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The ELD Initiative operates with support from the United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), and its core 
scientific and political partners: the  German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), the European Commission 
(EC), Korea Forest Services (KFS), the International Food Policy and 
Research Institute (IFPRI), the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI), the 
Global Mechanism (GM), United Nations University - Institute for Water, 
Environment, and Health (UNU-INWEH), and the Centre 
for Development Research (ZEF) at the University of Bonn.

The Economics of Land Degradation 
initiative is a global study on the economic 
benefits of land and its ecosystems. The 
initiative highlights the value of sustainable 
land management and provides a global 
approach for analysing the economics of 
land degradation. It is uniquely positioned 
to integrate this into policy and private 
sector strategies and decision making. It 
is a collaborative, international collection 
of researchers and decision-makers who 
are committed to delivering transboundary, 
scientific, political, and technological 
guidelines that are rooted in peer-reviewed 
research and designed for local adaptation.

Land degradation is a serious issue that 
is disturbingly pronounced globally. 
Degraded areas amount to 1/4 of usable land 
on Earth, and the issue is particularly acute 
in dryland regions. Given the increasing 
global population and decreasing land 
availability and quality, there is great 
incentive to increase productivity on land 
already in use. Part of this solution requires 
fully valuing the benefits of land, inclusive 
of both market and non-market values.

Valuing  land  and land related ecosystem 
services is an urgent and necessary action 
required in order to focus attention on land 
degradation. The ELD initiative will outline  
economic valuation methods and scenarios,  
and identify potential options and pathways 
to action that will aid decision-making in 
land use, investments, and management. 
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of ecosystem services provided by land, such 
investments are socially and environmentally 
beneficial.  In particular, African, Asian, and Central 
and South American countries need to build their 
land-value assessment capacity. Current case 
studies indicate that much of the work done on 
economic valuation in these areas has been done 
by the international scientific community without 
adequate local involvement or capacity building. 
The ELD initiative will incorporate capacity building 
activities into its projects to ensure qualified 
personnel are available in affected countries.

There are several options and pathways to address land degradation. Examples include: reforestation, 
adopting sustainable agriculture, and establishing alternative livelihoods (i.e. eco-tourism). Economic 
instruments are available to accomplish this, including: payments for ecosystem services, subsidies, 
voluntary conservation payments, and access to micro-finance and credit, etc.  Any changes will require 
an enabling environment that has removed technical, political, legal, cultural, social, and environmental 
barriers. These complementary actions must further be sustainably and economically viable, locally targeted 
and based on economic incentives. To achieve this, the ELD initiative aims to engage an all-encompassing 
range of stakeholders in discussions.

An Enabling Environment

The initiative will have three main outcomes: 
(i) a case study analysis to appraise the global 
research status, separated into 3 working groups: 
methodology, scenarios, and options/pathways 
to action, (ii) the funding of research addressing 
identified gaps in knowledge, technology, policy, 
and motivation, and (iii) peer-reviewed reports 
targeting policy makers, the scientific community, 
and the private sector. The reports will summarize 
the ELD conclusions and guidelines, and are 
intended for public use and distribution. Outputs 
will inform the UNCCD and their proposal of a 
post-Rio+20 SDG of zero net land degradation.

The ELD initiative will further build upon existing 
methodologies and assessments to design a 
comprehensive, global, and scalable toolbox 
for the outlined goals. The toolbox will be 
designed for efficient and practical applications 
with the greatest net benefits to society, and 
will rely upon the total economic value of land, 
including all direct and indirect uses and values.

 

The Cost of Land 
Degradation

The economic benefits obtained 
from investing in and applying 
sustainable land management 
are usually greater than the costs 
of taking action to prevent and/
or reverse land degradation. 
The ELD initiative interim report 
reveals that even with incomplete 
assessments of the total value 

Land degradation represents a slow 
‘skinning’ of our planet:

• 1.5 million ha of irrigated land is salinised 
  annually, a loss of USD 11 billion yearly
• Land degradation causes a loss of grain worth
  USD 1.2 billion yearly
• Global soil erosion exceeds new soil formation
  by as much as 23 billion tonnes/year, or 1%
  of soil stock

However, investing in land clearly pays off. Raising 
crop yields to 95% of productive potential through 
sustainable management could see a 2.3 billion 
tonne increase, worth USD 1.4 trillion yearly. Future Work of the ELD


