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The quality of data is an ongoing challenge for measuring indicators. Some countries can build on 
an existing comprehensive data base, while others have very little data available. We cannot 
expect countries to measure all 11 impact indicators at once. They could start with two or three 
indicators first and expand as more data become available and there is more participation. The 
challenge is to get started so that we can compare DLDD impacts across countries and regions.

Capacity building

To make countries capable of measuring impact indicators for DLDD, we have to invest a great 
deal of effort in capacity building. The challenge is not only to include countries that already have 
good data and participate in major international projects, but also to concentrate on countries 
where stakeholders are willing to measure impact indicators but perhaps do not have the 
knowledge, infrastructure or resources to do so. The UNCCD would like to reach out to these 
countries and bring them on board. We want all UNCCD Parties to participate. I am not so keen 
on the word ‘family’, but in this sense it may work, as the UNCCD wants to create a ‘family’ 
around DLDD aspects in order to work together and learn from each other.

Many institutions are used to charging a fee for their data and experience, but I am calling on 
scientists to share their knowledge and findings through papers in scientific journals, books, the 
internet or through workshops with stakeholders at grassroots level, as well as the UNCCD 
secretariat. We have to create and participate in networks relating to UNCCD work – on a 
national, regional and global scale.

Making global knowledge available

The UNCCD is currently developing a tool that enables and encourages more knowledge-sharing. 
We want our knowledge management system to become a key component of awareness-building 
efforts. Let’s look at existing systems. We must not duplicate. Instead, we should pull all the 
strands together. There are so many networks out there on the internet, in the countries in every 
region, among organisations and so on. If we make use of the experience and knowledge that are 
out there, I can see networking on DLDD issues booming in future.

Scientists do not have to sit in their offices and see their role primarily in preparing scientific 
publications. It is vital to share your findings with other stakeholders and contribute to networks 
of all kinds. As researchers, it is our responsibility to promote and demonstrate good science and 
share it with others, especially the people affected by land degradation, desertification and 
drought. We would therefore like to invest major efforts in building up a sound UNCCD 
knowledge management system.

Pressing issues

I believe that food security is one of the most pressing issues we are currently facing and that it 
needs urgent attention, especially from a scientific and technological perspective in the UNCCD. 
Research on soil fertility, erosion and adaptation to drought is needed if we want to protect 
people’s livelihoods, which will be increasingly at risk. Today, 60 infants in every 1,000 in the 
drylands die due to food shortage. This is terrible! With the expected population growth, the 
situation will become even worse. The UNCCD’s CST urgently needs to address these issues.

A broader understanding of science
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It is a common mistake to think of science only in terms of scientific publications and academic 
research. I work a lot with rural poor people in southern Africa and learn a lot from them. The 
local land users and managers have their own knowledge systems and I believe that they are all 
“scientists” in their own particular way. Through their traditional and local knowledge systems 
they know how to adapt to periods of drought, which plants are poisonous for their livestock, 
where to find water in arid systems, etc.

The challenge lies in bridging the gap between local and scientific knowledge and ensuring that 
the local land users&slquo; knowledge is properly recognised and shared with others. Farmers 
have measured aridity for many years – scientists often still struggle to find methods to do so.

Policymakers depend on good science. For example, if a government wants to know how many 
people are affected by land degradation or drought in their country, they have to rely on good 
scientific data and results. Policymakers are often accused of making the wrong decisions, but in 
many cases they simply lack sound scientific information.

Conclusions

I am very excited about the current developments within the Committee on Science and 
Technology and hope that we can build on the wave we are currently riding. I see a positive future 
for the UNCCD, if we improve the participation of all the member countries. We need good 
science to act as a firm basis for effective policies and responses to DLDD. The CST is therefore 
committed to promoting science and technology in all regions, among all stakeholders, and at all 
levels ú from grassroots up to policymakers in governments.

We are currently in a very challenging phase, as the Convention is addressing vital issues as 
discussed at the CST S-2 in Bonn. If we can get the buy-in and increase the participation of more 
stakeholders, especially scientists, I am confident that the UNCCD will succeed and continue to 
move in a positive direction.

SPECIAL REPORT 

Long-awaited precipitation and irrigation ease 
drought in China

The World Meteorological Organization has recently supported forecasts that climate change 
will lead to more extensive, frequent and intense droughts. This year’s most serious droughts 

hit for instance the northern regions of China and Kenya. They provide a foretaste of what to 
probably expect in future. UNCCD News looks at how China has dealt with the lack of rain. 

“The challenge lies 
in bridging the gap 
between local and 
scientific knowledge.”
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For months, thousands of Chinese farmers waited for rain. The soil turned drier and drier, 
putting the winter wheat crop in China’s “breadbasket” at risk. Then in late February 2011, rain 
and snow provided some relief for the millions of hectares of affected farmland. Since then, the 
chances that farmers will reap a good harvest in June have improved.

