
News & Views on Desert if icat ion

United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 

DOWN EARTH

IFAD and the UNCCD
By Mr. Lennart Bage, President, International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) *

F  A   A ,  k  
j ,   k  
j   ,

       
, ,     j

     
 ,   

v       
;    x    U

 q    k  
  F  F v     

    ,

IYDD Special Edition Desert Nights in Rome
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Hama Arba Diallo

THE IYDD saw the Secretariat engaging with 
a completely new field of communication, 
with the staging of an International Film 
Festival entitled “Desert Nights: Tales from 
the Desert” at the Casa del Cinema in Rome. 
More than 80 films and documentaries from 
some 37 countries, particularly those affected 
by drought and desertification, were screened 
during the festival, which was held from 1 – 7 
December in the prestigious grounds of Villa 
Borghese.

A statement of support was issued by 
former United Nations Secretary General, 
Kofi Annan, who said, “the world of films 
may seem far removed from the issue of 
desertification, but Desert Nights connects 
them with an urgent message: desertification, 
the loss of productive land, must be halted if 
we are to protect the livelihood of more than 
1 billion people.”

At the helm was former Locarno International 
Film Festival artistic director, Irene Bignardi, 
who said that desertification is a very 
important issue to which we can call increased 
attention with an event like the Desert Nights 
festival. An honorary committee for the event 
included such illustrious names as literature 
Nobel Prize winners Gabriel Garcia Marquez 
and Wole Soyinka, authors Amitav Ghosh 
and Tahar Ben Jelloun, and film directors 
Bernardo Bertolucci, Wim Wenders and Abbas 
Kiarostami.

Ms. Bignardi explained, “While selecting more 
than 80 titles from many interesting materials 
submitted, we realized how, in the imagery 
of films, the fascination for deserts has been 
substituted over the years by a new-found 
awareness focused on the problems and ways 
of life of the desert and on the phenomenon of 
desertification; this is especially true when the 

We would like to extend ou  most 
sincere gratitude to our IYDD Honorary 
Spokespersons for their valuable efforts 
throughout the Year:

H.E. Mr. Cherif Rahmani, Minister of 
Environment of Algeria and President of the 
World Deserts Foundation. 
“Desertification is a transnational issue and a 
global problem.”

Wangari Maathai, Nobel Peace Laureate and 
founder of the Green Belt movement. 
“Desertification is the new enemy.”

Hristo Stoitchkov, Bulgarian international 
football star and Golden Boot Winner.
“We must not be indifferent to the problem and 
consequences of desertification.”

Desertification and land degradation are 
not inexorable forces of nature. Although 
droughts, floods and global warming play 
their part, desertification is a process that 
involves human action or inaction, such as 
deforestation and unsustainable agricultural 
practices. IFAD’s mandate to alleviate rural 
poverty is therefore inextricably linked to 
tackling land degradation and promoting 
the sustainable management of natural 
resources.
 
Recognizing the crucial role played by 
women in reversing desertification, IFAD 
fosters women’s participation in dryland 
management. The report, “Gender and 
Desertification: Expanding Roles for Women 
to Restore Dryland Areas” was presented at 
the 2006 International Conference on Women 
and Desertification in Beijing. IFAD supports 
the UNCCD in the framework of agricultural 
and rural development through its investment 
programmes, grants and policy initiatives.  
Over the past 27 years, IFAD’s support for 
dryland development and combating land 
degradation has totalled US$3.5 billion. 

IFAD hosts the Global Mechanism (GM) 
of the UNCCD – a specialized provider of 
financial advisory services on mobilizing 
resources to implement the Convention. 
The GM assists affected country Parties in 
achieving national development goals by 
identifying development priorities to combat 
land degradation and by influencing national 
development programming to contribute 
to global objectives such as the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs).
 
Of particular focus is the joint work 
mainstreaming UNCCD National Action 
Programmes (NAPs) into IFAD’s Country 
and Regional Strategy Opportunities Papers 
(COSOPs) and linking new IFAD-supported 
programmes and projects to GM-initiated 
processes. The net result is increasing 
resource flows in support of UNCCD-related 
initiatives.   
 
Further strengthening IFAD’s commitment to 
the UNCCD is its role as an Executing Agency 
of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) 
– an independent financial organization that 

provides grants to developing 
countries for projects with 
global environmental benefits 
and which contribute to 
sustainable livelihoods. The 
GEF’s Operational Programme 
on sustainable land management (OP15) 
uniquely positions IFAD to link projects 
addressing land degradation to poverty 
reduction and development concerns.  
  
