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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A UNCCD handbook for use by parliaments and their members has been prepared and will be 
submitted to the tenth Parliamentary Round Table. This information serves as an introduction to 

the handbook. 
 

The combat against desertification and for a land-degradation neutral world (LDNW) is a 
major challenge for policymakers who are convinced that global, regional, national and local 

efforts to halt and reverse land degradation are prerequisites for freeing hundreds of millions of 

people from poverty, enabling food, water and energy security, mitigating climate change and 

building resilience to drought, as well as achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Within the post-2015 process the SDG of reaching a 

LDNW should serve as a driver for the implementation and mainstreaming of sustainable human 

development in the United Nations system as a whole. 

 

As highlighted in the Universal Declaration on Democracy adopted by the Inter-
Parliamentary Union in 1997, the International Day of Democracy proclaimed by the UN General 

Assembly in 2007, and the Rio+20 document “The Future We Want” adopted in June 2012, there 
is a general understanding that democracy and human rights, good governance and the rule of 

law, as well as effective institutions and strong parliaments, are prerequisites for achieving 

sustainable human development.  

 

The ‘parliamentary hexagon’ (i.e. law-making, budget allocation, oversight, awareness raising, 

elective power, and influence on foreign affairs) offers a good framework of action to 

parliaments and their members to mobilize stronger parliamentary commitment to the 

successful implementation of the Convention, its 10-year Strategy (2008-2018) and the 

achievement of land degradation neutrality.  

 

According to the ’parliamentary hexagon’ the information note presents concrete proposals 

and concludes with questions for debate. 
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I.  The combat against land degradation and desertification: A major challenge for 

policymakers 
 

1. A UNCCD handbook for use by parliaments and their members has been prepared and will 

be submitted to the tenth Parliamentary Round Table.1 It will provide basic information on the 
role of parliaments, how they can be better engaged in supporting and promoting the UNCCD 

and its 10-year Strategy, and how they can stimulate adequate actions at national and 
international levels. This information note serves as an introduction to the handbook.  

 

2. Global challenges, such as poverty and hunger, land degradation and desertification, 
financial and economic turbulences and crises, as well as climate change, constitute challenges 

for democracies and all political systems pursuing the objective of achieving sustainable 
human development. 

 

3. The United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio de Janeiro, June 2012), 

more popularly known as Rio+20, paved the way for further work on sustainable development. 

By adopting the Rio+20 outcome document, “The Future We Want”, Heads of State and 
Government and high-level representatives recognized desertification, land degradation and 

drought as serious global challenges to the sustainable development of all countries, above all 
for developing countries, least developed countries and landlocked developing countries, 

particularly in Africa.   
 

4. Rio+20 reaffirmed the resolve of the UNCCD, in line with its 10-Year Strategy (2008-2018), 

to take coordinated action at the national, regional and international levels to monitor land 

degradation globally and restore degraded lands in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas.   

 

5. By agreeing on the need for urgent action to reverse land degradation, Rio+20 committed 

to “strive to achieve a land-degradation neutral world in the context of sustainable 

development.”2 This paradigm shift means that the world leaders – finally – recognized the 

economic and social significance of good land management, including soil, particularly its 

contribution to economic growth, biodiversity, sustainable agriculture and food security, 

poverty eradication, women’s empowerment, addressing climate change and improving the 

availability of water.  

 

6. According to Rio+20, the combat against desertification and for a land-degradation neutral 

world (LDNW) is a major challenge for policymakers that are convinced that global, regional, 

national and local efforts to halt and reverse land degradation are prerequisites for freeing 

hundreds of millions of people from poverty, enabling food, water and energy security, 

mitigating climate change and building resilience to drought, as well as achieving the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

 

7. The post-2015 development agenda3 recognizes that development challenges, such as land 

degradation and soil erosion, water shortages, population growth, economic inequalities and 

volatile financial markets, are increasingly interrelated and global in nature. Within the post-
2015 process the SDGs, notably land degradation neutrality, should serve as a driver for   

                                                
1 UNCCD secretariat (2013). Role of parliamentarians in the implementation process of the UN Convention to Combat 

Desertification. A guide to parliamentary action. (authored by Uwe Holtz) 
2 United Nations (2012). Outcome document of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, New York 

