
Launched in 2005 by Minister W. Sheya 
of the United Republic of Tanzania, 
the International Year of Planet Earth 

(IYPE) is an African idea. From the start, it 
aimed to help society make greater and 
more effective use of the knowledge 
accumulated by the world’s Earth 
scientists, and it culminates in the 
celebration of 2008 by the United 
Nations as the Year of Planet Earth.

Africa is colossal – just over a fifth 
of Earth’s continental surface (see 
map). Recognizing its enormous 
size helps to explain the magnitude 
of the task lying ahead for the 
IYPE. Scientists and politicians, for 
instance, in modelling global climate 
change, need adequate data from 
Africa. Yet insufficient information 
and far too few indigenous 
science practitioners are two of 
Africa’s misfortunes, which have 
to be faced through education, 
education, education – arguably 
Africa’s most immediate long-
term need. 

In revealing the history of 
the lithosphere, biosphere, and 
anthroposphere (people and where they 
come from), this continent is without peer. It 
is the landscape of human origins and culture, 
and nearly 4 billion years of unparalleled geo-
biodiversity. Yet its 900 million inhabitants are 
in the grip of the Sixth Extinction – the present 
widespread, ongoing, and accelerating mass 
extinction of plant and animal species – with 
global warming its potentially culminating blow. 

By 2015, Africa will very likely have one billion 
people, most still living in squalor and misery; 
hungry, sick, without time or energy to dream 
of study or of a secure future. Over the next 
20 years, most Africans will migrate into urban 
areas, straining infrastructures – in some cases 
close to breaking-point. Such cities are greedy 
for resources and consume the environment, 
covering large tracts of land, generating pollution, 
changing regional hydrological cycles and local 
microclimates, and disrupting ecosystem services. 

The IYPE initiative makes it clear that 
combating misfortunes across Africa is 
achievable only when people and nations 
act in unison. South Africa aims to reach out 
nationally, and across the continent, to engage 
with a wider community eager to develop 
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Above: The shape of Earth – the geoid. 
People’s perception of the shape of the solid 
Earth (that is, its shape excluding the oceans 
and atmosphere) has over time evolved from 
that of a flat Earth, to a spherical one, then 
to an oval one. The best present model of 
its shape is this one of the ‘Potsdam potato’ 
– highly exaggerated in the vertical scale 
– derived from satellite observations linked to 
ground control. Image: GFZ-Potsdam, Germany.

Right: Africa’s real size. This equal-area 
projection allows direct, aerially undistorted 
comparisons of continents’ sizes.

Below: This film strip shows the ‘birth’ of 
Africa, out of Pangaea, some 200 million 
years ago, and then, from the present (central 
frame), its move 200 million years into the 
future, joining the others again to form one 
large landmass. 
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partnerships and share scientific news.
In this special IYPE issue of QUEST, some of 

South Africa’s scholars, from many different 
fields, explore Earth’s curiosities and disturbing 
facts, and consider ways to reach IYPE goals. 
At times of crisis – such as those facing the 
planet today – actions derive from ideas that 
are currently in circulation1. The challenge is 
to ensure that the turmoil characterizing our 
continent and the whole of Earth does not 
reach uncontrollable proportions, to prevent the 
need for global disaster management, to revive 
a spirit of public interest in combating poverty 
and disease and in supporting vulnerable 
societies, and to take Earth’s hazards seriously. 

We, in South Africa, are ready. A gargantuan task 
lies ahead: we lobby you to join in the activities of 
IYPE, the Greatest Geo-Show on Earth. ■

Visit www.iype.org.za; www.yearofplanetearth.org; 
and www.developmentgoals.org. Consult the Atlas of 
Global Development (HarperCollins, World Bank, 2007) and World 
Development Indicators 2007 (details at www.worldbank.
org/data); I. Stewart and J. Lynch (eds.), Earth: The Power of the 
Planet (BBC Books, 2007); ICSU Regional Office for Africa, Science 
Plans available at www.icsu-africa.org; series of scientific articles 
on IYPE topics, in Nature, vol. 7176 (17 January 2008) available 
at www.nature.com/nature/supplements/collections/
yearofplanetearth/index.html; D. Edwards, Artscience: Creativity 
in the Post-Google Generation (Harvard University Press, 2007); 
J. Sachs, The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for our Time 
(Penguin, 2005); and F. Wilson and M. Ramphele, Uprooting Poverty: 
The South African Challenge (David Philip, 1989).

