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1 Introduction 

This report summarises the ‘Soil and the SDGs: challenges and need for action’ conference, held on 25 

November 2019 in Brussels. The conference was organised by the European Commission, Directorate-

General for Environment (DG ENV), within the EU project ‘Providing support in relation to the 

implementation of soil and land related Sustainable Development Goals at EU level’1. It brought 

together 250 participants from a variety of backgrounds, including EU and national decision makers, 

researchers, managing authorities, industry and representatives of civil society organisations. 

This report provides an overview of the conference agenda and summarises the presentations, panel 

discussions and interactions. It also provides preliminary conclusions and key messages derived from the 

conference sessions. 

The main objectives of the conference were to:  

• Provide an opportunity for stakeholders to exchange their experiences, ideas and prospects for the 

implementation of land and soil-related SDGs, in particular with respect to the Land Degradation 

Neutrality Target; 

• Validate and complement the report with preliminary findings from the project in order to identify 

and share good practices; 

• Increase stakeholder awareness of the importance and urgency of the need to act in the area of land 

and soil management that could help to achieve land and soil-related SDGs. 

The conference featured five sessions: 

• Opening session, including presentations from high-level representatives of the European 

Commission, the council of the EU and the United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification (UNCCD); 

• Plenary session ‘The need to address land and soil degradation in the EU’; 

• Panel discussion ‘A growing sense of urgency for healthy soils’; 

• Plenary session ‘Time for action’; 

• Panel discussion ‘The way forward’. 

Keynote speakers and panellists were invited to share their views on possible ways forward for EU soil 

policy. Stakeholders in the audience were invited to pose questions and voice their comments after the 

presentations and panel discussions. 

The report is structured according to the agenda for the conference, which is provided in Section 2. 

Section 3 summarises each of the sessions, including audience questions and responses from the 

speakers and panellists. Section 4 outlines some conclusions and key messages in respect of the 

priorities and actions that need to be taken. The following annexes are attached to the report: 

• Annex 1 lists 188 of the 246 conference participants (i.e. those who agreed to have their names 

published); 

 

1 The project was implemented by Wageningen Environmental Research, Milieu Consulting and Deltares. 
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• Annex 2 presents an outline of both panel sessions. 

• Annex 3 summarises the responses to the questions displayed during the conference, using 

Slido2; 

• Annex 4 is a form on best practice examples or ‘lighthouses’. The form was used to gather 

examples from participants, which will be summarised in the final report from the project. 

2 Conference agenda 
  

 
2 Slido is the web-based software that was used for audience interaction.  
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Summary of conference sessions 

This section provides a summary of the sessions, including the presentations, audience questions and 

discussion. 

2.1 Opening session 

Ms Melanie Muro opened by inviting participants to indicate – through Slido – the type of institution 

they represent. Of the 120 people that participated, 25% represented research institutions and 

academia, 21% policy makers, 17% industry or private companies, 10% NGOs and 9% public institutions. 

(More detailed results of this and other polls, as well as a summary of questions and comments shared 

through Slido, are presented in Annex 3 Audience feedback (Slido 

Four high-level speakers then gave their welcome speeches, including the Head of the Land Use and 

Management Unit in DG ENV, Claudia Olazábal, the Deputy Director-General of DG ENV, Joanna Drake, 

the Executive Secretary of the UNCCD, Ibrahim Thiaw, and the representative of the Finnish presidency, 

Director-General of the Environmental Protection Department at the Ministry of Environment of 

Finland, Leena Ylä-Mononen. Their welcome addresses are summarised below. 

Claudia Olazábal 

Head of Unit for Land Use and Management, DG ENV 

 

  

 

Ms Olazábal began by thanking the participants to the conference for coming and the hosts of the 

conference for organising it. She noted that although we are moving towards the SDGs, it is clear that 

many of those goals will not be achievable unless we better protect and nurture soils. She highlighted 

that the objective of the conference was to increase awareness of the importance of soil, as, without 

soil, we will not get very far. She stated that a second objective of the conference was to obtain 

feedback on the interim report by Wageningen Environmental Research, Deltares, and Milieu Consulting 

that was sent prior to the conference to all the participants. Ms Olazábal then noted that another aim of 

the conference was to discuss how we might move forward. She spoke of the possibility that the 

incoming college of Commissioners would include soil-protecting measures in the European Green Deal 

and the environmental agenda. Finally, Ms Olazábal stated that the conference gave participants a 

chance to have their say on what is happening at EU level and what should be done to achieve the SDGs.  
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Joanna Drake  

