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1. Why did we do this audit?
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Unfavourable desertification trend in the EU
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Source: Pravalie et al., Quantification of land degradation sensitivity areas in Southern and Central 

Southeastern Europe, 2017
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Predicted change in desertification risk due to 
climate change in 2071-2100 compared to 1981-2010

2.4°C scenario (RCP 4.5) 4.3°C scenario (RCP 8.5)

Source: Spinoni, J., Barbosa, P., Dosio, A., McCormick, N., Vogt, J., “Is Europe at risk of desertification due to climate 

change?”, Geophysical Research Abstracts Vol. 20, 2018, EGU2018-9557, 2018 EGU General Assembly.



Predicted change in the aridity index in 2071-2100 
compared to 1981-2010

2.4°C scenario (RCP 4.5) 4.3°C scenario (RCP 8.5)

Source: World Atlas of Desertification, 2018
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• Desertification: a consequence, but also a cause of climate change

• Can bring decline in biodiversity
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Desertification and land degradation – significant consequences
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2. Audit scope and approach
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What did we look at?

• Audit visits to 5 Commission Directorates-General

• Audit visits to 5 Member States: Portugal, Spain, Romania, Cyprus, Italy

• Meetings with stakeholders: the UNCCD, the EEA, NGOs, academic experts

• Interviews

• Documentary reviews

• Project visits

DG RTD

DG JRC

DG CLIMA

DG AGRI

DG ENV
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Italy: 59 % of territory with a high or medium 
sensitivity to desertification

2008, based on 

2000 data
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Romania: approximately 30 % is subject to 
desertification

2007
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Spain: 74 % of territory at risk of desertification
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Portugal: more than 50 % of mainland at risk of 
desertification

2016, based on 

2004 data
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Cyprus: 99% of territory vulnerable to desertification

2016
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1. Have the Commission and Member States made adequate use of the available data?

2. Has the EU taken steps to combat desertification in a coherent way?

3. Have projects addressing desertification in the EU had a positive effect?

4. Is the EU’s commitment to achieving Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) by 2030 

likely to be achieved?
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Is the risk of desertification in the EU effectively and efficiently addressed?

Questions asked?



3. Observations
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More action needed to address desertification and

land degradation

1. Use of data related to desertification - not adequate

2. Steps taken to combat desertification – limited coherence

3. Projects related to desertification – impact not assessed

4. Progress towards meeting the commitment to LDN by 2030

– no clear vision

What did we find?
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Use of data related to desertification - not adequate

Observations 1/4

Relevant data is collected at EU and MS level:

• Copernicus satellites 

• UNCCD indicators: land productivity, land cover, organic carbon in soil

• Other factors: water, droughts, forest fires etc.

…but there is no adequate use of the data

• No agreed methodology to assess desertification

• Data not always consistent or comparable

• Reporting on desertification and land degradation has limited scope



EU strategies and spending contribute to combating desertification…

• UNCCD framework

• EU framework: the Thematic Strategy for Soil Protection, EU adaptation 
strategy for climate change, EU Forest strategy

• EU funds: CAP, LIFE, Horizon2020

…but do not specifically focus on desertification

• No specific legislation on desertification and soil at EU level 

• Limitations of the CAP

• Cooperation between various policy areas mostly ad-hoc
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Steps taken to combat desertification - limited coherence

Observations 2/4



Desertification-related projects can have positive impact…

• EU funds diverse projects addressing desertification

• Good practices identified

• EU funds available: CAP, LIFE, Horizon2020, ERDF

…but there is no relevant performance information on desertification

• Concerns about long-term project sustainability

• Limited use and scope of cost-benefit analysis

• No comprehensive data available on projects/spending on desertification
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Projects related to desertification - impact not assessed

Observations 3/4
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Projects related to desertification – examples

Observations 3/4
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Projects related to desertification – examples

Observations 3/4



Progress towards meeting the Land Degradation Neutrality by 2030 reported on…

• Regular reporting on progress towards SDGs

• UNCCD target setting programme for Land Degradation Neutrality

…but not adequately assessed

• EU reporting on SDGs could be improved

• No coordinated efforts by Member States

• No practical guidance provided by Commission
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Progress towards meeting the commitment to Land 
Degradation Neutrality by 2030 - no clear vision

Observations 4/4



4. Recommendations
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1. Understanding land degradation and desertification in the EU

2. Assessing the need to enhance the EU legal framework for soil

3. Achieving Land Degradation Neutrality in the EU by 2030

What do we recommend?

Addressing desertification and land degradation in the EU
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The Commission, in cooperation with the Member States, should:

a) establish a methodology and relevant indicators to assess the extent 

of desertification and land degradation in the EU;

Target implementation date: 31 December 2020.

a) based on agreed methodology, collate and analyse relevant data on 

desertification and land degradation, and regularly present it in a 

clear, user-friendly way for public use.

Target implementation date: 31 December 2021.

Recommendation 1:

Understanding land degradation and desertification in the EU
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The Commission should assess the appropriateness 

of the current legal framework for the sustainable use 

of soil across the EU, including addressing 

desertification and land degradation.

Target implementation date: 30 June 2021.

Recommendation 2:

Assessing the need to enhance the EU legal framework for soil
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The Commission should:

a) further detail how the EU’s commitment to land degradation 

neutrality will be achieved by 2030, and report periodically on 

progress;

Target implementation date: 31 December 2020.

b) provide guidance to Member States on practical aspects of 

preserving soil and achieving land degradation neutrality in 

the EU;

Target implementation date: 31 December 2020.

Recommendation 3:

Achieving Land Degradation Neutrality in the EU by 2030
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The Commission should:

c) on their request, provide technical support to Member States 

to establish national action plans to achieve land degradation 

neutrality by 2030, including identifying targeted measures, 

clear milestones, and a plan for intermediate reporting at 

Member State level. 

Target implementation date: 31 December 2022.

Recommendation 3:

Achieving Land Degradation Neutrality in the EU by 2030
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