– in particular chapter V “Framework for action and follow-up” and the paragraphs 205 – 209 on “Desertification, land 

degradation and drought”. Available at: 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/733FutureWeWant.pdf; Paragraph 206 highlights LDNW 

as a new goal. All URLs in this document were retrieved on 20 July 2013.  
3 The agenda should be inspired by certain fundamental values essential to international relations in the twenty-first 

century including freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature, and shared responsibility – as set out in 

the Millennium Declaration. Cf. Millennium Declaration (2000), paragraph 6. Available at: 

www.un.org/millennium/declaration/ares552e.htm. 
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implementation and mainstreaming of sustainable human development in the United Nations 

system as a whole. 
 

II. Relevance of democracy and human rights, good governance and strong parliaments 
 

8. Nowadays there is a common understanding that democracy and human rights, good 

governance and the rule of law, as well as efficient institutions and strong parliaments, are 

prerequisites for achieving sustainable human development.  

 
9. Rio+20 also acknowledged that democracy, good governance and the rule of law, at the 

national and international levels, as well as an enabling environment, are essential for 

sustainable human and economic development, including sustained, inclusive and equitable 
economic growth, industrial and social development, environmental protection and the 

eradication of poverty and hunger. It also reaffirmed that institutions at all levels needed to be 
effective, transparent, accountable and democratic to achieve “our sustainable development 

goals”.4  
 

10. While democracies share common features, there is no single model of democracy. 
Democracy – understood as rule of the people, by the people and for the people – is a universal 

value. Democracy, the political order of freedom, is based on free, fair and regular elections 

enabling a change of government; separation of powers; respect, protection and fulfilment of 
human rights; the rule of law for all; and a genuine partnership between men and women. 

 
11. Democracy is realized through a complex set of efficient institutions and practices, which 

have evolved over time and continue to do so. These include: a guaranteed framework of citizen 
rights; effective, accountable institutions of government; an active citizen body or civil society; 

and a number of mediating institutions between government and citizens – political parties and 
a free media being very important in this context.5 Democracy is hollow without food, safety and 

jobs. 

 

12. The Universal Declaration on Democracy, adopted by the Inter-Parliamentary Union 

(IPU) in 1997, is a very important and too often ignored reference document.6 The Declaration 

emphasizes that democracy – a universal value – requires the existence of representative 

institutions at all levels and, in particular, a parliament which has the requisite powers and 
means to express the will of the people by legislating and overseeing government action.7 In this 

respect, strong parliaments are the central institution, the ‘heart’ of democracy. Following the 
endeavours of the IPU, in 2007 the United Nations General Assembly acknowledged the 

resilience and universality of the principles of democracy by declaring 15 September the 
International Day of Democracy. 

 

13. Stronger parliamentary support and engagement for the implementation of the UNCCD 

can be mobilized by recognizing the six main powers and roles of legislators (‘the parliamentary 

hexagon’)8 in: (a) making laws; (b) allocating budgets; (c) overseeing and controlling the actions  

                                                
4 United Nations (2012): “The future we want” – Outcome document of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable 

Development, paragraphs 10 and 150. 
5 Cf. IPU (2006): Parliament and democracy in the twenty-first century. A guide to good practice (written and edited 

by David Beetham), Geneva, p. 4. 
6 The Declaration may be found in IPU (1998),. Democracy: Its principles and achievement, Geneva, pp. III-VIII. It is 

also available at: www.ipu.org/cnl-e/161-dem.htm.   
7 Cf. Universal Declaration on Democracy, paragraph 11. 
8 One may differ on the precise list of such functions, but there seems to be broad agreement that at least some should be 

included in the tasks undertaken by and expected by all parliaments. See IPU / UNDP (2012): Global Parliamentary 

Report 2012 (Lead author: Greg Power), Geneva – New York 2012 (www.ipu.org/pdf/publications/gpr2012-full-

e.pdf); World Summit of Legislators (17 June 2012): The GLOBE Rio+20 Legislators’ Protocol, Rio de Janeiro 

(www.globeinternational.org/index.php/world-summit/56-legislators-protocol; IPU (2006): Parliament and 

democracy in the twenty-first century. A guide to good practice, Geneva; Uwe Holtz (2003). The Parliamentary 
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of governments; (d) fostering public discourse and raising awareness; (e) electing competent 

personalities and bodies; and (f) influencing foreign policy and enhancing international 

cooperation.  