Deputy Director-General, DG ENV, European Commission 

 

After welcoming the participants, Ms Drake began by noting the important role of soil in the 

achievement of the SDGs. She underlined that discussions need to focus on how to step up efforts to 

protect and restore this natural resource. She observed that the audience was made up of policy 

makers, scientists, NGOs, industry groups, farmers – such a wide variety shows the multifunctional 

nature of soils and their connection to many social challenges of our time: biodiversity decline, food 

security, migration, etc. Ms Drake also noted that the large audience indicated the timely nature of the 

conference, in a context of increasing environmental awareness, including the announcement of the 

Green Deal, which will be adopted before the end of the year.  

Ms Drake remarked that soil is increasingly under pressure. Various scientific assessments, including 

those from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

(IPBES) and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), show that the clock is ticking and 

there is no time to waste. She noted that the downward trend in deterioration, together with its rapid 

nature, has taken many people by surprise.  

Ms Drake posed the question: what can we do to make a change? She acknowledged that land 

degradation is not yet properly addressed by the EU. Ms Drake referred to the conclusions and 

recommendations of the European Court of Auditors special report on desertification, saying that the 

Commission agrees with that analysis and have launched a contract to examine how soil and land-

related SDGs are implemented in the EU and compile good practices and recommendations. She 

thanked Wageningen Environmental Research, Milieu Consulting and Deltares for the work done so far 

on this project and invited the audience to comment.  

Ms Drake noted that, as mentioned in the report, soil is not subject to EU rules and targets in the way 

that air and water are, thus degradation continues at an alarming pace, hampering the achievement of 

other environmental targets. She said that despite the withdrawal of the proposal for a Soil Framework 

Directive, the Commission remains committed. However, it cannot reach soil/land degradation targets 

alone. There needs to be cooperation with Member States, the European Parliament, etc. - everyone 

has a responsibility to speed up actions on land.  

Ms Drake noted that the Green Deal offers an opportunity, as soil plays a key role in the transition to a 

more sustainable world. She pointed out that soil degradation is a global issue and mentioned the work 



 

13 

 

done by the UNCCD, which is primarily an environmental convention but is also crucial to managing 

migration, hunger, poverty. This shows the important social consequences of land degradation.  

Ibrahim Thiaw 

Executive Secretary of the UNCCD 

 

Mr Thiaw began by thanking the EU and the Member States for their support. He then reminded the 

audience of the somewhat controversial history of the UNCCD, noting that it was once considered the 

‘Convention of the poor’, going so far as to be called the ‘Black Convention’ because of its association 

with Africa. Conversely, many African countries have historically opposed the Convention on Climate 

Change, calling it the ‘Convention of the rich’. However, Mr Thiaw stated that a ‘them and us’ situation 

leads nowhere but, rather, land, soil, climate and biodiversity are closely tied together. 

Mr Thiaw stated that things have changed, with people realising that we all depend on the land. Humans 

are, by definition, a terrestrial species: almost everything we eat, drink, wear, feed animals, or enjoy 

comes from the land. He asserted that when we degrade our land, we reduce our own being and 

wellbeing. In addition, some countries are degrading land far beyond their own territories, without 

realising their impact. As Mr Thiaw pointed out, for too long the EU has believed itself immune to 

drought, for example.  

Soil is so important for life yet 3.2 billion people - half of humanity - suffer from land degradation. In 

Europe alone, almost one billion tonnes of soil are lost due to erosion every year. In south of Eastern 

Europe, in particular, large areas of land have been transformed in recent years. The continent’s highly 

intensive agriculture and urban expansion is exacerbating the problem. Mr Thiaw pointed out that built-

up areas have doubled, with cities expanding on former arable land. This is true not only for Europe but 

also – and even more so - for the developing world, especially given that half of all population growth is 

happening in a small number of countries.  

Mr Thiaw pointed out that we live in a world where the linear economy is eating our lateral resources. 

