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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The UN Conference on Sustainable Development in June 2012 (Rio+20) gave birth to the new 
paradigm of a land-degradation neutral world (LDNW), which constitutes one of the most 
important sustainable development goals. In Rio, world leaders finally recognized the relevance 
of healthy soils and acknowledged that desertification, land degradation and drought (DLDD) 
pose serious challenges to all countries. It is time to systematically pursue this goal in the new 
post-2015 framework. 

 
A land-degradation neutral world is reached when the area of productive land remains stable 

or increases either globally, or in a given landscape, or terrestrial ecosystem. Achieving land 
degradation neutrality requires the commitment, support and active investment of all public and 
private sector actors, as well as local and community stakeholders. Any successful strategy will 
rely on the following main actors: Governments and parliaments, the private sector, farmers and 
pastoralists. Several pathways to achieve a LDNW are set out. Dryland areas are particularly 
affected by DLDD.  

 
Parliaments and parliamentarians should do their utmost to give higher political priority to 

DLDD in national and global agendas. They should also work towards a LDNW in the context of 
sustainable development and ensure that the LDNW vision does not remain a platitude and that 
is translated into action supported and encouraged by operational and deliverable targets and 
activities at the community, national, regional and international levels.  

 
Various proposals are submitted for deliberation. Questions for debate conclude the 

information note. 
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I. The future we want: A land-degradation neutral world (LDNW) 
 
1. The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
June 1992) agreed to combat desertification and land degradation.1 The UN Conference on 
Sustainable Development (Rio de Janeiro, June 2012), more popularly known as Rio+20 gave 
birth to a new paradigm: a land-degradation neutral world (LDNW). 
 
2. By adopting the Rio+20 outcome document, “The Future We Want”,2, Heads of State and 
Government and high-level representatives recognized DLDD as serious global challenge to the 
sustainable development of all countries, above all in developing countries, least developed 
countries and landlocked developing countries, particularly in Africa.  
 
3. By recognizing the need for urgent action to reverse land degradation, they committed 
themselves to “strive to achieve a land-degradation neutral world in the context of sustainable 
development”. The goal of achieving a land-degradation neutral world is an ambitious one and 
constitutes one of the most important sustainable development goals (SDGs) of the post-2015 
development agenda. It is a call for a paradigm shift at all levels and seeks to avoid land 

degradation and the restoration of degraded land as a prerequisite for achieving food, water 

and energy security.  

 
4. World leaders at the Rio+20 conference also reaffirmed their resolve under the UNCCD 
and its 10-Year Strategy (2008-2018) to take coordinated national, regional and international 
action to monitor land degradation globally and restore degraded lands in arid, semi-arid and 
dry sub-humid areas. They underlined the need to further develop and implement capacity-
building, extension training programmes, as well as scientifically based and socially inclusive 
methods and indicators to monitor and assess the extent of DLDD. 
 
5. They 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. They also reaffirmed that the SDGs could only be achieved if 
institutions, at all levels, are effective, transparent, accountable and democratic.  

 
6. It is encouraging that the High-Level Panel Report on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, 
released on 30 May 2013, made a clear reference to LDNW and stressed that it is time to do this 
in a systematic manner in the new post-2015 framework.  
 

II. Relevance and meaning of land degradation neutrality 

 

7. World leaders finally recognized the economic and social significance of good land 
management, including soil, and particularly its contribution to economic growth, biodiversity, 
sustainable agriculture and food security, poverty eradication, women’s empowerment, 
addressing climate change3 and enhancing the availability of water.  

                                                
1 See chapter 12 of “Agenda 21” (http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf)., All 
URLs in this document were retrieved on 20 July 2013. 
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 paragraphs 205–209 on “Desertification, 
land degradation and drought” (http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/733FutureWeWant.pdf). 
Paragraph 206 highlights LDNW as a new goal. 
3 Cf. IBRD/The World Bank (2013). Turn down the Heat – Climate Extremes, Regional Impacts and the Case for 
Resilience, Washington, p. 4: “Climate change exacerbates other non-climatic stressors such as land degradation. Even 
without climate change, human support systems are likely to be placed under further pressure as populations grow.” 
(www-
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8. To achieve a land-degradation neutral world, as mentioned in the UNCCD Secretariat’s 
policy brief on zero net land degradation (2012), it is necessary to avoid the degradation of 
productive land and to restore already degraded lands. 4  
 