 

III. Implementing the UNCCD: Areas for parliamentary action  

 

14. The ‘parliamentary hexagon’ offers a good framework of action to parliaments and their 

members with a view to mobilizing stronger parliamentary commitment to the successful 

implementation of the Convention, its 10-year Strategy9 and the achievement of a land-

degradation neutral world. A democracy that delivers is necessary for sustainable human 
development and the successful implementation of the UNCCD. Ordinary people, the rural and 

urban populations have to be convinced that policymakers and decision-makers are capable of 
decisive and effective action.  

 

(i)   Law-making: Parliaments and parliamentarians should: 

 

15. Enact an enabling legislation and standards and align them with the provisions of the 

UNCCD and its 10-year Strategy, as well as with the ‘land-degradation neutrality’ goal (with a 

clear roadmap). 

 

16. Promote and adopt regulatory frameworks and legal instruments, including on land 
restoration, anti-land degradation policies and accounting for rights-based approaches. 

 
17. Mainstream actions to address desertification, land degradation and drought which 

require good governance, gender analysis, and the consideration of the roles and rights of 
indigenous peoples, and support/adopt corresponding ordinances, laws and rules on land use. 

 
18. Change detrimental land-use practices, promote sustainable land management (SLM) 

and strengthen national drought policies, including proactive mitigation and risk management.10  

 
19. Promote appropriate land tenure regimes and work for laws and international land 

investment regulations to ensure that land deals maximize the public interest, the contribution 
of investments to sustainable development and the benefits for the rural poor. 

 
20. Build up a culture of coordination to harmonize national action programmes with other 

national development priorities.  
 

21. Give higher priority to land issues, also with respect to development cooperation, to 

overcome the political marginalization of dryland communities, re-evaluate agriculture and 

investment in rural areas in the political arena, and put an end to the calamitous agricultural 

protection arrangements in donor countries and subsidized agricultural exports. 

 

(ii)  Budget allocation: Parliaments and parliamentarians should: 
 

22. Create specific budget lines for combating land degradation and investing in healthy 
soils. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                   
Hexagon, in: U. Holtz: The previous four Round Tables of Members of Parliament on the United Nations Convention to 

Combat Desertification, Bonn, pp. 18-19 (available at: www.uni-bonn.de/~uholtz/virt_apparat/UNCCD_Cuba.pdf). 
9 Several proposals for action rely on former commitments and UNCCD Parliamentary Round Table declarations.  
10 See the High-Level Meeting on National Drought Policy, (Geneva, Switzerland, 11-15 March 2013). To follow-up on 

that meeting, Luc Gnacadja notes that the UNCCD will undertake capacity building initiatives to empower countries 

and communities that are most vulnerable to droughts. (cf. http://newsbox.unccd.int/imgissue/UNCCDNews5_1.pdf) 
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23. Push governments for a coherent country-wide response to land challenges and provide 

them with adequate financial means, including Official Development Assistance (ODA) and new 

financial resources.  

 

24. Work towards improving the quality of development cooperation and increasing the 

volume of ODA, particularly in those developed countries that have not yet reached the 0.7 per 

cent target; this target must be achieved as fast as possible, at the latest by 2020. 

 

 

25. Influence governments to enable them, within the context of development cooperation 
negotiations, to ask for more agricultural projects and programmes, in particular those focusing 

on combating desertification and supporting land degradation neutrality. 
 

26. Observe consistent budget strategies that appropriately integrate foreign assistance into 

NAPs and national development plans.  

 

27. Provide substantial, adequate, timely and predictable financial resources to support 

domestic initiatives to reverse and prevent desertification/land degradation and mitigate the 

effects of drought, taking into account, and advancing, the natural capital approach.11 

 

28. Further support and increase targeted capacity-building, training programmes and 
women’s empowerment, as well as promote practice oriented scientific research activities on 

DLDD, harness traditional knowledge, and use the results of these activities in policies and 
decision-making to benefit public, private and CSO efforts to address DLDD. 

