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As students living in the Arava region, we have heard stories about desert plants from 

community members. As part of our learning process about SDG's we met with Dr. Rivki Ofir 

from the Dead Sea and Arava Science Center (DSASC) Who shared with us a study she is 

conducting about producing medicines from 

desert plants. Dr. Ofir presented us with a library 

of 300 species of desert plants that she is 

researching (Figure 1) and shared with us her 

research on some of these species that have 

proven effective in treating neurological 

diseases, different types of cancers and more. 

In traditional Bedouin society, there is a lot of word-of-mouth information about the medicinal 

properties of desert plants. This information is extremely important for scientists who are 

using it to discover the medicinal substances found in plants.  Unfortunately, in recent 

decades, traditional knowledge has been disappearing due to demographic and cultural 

changes in Bedouin society. The disappearance of this important knowledge may impair our 

ability to find drugs and beneficial substances in the future. Another problem is the growing 

need to preserve desert plants in the face of the destruction of natural habitats as a result of 

human development and intervention.  

The purpose of this venture is to collect and document the tradition of using desert plants as 

a source of medicines and a research of the scientific basis for their use, together with 

Conservation of biodiversity through the establishment of farms for growing desert plants. 

These local farms will form a place of refuge for these plants and a basis for the creation of a 

gene bank. 

Desert plants grow in extreme conditions of high heat, low rainfall and high soil salinity. 

Throughout evolution, various mechanisms have evolved for plants to cope with desert 

conditions. Plants that grow in stressful conditions in the desert, produce substances 

(metabolites), and from these substances it is proposed to develop medicinal substances. 

Examining the composition of substances and their use as biological pesticides, and as 

antibacterial, antiviral and antifungal substances has been done for years in research in the 

DSASC. A combination of folkloric knowledge and scientific knowledge can lead to the 

development of environmentally friendly pesticides and medicines.  



The objectives of our venture are: Gathering folkloric information from the local Bedouin 

communities on the use of desert plants for human benefit. Development of a growing 

protocol for desert plants, Establishment of agricultural farms for growing desert plants, and 

finally to commercially and scientifically develop medicinal and environmentally friendly 

products. All of this will be done together with conservation of the biodiversity of desert 

plants. 

As a model plant for this project we chose Pulicaria incisa It is a 

low, split shrub with yellow flowers that blooms from January to 

June and grows in the deserts of the Middle East. The plant 

contains active ingredients against fungi that are harmful to 

agriculture and substances that kill cancer cells by activating the 

kinetic program of cell death (apoptosis).  

The target country we chose is the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan (Jordan). Jordan is a Middle 

Eastern country bordering Syria, Israel, Saudi Arabia and Iraq. Jordan is a constitutional 

monarchy, headed by King Abdullah II.  The Jordanian Arava borders the Israeli Arava and the 

climatic conditions and plant species are the same. Pulicaria incisa is also common in the 

Jordanian wadis. The Jordanian community in the Arava is mainly Bedouin, so the folklore and 

knowledge about the desert plants exists within their elderlies. It is a largely agricultural 

community that has undergone many changes and transformations in the last century, thus 

folkloric knowledge is at risk to be lost.  

Over the years, personal and professional connections have developed between members of 

the Israeli and Jordanian Arava communities, which have been expressed in collaborations on 

projects such as "Bless your hands", that brings together women artists from Jordan and 

Israel. And the "Cross-Border Education" project that brings together teachers and students 

from both countries for joint educational and research activities. These two projects work 

mainly with the residents of the Jordanian communities from the a-Safi province in the 

southern Dead Sea. This area, being rich in springs is an agriculturally fertile area and therefore 

constitutes a suitable destination for the establishment of farms for growing desert plants. 

Our venture is made up of four phases: 

1. Development of a platform to collect folkloric information for the purpose of 

documenting and preserving the values of tradition. 

2.  Training women to grow Pulicaria incisa by a leading professional team of the "Gardening 

of Wild Plants from the Desert" project that takes place in the Arava and works to 

encourage the use of wild plants in the public and private gardens. A delegation of women 

from Jordan will arrive at Arava R&D station for training and then, an Israeli delegation of 

a leading Israeli team will meet the group of women in their area of residence to 

understand the relevant needs and problems and to support and assist in setting up the 

farm. 

3. Establishment of a farm for raising Pulicaria incisa in the a-Safi area. Joint follow-up for 

one year on the success of agricultural cultivation. 

4. Establishment of a facility for the development of desert products in the farm area. The 

facility will include a device for drying plants and  for extracting active ingredients. In the 



materials that will be produced, it will be possible to develop products such as tea 

infusion, essential oils, insect repellent ointment and more. The produced materials will 

be also used for medicinal research by a joint Israeli-Jordanian team of scientists.  

Our venture meets many of the SDG'S- It will enhance good health and wellbeing, quality 

education, gender equality, decent work and economic growth, and life on land (through 

conservation of desert plants). It will also promote the peace between Israel and Jordan and 

strengthen the partnership between the neighboring communities. 

 

 

In order to assess the feasibility of our venture we used a SWOT model: 

Strengths Weaknesses 

• There are established contacts with 

communities in the Jordanian Arava region 

with educators and scientists. 

• The DSASC will provide scientific, 

botanical and agricultural support for the 

venture. 

• The Jordanian Arava is similar to the 

Israeli Arava in terms of species diversity 

and climatic conditions. 

• There is no need to export desert plants 

to Jordan. The local wild plants will be the 

object of the project. 

• There is little experience in growing 

desert plants. Appropriate growing 

protocols need to be developed. 

• Drug development is a long and 

expensive process and we are not sure we 

will get to it 

Opportunities Threats 

• Can assist in resolving 7 of 17 SDGs. 

• Can have a big positive impact on the 

local community. Can promote peace in the 

Middle East 

• Documenting a long-standing tradition 

that disappears over time 

• Conservation of the biodiversity of desert 

plants 

• Political and bureaucratic challenges in 

Israel-Jordan relations may reduce its 

feasibility 

• Large corporations can take over the 

project on the backs of local farmers 

  

Estimated budget (US$): 

• Developing an app and collecting folkloric knowledge about local desert plants- 

10,000$ 

• Training the cooperative of women- 30,000$ (including visits to Jordan and Israel) 

• Establishing a farm and growing the plants- 100,000$ 

• Devices for extracting of compounds from the plants- 30,000$ 

• Total: 170,000$ 


