Historical Greece

Plato wrote in 360 BC that over nine thousand years, Greece never
experienced significant soil loss until after deforestation. As a result, the
forests are gone, the soil is eroded away, the rainfall has diminished and
springs ceased flowing.

The Greek landscape historically covered in evergreen oaks, pines,
cypress, juniper, laurel, carob, and wild olives, was deforested for
firewood, charcoal, lumber as well as wildfires that were accidental, or
intentionally set for military operations and to create land suitable for

livestock grazing (Hughes 1975; Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1980).

The deforestation of Mediterranean “triggered a shift toward a drier climate,
accompanied by the disappearance of many springs and a general reduction in
the availability of fresh water” and today areas that aren’t intensely grazed
are covered in droughtresistant shrubs similar to California chaparral

(Erhlich and Erhlich 1980).



Plato wrote in 360 BC:

The land was the best in the world...Many great deluges have taken place during the nine thousand years, ..
there has never been any considerable accumulation of the soil coming down from the mountains, as in
other places, but the earth has fallen away all round and sunk out of sight. The consequence is, that in
comparison of what then was, there are remaining only the bones of the wasted body..all the richer and
softer parts of the soil having fallen away, and the mere skeleton of the land being left. But in the primitive
state of the country, its mountains were high hills covered with soil, and the plains, as they are termed by
us, of Phelleus were full of rich earth, and there was abundance of wood in the mountains.

Of this last the traces still remain, for although some of the mountains now only afford sustenance to bees, not so
very long ago there were still to be seen roofs of timber cut from trees growing there, which were of a size
sufficient to cover the largest houses; and there were many other high trees, cultivated by man and bearing
abundance of food for cattle. Moreover, the land reaped the benefit of the annual rainfall, not as now losing
the water which flows off the bare earth into the sea, but, having an abundant supply in all places, and
receiving it into herself and treasuring it up in the close clay soil, it let off into the hollows the streams
which it absorbed from the heights, providing everywhere abundant fountains and rivers, of which there
may still be observed sacred memorials in places where fountains once existed.

Plato, 360 B.C.E, Critias. Translated by Benjamin Jowett http://classics.mit.edu//Plato/critias.html



http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/critias.html

Modern Greece

Greece, like many places across the world
(Lebanon, Northwest US, Australia, etc..)
experienced a succession of deforestation,
soil loss, diminishing rainfall, conversion to
magquis shrub vegetation, and country-wide
wildfire risk. The soil is too thin and degraded
for forest succession.

In August 2007, Greece declared a state of
emergency as 300 fires burned across Greece,
killing 46, reaching the fringes of Athens, and
destroying whole villages. (Smith 2007). In
July 2018, about 50 brush, forest, and house
fires burned across Greece, killing at least 88
(Smith et al., 2018).

Smith, Helena; Jones, Sam; Farrer, Martin, 2018. Greece wildfires:scores dead as holiday resort devastated: The Guardian July 24, 2018, available from:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jul/23/greeks-urged-to-leave-homes-as-wildfires-spread-near-athens

Smith, Helen. 2007. Fires sweep Greece turning villages to ash and killing 46: The Guardian. Available from: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/aug/26/greece
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Historical Cases (Continued)

o Mayan Empire Guatemala, Belize, Mexico: Massive deforestation eroded soil and
diminished rainfall. Climaxing by major drought around 900 AD (or CE),
corresponding to major population decline at end of Classic Mayan period. The

following surviving generation learned terracing to retain soil.

o Angkor Civilization of modern Cambodia,
Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam experienced
large urban population associated with
massive deforestation and soil loss, followed

by prolonged drought and civilization
collapsed between 1300-1500 CE

Penny, Dan and Beach Tim. 2021. Historical socioecological transformations in the global tropics as an Anthropocene analogue: PNAS 2021 Vol. 118 No. 40 ¢2022211118. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2022211118
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US Virgin Forests (green)

Historic Deforestation

& “To the colonists and explorers of the seventeenth
century, America appeared a vast, unbroken forest.
Even after had mapped the full extent of the prairies
and western deserts, they found that nearly half of
her total land area, or more than 820 million acres,
was originally in forest...About 200 million acres of
our original forest area have been cleared for
cultivation and settlement.” Greely also noted in
1925 that associated with the deforestation, only
25% of the original soil remained after 300 years of
’settlement and expanding agriculture.”

Greely W.B.1925. The relation of geography to timber supply. Economic Geography v 1 p 1-14. https://journalcopernicus.eco/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/TheRelationOfGeographyToTimberSupply 1925.pdf