9. Land degradation neutrality is achieved when the area of productive land, and therefore 
sustainable land use, remains stable or increases globally or in a given landscape or terrestrial 
ecosystem. A land-degradation neutral world specifically incorporates a global shift towards 
land stewardship  to avoid degradation of new areas, and ensures that unavoidable degradation 
is offset by rehabilitating at least an equal amount of already degraded land in the same time 
span and in the same landscape (or at least in the same ecosystem). 
 
10. The UNCCD policy brief rightly underlines that poverty is largely rural and land is the 
main, if not the sole asset of those poor.5 If we do not take bold action to protect, restore and 
manage land and soils sustainably, we will not achieve our commitments for climate change 
adaptation and mitigation, biodiversity conservation, forest and MDG targets; likewise, we will 
not alleviate rural poverty and hunger, ensure long-term food security or build resilience to 
drought and water stress. 
 
11. One prerequisite for the achievement of the new SDG is raising awareness among 

policymakers and the people directly concerned, in particular land users whose practices are 

degrading land productivity, as well as among land owners whose land has too often lost its 

productivity and requires restoration investments. The 2013 World Day to Combat 

Desertification raised awareness on the risks of drought and water scarcity in the drylands and 
beyond and the relevance of sustaining healthy soils. 
 

III. Pathways to the ‘land degradation neutrality’ goal 

 

12. Achieving land-degradation neutrality is a UNCCD goal and entails promoting sustainable 
land management (SLM) for all and by all, supported by better land-use planning. It must be 
ensured that land degradation is avoided as far as possible and that any further degradation of 
the Earth’s land is balanced by the restoration of degraded land. In this regard, the UNCCD policy 
brief sets the target of Zero Net Land Degradation by 2030. While completely halting land 
degradation and desertification (LDD) by 2030 may be difficult, setting a target by 2030 is 
realistic, if some of the degraded lands can be restored, and non-degraded lands are maintained 
in their present state.6 However, the question remains whether the long-term goal of a LDNW 
presents an excuse for not immediately starting appropriate goal-driven activities or pathways 
of action.7   
 
 

                                                                                                                                                   
wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2013/06/14/000445729_20130614145941/Re
ndered/PDF/784240WP0Full00D0CONF0to0June19090L.pdf) 
4 See UNCCD Secretariat (2012). Zero Net Land Degradation - A sustainable development goal for Rio+20, Bonn 
(www.unccd.int/Lists/SiteDocumentLibrary/Rio+20/UNCCD_PolicyBrief_ZeroNetLandDegradation.pdf, pp. 6-7) 
5 Cf. Luc Gnacadja, UNCCD Executive Secretary, in a speech delivered before the European Commission in Brussels on 
16 November 2012 
(www.unccd.int/Lists/SiteDocumentLibrary/secretariat/2012/Speech%20at%20the%20EU%20Conference%20on
%20%20Land-Soil%20Degradation%20after%20Rio+20.pdf); UNCCD Secretariat (2012), op. cit., p. 9.  
6 UNCCD Secretariat (2012), op. cit, pp. 9 and 12. 
7 During the African Union summit (Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 30 June-1 July 2013), African leaders agreed to renew the 
commitment to “Zero Hunger” in Africa by 2025; the High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda in the 
report “A New Global Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform Economies through Sustainable Development”, 
sets out a universal agenda to eradicate extreme poverty by 2030. The report proposes some quite innovative goals 
that are relevant for the fight against land degradation and soil erosion, too, such as "Managing Natural Resource 
Assets Sustainably” (where reference is made to LDNW), “Creating Jobs, Sustainable Livelihoods and Equitable 
Growth“, “Ensuring Good Governance and Effective Institutions”, “Ensuring Stable and Peaceful Societies“, and 
“Creating a Global Enabling Environment”. 
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13. There are reasons to hope that this ambitious, but not impossible goal, can be achieved.8 
More than two billion hectares of land worldwide is suitable for rehabilitation through forest 
and landscape restoration. Of that, 1.5 billion hectares would be best suited to mosaic 
restoration, in which forests and trees are combined with other land uses, including agroforestry 
and smallholder agriculture. In the past two decades, significant land recovery and 
improvements have occurred in drylands which have been largely affected by DLDD. In many 
cases, local communities have taken charge. For instance, farmer-managed natural regeneration 
and agroforestry techniques, such as planting of ‘fertilizer trees’ on farmlands and grazing lands, 
have already been adopted in many regions. Such techniques have contributed to improving 
productivity on millions of hectares across Africa. 
 
