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Almost half of the Earth’s land surface is represented by drylands - deserts and their semi-arid and subhumid margins. Drylands are often dominated by unconsolidated, aeolian sediment, which preserve information about past conditions and interactions between the atmosphere and land surface. Desert margins in particular are hypothesized to become increasingly unstable and unable to support human populations in a future dominated by accelerating global change. Since drylands also host some 40% of the world’s human population, this increasing instability will become a central concern for the future.

In this talk I will take you on a tour of the information we can reap from aeolian sediments in drylands: what they can tell us about landscape and hydroclimate change through time. We will take a look at the evidence for past environments across a range of scales, starting with the what charge held within the crystal lattice of individual quartz grains can tell us about the timing of aeolian deposition and sediment routing. We will then scale up to examine the morphology of lake margin shorelines and dunefields which provide the key to interactions between landforms, hydroclimate and synoptic-scale climate circulation. I hope to convince you that even at the geological level, there is truth to the saying “chi semina vento raccoglie tempesta”: who sows the wind, reaps a storm!
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