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Mohammadreza Masjedi, 
Secretary General of the 
World Union to Fight Lung 
Diseases, announced at 
the 33rd Annual Congress 
of the Society of Internal 
Medicine Specialists that 
air pollution is the fourth 
leading cause of death in 
Iran, costing $7 billion 
annually. Approximately 
20,000 lives are lost each 
year due to air pollutants, 
with motorcycles being the 
primary contributor to air 
pollution in the country.
Masjedi cited recent re-
search indicating that air 
pollution claims 9 million 
lives worldwide each year, 
with one in nine people 
succumbing to air pollu-
tion-related issues. One-
third of stroke-related 
deaths are also attributed 
to air pollution.
In 2021-2022, 27 Irani-
an cities experienced air 
pollution levels exceed-
ing permissible limits, 
with some cases reaching 
three times the acceptable 
threshold. The most pol-
luted cities include Teh-
ran, Ahvaz, Mashhad, Ta-
briz, Shiraz, Isfahan, Ilam, 

Sanandaj, Khorramabad, 
Arak, Karaj, Kermanshah, 
Abadan, Shahr-e Kord, 
Yazd, Urmia, Kerman, Qa-
zvin, Birjand, Qom, Zabol, 
Bojnord, Zanjan, Bushehr, 
Ardabil, Zahedan, Dezful.
The CEO of the National 
Network for the Preven-
tion of Non-Communicable 
Diseases identified motor-
cycles and worn-out cars 
as the leading causes of air 
pollution in Iran. Worn-
out cars produce 25 times 
more pollution than Euro 
2 cars, and approximately 
45 percent of the country’s 
vehicles are outdated. Mo-
torcycles emit four times 
more pollution than cars, 
with over 90 percent being 
carbureted and 86 percent 
considered worn out. Iran 
is home to 219 motorcycle 
manufacturers, most of 
which produce gasoline 
and non-standard models.
According to the Ministry 
of Health, 20,000 deaths 
in Iran are attributed to 
air pollution each year, 
with over half of the popu-
lation exposed to polluted 
air. In Tehran alone, more 
than 3,700 people die an-
nually due to air pollution, 
resulting in $2.3 billion in 

damages. Masjedi noted 
that 20 percent of lung 
cancer cases are linked to 
air pollution, with diesel 
fuel burning during cold 
seasons contributing to 
increased pollution levels 
and related deaths.
To combat air pollution, 

Masjedi emphasized the 
importance of implement-
ing the Clean Air Law, ap-
proved in 2016, but not 
yet seriously enforced. 
Proposed solutions in-
clude developing urban 
transportation, promoting 
cycling culture, stringent 

vehicle emissions testing, 
renewing taxi fleets, re-
locating polluting facto-
ries, improving gasoline 
quality, expanding urban 
green spaces, encouraging 
electric vehicle use, pre-
venting fuel oil burning, 
and installing particulate 

filters and vehicle catalyst 
recovery systems.
Masjedi advised the pub-
lic to consume antioxi-
dant-rich foods, such as 
vegetables, fruits, almonds, 
milk, and other dairy prod-
ucts, to protect against the 
effects of air pollution.
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There are many villag-
es, even cities, scattered 
throughout our country 
Iran and the rest of the 
world that are struggling to 
survive. Their once-fertile 
land has turned to dust, and 
the once-abundant water 
sources have dried up. The 
villagers and city dwell-
ers, amounting to millions 
the world over, are on the 
frontlines of a battle against 
desertification and drought.
Today, on World Day to 
Combat Desertification 
and Drought, we should be 
reminded, more than ever, 
of the urgent need to ad-
dress these pressing issues. 
Established by the United 
Nations General Assembly 
in 1994, this annual event 
aims to raise awareness 
about the global challeng-
es of desertification, land 
degradation, and drought, 

and to promote sustainable 
land management practices.
The significance of this day 
cannot be overstated. Ac-
cording to the United Nations 
Convention to Combat De-
sertification (UNCCD), over 
1.3 billion people are direct-
ly affected by desertification 
and drought, with millions 
more at risk. These issues 
contribute to food insecurity, 
poverty, and forced migra-
tion, exacerbating existing 
social and political tensions.
“Desertification is the pro-
cess by which fertile land 
becomes degraded and 
turns into desert-like con-
ditions,” explains Mehdi 
Pedram, an engineer of agri-
culture, who has spent four 
years battling the phenom-
ena in the southern parts 
of Dasht-e Kavir in central 
Iran. 
“The primary dangers asso-
ciated with desertification 
include loss of agricultural 
productivity, food insecuri-
ty, water scarcity, increased 
greenhouse gas emissions, 
loss of biodiversity, and 
forced migration.” 
Many experts believe that 
these issues can exacerbate 
existing social, economic, 
and political tensions.
As we face the growing 
threat of climate change, it 
is crucial that we rethink 
our relationship with land 
and water. 
“If we fail to address de-
sertification and climate 