IYPE 2008

The International Year of Planet Earth (IYPE) is a joint initiative by UNESCO and the 
International Union of Geological Sciences (IUGS). Its rationale is summed up as ‘Planet Earth 
in our Hands’. At the last count, IYPE enjoyed the full political support of 191 UN countries 
(representing 87% of Earth’s human population), and some 70 countries and regions in the 
world have national committees to plan events throughout the year.

The global opening of IYPE took place 12–13 February 2008 at the UNESCO headquarters in 
Paris, France. Over 1 000 delegates attended, including ministers and ambassadors, as well as 
leading politicians and scientists from around the world. Among the members of South Africa’s 
10-person delegation were the five winners of the South African IYPE student competition held in 
November 2007*. The South African launch of IYPE takes place at SciFest Africa in Grahamstown 
(16–18 April 2008), and the Africa launch shortly thereafter, in Arusha, Tanzania (8–9 May).

The main IYPE activities (spanning the three years 2007–2009) operate within its science 
and outreach programmes. The science programme has ten broad, societally relevant and 
multidisciplinary themes – Deep Earth: From crust to core; Ocean: Abyss of time; Earth and 
Life: Origins of diversity; Climate Change: The ‘stone tape’; Groundwater: Reservoir for a 
thirsty planet?; Hazards: Minimizing risk, maximizing awareness; Megacities: Going deeper, 
building safer; Soils: Earth’s living skin; Earth and Health: Building a safer environment; and 
Resource Issues: Towards sustainable use. The outreach programme aims to make everyone 
aware of the work of the Earth sciences.

The Regional Office, Africa of the International Council for Science (ICSU ROA) (http://
icsu-africa.org) has been mandated by the IYPE Secretariat to coordinate IYPE activities in 
Africa, and it promotes and facilitates the implementation of the IPYE’s science agenda on 
the continent**. From the IYPE’s inception, ICSU ROA has urged African scientists to involve 
themselves in IYPE activities and to form national committees. The following countries 
already have such committees in operation: Cameroon, Egypt, Ethiopia, Gambia, Morocco, 
Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, and Tanzania. Botswana, Burundi, Cape Verde, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mauritius, Nigeria, Uganda, and Senegal are in 
the process of finalizing the formation of their national committees.

The ten broad research themes of the IYPE dovetail well with four ICSU ROA science 
plans (Sustainable Energy, Natural and Human-induced Hazards and Disasters, Health and 
Human Well-being, and Global and Environmental Change). ICSU ROA is assisting the local 
organizing committee of Tanzania with its IYPE Africa launch in May 2008 (for details, 
contact Hudson Nkotagu at hudson@udsm.ac.tz). 

For information about the IYPE and details of the ten research themes, visit www.yearofplanetearth.org
* Eighteen-year-old Laura Byrne (St John’s College, now at the University of Witwatersrand) was one of three students, 

selected out of 130 from around the world, to present her contribution to the assembly. Her forecast of the state of 
planet Earth took the form of a novel but ‘stormy’ weather report. The other student winners were Inka Schomer, 
Maura Pellettieri, Fulufhelo Munyai, and Stephanie Ackermann. 

** Professor Sospeter Muhongo, the Director of ICSU ROA, is the chairperson of the Science Programme Committee (SPC) 
of the International Year of Planet Earth.

1. Canadian journalist, author, and activist, Naomi Klein, for instance, 
uses Milton Friedman’s doctrine ‘only a crisis – actual or perceived 
– produces real change’ to explore the power of shock and the actions 
taken, when crisis occurs, on the basis of ideas that are around at the 
time. Responses are often political, she argues, and every crisis has an 
opportunity that someone will exploit. (See Noami Klein, The Shock 
Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism, Penguin, 2007.)

Above: An orbiting Galileo satellite, forming part of the European satellite radio navigation 
system that will make it possible to locate and monitor moving or stationary objects to within 
one metre of their position. Image: Deutsches Zentrum für Luft- und Raumfahrt and GFZ-Potsdam, Germany.