We produce, we harvest, we use and we throw away. He encouraged the audience to think about 

fashion and the impact of this industry on land. Our wardrobes are full of clothes, sometimes clothes we 

do not even wear. Modernity is measured by how many shoes we have, with little thought given to the 

footprint on land (and that is without even considering social impacts such as child labour).   
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Mr Thiaw noted that the same is true for animal feed. We see forests being degraded and burned to 

feed our animals, practices that fuel trade wars in many parts of the world. This has terrible impacts on 

land, and all because we want to eat a steak.   

Mr Thiaw reiterated that Europe is not immune to land degradation. He noted that in Cyprus for 

instance, 99% of land is vulnerable and subject to land degradation. He noted that the EU is also 

vulnerable to drought, either directly or indirectly. France and Germany, for example, have been hit in 

recent years, with the resulting drop in GDP having a huge impact on their economies and societies. 

Drought also affects Europe indirectly, with food production systems – and thus the cost of food - 

heavily impacted. Mr Thiaw noted that correlations have been found between food insecurity and riots, 

especially in the most vulnerable countries in the world. Similarly, there is strong evidence of the link 

between land insecurity and migration. To highlight the point, he referenced the fact that between 1950 

and 2050 the population is expected to multiply by nine, which means fewer resources for each person, 

while climate change, drought, desertification, land degradation and water shortages lead to fewer 

available resources. This leads to community clashes and competition for scare resources.  

Mr Thiaw noted that when the issue of land is addressed, it also addresses biodiversity – land 

restoration is the best way to restore biodiversity. He then mentioned his appreciation of the work done 

by the European Court of Auditors and their special report on ‘Combating desertification in the EU’, and 

of the European Green Deal, which he called perhaps the best news from developed countries this year. 

He noted that if the EU is serious about this proposal, it will address problems not only in the EU but also 

in other parts of the world. He stated that with EU standards being applied, policies made in Europe can 

have massive impacts on the rest of the world and can contribute to global stability. Conversely, 

instability in Africa has a negative impact on Europe, perhaps more so than on other continents in the 

world. Mr Thiaw closed by saying that cooperation between the EU and the African Union is very 

welcome, as land and soil degradation is not an issue for any one continent alone.  

Leena Ylä-Mononen 

Director-General of the Environmental Protection Department at the Ministry of Environment of Finland 

 

Ms Ylä-Mononen began by explaining that the Finnish word for soil ‘maa’ is also the word for land, state 

and country and the planet Earth, perhaps symbolising Finland as a young agricultural country or 

reflecting the political understanding of human dependence on land.  
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Ms Ylä-Mononen noted that land degradation and soil have not been directly addressed in the EU to 

date. Combating climate change is high on the agenda, as is the circular economy. She noted, however, 

that the Commission Communication on the 7th Environmental Action Programme included a significant 

piece on soil. In addition, there have been several chemical conventions, as well as preparations for COP 

2025, which cover  climate change issues and land (among other things). Ms Ylä-Mononen also 

commented on the strong link of soil policy with the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).    

Ms Ylä-Mononen noted that soil issues are addressed through combating climate change. The role of 

the EU is to facilitate agreement among the heads of states and ministers, especially with regard to 

financial, agricultural and social affairs, and to enable a framework for reaching agreement. Ms Ylä-

Mononen pointed to the informal meeting of agriculture ministers in September that included activities 

on carbon sequestration. Ms Ylä-Mononen stated that farmers try to find win-win situations, e.g. to 

capture carbon in the soil to improve fertility and combat climate change, as soil in good condition 

benefits farmers.  

Ms Ylä-Mononen noted that in Finland, soil degradation is addressed by several laws, with different 

ministries working on various activities. This could be one example of how soil is mainstreamed, or an 

example of how even a small country struggles to bring soil and land policy together. She also stated 

that Finland is a northern country with low population density and large land areas, in stark contrast to 

Mediterranean countries. As Ms Ylä-Mononen pointed out, the challenge remains for the EU to establish 

a comprehensive solution that works for many contexts. She highlighted the role of Member States vis-

a-vis the EU. She referenced the proposed Soil Directive that was rejected in 2014 because Member 

States could not find agreement – such agreement is very difficult to achieve, given that the 

environments of the Member States are very different.  

