Capacity building on the provision and use of economic information
in policy and investment decisions on land is needed to advance
Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN)
Key messages





Interviews with stakeholders across the world highlight a lack of capacity in the use of environmental valuation
techniques. This hinders action in addressing land degradation issues.
Capacity and resource barriers need to be addressed to enable countries to make use of environmental
valuation techniques in their efforts to strive towards LDN.
Failure to attend to capacity needs could create bottlenecks to progress towards LDN targets in countries
where the impacts of land degradation are most acute.
Tools, methods and training materials developed through the Economics of Land Degradation Initiative could
play a key role in helping to fill these capacity gaps.

data on baselines and trends, little has been done to
understand country needs in terms of the provision
and use of economic information to inform decision
making that can advance countries towards LDN.

Towards a land degradation neutral world
Global commitment to tackle land degradation is
prominent in the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). SDG 15 includes a target (15.3) to “combat
desertification, restore degraded land and soil,
including land affected by desertification, drought and
floods, and strive to achieve a land degradation
neutral world”.

Economic valuation of ecosystem
services helps to inform decision-making

While the UNCCD’s target setting programme has
helped to build capacity of interested parties to
operationalise LDN at a national level through e.g.
provision of technical expertise and environmental

A range of methodological tools for the total
economic valuation of ecosystem services has been
developed, including national wealth accounting,
cost-benefit analysis and use of multi-criteria
analysis. These approaches can help decision
makers to value the ecosystem services that are
being provided to society, as well as highlight where
the costs of losing particular services could be
avoided through early investment in land restoration
and rehabilitation. Knowing the costs of action and
how these compare with the costs of inaction over
different time frames can help to prioritise investment
needs and draw attention to trade-offs, in the context
of efforts to achieve LDN.
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As countries have moved to operationalise land
degradation neutrality (LDN), considerable focus has
been placed on developing appropriate global
indicators to monitor progress, identifying possible
funding sources (including development of a new
LDN fund) and further elaborating an LDN framework
to guide the process.

Environmental valuation methodologies have
become significantly more prominent over the past
ten years, with the Stern Review on the Economics
of Climate Change (Stern, 2006), The Economics of
Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) (Sukhdev,
2008), the World Bank’s Wealth Accounting and
Valuation of Ecosystem Services (WAVES) and the
Economics of Land Degradation Initiative (ELD,
2013, 2015).

Lack of capacity hinders wide application
Despite the recognised utility of the valuation of
ecosystem services, the increase in environmental
valuation and natural wealth accounting initiatives
has not been accompanied by the expected
magnitude of growth in the use of these tools to
inform decision making. Reports such as that by
Allebone-Webb et al. (2013), which focuses on 8
countries from different parts of the world (Botswana,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Georgia, Germany, the
Philippines, Peru and the UK), note that despite the
existence of national environmental accounting for
three decades, progress towards implementing and
mainstreaming these types of approaches has been
slow. None of the countries reviewed by AlleboneWebb et al. (2013) have advanced on all the
necessary fronts regarding natural wealth accounting
and environmental valuation.
The Economics of Land Degradation Initiative
« Options and Pathways for Action working group »
has held interviews and focus groups in three
UNCCD regions (Africa, Asia and Latin America and
the Caribbean) in order to better understand the
barriers to the use of environmental economic
valuation approaches. These regions are particularly
vulnerable to land degradation, have populations that
are highly dependent upon the natural resource
base, rank low in the Human Development Index and
are also tackling problems associated with climate
change and drought. Stakeholders from government,
NGOs, academic and the private sector were asked
about:
a) the use and availability of economic information
in informing policy and investment decisions about
land and natural resource management in their
countries ;
b) barriers to the use of environmental valuation ;
c) The main types of land degradation taking place ;
and
d) key restoration and sustainable land management
actions that are underway which could be usefully
evaluated using valuation techniques.

Results showed that interviewees had a clear idea of
the traits that they would like to see in any
environmental valuation approaches they use, and
highlighted the importance of a number of factors that
set the context and enabling environment for uptake
(Figure 1). User-friendliness, affordability and
relevance were important tool traits mentioned by
nearly all interviewees, while of the contextual
factors, having enough capacity and resources was
mentioned most frequently as an aspect in need of
further support.