14. The work of the winners of the UNCCD Land for Life Award, which was launched at the 
tenth Conference of the Parties in 2011 demonstrates9 that dryland degradation can be 
reversed, the livelihoods and the income of millions of people can be improved and national 
environmental policy can be influenced by using, inter alia, land restoration techniques and 
reforestation, introducing SLM practices10 to communal rangelands, forests and water resources, 
improving governance of ecosystems and natural resources, empowering women, and building 
the capacity of smallholder farmers to engage in sustainable agriculture and forestry 
management.  
 
15. Hence, important pathways of action include:11 (a) Arresting further degradation by 
managing productive and protected lands in ways that prevent or minimize degradation, as well 
as restoring and rehabilitating degraded land; (b) Practicing SLM; (c) Applying community-
based and traditional approaches; (d) Paying for ecosystem services by paying land users to 
restore abandoned degraded lands and managing these lands for the primary purpose of 
restoring the natural functions of the land’s ecosystems. 
 
16. Going land-degradation neutral also has the potential to effectively push forward 
synergistic approaches in implementing all three Rio Conventions, accompanied by the need to 
accord a high priority to land-degradation neutrality within the UN system.  
 
17. Achieving land degradation neutrality will require the commitment, support and the active 
participation of all public and private sector actors, including local and community stakeholders. 
Current and future generations will benefit from the return on investment in terms of gains in 
efficiency, resilience, and social inclusiveness. Any successful strategy will need to rely on 
governments and parliaments, the private sector, farmers and pastoralists. 
 

IV. Role of parliaments and parliamentarians 

 

18. In general terms, parliaments and parliamentarians should commit to:12 (a) renew the 
political commitment to sustainable, human development, taking into account its four main  

                                                
8 UNCCD Secretariat (2012), op. cit. p. 10. 
9 See www.unccd.int/en/programmes/Event-and-campaigns/LandForLife/Pages/default.aspx  
10 Climate change can offer new opportunities for productive SLM practices, such as reforestation, improved water 
management, integrated soil fertility management, conservation agriculture, improved rangeland management, 
among others, as a result of changing biophysical or market conditions. Many SLM practices can simultaneously achieve 
both adaptation and mitigation goals, especially those that increase levels of soil organic carbon. SLM represents a 
preventative approach to climate change that can reduce the need for costly ex post coping measures, such as 
changing crops and livelihoods, clearing new land for agriculture, and providing for environmental refugees. See e.g. 
TerrAfrica (2009): The Role of Sustainable Land Management for Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation in 
Sub-Saharan Africa – Executive Summary (available at: 
www.africaclimatesolution.org/features/Land_Climate_Executive_Summary.pdf). 
11 UNCCD Secretariat (2012), op. cit. pp. 22-23. 
12 For some of these commitments, see 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). See also: 
UNCCD Expert Meeting Calls for Targets on Land to Stimulate Action on the Ground – Informal consultative meeting  ( 
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dimensions of economic growth, environmental protection, social justice, as well as the political 
dimensions of democracy, good governance and the rule of law; (b) strengthen the legislative 
response to deliver on the outcomes of Rio+20 (2012); (c) push and support for poverty 
eradication and the achievement of MDGs and the SDGs in the context of the post-2015 global 
development framework; (d) do their utmost to attach higher political priority to DLDD on 
national and global agendas and to work towards LDNW, making sure that this LDNW vision 
does not remain a platitude, but is translated into action and supported and encouraged by 
operational and deliverable targets and activities at local, national, regional and international 
levels. 
 