change, we can expect an in-
crease in the frequency and 
severity of droughts, further 
land degradation, and a de-
cline in agricultural produc-
tivity,” Pedram points out, 
further warning, “This will 
lead to greater food insecu-
rity, increased poverty, and 
more forced migration.” 
Additionally, he mentions 
that the loss of vegeta-
tion and soil carbon due 
to desertification can fur-
ther contribute to climate 
change, creating a vicious 
cycle.
To understand the gravity of 
the situation, we must first 
recognize the interconnect-
edness of land, water, and 
human well-being. Land 
degradation, often caused 
by unsustainable agricul-
tural practices, deforesta-
tion, and overgrazing, leads 
to a loss of fertile soil and 
vegetation. This, in turn, 
disrupts the natural water 
cycle, resulting in reduced 
rainfall and increased evap-
oration, ultimately leading 
to drought.
As the UNCCD states, “By 
2025, two-thirds of the 
world’s population could be 
living under water-stressed 
conditions.” This alarming 
projection underscores the 
need for a paradigm shift in 
how we manage our land 
and water resources.
One such shift involves 
embracing the concept of 
“land stewardship.” This 

approach emphasizes the 
importance of preserving 
and restoring the health of 
our ecosystems, recognizing 
that the well-being of both 
people and the planet are 
inextricably linked. Land 
stewardship encourages 
sustainable land manage-
ment practices, such as 
agroforestry, conservation 
agriculture, and integrated 
water resource manage-
ment.
“There are several strate-
gies that can be employed 
to combat desertification,” 
notes Pedram, as he further 
elaborates, “These include 
sustainable land manage-
ment practices, such as 
agroforestry, conservation 
agriculture, and integrated 
water resource manage-
ment.” 
The expert explains that 
these practices not only 
help combat desertification 
and drought but also pro-
vide a range of co-benefits, 
including increased biodi-
versity, improved soil fer-
tility, and enhanced carbon 
sequestration. By adopting 
land stewardship princi-
ples, we can work towards 
a more resilient and sus-
tainable future.
Another critical aspect of 
rethinking our relationship 
with land and water is ad-
dressing the issue of water 
scarcity. As the global pop-
ulation continues to grow, 
so too does the demand 

for water. This increased 
demand, coupled with the 
impacts of climate change, 
has led to a growing water 
crisis.
To tackle this challenge, 
we must prioritize water 
conservation and efficien-
cy measures. This includes 
investing in water-saving 
technologies, such as drip 
irrigation and rainwater 
harvesting systems, as well 
as promoting water-effi-
cient practices at the house-
hold level.
Furthermore, we must rec-
ognize the importance of 
transboundary water coop-
eration. With over 60 per-
cent of the world’s freshwa-
ter resources shared by two 
or more countries, effective 
water management re-
quires international collab-
oration. By working togeth-
er, countries can develop 

equitable and sustainable 
solutions to water scarcity, 
ensuring that no one is left 
behind.
As we mark World Day to 
Combat Desertification and 
Drought, let us remember 
the millions of our com-
patriots and other people 
around the world who are 
directly affected by these 
issues and the countless 
others who are at risk. Let 
us commit to rethinking our 
relationship with land and 
water, embracing sustain-
able practices, and working 
together to build a more re-
silient and just world.
“Individuals and commu-
nities can play a significant 
role in combating desert-
ification,” the young engi-
neer says. “At the local level, 
communities can adopt sus-
tainable land management 
practices, such as planting 

trees, practicing crop ro-
tation, and implementing 
water-saving techniques. 
They can also engage in en-
vironmental education and 
awareness-raising activities 
to promote a better under-
standing of the issue and 
the importance of sustain-
able land and water man-
agement.”
Individuals can contribute 
by making more environ-
mentally conscious choic-
es, such as reducing water 
waste, supporting sustain-
able agriculture, and ad-
vocating for policies that 
address desertification and 
climate change.
In the words of the UNC-
CD, “Our future starts with 
land.” It is time for us to 
heed this call and take ac-
tion to protect and restore 
the very foundation of our 
existence.

World Day to Combat Desertification and Drought is:
A call to rethink our relationship with land and water


