LEDDRA Press Release for Desertification Day, 17 June 2011
How do people in dryland areas respond to land degradation, desertification and drought? The EU‐
funded LEDDRA Project is currently investigating what makes human responses successful or not, ‐
and which ideas are worth sharing with others. The best responses may prevent the deterioration of
land resources, restore the vitality of ecosystems, enhance the services they provide and promote
human and environmental welfare. The LEDDRA consortium, that comprises 11 partners from
universities and research organizations across Europe, Morocco and China, combine their varied,
multidisciplinary expertise to systematically study the responses to land degradation in cropland,
grazing land and forests/shrubland regions. Prof. Helen Briassoulis of the University of the Aegean
coordinates the project and explains that “Successfully combating desertification has proven to be a
demanding, arduous and cumbersome endeavour worldwide and in Mediterranean Europe. It
requires long‐term efforts towards integrating environmental concerns in sectoral and development
policies, coordination among sectors, policies, agencies and programmes as well as efficient and
effective multilevel collaboration arrangements”.

LEDDRA researchers discuss a forest site near Zaragoza, Spain. The river bed is dry for long periods of
the year (© V. Koutsoukos, 2010)
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This is the International Year of Forests, and LEDDRA research includes a focus on forested drylands
in Italy, Spain and Portugal. In all these areas good management is crucial. LEDDRA views the
drylands as ecosystems and remembers how trees help to conserve soil and prevent it being lost
through erosion. Although trees take up water and nutrients from the soil, decaying leaves and
roots return organic matter back to the soil. The organic matter and the roots help bind the soil
together and improve the soil’s resilience to erosion. Organic matter also helps the soil to absorb
and store the moisture needed for plant growth. Uncontrolled felling of trees (deforestation) over
wide areas can disturb the soil and make it very vulnerable to erosion. Another problem is over‐
grazing by sheep and other herbivores that can damage young trees, and remove all the seedlings
that could regenerate the forest, as well as exposing the soil to potential erosion. Forest fires are
hazards that can result in significant risk to life. Therefore maintenance of management methods
and technologies to reduce the impact of fires is very important. Methods include clearing parallel
strips of vegetation to act as fire breaks, and prescribed burning in spring or autumn to reduce the
fuel load.
So, good management of existing forests, and planting of new trees and forests can be excellent
responses or strategies for conserving soil and moisture in drylands. Forests can also provide a
sustainable source of employment and income for local people.
LEDDRA research is supporting the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD).
Mr. Gnacadja , Executive Secretary of the UNCCD asks for active participation in planting more trees:
“If each of us makes the commitment and ensures that just one tree is planted in a degraded part of
the drylands and that the tree survives through the year, we could have well over two billion trees in
the drylands by the end of the year. That is a tree for every inhabitant. …let us go forth and forest
the drylands to keep them working for present and future generations.”

For more information about LEDDRA see:
LEDDRA website http://leddra.aegean.gr
LEDDRIS (Information System) http://www2.aegean.gr/leddris
Source of quote from the UNCCD
Mr Gnacadja, UNCCD website http://www.unccd.int/publicinfo/june17/2011/menu.php
Contact for more information:
Prof. Helen Briassoulis, email: e.briassouli@aegean.gr
Jane Brandt, email: medesdesire@googlemail.com & Dr. Nichola Geeson, email: ngprojects3@googlemail.com
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