19. Parliaments and parliamentarians should promote and enable the following measures:13 
(a) The creation of enabling environments, including a comprehensive paradigm shift that 
allows for the implementation of a LDNW, as part and parcel of the national priorities on 
sustainable development and poverty eradication; (b) Setting up national goals, support to 
regional and subnational level goals; (c) Measuring land degradation and desertification (LDD), 
including the establishment of global, regional, national, and subnational baselines; (d) 
Monitoring LDD at the global, regional, national, and subnational levels; (e) Approving 
regulatory frameworks and legal instruments, including on land restoration, degradation 
mitigation policies and accounting for rights-based approaches; (f) Rewarding progress through 
domestic and, where appropriate, international resources, mechanisms and schemes; (g) 
Funding, including from innovative sources, such as the Green Climate Fund, the Adaptation 
Fund and other existing funds; (h) Reporting and verifying LDD at the global and national levels. 
 
20. Parliaments and parliamentarians should promote four key intergovernmental actions to 
be taken by the international community to ensure progress on land degradation neutrality: (a) 
Within the post-2015 development agenda process and the possible integration of SDGs, land 
degradation neutrality should serve as a driver for the implementation and mainstreaming of 
sustainable human development in the United Nations system as a whole; (b) Agree on a new 
instrument or protocol to govern a target-setting approach within the UNCCD legislative 
framework to focus efforts and empower the international community to act with the speed and 
scale required to address this crucial problem; (c) establish an Intergovernmental 
Panel/Platform on Land and Soil as a credible and transparent global authority on scientific and 
technical knowledge on land and soil, including land degradation and desertification; and (d) 
further develop comprehensive assessments of the economics of land degradation.14 
 
21. 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. 

 

                                                                                                                                                   
Seoul, Republic of Korea on 26-27 June 2013). Available at: http://unccd.int/en/media-
center/MediaNews/Pages/highlightdetail.aspx?HighlightID=216.  
13 For paragraphs 19 and 20 cf. UNCCD Secretariat (2012), op. cit, p. 24 
14 The economics of land degradation (ELD) must become an integral part of policy-making at local, national and 
international levels. A transparent overview of the costs of action and inaction is likely to be a wake-up call for 
politicians and the business community, demonstrating how human society will be much better off in the long term if 
they invest in healthy soils. According to a recent study on “The Economics of Desertification, Land Degradation and 
Drought: Methodologies and Analysis for Decision-Making”, the global community is losing up to 5 per cent of total 
agricultural gross domestic production (GDP) due to land degradation, costing some US$ 490 billion per year.  For the 
entire African continent, it has been estimated that 4-12 per cent of GDP is lost due to environmental degradation, 
with 85 per cent resulting from soil erosion, nutrient loss and changes in crops. The direct economic costs of land 
degradation at country level vary widely, with some as high as 6.6 per cent of GDP in Paraguay, 9 per cent in Burkina 
Faso and 24 per cent in Guatemala. In China, over 400 million residents are affected by desertification, causing an 
annual direct economic loss that exceeds US$ 10 billion. In India, losses due to erosion have increased by a factor of 
six between 1989 and 1994. (cf. 
http://2sc.unccd.int/fileadmin/unccd/upload/documents/Background_documents/Background_Document_web3.pdf
and UNCCD TST Issues Brief (2013): Desertification, Land Degradation and Drought, available at: 
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/1803tstissuesdldd.pdf) 
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22. The many options for parliamentary support in implementing the UNCCD and the 
pathways to a land-degradation neutral world are not intended to offer a ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
solution; instead, action should be taken on a case-by-case basis, acknowledging that most of the 
implementation is happening on the ground. Clear roadmaps with initial priority stages should 
be drawn up for achieving LDNW at different levels, from the local to the global level. 
 

V. Key questions for debate 

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

(a) What are the actions that parliaments and parliamentarians can take in order to 
introduce the sustainable development goal of a land-degradation neutral world in their 
respective political agendas? 
 

(b) Which policy do you recommend to put in place so as to set a clear roadmap to overcome 
the obstacles in the pursuit of land degradation neutrality? 
 

(c) What are the necessary actions to be undertaken at the local and national level, including 
through awareness-raising, to enable countries affected by DLDD to set up targets that 
deliver on a LDNW in the context of sustainable development? 

 