Both IFAD and the GM will continue our 
efforts beyond the International Year of 
Deserts and Desertification to focus the 
attention of the international community on 
this problem by sponsoring and contributing 
to key events throughout the year in close 
cooperation with the UNCCD Secretariat. 

* For more information on IFAD, please visit its 
web-site: www.ifad.org

* A publication on the role of pastoralist women in 
combating desertification will be released this year 
with the generous funding of IFAD.
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Former Japanese Prime Minister H.E. Mr. 
Ryutaro Hashimoto. 
“Water issues and desertification are two sides of 
the same coin.” 
Mr. Hashimoto  was  appointed IYDD 
Honorary Spokesperson in January 2006, 
a role in which he worked tirelessly and 
demonstrated the utmost resolve and 
commitment until his untimely death on 1 
July 2006. The memory of the man and the 
legacy of his work remain as a source of 
constant inspiration.

film camera has changed hands, from western 
film-makers to those born and living in desert 
landscapes.”

The films were divided into three categories: 
fiction films; documentaries portraying real-
life stories of dryland communities; and 
a retrospective of the most celebrated cult 
movies on deserts, including classics such as 
Bertolucci’s The Sheltering Sky and Antonioni’s 
Zabriskie Point. While the documentaries shed 
light on the often harsh struggle of dryland 
communities, they also succeeded in revealing 
the vibrancy and optimism that abound in 
these places. 

Also on show was the Italian premiere of the 
documentary An Inconvenient Truth, which 
follows the story of Al Gore’s attempts to 
make the issue of global warming a recognized 
problem worldwide. Many of the films and 
documentaries were screened in the presence 
of directors, enabling the audience to ask 
questions and gain personal insights. 

The world’s most important and famous 
deserts were represented in all their haunting 
beauty, from the mighty Sahara to the Chinese 
Gobi desert; from the Chilean Atacama to 
Death Valley in the USA and the Kalahari in 
Namibia. One of the films screened, Sahara with 
Michael Palin, reveals, according to the BBC, 
“not the emptiness of endless sand dunes, 
but a huge and diverse range of cultures and 
landscapes and a long history of civilization.”

The Festival was organized with the support 
of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
the Italian Ministry of Environment, and 
under the patronage of the Italian Ministry of 
Cultural Heritage and Activities and the City 
of Rome.

Panel discussions involving international 
experts also took place on topics such as 
‘Deserts in Literature‘, ‘Case Studies on Lake 
Chad and the Aral Sea‘ and ‘Water as priority 
of the Millennium‘. 
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“The Future of the Drylands”

A number of important scientific conferences
took place during the course of the Year, the
largest of which was held in Tunis in June.
Organized by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), it brought together four hundred
scientists and policymakers to discuss the future
of drylands and to commemorate 50 years of
drylands research.

According to Walter Erdelen, UNESCO
Assistant Director-General for Science,  in the
1950’s a great sense of optimism prevailed that
we could green the world’s deserts. It was
believed that techniques such as cloud seeding
could bring rainfall to dry areas and that
improved irrigation techniques could boost
agricultural production. In short, it was thought
that poverty could be reduced through
technology.

Now, he says, that technological optimism has
been replaced by concerns about the human
impact on the environment, in particular global
warming. 

A book commissioned by UNESCO to mark
the IYDD entitled ‘The Future of Drylands -
Revisited’, was presented at the conference by
Professor Charles F. Hutchinson, Director of
the office of Arid Land Studies (OALS) at the
University of Arizona in Tucson. Some fifty
years after the publication of Gilbert F. White’s
book ‘The Future of Arid Lands,’ it takes a
critical look at the unintended consequences of
past thinking on dryland ecosystems and the
socio-economics of dryland development.

Spotlight on Science
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‘The Future of Arid Lands’ had predicted back
in 1956 that drylands would receive renewed
and sustained interest in coming decades,
whereas drylands have been plagued by
underinvestment, despite the loss of arable land
at an alarming rate. Mr. White had also
suggested in his book that perhaps the greatest
challenge was to translate our knowledge into
action at the level of individual farmers and
resource managers, and encouraged us to think
regionally rather than locally. The authors of
the new book state that we now understand the
challenge is a global one; and that we need to
foster global partnerships for development in
line with the Millennium Development Goals.

UNESCO environment expert, Thomas Schaff,
pointed to another constituency that needs to
join the battle - tourists. “The tourism sector can
bring financial benefit to the local people if it is
managed in a responsible and adequate way.
Tourists should be made aware of the life of the
local population and they should be shown how
to economise water and share it,” he said.  The
conference also attracted Italian actress Claudia
Cardinale, UNESCO goodwill ambassador
promoting ecology, who called attention to the
critical need for water in the ecological balance.
“Water must become an element of peace and
exchange rather than of conflict,” Cardinale said,
pointing as an example to the deforestation of
the Amazon region of Latin America.