Ms Ylä-Mononen stated that Finland has a relatively good state of the environment but nevertheless  

experiences problems with pollution, contamination, erosion, drought and CO2. It has a monitoring 

programme in place for the SDGs but the word ‘soil’ is difficult to find in the document. Ms Ylä-

Mononen asked whether this is because it is so well embedded or whether there is a risk that it has 

been overlooked? Finland has an ambitious policy to be climate-neutral by 2025. It has encouraged 

activities to help soil, including agricultural information systems to help farmers. There are also efforts 

to protect the Baltic Sea, which is significantly polluted by agriculture.  

Ms Ylä-Mononen noted that there is substantial interest in what is happening within the new 

Commission. It is clear that climate change is covered in the new guidelines and environmental policy in 

general has never been so high on the agenda. She noted that both Finland and the Commission have 

political guidelines with very high ambitions, with both addressing issues across borders, policies on 

financing, etc. The Commission also plans to protect soil and land through actions like the EU pollution 

strategy, Farm to Fork, and the Biodiversity Strategy. She concluded that she hopes to see a lot more 

positive action to protect land, soil and the planet Earth.  
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2.2 Plenary session ‘The need to address land and soil degradation in the EU’ 

Linda Maring briefly introduced this session, which began with a presentation of the project undertaken 

by Wageningen Environmental Research, Milieu Consulting and Deltares, followed by four thematic 

presentations, as outlined below. 

2.2.1 Implementation of land and soil-related SDGs in the EU 

Ms Saskia Keesstra introduced the project that has been undertaken by Wageningen Environmental 

Research, Milieu Consulting and Deltares. She began by noting that if you look at the text of the SDGs, 

you do not find the word ‘soil’ very often. This led to the development of a diagram to assess how each 

SDG relates to soil function. The diagram shows that almost all SDGs have a relationship with soil 

function. Ms Keesstra also spoke of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services (IPBES) report, which similarly found all SDGs to have at least some type of 

dependence on soils and their functions. According to Ms Keesstra, other relevant reports include that 

of the European Court of Auditors and the IPCC report on land degradation, which states that land is a 

critical resource that, despite being under threat, can also be part of the solution. 

 

Ms Keesstra then presented the current project. The main project objectives are to analyse the progress 

of implementation of soil and land-related SDGs in all Member States and to provide a platform for 

exchange, including today’s conference.   

On the state of play, Ms Keesstra stated that while there is a lot in place, many policies are sectoral and 

fragmented and are thus insufficient to achieve soil-related SDGs. Most Member States have a national 

Sustainable Development Plan but there are very few policies specifically designed to tackle soil and 

land degradation. Such policy is sometimes embedded in other policies, such as forestry or agricultural. 

Only Italy has a Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) Plan and this can be considered an example of good 

practice.   

One challenge, according to Ms Keesstra, is how approaches and actions might best be harmonised and 

monitored. There need to be harmonised standards, and the EU probably has a role in their 

development.   

The project takes a systems approach, connecting SDGs to soil threats, which are then connected to 

environmental regions, showing how each management choice can lead to all SDGs being achieved. Ms 
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Keesstra presented several maps of the linkages and environmental zones, explaining that 

environmental zones are not necessarily aligned with Member State territories. Ms Keesstra explained 

that ‘lighthouses’ are used to assess how well different management strategies and measures work in 

practice.  

Ms Keesstra noted that land policy is developed but is often poorly implemented or experiences 

problems with upscaling. This is because socioeconomic conditions are not taken into account and the 

solution may not be acceptable to those living and working in a particular area. In the search for a 

solution to implement SDG 15, for example, both physical and socioeconomic aspects need to be 

considered, as both are part of the management system. She advocated concepts such as nature-based 

solutions, systems thinking, and regenerative economics and connectivity. These types of solutions will 

not only address the original SDG (in this case, SDG 15), but also other SDGs. 

Ms Keesstra presented various recommendations, including: 

• Political leadership to promote soil and land related SDGs;  

• Updating existing policies to include the SDG targets for sustainable land and soil management; 

• Quantifying targets (such as LDN) at Member State level; 

• Evaluating existing policies and each new initiative/project/subsidy in light of their impact on 

ALL SDGs involved in possible trade-offs, potentially using the proposed methodology.  