The drought has severely impacted China’s northern provinces that produce two-thirds of the 
country’s wheat. But it is not only the crop that has suffered from the lack of rain. According to 
official estimates, the shortage of drinking water affected some 2.6 million people and 2.8 million 
livestock.

Anti-drought measures

Faced with the far-reaching threat of drought, China did not want to trust only in its good 
fortune. Instead, it implemented comprehensive anti-drought measures. “With concerted efforts, 
the impact of drought can be allayed or even eliminated,” said Chen Xiwen, director of the office 
for the Communist Party of China Central Committee’s Leading Group on Rural Work. By 
mid-February, the Chinese government had dispatched some 77,000 people to fight drought in its 
major winter wheat-growing regions. As one of the measures, they dug some 11,000 wells, 
carrying 360,000 cubic metres of water, according to the Chinese Meteorological Association.

Cloud-seeding

In the province of Shandong, the meteorological authorities launched their largest cloud-seeding 
operation in 20 years by firing 5,800 silver-iodide rockets and flares into the atmosphere to 
increase rainfall. The China Meteorological Administration says that its weather modifications in 
northern China in February increased average precipitation by 16 to 17 percent. However, 
scientists elsewhere question the positive effects of dispersing chemicals, as the journal 
Atmospheric Research reports.

Irrigation

According to the Chinese Ministry of Water Resources, the eight drought-affected regions have 
irrigated 13 million hectares – almost 70 percent of the total acreage – of winter wheat with more 
than four billion cubic metres of water since last fall.

In the city of Handan in Hebei Province, farmers received training in practical measures to 
maintain soil humidity. With special tools, they loosened the soil to prevent it from hardening. 
This method ensures that no crops die due to fast water evaporation in the soil, reports Chinese 
TV station CNTV.

Economic effects

In its special alert, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) pointed to 
higher wheat prices and said that in January 2011, the average retail price of wheat flour had risen 
by more than eight percent in China compared to two months earlier. As China is the world’s 
largest grower and consumer of wheat, a shortfall in China’s crop also puts pressure on global 
wheat prices, reports Damian Grammaticas from the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC).

Although the drought in China has had a global impact, those it hit hardest are the people living 
in China’s northern provinces. With their livelihoods at risk, all they can do is hope for rain – and 
that the government’s anti-drought measures will have an effect.

http://www.mwr.gov.cn/english/fcdrc.html
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South-to-North Water Diversion Project to mitigate China’s water scarcity

China is increasingly suffering from both water scarcity and uneven water distribution. The south is 
fed by the Yangtze River, while the north is facing problems such as depleting surface water, shallow 
groundwater and even a decrease in water levels in deep groundwater aquifers. China’s booming 
industry has an unquenchable thirst for water and its ever-growing megacities are driving up the 
demand for water, according to a study published by Columbia University.

In response, the Chinese government is building the South-to-North Water Diversion Project to 
channel water from the Yangtze and Yellow rivers to three rivers in the arid north. However, there  
are many critical aspects of this mega-project, such as the relocation of 330,000 people.

Nevertheless, the Chinese State Council assigned an important role to south-to-north water diversion in its efforts to combat this 
winter’s drought. According to Chinese news agency Xinhua, the province of Shandong, which was severely affected by the drought, 
irrigated over 41,000 hectares of its wheat crop using water from the project.

The situation remains serious, however. There are concerns that water scarcity will greatly constrain China’s economic growth. In 
the northern plain, which is home to 200 million people and includes the cities of Beijing and Tianjing, water will remain a scarce 
and precious natural resource.

PRACTICE 

Yak and karakul reach the fashion runways

T         he world’s drylands, with their harsh living conditions, barely register on the style-o-meter of 
the average US, European or Chinese fashionista. In the highlands of Tibet, for instance, 

aridity makes it difficult for people to earn a decent livelihood. Many people here raise yak, a 
large domesticated ox that can graze at an altitude of 3,500 to 5,000 m. Yaks supply milk and 
butter, their hair is used for ropes, their skin for leather and their dung for fuel. But most impor-
tantly, this shaggy beast is a reliable pack animal – not a priority for most followers of fashion.

Now the yak has caught the interest of high-end consumers worldwide. Its exquisite wool easily 
rivals cashmere or merino, which have already cornered a healthy share of the world’s luxury 
textile markets. The huge Chinese market is crucial here, but the yak is now entering new 
territory. It has already featured in French fashion magazine Marie Claire and more than 100 
stores in ten countries now stock the Shokay Collection of products made from luxury yak down, 
launched by two young entrepreneurs based in Shanghai.