Members of the South African 
National Committee for IYPE

The members of the South African National Committee for 
the International Year of Planet Earth are: Maarten de Wit 
(University of Cape Town) (chair), Isabelle Ansorge (University 
of Cape Town), Urmila Bob (University of KwaZulu-Natal), 
Greg Botha (Council for Geoscience), Avinash Chuntharpursat 
(South African Environmental Observation Network), John 
Compton (University of Cape Town), Antony Cooper (CSIR), 
Rehana Dada (University of KwaZulu-Natal), M. Ali Dhansay, 
Ray Durrheim (CSIR and University of the Witwatersrand), 
Susan Frost-Killian (Council for Geoscience), Lorna Holtman 
(University of the Western Cape), Lindisizwe Magi (University 
of Zululand), Mac Makwarela (Department of Science 
and Technology) (observer), Brian Mantlala (South African 
National Biodiversity Institute), Steve McCourt (University 
of KwaZulu-Natal), Jodi Miller (University of Stellenbosch), 
Jonas Mphephya (South African Weather Service), Val 
Munsami (Department of Science and Technology) (observer), 
Lorenzo Raynard (South African Agency for Science and 
Technology Advancement), Mary Scholes (University of the 
Witwatersrand). Secretariat (ISL-SA ICSU): Busiswa Molefe.

Special thanks from the Quest team go to Professor 
Maarten de Wit (Director of AEON-Africa Earth 
Observatory Network and Professor in the Department 
of Geological Sciences, University of Cape Town) for 
coordinating articles for this special IPYE issue and for 
his generous support and assistance. 
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Message from South Africa for the International Year of Planet Earth

Only through science, robust science, the minehead of knowledge, can we 
appreciate where we came from, where we are, and where we are headed. 
It is for us all in our different fields to translate that science into daily action, 
such that its bounty is felt by everyone – today and tomorrow. This is our great 
opportunity, now, during the International Year of Planet Earth.

And it is Africa’s great opportunity to place her unmatched heritage on 
the world map. This is our greatest opportunity ever to breathe life into that 
simple creed of freedom, ‘by the people, for the people’. But let us expand 
on the creed: ‘by the people, for the people and all other species of our time 
and tomorrow’s time.’ I call all my fellow Africans to action bearing the fruit 
of science, and to make this Year of Planet Earth a resounding success and to 
construct a new framework to further the cause of a healthy planet for all.

Minister of  Science and Technology
Republic of  South Africa

The Earth sciences

The Earth sciences form a group of disciplines concerned with the origin and evolution 
of our planet. Geology is the root science. It developed from attempts to 
understand the Earth’s rock strata and fossils, then grew into the 
fundamental discipline of stratigraphy, ‘the science of reading 
the rock record’. With time, geology has branched out to 
cover many ways of exploring the Earth’s anatomy, history, 
composition and internal structure, and surface features 
(Earth science), and its dynamic properties (Earth 
systems science).

The chief disciplines are geology, mineralogy, 
stratigraphy, volcanology, geophysics*, 
geochemistry, geochronology, structural geology, 
tectonics, economic geology, geobiology, 
palaeontology, pedology, geography, 
geomorphology, climatology, hydrology, 
oceanography, meteorology, glaciology. With 
further understanding that the planet is not 
just a static sphere, these topics increasingly 
overlap as scientists examine the ways in 
which Earth works as a dynamic system. 
New cross-disciplinary fields have emerged, 
such as geodynamics, ecodynamics, 
palaeoecodynamics, ecological economics, 
global change, and geomedical studies.

With the onset of space exploration, Earth 
scinces are also overlapping with astronomy, 
to include the investigation of other planets in 
our Solar System, and cosmochemistry, which 
focuses on meteorites and cosmic dust. The 
combination of Earth and planetary sciences has 
opened up new fields such as lunar and planetary 
geology and extraterrestrial impact studies. 

South Africa contributes globally in all these areas. 
Because Earth science is both ‘basic’ and ‘applied’, the 
country’s practitioners in these fields work not only to create 
new understanding and knowledge of the Earth, but also to apply 
this knowledge to discover Earth’s mineral resources, mitigate hazards 
such as earthquakes, floods, and environmental damage, and, increasingly, 
to forecast such events with the help of powerful computing facilities. These 
efforts are being consolidated to form yet another new field – that of Earth stewardship science.
* Each discipline, in turn, encapsulates a number of sub-disciplines. For example geophysics comprises seismology, geomagnetism, geothermometry, and 

rock and mineral mechanics.

This issue of Quest was specially 
put together to celebrate South 
Africa’s contribution to the 
International Year of Planet Earth, 
with the support of:

The South African National 
Programme of the IYPE is supported 
by the NRF through 
the South African 

ICSU Secretariat. 
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elastic waves from earthquakes 
and detonation, geoscientists can 
now scan into the centre of the 
planet and assess Earth’s internal 
temperature variations, as in this 
image (red = hot; blue = cold; yellow 
and green represent temperatures in 
between). 
Image: Geophysics Department, University of Munich, Germany.