 
29. Support and ask for appropriate private sector activities.  

 
(iii) Oversight: Parliaments and parliamentarians should: 

 

30. Monitor executive actions and enquire whether anti-desertification issues are included 
in overall government agendas (by means of oral and written questions to the executive, 

motions, establishment of special commissions or ad hoc committees, hearings, field visits, etc.).  
 

31. Request regular reports from the governments on their activities, including the 
evaluation of measures taken by them to implement the Convention, the 10-year Strategy and 

the land degradation neutrality goal.  
 

32. Ask for better coordination of multilateral environment agreements (MEAs), poverty 

reduction strategy papers (PRSPs), country strategy papers (CSPs) and national action 

programmes supported by bilateral and multilateral development agencies and organizations. 

 

 

 

                                                
11 This approach takes into consideration the contributions and/or the destruction of agricultural land, wetlands and 

forest, for example. The challenge is how to value and integrate the natural capital within national economic 

frameworks to enable legislators to better monitor the use of natural capital. Studies show that Niger alone loses 

about 8 per cent of its gross domestic product due to overgrazing, salinity in irrigated rice and soil nutrient depletion 

by sorghum and millet. (see www.ipsnews.net/2012/06/land-is-our-ally-but-its-patience-is-not-eternal). See also 

Article 25 of European Parliament resolution from 20 September 2011 on developing a common EU position ahead of 

the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development  in which the European Parliament “underlines the 

importance of valuing resources, natural capital and ecosystem services at their real value, including the different 

cultural livelihood and landscape values assigned to them, while not commodifying natural systems; (and) calls for the 

establishment of natural capital accounting processes and their integration into economic accounting structures and 

political decision-making processes.” Available at: 

www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2011-0430&language=EN&ring=B7-2011-

0522. 
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33. Develop more effective tools for legislators to monitor the actions taken by governments 

towards their Rio commitments and how they engage with the international processes and UN 

agencies on sustainable development, including initiating debates in parliaments. 

 

(iv)  Public discourse and awareness raising: Parliaments and parliamentarians should: 

 

34. Advocate environmental awareness raising and sensitize the public on desertification, 

i.e. act as agents of change. 

 

35. Carry out land degradation neutrality campaigns and enlighten the public about the 
economics of land degradation. 

 
36. Promote and support annual events, such as special parliamentary debates and the 

World Day to Combat Desertification on June 17 with appropriate activities in constituencies, 

issuing commemorative postal stamps, engaging in environmental education, as well as involve 

schools, academics, artists and the mass media.  

 

37. In order to achieve a land-degradation neutral world by 2030, foster the commitment, 

support and active investment of all public and private sector actors, and all parts of the supply 

and value chain related to land use, as well as local community stakeholders. 

 
38. In order to promote emulation and create incentives, establish national, regional and/or 

local awards; these can include five possible levels: political leadership, civil servants, civil 
society, private sector, and the media. 

 
39. Build partnerships between policymakers, the business sector, non-governmental 

organizations, community-based organizations, youth and women’s associations, and the 
academic community. 

 

40. Parliaments and parliamentarians should ensure that their political parties include the 
implementation of the UNCCD and the LDNW goal in their manifestos and other policy 

documents as a matter of priority. 
 

(v)   Elective power: Parliaments and parliamentarians should: 
 

41. Elect competent and committed personalities to parliamentary leadership, relevant 
committees and rapporteur roles. 

 

42. Establish a national network of MPs and a parliamentary focal point on UNCCD issues, if 

none currently exists. 

 

43. Encourage women’s parliamentary UNCCD caucuses.  

 
44. Appoint a Parliamentary Commissioner for Present and Future Generations who should 

submit regular reports on the state of combating land degradation, soil loss and desertification 
and the progress on the road to zero net land degradation. 

 

45. Establish a parliamentary committee on the three Rio Conventions.  

 

(vi)  Foreign policy and international cooperation: Parliaments and parliamentarians should: 

 

46. Promote high-level political will and stronger parliamentarian involvement in the 

implementation of the UNCCD and its 10-year Strategy at the subregional, regional and 

international levels. 
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47. Ensure that the post-2015 process, particularly the SDGs and land degradation 

neutrality, serve as a driver for implementation and mainstreaming of sustainable human 

development in the United Nations system as a whole. 

