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United Nations Convention 

to Combat Desertification

What is the 

UNCCD SPI?
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The United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification (UNCCD) is one of the three Rio 

conventions* on the environment. 

It is a Convention to combat land degradation and 

desertification and mitigate the effects of drought through 

national action programs that incorporate long-term strategies 

supported by international cooperation and partnership 

arrangements.

What is the UNCCD?

*The other two Rio Conventions:

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)
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The goal of the SPI is to facilitate a two-way

dialogue between scientists and policy makers in

order to ensure the delivery of policy-relevant

information, knowledge and advice on

desertification/land degradation and drought

(DLDD)

Why was the UNCCD Science-Policy 

Interface (SPI) established?
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At the 11th session of the 

Conference of the Parties 

(COP)  of the United 

Nations Convention to 

Combat Desertification 

(UNCCD) (September 

2013), the Science-Policy 

Interface (SPI) was 

established (decision 

23/COP.11).

When was the SPI established?

UNCCD COP.11, Sept. 2013
(Photo credit: Earth Negotiations Bulletin (ENB))
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Who are the members of the SPI?

Twenty scientists from different parts of the world

Top, from left to right: Elena María Abraham, Mariam Akhtar-Schuster, Nicole Bernex, Martial 

Bernoux, Annette Cowie, Hamid Čustović, Mihail Daradur, Joris de Vente, Karma Dema Dorji, Alan 

Grainger.

Bottom, from left to right: Oleg Guchgeldiyev, Klaus Kellner, German Kust, Matthias Magunda, 

Graciela Metternicht, Barron Joseph Orr, Rajendra Prasad Pandey, Vanina Pietragalla, Uriel Safriel, 

Tao Wang. 



Subject

SPI approach to interfacing science with policy

for scientific 

and/or 

technological 

knowledge 

requirements

such as:

- existing / new  

assessment processes

- research activities

- other mechanisms

operated by existing / 

new institutions, 

organizations and other 

relevant entities at global, 

regional or national level

into a language that is 

comprehensible to 

policymakers

enable, promote and 

facilitate use of scientific 

and technological findings 

for DLDD-relevant 

policy/decision making

Goal

Identify needs

Select 

mechanism to

address needs

Follow up

implementation

Analyse 

synthesize

translate

results
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SPI Objective 1:

Bring to the other Rio conventions 
the scientific evidence for the 

contribution of sustainable land 
use and management to climate 

change adaptation/mitigation and 
to safeguarding biodiversity and 

ecosystem services



United Nations Convention 

to Combat Desertification

Sustainable Land 

Management 

(SLM)

Science 

Rationale



There are many definitions! But all suggest 

that sustainable land management (SLM) 

refers to practices and technologies that aim 

to integrate the management of land, water, 

biodiversity, and other environmental 

resources to meet human needs while 

ensuring the long-term sustainability of 

ecosystem services and livelihoods.

What is Sustainable Land 

Management?



Sustainable land 

management is one of 

the few options for 

sustaining livelihoods 

and generating income 

without destroying the 

quality of the land and 

the water resources 

which are the basis of 

production.

What are the most commonly 

discussed benefits of SLM?

• Improved land 

ecosystem conditions

• Improved rain 

infiltration

• Increased water 

storage in soils

• More water available

• More biomass

• More food
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SLM practices also enhance biodiversity on 

agricultural land and minimize adverse 

impacts on natural ecosystems, thus 

contributing to climate change mitigation 

and the conservation of biodiversity on-farm 

and off-farm.

ICCD/COP(12)/CST/INF.1

But there are other 

benefits to SLM



It is important to keep in mind that the risk of 

desertification is a global problem…

Source: USDA NRCS -- http://soils.usda.gov/use/worldsoils/mapindex/desert.html



…manifest locally

Sources: Mohamud Farah and UNCCD



…with local solutions

Source: PRACTICE Netweb -- http://practice-netweb.eu/ 
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Managing land degradation through SLM 

constitutes an intersection of interests between 

the Rio conventions and the sustainable 

development goals (SDGs), and promoting the 

sustainable management of agro-ecosystems 

will help tackle these major issues.

ICCD/COP(12)/CST/INF.1

Local solutions have 

global policy ramifications
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The sustainable land management nexus:
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 changes in land productivity

 changes to the resilience to climate change

 changes in land use that reduce emissions

 changes in relevant biodiversity components

Simple to draw, but not so simple to 

implement
Synergies between the three Rio Conventions may seem

obvious – for example:

But the synergistic (across-Conventions) scoping, mapping,

prescribing, acting, monitoring & assessing, and enabling

(generating support) steps are less obvious.
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One approach to maximizing the synergies 

among the three Rio conventions is to 

ensure the integration of the monitoring 

and evaluation aspects that are relevant to 

the three conventions. 

