Decarle of the Desent

Science Focuses on the Drylands of the World

ﬁ eologists must admit to an ignorance of
the drylands of the Earth. We do not
understand them as much as we do humid
regions.

Earth science began in England, France
and Germany, and Europe is the

major sand seas of the world — including
the three major ergs of the Sahara and the
sand seas of southeastern Arabia,
northwestern China, northwestern India,
central Australia and southwestern North

are covered by sand. Not at all. Most desert
surfaces are rocky and are covered by rock
rubble, with occasional soil cover in the
courses of dry rivers and in former lakes.
Sand usually covers less than one-fifth of the
surface, for example, in the

only continent on Earth that does |
not have a true desert, Thus, the
fathers of geology did not

ncounter examples of arid
landforms. Naturally, thev did not
write about them, and others
followwed suit, Even in North
America, where geology has
flourished during the 20th
century, only five percent of the
total land area is desert.

Also, potential students are
intimidated by deserts due to
their vastness and prevailing
harsh conditions. Only a handful
of intrepid explorers have ever
crossed the Rub Al Khali of
Arabia, the Takla Makan of
China, or the heart of the North
African Sahara.

Finally, geologists are taught to
seek i sifu rock samples for
laboratory study. The surface of
the desert is covered rock rubble
and sand, derived from various
sources by different forces, with
few exposures of rock in place.
Thus, many geclogists would be
at a loss for what to study and
sample in a dryland environ-
ment.

Those drcumstances are why a
scarcity of basic information about
desert landscapes exists, This has
in furn encouraged miscon-

Sahara, sand dunes and fields
cover less than one-seventh of the
land area.

Others think that sand grains are
Joried and rounded in an aeolian
windy or wind dominated) regime.
Mot true. Most sand grains form
by fluvial action and the process
of rounding occurs in streams
and other water bodies. With the
onslaught of dryness, the wind
sculptures the sand into dune
forms. Actually, grains of sand
might become larger by acquiring
a coating of microscopic crystals
of clay (kaolinite) and
submicroscopic iron during
transport by the wind. This might
cause reddening of the sand as
the grains are wind- -transported
farther away from the source.

Another misconception is that
normads and Bedondns are rsponsible
for desert formation through the
process of desertification. On the
contrary, nomadism developed as
the onlv wav of using the scarce
resources of drylands and
because rainfall is irregular and
sporadic in both space and time.
Land degradation is actually
begun by settlement of the
nomads through “aid projects”
conceived to help drought
victims. People and their animal
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ceptions about the desert.

For example, some may believe
that landforms in the desert were
formed — under dry windy
enoiromments. Not true, The basic
layout of the land was completed under
humid conditions in the past. Most of the
features we find in today’s deserts and
serniarid lands are fluvial in origin, formed
under wetter climate conditions. All the

The author compares sand color to @ Munsell color chart o fop of @ seif dune in the
At Mingar region, Western Desert of Eqypd. Thre color wohieel is identical to that carried
by the Apollo- 5oz astronauts bo compare sand color in the world deserts during their
flight in July 1975

America — occur in topographically low
areas that must have served as
water/sediment collection basins in much of
geologic time.

Some also believe that most desert surfaces

herds are concentrated in small
areas that cannot sustain them.

Still another misunderstanding
is that if the temperature of the Earth
intcreases, the deserts expand.
Actually, the reverse happens. An increase
in the temperature of the al'musphe'e and
oceans results in the increase of E'.a]:ﬂraﬁon
of water from the equatorial seas. This in
turn increases the extent of the equatorial
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