Figure 1: Key traits and contextual factors affecting
the uptake of environmental valuation tools
Interviewees further noted that it is easier for them to
access information about the direct benefits people
obtain from the land (e.g. yields, fuelwood). Indirect
benefits were found to be more difficult to quantify
and were often excluded from environmental
valuations due to a lack of available tools and
techniques. Similarly, interviewees often noted that
while they are able to partially assess the costs and
benefits of taking action on environmental
degradation, they frequently fail to consider the costs
associated with inaction. Returns on investments
over different timeframes are not considered (indeed,
some interviewees reported only considering the next
3-5 years). This has important implications because
it means that decision makers are not aware of any
time lags between investments and returns, and as a
result, they do not provide any bridging support.
Table 1 illustrates some of the key concerns with
quotes from a selection of the stakeholders who were
interviewed.

Table 1: Capacity and knowledge gaps surrounding the use of environmental valuation tools

Country
Niger
Mali

Stakeholder
Government
ministry
Government
ministry

Senegal

Research
organisation

Philippines

Academia

Mali

Research
organisation

Niger

Government
ministry

Chile

Regional NGO
network

Illustrative quote
We need technical tools to help us evaluate what can or has been gained and
what has been lost
Economic evaluation is core. If we want to evaluate the benefits of the
technologies we are developing we need to deal with time and labour inputs
for everything, even the processing. As a researcher I evaluate the
environmental benefits according to carbon sequestration for example. We
also evaluate the impact of trees on wind erosion, shade production etc.
These are the only benefits we consider. We don’t evaluate it financially.
It’s important to develop capacity to ensure the uptake of research and
evaluations and to ensure that institutions can mainstream the kinds of
methodology and tools that you are using.
We tried to look at different land use options, but in the real world farmers are
not adapting these systems because no one is providing the opportunity cost
for them
It’s always a challenge to reach the decision makers! It’s a challenge in the
language– we are not always using the same words. Policy makers want
something quick, they want action, they want to show things they are doing
are making a difference. If they know the economics side of land degradation
they can decide whether to act.
We need 200,000 CFA to restore 1 ha so need 40 billion CFAs per year to
reach our restoration target (213,000ha/yr). We need reinforcement of
human capacities, as well as finance to do the work.
Our members urgently need capacity building in the use of economic tools
in order to assess the full costs of land degradation and drought in Latin
America

Figure 2: More than 100 countries have committed to LDN target setting (source:
http://www2.unccd.int/sites/default/files/relevant-links/2017-05/Map_and%20list_A3.pdf)

The findings and quotations from interviewees (Table
1) convey an important message. As efforts intensify
to strive towards LDN and more than 100 countries
commit to LDN target setting (as of May 2017 –
Figure 2), investment in capacity building must also
intensify if decision makers are to have the necessary
environmental valuation information to support their
decisions.
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 mainstream economic valuation techniques into
natural resource management programmes in
universities. The ELD Massive Open Online
Collaborations (MOOCs) provide a range of
resources that could provide a starting point for
accessing relevant materials ;
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 develop training courses and materials for
governmental institutions, research
organisations and NGOs on tools and
techniques for assessing the costs and benefits
of different sustainable land management and
restoration technologies ;
 improve the provision of baseline information
and databases to help countries strengthen their
monitoring of progress towards LDN.
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The implications of inaction in addressing capacity
building needs in the use of environmental valuation
tools to support decision making on LDN are stark.
Failure to address these needs could result in failure
to make sufficient progress towards LDN.
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The Economics of Land Degradation (ELD) Initiative is a global
initiative established in 2011 by the United Nations Convention to
Combat Desertification, the German Federal Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development, and the European
Commission. It is supported by a broad network of partners who
aim at transforming global understanding of the economic value of
productive land and at improving stakeholder awareness for socioeconomic arguments to accelerate sustainable land management.
ELD offers a universal approach to quantify the costs of land
degradation as well as the economic benefits of sustainable land
management.
The initiative is coordinated by the ELD Secretariat, hosted by
Sector Project Soil protection, Desertification, Sustainable land
management (BoDeN) at Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ).
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