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This booklet highlights the importance of biodiversity oriented conservation, planning and
management for the remaining natural loess areas of the Northern Negev. Due to their
importance and uniqueness, we recommend the declaration of at least 10% of the
loess area as nature reserves, which will provide sufficient statutory protection.

In parallel, it is also important to wisely manage the loess areas that will get no statutory
protection in a way that will also enhance the protection of the diverse and unique species
composition in this ecosystem. In order to achieve this goal, a change in the current afforestation
policy should be made, stopping the aggressive terrain modification which causes severe
damage to the local flora and fauna. An educational program with the local communities —
Bedouin and Jewish alike — should be established, with an important emphasis on working
with local farmers, military bases and foresters — who manage a substantial part of the natural
and semi-natural areas in the region.

It is very important that every development plan including the establishment of new settlements,
the expansion of existing ones, the legislation, planning and resettlement of the scattered Bedouin
settlements and the development of related infrastructure, agriculture and afforestation should
be accompanied by a rational examination of possible alternatives, taking into consideration
the ecological valence of the requested area, the minimization of damage while preserving
untouched the highest-value areas and the connectivity between them (ecological corridors).
It is mostly appropriate that the areas with the highest ecological valence will receive statutory
protection as nature reserves.
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creating a hard physical crust which almost prevents infiltration of the water into the soil.
The crust causes most of the water to flow as runoff with the rest lost through evaporation.
Thus, only a fragment of the potential precipitation is available for the vegetation and as a
result, the woody flora on loess soils is relatively poor. The vegetation community is commonly
dominated by only a few species of shrubs, but accompanied by a great diversity of geophytes
and grasses — abundantly blooming in the spring. In the creeks and the lower areas where
runoff water accumulates, many species, including trees and bushes can be found.

The loess plains provide us with benefits such as recreation in the broad, open landscape, mostly
in the Western Negev (easily accessible within a short driving time to the local population and
central of Israel residents). In the spring, the flowering fields are a great attraction and are
the base for tourist festivals such as the “Red South” event. Another important ecosystem
service of the loess is food and medicinal resources. The dryland framing in the eastern
loess area, traditionally cultivated by local Bedouin, is an important food resource for their
livestock. The modern, intensive agricultural fields in the western loess area are one of the
largest contributors to Israel’s’ farming products providing mainly wheat and barley but also
vegetables, potatoes, flowers, plantations and orchards. Many local wildflowers are used in
traditional Bedouin medicine, with remaining potential to discover and develop new drugs
and pharmaceuticals. The loess plains also provide important climate regulating services;
the bright soil, bare of vegetation, reflects back the sun’s radiation, and thus mitigates the
‘greenhouse effect’. The undisturbed physical and biological crusts seal the surface when
wet, minimizing soil erosion (in comparison to disturbed soils), and increase the accumulation
of runoff water in creeks and valleys. The biological crust also moderates evaporation, by
improving soil texture, infiltration and water absorbance.

During the last decades, the natural and semi-natural ecosystem of the loess plains was
drastically reduced due to: the establishment of new settlements and the expansion of
existing ones, the unregulated and unplanned settlement of the local Bedouin population,
afforestation, infrastructure development, the expansion of modern intensive agriculture,
and to a lesser extent, the expansion of traditional extensive agriculture. All these pressures
transform the natural ecosystem into a less-valuable one, greatly damaging biodiversity in
many ways through the destruction and fragmentation of habitats, loss of local species and
the introduction of generalist Mediterranean species and invasive alien species instead, the
use of agricultural fertilizers and pesticides, increasing soil salination and pollution due to
low-quality water irrigation, soil erosion and over-grazing.

59| uaBI NIAAT7 773N | 2237 119¥3 0770 WD



Executive Summary

The loess plains of the Northern Negev, together with the loess riverbeds and valleys of the
Negev Mountains and the Southern Negev - are an important ecosystem, which together with
other ecosystems - shape Israel’s landscape. The natural and semi-natural landscape of the
loess plains of the Northern Negev is commonly flat with scarce trees. The typical vegetation
formation is a combination of scrubland and herbaceous vegetation sometimes accompanied
by sparsely scattered trees especially along creeks.

In the summer, a superficial view over the loess plains might reveal a barren lifeless desert.
In the spring, however, nobody remains unmoved when the plains become spectacular
blooming fields, with a rich diversity of arthropods, reptiles, birds and mammals. This richness
comprises the unigue biodiversity, adapted to the loess open landscapes, which includes rare
and endemic species.

The fragile ecosystem of the loess plains has barely any legal protection: only 4% of the area
is declared as nature reserves, and thus, the unique biodiversity of the loess is at risk. Due to
the tremendous threats to the area on one hand, combined with low statutory protection on
the other hand, many unique species are endangered in Israel, including the endemic Be'er
Sheva Fringe-fingered Lizard (Acanthodactylus beershebensis); the birds: Houbara bustard
(Chlamydotis undulata), and Cream-coloured courser (Cursorius cursor); and among the
mammals, the Greater Egyptian jerboa (Jaculus orientalis). Four endangered plant species are
also at risk of extinction in Israel: Summer pheasant's-eye (Adonis aestivalis), Negev iris (Iris
mariae), Judean iris (Iris atrofusca) and Kollmann garlic (Allium kollmannianum). The two Iris
species are endemic to Israel and its neighbors, and the garlic — only to the northern Negev.

Loess is clastic, predominantly silt-sized, Aeolian sediment. The origin of the Northern Negev
loess is predominantly from the sand dunes of Sinai, the Western Negev, and the Sahara
deserts. It arrives as a wind-blown dust before accumulating on the ground and mixing with

the local soil, thus forming a diverse mosaic of different soil types.

Due to the fine-particle properties of the loess, absorbed precipitation seals the surface,
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