 

48. Designate committed MPs to participate in the UNCCD Parliamentary Round Table 

sessions organized every two years in parallel with the ordinary sessions of the Conference of 

the Parties. 

 

49. Better utilize the information made available in the Parliamentary Network on the 

UNCCD12 (PNoUNCCD). The latter requires adequate funding and its Steering Committee should 
provide more guidance in strengthening the network and ensure follow-up actions on the 

declarations adopted by the Round Tables of Parliamentarians.13 
 

50. Contribute towards making the UNCCD the global leading authority on land and soil and 

DLDD, help establish an Intergovernmental Panel/Platform on Land and Soil and promote an 

agreement of a new legal instrument, e.g. a Protocol on LDNW, to allow the UNCCD to have a 

global policy and monitoring framework to focus efforts and empower the international 

community to act with the speed and scale required to address this issue.14  

 

51. Create parliamentary oversight mechanisms, e.g. vis-à-vis the Global Environment 

Facility, regional development banks, the Green Climate Fund.  
 

52. Promote the establishment of a United Nations Parliamentary Assembly (UNPA), which 
could be a centrepiece for parliamentary supervision of the renewed system of international 

financial, economic and environmental governance. 
 

53. The many proposals for mobilizing parliamentary efforts in the context of the 
implementation of the UNCCD are not intended to offer ‘one-size-fits-all’ solutions; instead, 

actions should be undertaken that consider the unique DLDD context in each country. 

Parliaments and their members around the world should seek cooperation with like-minded 
partners and build up alliances with all stakeholders in land and soil in particular, and also in 

sustainable human development in general. They also need relevant documentation, technical 
assistance and advisory services and, last but not least, the high quality services of the UNCCD 

Secretariat. Regarding UNCCD issues, a valuable source of information is the bi-monthly update 
on the work of UNCCD, published by the Secretariat since July-August 2009 

(http://newsbox.unccd.int). The UNCCD Secretariat is encouraged to review and publish good 
practices on SLM technologies and land neutrality policies. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
12

 The website of this network is: www.unccd.int/en/Stakeholders/Parliamentarians/Pages/default.aspx. 
13 Cf. Eighth session of the UNCCD Round Table for Parliamentarians: Commitments and future actions of 

Parliamentarians, adopted by parliamentarians in Buenos Aires on 24–25 September 2009 

(www.unccd.int/Lists/SiteDocumentLibrary/Parliament/2009/Buenos_A_-_Declaration_2009-09-

25%20final%20version.pdf). The Statute, adopted by the Forum of  Parliamentarians/Round Table in 2011, 

stipulates: “The Steering Committee’s mandate shall be to: (a) Contribute to meeting commitments undertaken under 

the UNCCD in the countries affected by desertification, land degradation, and drought; (b) Evaluate the role and 

encourage the responsibility of governments and relevant multilateral organizations; (c) Contribute to strengthening 

the capacities of parliamentarians; (d) Produce and disseminate updated information for parliamentarians on specific 

subjects concerning the UNCCD; (e) Facilitate contact with other networks of parliamentarians, civil-society 

organizations, multilateral organizations, the private sector and the press; (f) Identify the appropriate actions in 

support of the UNCCD; (g) Monitor the UNCCD implementation process and give independent opinions to the 

Conference of the Parties.” 
14 See UNCCD Secretariat (2012): Zero Net Land Degradation - A sustainable development goal for Rio+20, Bonn, p. 24 

(www.unccd.int/Lists/SiteDocumentLibrary/Rio+20/UNCCD_PolicyBrief_ZeroNetLandDegradation.pdf). 
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IV. Key questions for debate 

 

54. The following key questions arise for parliamentary deliberation on areas for action:  

 

a) Which concrete proposals deserve to be set as priorities regarding parliamentary 

contributions to the successful implementation of the Convention and its 10-year Strategy, 

including on matters relating to the mobilization of adequate domestic and foreign financial 

resources? 

 

b) What actions do you recommend to ensure efficient use of the handbook at local, national 
and regional levels? 


