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After a successful opening on Tuesday, 9 April 2013 day two of the UNCCD 2nd Scientific Conference 

laid a strong focus on sustainable land management and its socio-economic impacts. The about 800 

participants and CST members gathered at the conference presented latest developments in science, 

and emphasized the importance of fertile soil for sustainable development in parallel sessions, 

special sessions and poster exhibits. 

The Plenary II on the cost and benefits of policies and practices addressing land degradation and 

drought in the drylands was opened by Hannah Behrendt, Program Economist, Global Partnership 

for Wealth Accounting and the Valuation of Ecosystem Services (WAVES), Agriculture and 

Environmental Services Department, The World Bank, Washington, D.C., USA who stated that GDP 

indicates that growth is occurring but it is wealth that is a better indicator of a country’s wellbeing. 

National capital accounting (NCA) describes sustainable development, stresses global partnership 

and assesses how to empower the poorest populations. The SEEA system of environmental economic 

accounting strives to account for natural ecosystems services. It complements the current system, 

but it does not replace it. SEEA is a methodology that links economy and the environment. 

“The NCA gives a bigger picture on DLDD by including different information and organizing it in a way 

that can be useful for decision makers for prioritizing and scaling up important issues” she concluded. 

Cesar MORALES ESTUPIÑÁN; Agronomist Engineer specialized in agricultural economics; University 
of Chile emphasized the importance of an effective method to determine the cost of inaction when 
referring to DLDD. Assessment requires large amounts of data, although it may be difficult to find 
particularly on the micro level, it is always possible to find some kind of data. Ideal information 
includes relatively new surveys along with micro data, which is then used to construct a model for 
degraded land against non-degraded land. The difference between these two areas is the cost of 
inaction. 

“Economic assessment of policies and practices aiming at sustainable dryland and drought risk 
management should have an emphasis on resilience! “ said Lene POULSEN; Independent consultant, 
Karl International Development, Frederiksværk, Denmark. 

The critical challenge for dryland development is that it is an extremely complex and dynamic socio–
economic system. How we are getting the right information is very important. Resilience of drylands 
is defined as the capacity to survive, adapt, and follow a positive trajectory in the face of external 
and/or internal changes. Management of resilience includes an acceptance of uncertainty. 

Richard THOMAS; Assistant Director, United Nations University, Institute for Water, Environment 
and Health, McMaster University, Hamilton, Canada said: “ Decision makers have a variety of 
considerations to make decisions; economy is just one factor. The ‘know-whys’ (“white” knowledge) 
and the ‘know-hows’ (local knowledge) have to be combined and incorporated into decision 
making.” 



           
 
The scientific community can help economists and policy makers make smart decisions but a robust 
cost efficient set of methods for the assessment of cost and benefits of land is needed. The old 
rhetoric of land degradation and desertification was not grabbing the attention of policy makers, for 
that reason, the discussion of DLDD now is being turned into a discussion of economics. Total 
economic value of an ecosystem is made up of use and non-use value, the challenge is to estimate a 
monetary number for non-use value. When using different methodologies to measure the same 
thing, results are also different and incomparable. It is very important to provide countries with a 
harmonized methodology, even in its imperfect state; it will strengthen a country’s capability to 
estimate the true value of land. 

Noel Maxwell OETTLE, Rural Programme Manager, Environmental Monitoring Group (EMG), 
Nieuwoudtville, South Africa concluded the session by stating that: “Understanding the value of 
systems is what drives people to be effective stewards of land.” 

The parallel sessions impressively showed that low investment costs for sustainable land 

management have positive return on investments. 

Former self-sufficient communities are now dependent on others to survive, which led some 

governments taking advantage of the situation by redistributing land and thereby causing social 

tensions. Governments have to implement more appropriate policies. 

In order to combat DLDD and meet the challenges of an increasingly growing population, we have to 

move from local to global, applying an integrated approach: science has to provide the best of 

knowledge, which shall be shared globally and adapted to local policy perspective needs. 

As agriculture has been intensified providing additional food for the local population, silvopastoral 

systems provide a viable alternative to achieve sustainable land management. Farms managed under 

agroforestry can in fact achieve higher production than deforested agro forests. A coexistence of 

wildlife and livestock is possible applying an environmental friendly approach. Policy must promote 

education on DLDD. Re-education of family agriculture and sustainable practices will enhance the 

efforts in combatting DLDD. 

Decisions about the conversion of forest to agricultural land should be based on proper cost-benefit 

analysis. Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation REDD can be an important policy 

mechanism to compensate farmers for maintaining ecosystem services But interpreting increased 

tree cover as a sign of sustainable land management, or an improved environment must be made 

with caution as in many instances this is actually a sign of major environmental degradation with high 

social environmental and economic cost.  

Visualization of DLDD is useful to raise public awareness. We need to show stakeholders measurable 

and visible results through the implementation of graphic interfaces. Decisionmakers need reliable 

data in order to take smarter decisions. Science-based evidence to facilitate the measurement of 

costs and benefits, in order to build a consistent framework, is needed. They have to cross check 

measured indicators with perceptions. 

Moreover on-site practical demonstrations, such as field excursions and training courses are needed 

to initiate policy implementation. The establishment of an efficient cadastre is essential to harmonize 

land policy within a country. 



           
 
A holistic understanding of DLDD and its impacts is needed. Scientists should collaborate with NGOs 

in order to get the full picture of the issue. This will allow them to identify the needs of the 

stakeholders. Strategic approaches should use adaptive collaborative management principles for 

sustainable land management. High need populations should be determined by assessing current 

vulnerability, and future land degradation risk.  

Spatial variation in investment costs of sustainable land management technologies and distance to 

markets should play a key role in defining appropriate SLM strategies and policies. Customized 

approaches are needed for SLM in drylands and wetlands. Whereas drylands are facing drought and 

desertification, wetlands are struggling with rain and floods washing away fertile topsoil. There is a 

great potential for valorizing wetlands, however the action strategy needs to be developed without 

imposing pressure on natural resources. 

 


