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Degradation of vegetation in the Eastern Slopes of Palestinian Central Mountains: Jerusalem Desert as a case study
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Degradation of vegetation in northern part of Jerusalem Desert was studied between March 2006 and July 2007. Plant species were identified in three phytogeographical territories throughout west- east transects that covers arid Mediterranean, Irano- Turanian, and Saharo- Arabian regions with a total area of 35 km². Plant communities in these regions were classified based on their relations to degradation. Some species were used as   Indicators to degradation caused by natural processes such as climate changes, salinization, and human activities such as urbanization, fire, wood cutting and overgrazing. 

Geographical Information Systems were used to produce illustrated maps expressing the field study results. 184 plant species belonging to 49 families in the study area, and species density and above ground biomass productivity were collected by using Braun Blanquet Scale that represented throughout quadrates (66 quadrates).

Plant species lists were conducted so as to classify them into medical, weeds, palatable and unpalatable species in relation to human activities and overgrazing that led to increasing some species amounts and decreasing the others. High amount of weed species compared to other species were reported. One of the most recorded weeds with high density was Nicotiana glauca which seems to invade fragile ecosystem in Jerusalem Desert  and came from South America some decades ago.    

The various degrees of degradation in vegetation in the Northern part of Jerusalem Desert varied according to results indicated by the  above ground biomass productivity, soil and plant conditions, and vegetation density. These indicators are related to soil degradation which can be considered as a motivation factor for ecological deterioration. Physical and chemical properties of the soil confirmed the high occurrence of degradation. Therefore, plant species suffer from complex degradation processes.    

Results indicate that the above ground biomass and plant density decrease due to rangeland shrinking and heavy grazing by sheep and goats. Measurements of closed area (3x3 m) that was prevented from grazing activities until April showed that vegetation density can be increased and this will support pastures and at the same time will prevent early defoliation.

Frequent Vegetation removal leads to some species disappearing such as Crataegus aronia in slopes of Hizma village (arid Mediterranean). While, spiny weed species as Carthamus tenuis will cover more areas. It is recommended to put essential environmental planning to limit impacts of desertification and degradation of vegetation.     
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