A total of 64 scientific papers in eight thematic
sessions were dedicated to relevant dryland
issues. The discussions culminated in the
adoption of a ‘Declaration on Research Priorities
to Promote Sustainable Development in
Drylands’ – the Tunis Declaration. It calls for
putting science at the service of drylands research
and development and identifies twelve research
priorities. It request the scientific community
to make its findings available and
understandable to decision-makers and local
dryland communities, and calls upon
governments to use sound scientific knowledge
to formulate and implement policies, laws,
regulations and action programmes vis-a-vis
environmental issues.

For the full Tunis declaration, please see: http:/ /
www.unesco.org/mab/ecosyst/drylands/
docs/E_Tunisdeclaration.pdf

Almeria: Desertification and Migration Issue Revisited

“Deserts and Desertification –
Challenges and Opportunities”

Despite technological advances 
in genetic modifications of 

organisms to be drought and 
pest resistant, drylands 

countries ar  still among the 
poorest in the world

Israel played host to a conference in November 
jointly organized by the UNCCD and the 
Jacob Blaustein Institutes for Desert Research 
at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev. 

Dryland biodiversity and the ecosystem, 
agro forestry, and the impact of climate 
change on drylands were among the topics 

Point and Ecology Professor, Uriel Safriel, 
cited the possibilities offered by deserts; 
for example, replacing agriculture with 
aquaculture, promoting eco-tourism, and 
encouraging urban development like in Las 
Vegas or Riyadh. He added, “The message 
coming from here is that desert drylands are 
opportunities for mankind, not curses.”

 

Participants in the conference visited solar 
energy and development centres, desert eco-
tourism sites, aquaculture facilities and algae 
growing centres. They were also invited to 
a 3rd century BCE Nabatean desert caravan 
site and 6th century Byzantine community 
remains, allowing them to experience ancient 
desert cultures, migration habits and water 
cistern preservation techniques.

Palestinian Authority General Director of 
Water & Environmental Development, Nader 
al Khateeb, said that despite the political 

major issues agree on environment.”

For more information, please visit:

“Climate and Land Degradation”

“Under the scenario of climate change, 

so will their impact on global food security,” 
WMO Secretary-General Michel Jarraud 
told the opening session of an international 
workshop held mid-December in Arusha, 
Tanzania.  “It is vital that we redouble efforts 
to assess the climate.”  

Organized by the WMO and UNCCD, 
discussions during the four-day meeting 
centred upon how to promote more effective 
use of weather and climate information for 
reducing land degradation.

considered prime land for feeding a global 
population expected to reach 8.2 billion by 
2020, early warning systems for climate change 

The Seventh Session of the Conference of 
the Parties (COP-7), held in October 2005 
in Nairobi, Kenya, decided that the priority 
theme for discussion by the Committee on 
Science and Technology at its eighth session 
would be “The effects of climatic variations 
and human activities on land degradat n: 

integration of mitigation and adaptation 
practices for livelihood improvement.”

UNCCD Executive Secretary Hama Arba 
Diallo said early warning systems would 
become more and more critical in the 
context of global warming, and highlighted 
the importance of developing further 
collaboration with WMO in the battle against 

Measures taken by WMO to address 
weather, climate and water-related issues 
to meet UNCCD requirements include 
implementation of observance systems, 
enhancement of prediction capabilities, and 
support to Parties and regional institutions 
with drought-related programmes.

Conference participants visiting an 
aquaculture facility in the Negev desert.

The overall issue of migration is currently 
capturing worldwide attention. Last 
September, the United Nations General 
Assembly held a high-level dialogue on 
international migration and development, 

acknowledged had become a global issue: 
“We are all in this together. More countries 

by, international migration than at any time 
in history.“ While the high-level dialogue 
highlighted some of the undeniably positive 
aspects of the phenomenon, environmentally-
driven migration tells the other side of the 
story, with often tragic consequences.

The International Organisation for Migra-

as one of the major causes of individual as 
well as mass migrations. Tentative estimates 
indicate that at least 135 million people could 

be forced to leave 
their lands. Further 
estimates show that 
some 900,000 people 
emigrate each year 
from Mexico to the 
USA - the equivalent 
of over 2,000 people 
per day – the 
majority from farm 
communities facing 

drought.