She also stressed the importance of creating enabling conditions: 

• Designing enabling legislation to allow transition (e.g. true pricing); 

• Refining SDG targets; 

• Creating clear frameworks; 

• Better indicators: 

o Clearly defined monitoring methods; 

o LDN indicator is a good start but is insufficient. 

• The EU should take a leading role in determining the standards. 

Ms Keesstra stressed that there is a need for concrete methods to guide people, especially with regard 

to transitional change. She noted that the management strategies that can be seen as ‘lighthouses’ need 

to be region-specific. She also emphasised the need for awareness raising, as all levels of society need to 

understand that soil and land degradation is an important issue. The international Year of Soils was a 

good start but more needs to be done. For example, we can see soil and cannot see CO2, so what did the 

climate scientists do to engage children with protesting in the streets?   

2.2.2 Soil condition in Europe 2020 

Mr Rainer Baritz (EEA) began by considering the mismatch between traditional approaches to soil 

threats and the SDGs, which allow for a truly integrated assessment. He noted that a traditional 
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approach to soil threats might not reach all relevant stakeholders. However, looking closely at the SDGs, 

there is no single indicator that relates to soil, suggesting that an integrated assessment is useful.  

 

Mr Baritz then introduced the work of the EEA, which reports every five years on the state of the 

environment in the EU and outlook for the future. The 2020 report has just been prepared. Mr Baritz 

explained that the EEA has been operating for 25 years, with some successes. He pointed to the 

progress on air and water, as well as the continuing challenges for ecosystems, land and soils, which are 

not covered by existing policies. Mr Baritz presented a graph of the objectives and targets of such 

policies, noting that many policies stop in 2020, meaning that the already insufficient policy on land and 

soil will run out completely. He also noted that most policies relating to soil are non-binding. This gives 

the national authorities the scope to act on soil. 

Mr Baritz then presented a diagram on the European Environment — State and Outlook (SOER) themes, 

concentrating on the three main themes. Soil falls under the theme of ‘Protecting, conserving and 

enhancing natural capital’, and, even in 2015, was flagged as not being on track. The SOER 2020 shows 

some difference, as more policy areas are being tracked. However, according to Mr Baritz, this is the 

only real difference – the trends themselves have not changed substantially, with the first priority 

(which includes soil) still flagged as not being on track.  

Mr Baritz summarised some of the results of the SOER and highlighted that a lot of information is not 

available. With regard to soil sealing (which relates to a non-binding target set through the 

Environmental Action Plan (EAP) ‘preventing lost soils’), Mr Baritz noted that the results over the 

assessment period (2006-2015) go up as well as down, making it difficult to confidently identify an 

overall trend (the data are not at a high resolution, however, and could cause inaccuracies). One evident 

trend is that soil sealing rates are concentrated in urban areas. Mr Baritz concluded that we are not on 

track to reach the goals, despite the decreases in soil sealing in the last assessment period.  

Large areas are heavily affected by erosion, although some regional case studies suggest that these 

amounts are lower than predicted by the models. Mr Baritz acknowledged that this is a challenging topic 

and not all effects are included (e.g. winter erosion). In general, the information on erosion is quite 

heterogeneous. At the same time, Mr Baritz explained that this is one of the few areas where 

information on costs is available.    
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Compaction is not covered in policies, despite the fact that it can act as a catalyst for other soil threats 

(such as soil erosion), making it a very urgent issue. There has been a lot of change in soil chemical 

condition since 2010, but around two-thirds of soils have high nutrient content, which can have 

significant impacts, particularly on water. Similarly, eutrophication remains very high.  

Although countries provide a lot of information on contaminated sites, that information is very 

heterogeneous. This means the results cannot be used for policy advice, especially since every country 

approaches the issue differently. When considering diffuse pollution, Mr Baritz noted that testing shows 

that 80% of samples have pesticide residues, including prohibited substances. Research in the 

Netherlands and Denmark has shown that pesticides reach aquifers and groundwater. Cadmium, for 

example, accumulates and when acidification goes down, the metals are released. The impact is, 

however, hard to assess. Mr Baritz explained that it is difficult to measure changes in soil biological 

condition, especially since the data are very heterogeneous. Despite a reasonably high awareness of soil 

biology, most countries appear to have losses in this area, with those losses being higher in carbon rich 

soils.  