Synergies



Synergies in reporting under the Rio conventions

Options to increase synergies in monitoring the Rio

Conventions

Cross-Conventions overlap in reporting 

was thoroughly documented in 2011
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SubjectBut things changed at 

COP 11 in Namibia!
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Among the six UNCCD progress indicators, 

three are land-based and highly synergistic 

with the other conventions

SO2 To improve the condition of ecosystems

Trends in land cover

Trends in land productivity or functioning of the land

SO3 To generate global benefits through effective implementation of the UNCCD

Trends in carbon stocks above and below ground
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The SPI worked in both directions, exploring 

synergies in the missions of all three Rio 

conventions as well as the measures. 

The UNCCD, UNFCCC and CBD have 

different foci, but all three aim to halt or 

mitigate the deterioration of ecological 

processes upon which life and human well-

being depend. 

Optimizing synergies
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The SPI explored the scientific integrative 

potential of the three UNCCD land-based 

progress indicators.

Good news! They are highly integrative, 

>>>relative to each other and 

>>> with respect to land degradation, 

climate change and biodiversity.

ICCD/COP(12)/CST/3-ICCD/CRIC(14)/7 

- Table 1, para 32, Page 10-11

Integrative potential
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Environmental change and carbon are 

intrinsically linked. When contained in 

greenhouse gases, carbon is a part of the 

problem. But in its organic form in the soil, 

carbon represents a major part of the 

solution.

Let’s take the 

example of carbon
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Nowhere else in the biosphere do we have 

greater potential to affect substantive, 

positive change than the carbon in our soils 

because policies that support SLM practices 

focused on both maintaining (preventing 

loss) and increasing (storing even more) soil 

organic carbon produce far greater 

economic, social and environmental impact 

than the absolute amount of carbon 

sequestered. 

Pivotal carbon



• The first meter of soil contains more than 

twice the amount of carbon than the 

amount in the atmosphere, and about 

three times the amount that resides in 

the world’s vegetation.

• Increasing soil carbon builds a precious 

reservoir and helps to offset greenhouse 

gas emissions while building adaptive 

capacity through healthier soils. 

SubjectHow?
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Soils represent the largest organic carbon pool of the biosphere. 

SLM can both reduce emissions and help us store more carbon 

in future. 

Pivotal carbon



• Carbon contributes to the fertility of the 

soil, the foundation for all land-based 

natural and agricultural ecosystems 

which provide a major part of the world’s 

food supply, natural resources and 

biodiversity. 

• Ecological and societal resilience – the 

capacity to bounce back after disruptive 

change – is greater when and where 

soils are productive.

SubjectHow?



• Top soils have lost between 25 - 75% of their 

organic carbon due to land use

• This lost carbon can be restored partially: 

potential sequestration of 1.5 – 4 GtCO2e/yr
• SLM practices ~ 1 tCO2e/ha/yr

• Restoration of degraded land ~ 3 tCO2e/ha/yr

• Restoration of organic soils (rewetting peatlands) up to 50 

tCO2e/ha/yr

• Theoretically, small increases of soil organic 

carbon could offset all anthropogenic GHG 

emissions

SubjectHow?



Mitigate/adapt to 

climate change, protect 

biodiversity and enhance 

human well-being: 

The same molecule of 

carbon maintained or 

added to the soil leads 

to all of these benefits 

simultaneously. 

SubjectPivotal soil carbon
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Getting the three Rio conventions to work 

together

…and ensuring the participation of global and 

national observatories could make this 

integration even more feasible.

…towards ensuring a full accounting of 

soil organic carbon as a terrestrial 

carbon sink under a future climate 

agreement 

…this is both essential and feasible.

How?
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Integrating the monitoring and evaluation 

approaches will make a tremendous 

difference, however the maximum impact 

will come from incentivizing adoption of 

sustainable land management (SLM) 

practices and addressing the disincentives. 

How?



SubjectWhat if we don’t 

act?
The cost of inaction 

is significant:

Recent estimates of 

the global loss of 

ecosystem service 

values (ESV) due to 

land degradation 

and desertification 

are estimated at 

USD 6.3 - 10.6 

billion annually. 

…and the effects would be negatively self-enhancing.

--The ELD Initiative (2015) 



SubjectWhat if we do?

The economic incentives for taking action are 

very strong: The adoption of sustainable land 

management practices could contribute to 

closing yield-potential gaps. Reaching 95% of 

potential maximum crop yields could create an 

additional 2.3 billion tonnes of crop production 

per year , equivalent to a potential gain of USD 

1.4 trillion.

--The ELD Initiative (2015) 



Thank you!