This increasingly 
urgent topic of 

theme of an international conference last 
October in the Spanish city of Almeria. 
It had also hosted the First International 

Migration in 1994, and is itself no stranger 
to these related issues. Many Europeans 
are completely unaware, in fact, that 

home. Spain, especially its southern regions, 
has always been one of the driest parts of 
Europe. The most important causes of the 
problem are drought, intensive farming 
of either crops or cattle, tourism and the 
booming construction industry, which 
especially affects coastlines. In regions such 
as southern Almería, 70 percent of the land 
is affected. 

Held under the patronage of HRM Queen 
Sophia of Spain, who opened the event, 

HRM Queen Sophia of Spain presiding at the opening ceremony 
of the conference. 
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To read the workshop statement, please go to: 

Statement.pdf

this Second International Symposium on 

of tackling a problem which shows no 
signs of abating. A major factor which was 
highlighted is the important three-way 

migration. 

Distressing images of boatloads of people 
risking their lives under treacherous 
conditions in a desperate bid to reach Europe 
have become all-too-common. Their goal:  to 
have the opportunity to earn a decent living 
which the parched soils back home can no 
longer offer. 

Many of the conference participants were 
from North and West Africa; countries 
of origin of many of these environmental 
refugees, and from where emigration to 

increasing from 1 million (in 1995) to 4.8 
million in 2005 (or 11.2%). 

In his address to the conference, UNCCD 
Executive Secretary Hama Arba Diallo said 
that the potential for political instability 
from drought, famine or forced migration 

countries, but are forced to do so; a fact which 
policy makers often fail to underline. 

Several policy proposals were adopted, 
one of which calls for international and 

Another deals with new international 
initiatives, such as the creation of an 

(IPCD), to assess global knowledge and 
develop proposals for bottom-up policies 
and measures. 

Noting  that Spain has experienced the  

migration of all the EU countries, participants 
suggested that it develop a research body 
to create policies on the interrelationship 

Also proposed was a joint Spanish-Mexican-
German initiative within the OECD to study 
these linkages and promote solar energy 
in drylands in the most affected countries. 
Spain and Germany have already been 

the „Plataforma Solar de Almeria“ (PSA). 

Close to one-third of developed countries 
have restricted immigration from developing 
countries, and strengthened border controls 
have been introduced. A salient point made 
during the event, however, putting the issue 
into perspective, was that no nation can 
build a wall around itself high enough to 
deter the forces that further degrade the land 
and accelerate poverty.

To read the conclusions, please visit: 
www.sidym2006.org
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Bamako: Giving a voice to young peopleMontpellier: Civil Society Calls for Action
“We affirm that desertification isn’t a fate, that it can and must be
fought, and that the time for determined action has come!”

Algiers: Desertification and
the International Policy Imperative

New York: Round Table of Experts
discusses way forward for the Convention

Opening ceremony of youth camp at the Madinga Hills, Bamako, Mali.
Photo © Piero Gagliardo

These were the resolute words summing 
up the Montpellier Appeal to Combat 

in implementing national and international 

The full text of the Montpellier appeal is available 
on the website under: http://www.desertif-actions.

7

Min. of Land Planning & 
Environment, Algeria

Continued environmental degradation and 

and environment management initiatives 

that investment in the sustainable use and 

sustainable livelihood while preserving the 

The Bamako Statement is available on the website 

governments and international development 

representatives endorsed a proposal initiated 

For more information, please visit: http://www.

that more attention should be given to better 

The outcome of the meeting is available on the website 

docs/outcome-eng.pdf



United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
External Relations and Public Information
Hermann-Ehlers Strasse 10
53113 Bonn, Germany
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This newsletter is published by the UNCCD secretariat.
Down to Earth’s aim is to report on global desertification trends.
It provides general information only and does not represent
the official views of the United Nations or any of its specilized
agencies.

Articles may be reprinted giving appropriate credit.
UNCCD secretariat is inviting readers to submit comments and
contributions for publication.  Please send submissions, inquiries
and orders to: press@unccd.int

© 2007 UNCCD. All rights reserved.
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World Environment Day
and International Biodiversity Day
focus on Drylands

Photo Exhibit
The Beauty of Deserts -
The Challenge of Desertification

Beijing: Women on the Front lines Combating Desertification

Desertification Exhibition Train at Algiers Station.

UNCCD wishes to thank The International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD) for its generous 
support with the publication of this newsletter.

*For further information on the CBD, please visit 

*For more on the UNEP publication ‘Global 
Deserts Outlook’ please see:  http://www.unep.
org/geo/gdoutlook/

its web-site: www.biodiv.org

 
 

The Beijing Statement is available on the website 
under: http://www.iydd.org/documents/iydd_docs/
bsfrev4.pdf

Photo © Michael Martin.


