
 

 

CONNECT2SOCOTRA (#connect2socotra) Awareness Campaign – notes for media 

 

1. General Intro 

The UNESCO Cluster Office for the Gulf States and Yemen, in collaboration with the charity Friends of 
Socotra launched an awareness campaign Connect 2 Socotra (#connect2socotra) in Palermo, 27-29 
September 2019, continuing in other institutes for at least 3 months. This Campaign aims to raise 
international awareness on the great richness and the vulnerability of the islands’ unique biodiversity, 
its rich cultural heritage including knowledge and practices related to natural environment, and the 
importance of their preservation. 

UNESCO and the Association Friends of Socotra are inviting museums, botanical gardens, academic 
institutes and other organizations around the world that host historically important collections and 
advise or stimulate ongoing projects in relation to Socotra, to organize various events such as natural 
history/photography exhibitions, public talks and lectures, workshops, film screenings etc.  

The Connect 2 Socotra campaign was launched at the Botanic Garden of Palermo, the first to host 
the campaign, and from there it will reach botanic gardens and institutesall over Europe and the 
world. 

All related activities of the campaign will take place from the first week of October to the end of 
December 2019, with potential extension into January 2020. 

2. Concept 

Connect2socotra emerges from the idea that Socotra, an archipelago which has been geologically 
disconnected from Arabia for millions of years, is not isolated from the world at all. It is connected to 
all of us through our instinctive care for nature and culture – through its beauty and fragility, we 
connect to Socotra, and Socotra connects to the world. Global challenges to biodiversity and culture 
reach even the most isolated places. Socotra is well known for its beauty and amazing landscapes. At 
the same time, the island’s ecosystems and unique species are fragile, as is the local unwritten 
language Socotri. Connecting to Socotra means not only appealing to our deep-rooted sense of 
esthetics, but also to our responsibility and care. Socotra is subject to global issues that affect us all – 
climate change, land degradation, plastic waste, unsustainable resource use, unsustainable 
developments, exotic species. Therefore, individuals and institutes from around the world who join in 
this awareness campaign will not only emphasize on the beauty of this amazing archipelago, but are 
meant to highlight the extinction risks of unique biodiversity and culture on Socotra and globally.  

 



3. Threats 
 
3.1. Climate change – the entire world is affected by climate change and global awareness on 

this issue is at its highest in human history. The effects of climate change have become 
tangible to us all. On Socotra, climate change expressed itself in 2015 and 2018 through 
extreme weather events, as devastating cyclones. These events lead to destruction of 
vegetation including centuries-old iconic frankincense and dragon blood trees, landslides, 
flash floods, destruction of livelihoods, and even loss of human lives. Additional climate 
change effects include increasing droughts in large areas of Socotra. These effects are well 
known on Socotra. Positive – several international projects and local government have 
supported local communities in replanting local vegetation from nearby populations (same 
area, this is crucial), which increases resilience of the landscape against climate change 
effects such as vegetation loss. Even though these are very localised projects, they serve 
as important pilot studies for further use. One example is the successful plantation of 
mangrove trees in a village in the northern coast of Socotra.  
 

3.2. Exotic species – like many places in the world, biodiversity and human livelihoods on 
Socotra are at risk of impacts from invasive alien species (IAS). Examples in other places in 
the world have shown that these impacts can be enormous, such as the yellow crazy ant 
in Christmas Island, or the brown tree snake in Guam. Exotic species are one of the primary 
causes of extinction to species – over the last 500 years, the impacts of exotic species were 
responsible for half of all bird extinctions in the world according to CBD! Measures and 
awareness are needed to strengthen the capacity in the Socotra archipelago to screen for 
exotic species and to avoid risking the import of exotic soil, plants and animals, that may 
carry dangerous diseases or have other effects to local species, livestock and humans. 
Positive – Socotra is special in a sense that it has not lost any of its unique bird, reptile and 
mollusc species in a century so far, so there is still a chance to protect the native 
biodiversity. There are currently about 120 exotic species on Socotra that we know of 
(versus over 1,300 exotic species in the Galapagos!) and few of those are invasive or have 
the potential to be invasive. Recent action (2018) against invasive alien species on Socotra 
included the eradication of over 100 plants of the common pest pear Opuntia stricta, of 
which the natural occurrence is North and South America; it is listed as one of hundred 
most dangerous invasives in the world. The plant had been introduced about a decade ago 
to Socotra, but its risk was not known to local communities – its eradication is thanks to 
international collaboration, awareness and swift action. 
 

