniand i (paud sUas¥iolis shas

111

































Community participation.




Public awareness.
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Global Partnership for
Combating Desertification

Desertification is a worldwide concern.

[t can only be resolved through a global partnership.

It is a major environment deterioration concern.

The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
UNCCD, signed by the majority of the countries of the world,
has called for

“the necessity to combat desertification and

alleviate the impact of drought through

international co-operation and partnership agreements.”

Protection of desert ecological systems and combating land
degradation are of central concern and focal attention of the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)

and the Arab Centre for the Studies of Arid Zones and Dry Lands
(ACSAD).

Both organizations co-operate with UNESCO and other partners

in the region to activate efforts towards this goal.
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A Call for humanity PR Ok} (g [P

Bare dunes and a lush oasis, desert drum and a steppe flute. Tunes seem to be reiterating
the melancholy question:

where would humanity be heading if it continues to overlook the dangers of
desertification and to do little about it?!

The desert tunes,

a call for awareness and caution: Desertification is dangerous!

So, may humanity beware!
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The entire international community 1s
invited today to make concerted efforts to
combat desertification and to rehabilitate
and preserve the natural ecosystems at the
global level. It 1s a struggle that we may
lose some of its early battles, but one that
we should continue together, so that the
human environment may win.
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