Shokay’s founders Carol Chyau and Marie So are fulsome in their praise for yak fibre, which 
provides maximum warmth, comfort, and style. When explaining their business idea, they also 
emphasise the social impact. “We aim to source our yak fibre directly from Tibetan herders, 
enabling them to earn a long-term sustainable living while preserving their traditional lifestyle. 
We believe that by investing and reinvesting our success into the local communities, we ensure 
the opportunity of choice for future Tibetan generations.” The world seems to like their idea, 
which has garnered a number of international awards. In 2009, Marie So made it to the 100 
Young Global Leaders list at the World Economic Forum and Carol Chyau was the Asian finalist 
in the Cartier Women’s Initiative Awards.
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Tibetan herders will be happy with the new business opportunities. Desertified land, which 
currently covers around 20 million hectares and accounts for 18 percent of Tibet’s territory, is 
expanding at a rate of 39,600 hectares annually, according to Sangye Drawa, Party Chief of 
Tibet’s Regional Forestry Bureau, quoted by Chinese news agency Xinhua. But the yak is not the 
only dryland animal to reach the fashion runways. Swakara, a registered brand name of karakul 
fur from the Namibian drylands, is exclusively marketed through Kopenhagen Fur in Denmark, 
which sells around 140,000 Namibian pelts per year.

The swakara industry aims to provide essential income for communities in the arid regions of 
Namibia where conventional farming is impossible. “Production is in harmony with these fragile 
ecosystems and swakara therefore represents a sustainable resource,” says the Karakul Board of 
Namibia. Kopenhagen Fur adds: “The sheep help increase and maintain the vegetation in the 
barren desert which covers 80 percent of the country. As they stomp on the grass while grazing 
for food, they actually plant the grass seeds further into the ground, grass seeds which the wind 
would otherwise carry away.”

The karakul sheep originates from Central Asia. It was introduced to Namibia by German 
colonists in the early 20th century. Karakul can thrive under the extremely harsh conditions of 
the Namibian drylands.

Jessica Smith, Senior Programme Officer for Land and Livelihoods at the UNEP World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre, believes that such enterprising approaches are important in 
drylands as a way of combating biodiversity loss and the degradation of ecosystem services. “The 
commercialisation of biodiversity-based products is recognised as a mechanism for providing 
incentives for the sustainable management of biodiversity while greening the economy, creating 
employment opportunities and supporting sustainable livelihoods.”

Browsing 

Publications
UNEP Year Book 2011

The UNEP Year Book 2011 – the 8th edition of the UN Environment Programme flagship report – examines emerging global issues 
and provides an overview of the latest environmental science. It also highlights major environmental events and developments over 
the past year and presents the most recent data and indicators. 								      
› http://www.unep.org/yearbook/2011/pdfs/UNEP_YEARBOOK_Fullreport.pdf

Climate change will bring drought, not rain, to East Africa

A study contradicting IPCC predictions of higher rainfall in East Africa has attracted criticism from African climate researchers	
› http://www.scidev.net/en/news/climate-change-will-bring-drought-not-rain-to-east-africa-.html 				 
The original article from Springer is available at 										        
› http://www.springerlink.com/content/u0352236x6n868n2/fulltext.html

The Bue Peace warns about desertification in the Middle East

The Middle East is likely to plunge into a serious humanitarian crisis due to depletion of water resources, unless remedial measures 
are introduced urgently, according to a new report, The Bue Peace, prepared by the Strategic Foresight Group. Desertification is 

New business 
opportunities for 
Tibetan herderss

http://www.unep-wcmc.org/
http://www.unep-wcmc.org/
http://www.unep.org/yearbook/2011/pdfs/UNEP_YEARBOOK_Fullreport.pdf
http://www.scidev.net/en/news/climate-change-will-bring-drought-not-rain-to-east-africa-.html
http://www.springerlink.com/content/u0352236x6n868n2/fulltext.html
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expected to affect Syria, Turkey, Iraq and Jordan. Around 60 percent of the land in Syria faces the threat of desertification. In the 
Koyna basin in Turkey, about 80 percent of the depletion has occurred over the last decade, and the basin faces complete 
desertification by 2030. 													           
› http://www.deza.admin.ch/ressources/resource_en_198458.pdf

Grenada: SLM against land degradation

Land degradation is increasing in many parts of the tri-island state of Grenada, threatening the livelihoods of vulnerable 
communities and hindering efforts to promote sustainable growth and development. The Government of Grenada is presently 
implementing the Capacity Building and Mainstreaming of SLM project, funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF), the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Government of Grenada. Its goal is to protect agricultural, forest and 
other terrestrial land uses in Grenada. 											         
› http://slmgrenada.org/land_degrad/

Video

PRAIS on video

A new video outlines the PRAIS initiative. PRAIS is the interactive online portal to collect and collate reports on progress in the 
implementation of the UNCCD’s 10-year strategy, based on quantifiable actions. http://www.vimeo.com/20251351/

About the UNCCD

Developed as a result of the Rio Summit, the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) is a unique 
instrument that has brought attention to the land degradation affecting some of the most vulnerable people and ecosystems in the 
world. The UNCCD has 194 Parties (193 countries plus the European Union) and is one of the three so-called “Rio Conventions”, 
along with the UN Framework Convention of Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD). The 
UNCCD is increasingly recognized as an instrument that can make an important contribution to the achievement of sustainable 
development and poverty reduction.

For more information: Awareness Raising, Communication and Education Unit, UNCCD
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