3.3. Plastic waste – the accumulation of single-use plastics and other forms of pollution are a 
major global issue. Awareness on this issue is increasing and several solutions are arising 
to reduce the impacts and use of plastic worldwide. On Socotra, the presence of plastic is 
very visible in large amounts on the coastline, both coming from inland as well as being 
carried by the sea currents to the islands. There is a strong habit for using single-use 
plastics, especially drinking bottles and plastic bags, which accumulate everywhere. 
Solutions to waste management are challenging and expensive, beyond the capacity of the 
economically stricken yemen. Much of the habit of disposing garbage on Socotra is 
however not in the local culture, but often comes from visitors, including tourists. Positive 
– the Socotri themselves have a culturally strong tendency for being clean, and do not 
abide waste in their environment, therefore the goodwill is present at all levels of local 
society to act once the means are there. Because Socotra is an island, plastic could be 



actively exported from the place, sold to recycling companies. Several activities have been 
carried out locally in the last year to increase awareness about the plastic problem, all well 
received by local government and international organisations. 
 

3.4. Unsustainable resource use – limited resources on Socotra include water, wood, 
vegetation, fish, and other services that nature provides and on which local people depend 
for their survival. Socotri traditionally take care of their land since many centuries in a way 
that has allowed the current landscapes to evolve with humans. However, in combination 
with factors such as cultural erosion, climate change, population growth and rapid 
development, pressures on these limited resources have increased. If there is no 
sustainable use of these resources, it means that future generations on Socotra have less 
to feed and live on from the land and sea. Overfishing for example is a realistic scenario, 
one that can lead to a collapse of fish as a resource. The same with the land: overgrazing 
leads to a loss of vegetation and the soil becomes less stable and contains less nutrients, 
as there are no roots to keep it together. Socotra is above its carrying capacity for goats, 
for example. Unsustainable resource use is a global issue: we are over-using our planet 
way beyond its carrying capacity. Positive – Traditional fishing and traditional grazing are 
still practiced in some areas on Socotra, however these are now extremely limited places. 
Several ongoing projects aim to restore vegetation in overgrazed areas which increases 
the chances for regeneration. Awareness on the limitation of these resources is much 
needed. 
 

3.5. Vegetation loss and Land Degradation – In arid regions in the world, vegetation is often 
sparse and easily affected by human impacts through grazing by goats and other livestock. 
As a result of overgrazing, plant roots do not retain the soil any more, and the top soil 
easily erodes by rain and wind. The result is barren areas, gullies, loss of plant diversity and 
even desertification –the land will become worthless. In Socotra, soil erosion or land 
degradation linked to loss of vegetation and overgrazing is very clear in most of the island’s 
surface. This is a process that has been going on for centuries in the island, but through 
loss of traditional use of the land (traditional grazing systems), the effects have become 
much stronger, leading to erosion and even land slides. In addition, the extreme weather 
events such as the cyclones, and local droughts, have increased loss of vegetation. If 
nothing is done, Socotra will look very barren in the next years, and the lack of 
regeneration (no new trees can grow, they are immediately eaten by goats, or it is too dry) 
will result in extinction of iconic species such as the socotran dragon blood tree. Positive 
– See above. Several ongoing projects aim to restore vegetation in overgrazed areas which 
increases the chances for regeneration. Awareness on the limitation of these resources is 
much needed. A regeneration plot in Momi area for example shows the difference 
between a grazed and non-grazed area 
 

