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Module: Land degradation versus 
sustainable land management



In this module you will learn about: 

ÁDefinition, dimension and causes of land degradation;

ÁSustainable land management (SLM) practices;

ÁBarriers for SLM adoption and gender concerns;

ÁInstruments to incentivise SLM and necessary action on different 
levels;

ÁInternational policy framework of action against land degradation
- The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification    

(UNCCD)

- The land degradation neutrality (LDN) policy framework, and

- The UN Decade (2021-2030) on Ecosystem Restoration.
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If you want to deepen your know-how on land degradation and 
sustainable land management, further information is provided in the 
script on this module and links are provided at the end of this 
presentation.
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Land degradation

Defined by the United Nations as a reduction or loss of the biological 

or economic productivity and complexity of rain-fed cropland, 

irrigated cropland or range, pasture, forest, and woodland.

Soil degradation

Soil degradation is described by physical, chemical, and biological 

degradation processes acting upon the soil and impacting soil 

resources and environmental quality, as well as human well-being 

and livelihoods (FAO E-learning Centre 2019, glossary). 

Definitions
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During the past decade, several studies and reports altered the 

perspective of societyôs perception of land degradation, i.e. the loss 

of soil productivity.

The ELD Value of Land report (2015) concludes that worldwide, 

52% of land used for agriculture is moderately or severely 

affected by land and soil degradation.

According to an IPBES (2018) report, more than 75% of the Earthôs 

land areas are substantially degraded, undermining the well-

being of 3.2 billion people.

Dimension of land degradation
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According to Nkonya et al. (2016), the total global area affected by 

declining soil productivity over the last 30 years globally is around 

~30% (see map).

Over 10 million hectares of arable land worldwide are 

degrading every year- an area roughly 1/3 the size of Germany 

(Pimentel 1995). The UNCCD indicates a higher figure of 12 million 

ha/year.

Loss of soil productivity 

Source: Nkonyaet al. 2016
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In the script, you will find more details on the reports and their 
findings. 

Recent studies on land degradation

http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/c6814873-efc3-41db-b7d3-2081a10ede50/
https://wad.jrc.ec.europa.eu/download
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According to IPBES 2018, the underlying drivers of land degradation 

are:

Á High and rising per capita consumption, amplified by 

continued population growthé; 

Á the high-consumption lifestyles in most developed economies, 

combined with rising consumption in developing and emerging 

economies; 

Á Unsustainable levels of agricultural expansion, natural 

resource and mineral extraction, and urbanisation;

Á The growing demand for food, fodder, fuel, and raw 

materialsé. 

Causes of land degradation
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Causes of land degradation

©GIZ/Sebastian Koch

© Emmanuelle Quillérou

© GIZ/Jörg Böthling
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Drivers related to land degradation

Source: ELD Initiative 2013, adapted from von Braun et al. 2013
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Categories of land degradation 

Source: Harari, N., Gavilano, A. and Liniger, HP.. 2017. Where people and their land are safer: A Compendium of Good Practices in Disaster Risk Reduction. Bern and Lucerne, 

Switzerland: Centre for Development and Environment (CDE), University of Bern, and Swiss NGO Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) Platform, with Bern Open Publishing.
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Land degradation negatively affects the provision of ecosystem 

services, for example

Áwater availability

Ágroundwater recharge

Áproductivity

Áhabitats/biodiversity

Ácarbon sequestrationé

Land degradation also negatively                                           

affects

Áfood security

Áresilience to climate shocks 

and it causes   

Áfurther negative environmental effects in the region and,

Áfinally, migration, hunger, povertyé

Loss of environmental services 

Source: http://www.fao.org/3/a-ax374e.pdf

http://www.fao.org/3/a-ax374e.pdf
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Land degradation is a major contributor to climate change, while 
climate change can exacerbate the impacts of land degradation and 
reduce the viability of some options for avoiding, reducing and 
reversing land degradation (IPBES 2018). 

After the oceans, soils act as biggest carbon sink in the 
biosphere! (more than the atmosphere + the earthôs vegetation 
combined)

Acceleration of climate change

All the greenhouse gas 

emissions generated by human 

activity could be offset by an 

annual increase of 0.4% in the 

global amount of soil carbon 
(Idea of the 4per1000-Initiative)
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Source (adapted from): https://knowledge.unccd.int/sites/default/files/2018-09/2015_PolicyBrief_SPI_ENG_0_0.pdf


