BOOKS & ARTS

SNAPSHOT

In the Wuwei Oasis, a small
agricultural enclave in northern China
that supports around 300,000 people,
water levels are so low that the region
is now merging with nearby deserts.
This image is part of a series on the
Chinese ‘dust bowl’ by photographer
Benoit Aquin, who last month took
home the first Prix Pictet, a major new
award for photographs that depict
sustainability issues.
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By Tyler Volk

Parables are often better at conveying
understanding than hammer-blow facts.
The story of Noah’s ark teaches us not
to hurt the planet. Jonah tells us that if
we deny our duty we'll be swallowed.
Tyler VolK’s CO, Rising is a finely crafted
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China is one of many countries
worldwide affected by worsening
desertification. Formerly a ‘silent
crisis’ localized in regions home to
75 per cent of the world’s poor, the
spread of deserts is caused largely by
bad land use practice. But, according to
one senior UN environmental official,
it has recently been pegged as a global
problem because of its connection to
climate change.

bon’s fate

CO, RISING: THE WORLD’S GREATEST ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGE

MIT Press: 2008. 264pp. US$22.95/£14.95

introduction to the greenhouse problem,
taking as its protagonist a little carbon
atom called Dave.

Like Prometheus, Dave habitually
spends millions of years bound in a
limestone cliff. But occasionally he

Speaking ahead of the UN
Convention to Combat Desertification
(UNCCD) conference held 3 to
14 November in Istanbul, where experts
met to thrash out details of a ten-year
strategy to address the issue, UNCCD
Executive Secretary Luc Gnacadja said
“The nexus between land degradation and
climate change is clear”.

“If we want to tackle climate change
challenges, we must look to the untapped
potential of the soil to sequester carbon,”
added Gnacadja. For now, signs suggest
that lands are losing that potential: a
UN report released in July found that
between 1981 and 2003 an additional
24 per cent of the world’s land became
degraded and less productive, while just
16 per cent of land became more fertile.

To stop its spreading sands, which
cover 18 per cent of the country, the
Chinese government recently set aside
a fifth of its grasslands for restoration,
and herding communities have been
relocated en masse. The harsh measures
may succeed in recovering land
and carbon stores — if they are not
overwhelmed by droughts yet to come.
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A clever use of fable brings surprising clarity to the story of
climate change.

escapes, most recently to travel variously
into a glass of beer, through the rear

end of an Irish earthworm, inside the
brain of a giant Galapagos tortoise and
as part of an air parcel to Mauna Loa
where he is measured by climatologist
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