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THE DESERT MAY BLOOM AGAIN 

by ALEXANDER DOROZYNSKI 

Stretching between Pakistan to the east and Morocco to the west is a 

vast and, for the most part, dry region that contains some 20 countries and 

~ more than 250 million people. The annual rainfall of 300 to 800 millimetres 

falls mainly during the winter months. In the hot dry summer, the land is 

parched. Agricultural productivity is low and increasing slowly. Food 

shortages are becoming a problem and many countries must import food products, 

a situation that threatens to worsen as population increases. 
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------v-et~~~tt-s ho·u1 d-1:>~ p·oss-15lel:o augment considerably the productivity of 

the area's 100 million square kilometres of arable land through research into 

crops suitable to these dry soils and the spreading of better agricultural -
practices. These are the goals of the International Centre for Agricultural 

Research in the Dry Areas (!CARDA), serving the Middle East and North Africa. 

!CARDA is the newest international agricultural research centre which 

is supported by an informal consortia of donors, the Consultative Group on 

International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). For the past two years, !CARDA 

has been establishing an operational base in the Middle East. Its principal 

research operations will be centered at two major stations, one near Aleppo in 

northern Syria and one near Tabriz, in northeastern Iran. The climatic conditions 

at these stations are representative of much of the region:. Aleppo of the low 

elevation littoral with its distinctive mediterranean climate and Tabriz, of the 

high plateaux with extremes of winter cold and summer heat. 

ICARDA's research program is focussing on the development of appropriate 

technology to improve the productivity and stability of the area's major food 

commodities including cereals, food legt.nnes and sheep. In doing so it is carrying 

on some of the work begun by the For.d Foundation's Arid Lands Agricultural 

Development Program (ALAD). 
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Wheat and barley are sown on nearly 40 percent of the region's rainfed 

arable land and the improvement of those crops is a major objective of the 

new research centre. The CGIAR has, in fact, designated !CARDA as the world 

centre for the improvement of barley. One of the world's oldest cereal crops, 

barley has an excellent nutritive value comparable to that of wheat -- and 

performs well in harsh dry climates but it has generally been neglected. 

A reason for this neglect is that barley contains little gluten, the 

elastic protein that gives bread its bouncy consistency. Wheat, which has a 

higher gluten content, has thus become the traditional bread-making cereal in 

most parts of the world. 

Recent !CARDA research indicates, however, that barley can outperform 

wheat in dry areas and that it is one of the few cereals that can be cultivated 

in regions where the rainfall is below 400 millimetres a year. Barley's 

nutritional value could also be improved, for instance, by increasing its lysine 

content. Lysine, an amino acid, is essential to human nutrition but is absent 

from, or in short supply in, most food grains. 

In April 1977, !CARDA, together with other organizatio~s such as the 

~-International Maize and Wheat. Improvement Centre (CIMMYT) in Mexico, the Arab 

Centre for the Study of Dry Regions and Arid Territories (ACSAD), Damascus, the 

United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAQ) and the Rockefeller 

Foundation sponsored a meeting in Amman, Jordan, of some 120 agricultural 

scientists to discuss ways of improving yields of barley. Barley now yields 

400 kilograms per hectare in the very dry areas of South Yemen, 700 kilograms 

in Jordan, 1500 kilograms in Saudi Arabia and up to 3000 kilograms under 

experimental irrigation in Egypt. These yields could be improved through the 

selection of high-yielding, disease and drought-resistant varieties of barley, 

the introduction of appropriate farming practices and the use of fertilizers. 

The cereals research program will also study two types of winter wheat 

and explore the potential of triticale, the man-made wheat-rye cross, and its 

adaptability to the wide range of environments in the region. 

ICARDA 1s legume research program will focus on lentils, broad-beans 

and chick-peas, the three major food legume crops in the region. In the high 

plateau site in Iran, legumes will be screened chiefly for resistance to cold, 

higher yields and wide adaptability. Breeding programs will be conducted near 

Aleppo and possibly at -0ther stations, on land rented in Egypt and Lebanon. 
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Lentil collection expeditions are being organized in Turkey, Afghanistan 

and other countries in an effort to obtain a broader germ plasm base. Success 

has already been achieved in crossing a cultivated species of lentil with a wild 

one. This, and other crosses, are an important step towards the development of 

high-protein, drought-resistant, faster maturing lentil varieties than those 

presently being grown. 

ICARDA's forage crops improvement program will .focus on the development 

of forage legumes that can be grown in rotation with cereals. At the present, 

a fallow system is widely practiced: cereals are grown one year, nothing is 

planted the following year, then cereals again and so on. It has been estimated 

that about 40 million hectares of land are thus fallowed each year in the region. 

An appropriate cereal/legume rotation system could increase animal production by 

providing forage for sheep, and at the same time build soil fertility, therefore 

helping to improve the subsequent cereal crops. Forage legumes and grasses 

suitable both for low-land and high plateau areas are being studied, as well as 

various lines of triticale, barley, sugargrass and millet. Promising results 

have already been achieved with medic, a forage legume widely utilized by 

farmgrs-i n-sou t h-ern-Aust rali-a-;- -

Included in these research thrusts will be socio-economic studies of the 

various constraints -- environmental, biological, economic and social ~-that 

limit the actual and potential production of the existing farming systems in 

the region. These studies will help to ensure that the. agricultural technology 

developed by !CARDA is relevant and appropriate to the farmers' resources and 

to the accepted social and cultural practic~s of the region. 

Training facilities are also being set up to strengthen the research 

capabilities in tHe region and ensure that the research results are put into 

practice. 

ICARDA's first Director General is Dr H.S. Darling who recently 

relinquished his post as principal of the Wye College in England to move to 

Beirut where ICARDA's administrative offices are located. Canada's International 

Development Research Centre, which has been acting as executing agency on behalf 

of the CGIAR for the establishment of !CARDA, has recently transferred executive 

powers to ICARDA's Board of Trustees. 
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ICARDA's operating budget, to which some 20 countries and organisations 

have contributed to date, has been estimated at $4.85 million for 1978 and 

~ $7.77 million for 1979. Of course, ICARDA's potential contribution to increasing 

the quality and availability of food and thereby improving the well-being of the 

peoples in this developing region, exceeds this amount by far. 
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