3.6. Cultural erosion – Societies and cultures change over time and all over the world, however 
with such changes a huge wealth of knowledge and diversity may disappear rapidly, linked 
to people’s identity and the identity of a place. The people of Socotra speak an unwritten 
ancient language, Socotri, which is strongly linked to their long history of living close to 
land and sea. Recently the language, as well as many cultural habits that are linked to using 
the land in a sustainable way, are disappearing. It is less cool for young people to speak 
Socotri, and languages, like species, may go extinct. Traditional fishing and herding also 
disappear over the last decades, therefore use of resources is not in line with local capacity 



of the environment. The protection of Socotri culture helps the protection of nature, as 
both are strongly connected on Socotra. And this connects to each of us – we all have a 
cultural asset and identy that makes us unique, and a mother language we are proud of. 
Positive – there is a strong cultural movement on Socotra to protect the language through 
several activities, including poetry festivals. The local government is doing its best to 
stimulate the local language, and international projects are supportive. Traditional laws of 
land and sea are however nearly gone, although they are needed to protect the local 
resources for the future. 
 

3.7. Unsustainable Development – Development affects the entire world, as we humans 
strongly alter our environment to fit our direct needs, but often without thinking of the 
long term impacts to our environment. However these actions do affect us, and others. 
The ongoing climate crisis is a result of this, and on smaller scales other issues may have 
impacts on the environment. On Socotra, unsustainable development is a huge risk to the 
local unique biodiversity and therefore it risks the livelihoods of the people who use nature 
as a resource. This includes for example rapid expansion of buildings along the coast and 
in protected areas or road developments without environmental impact assessments, 
waste accumulation and pollution. Even tourism, although low at this point, can have 
hugely negative effects on the environment, and has had impacts on Socotra in the past 
when not being sustainable or managed. Positive – about 70% of Socotra Island is National 
Park, corresponding to the core terrestrial area of the UNESCO WH Site. Therefore there 
are both local and international laws to help sustainable development rather than 
becoming destructive. However, implementation on the ground is sometimes hard 
considering the current financial crisis in Yemen. 

 
 

4. Disclaimer: 

The #connect2socotra campaign focuses on the need to conserve and protect the unique natural and 
cultural heritage of Socotra. It is aimed at spreading awareness on how the challenges and our care 
connect us to the vulnerability of ecosystems all over the world. We are not responsible for any views 
or opinions linked to the #connect2socotra hashtag on social media by individuals or organisations 
who are not official partners in the campaign. The campaign is coordinated by UNESCO, FoS and 
involves organisations that are part of connect2socotra per official agreement. 

 

5. Contacts: 

UNESCO – Fernando Brugman f.brugman@unesco.org ; Bruno Bertelli b.bertelli@unesco.org  -  

FoS/Scientific Advisor – Kay Van Damme kay.vandamme@gmail.com  

 

6. References and further reading: 

 

General challenges to Socotra biodiversity 

- Overview/review (climate change, tourism, waste, exotics, unsustainable resource use, etc) 



http://www.friendsofsoqotra.org/Bibliography/pdfs/Van%20Damme%20&%20Banfield%202011%20
Socotra%20Conservation.pdf  

- Socotra as a case study of a WH Site 

http://www.friendsofsoqotra.org/Bibliography/pdfs/Worldwide%20Heritage%200001.pdf 

 

Exotic species  

- general / global 

https://www.cbd.int/island/invasive.shtml 

- recent eradication success of invasive species on Socotra 

 https://www.cabi.org/news-and-media/2018/cabi-works-in-partnership-to-help-rid-unesco-
natural-world-heritage-site-socotra-of-common-pest-pear-opuntia-stricta/ 

- exotic species checklist on Socotra 

 https://www.gbif.org/dataset/29d2d5a6-db22-4abd-b784-9ab2f9757c3c 

 

Vegetation loss on Socotra 

- https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/13/3557/htm  

Other threats see 

http://www.friendsofsoqotra.org/Bibliography/pdfs/Van%20Damme%20&%20Banfield%202011%20
Socotra%20Conservation.pdf  

 

UNESCO 

- https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1263/ 

 

Friends of Soqotra 

- www.friendsofsoqotra.org 
 

http://www.friendsofsoqotra.org/Bibliography/pdfs/Worldwide%20Heritage%200001.pdf 