In concluding, Mr Baritz stated that the information used to reach public policy makers needs to be 

reliable. He presented a diagram setting out concrete links, those with less evidence, and those with 

insufficient information. He also referred to several programmes in Europe. In the mapping of 

ecosystem services (MAES), soils are flagged as increasingly important yet continued loss of soils and soil 

quality is evident, existing hot spots for soil degradation will worsen, and there is a lack of targets and 

monitoring. Various soil threats are not covered by existing policies (such as salinisation) and there is 

insufficient knowledge on the impact of loss of soil quality. Mr Baritz explained that degradation is 

occurring despite the focus on soils in recent years, including the role of the SDGs as catalysts for 

discussion. We must set standards for what we want to achieve. We need to understand that even if 

actions are undertaken, they might not be enough to counteract the negative effects.  

Finally, Mr Baritz stated that, ultimately, farmers must implement the actions and must therefore be 

brought on board. One of the most important tasks is to define the impact of soil degradation, as this 

will help to raise awareness of the importance of soils and land.  

2.2.3 Combating desertification in the EU 

Mr Phil Wynn Owen (European Court of Auditors) began by outlining the role of the Court in 

implementing independent external audits of the EU budget, including compliance and financial audits, 

and increasingly, audits of performance and value for money. The results of such audits are published in 

special reports, with a report on combating desertification published a year ago. He also observed that 

while the conference was taking place, the European Parliament was debating whether there was a 

climate emergency, suggesting that the conference was timely.  
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The specific report on desertification was in response to this increasing trend in the EU. Mr Wynn Owen 

presented several maps showing unfavourable trends, especially in the Mediterranean, in the last 10 

years alone, with the risk of desertification expanding, especially in Spain, Portugal, Romania, Bulgaria, 

Malta and Cyprus. Using the model developed by the Commission, he showed that the risks are 

expected to increase in the last three decades of this century – well within the lifespan of a child born 

now. He highlighted that the maps are very concerning and convey a great sense of urgency.  

Mr Wynn Owen stressed that there are a number of factors at play, including inefficient use of water, 

irrigation, deforestation, overgrazing and climate change. As average temperatures rise, droughts 

intensify and desertification increases. Negative effects include erosion and flash floods, with soil 

degradation leads to greenhouse gas emissions that further fuels climate change. Conversely, soil 

restoration absorbs greenhouse gas, allowing trees and vegetation to grow.  

Mr Wynn Owen then described the scope of the report, which included visits to five Commission DGs, 

meetings with UNCCD, EEA, NGOs, academic experts and site visits to 25 projects. The report centred on 

five Member States: Portugal, Spain, Romania, Cyprus and Italy. These countries were chosen from the 

13 Member States that declared themselves affected by desertification.  

The absence of EU baselines or definitions complicated the exercise of presenting the results across the 

Member States. Maps thus use different colour codes, scales etc. and cannot be compared. However, 

Mr Wynn Owen stressed that all indicate a serious risk. In Italy, for example, 10% of the territory is 

highly sensitive to desertification, while in Sicily, 70% of the land is assessed has having medium or high 

sensitivity. In Romania, the area at risk of desertification makes up 30% of the total area of the country, 

while in Spain, it is 75%, with 18% considered at high or very high risk, especially in Murcia and the 

Canary Islands. In Portugal, it was found that 50% of the mainland was at risk, while in Cyprus, it is 

expected that a decrease in rainfall and an increase in temperature puts 99% of the entire island at risk.  

The report then focused on whether the Commission and Member States made adequate use of the 

available data, whether the EU has taken steps to combat desertification in a coherent way, whether 

projects addressing desertification in the EU have had a positive effect, and whether EU commitment to 

achieving LDN by 2030 is likely to be achieved. 

Mr Wynn Owen set out several observations. Firstly, he noted that the Commission regularly collects 

data and Member States produce desertification risk maps. However, there is no agreed-upon 

methodology and little coherence between the tools in place, as there is no specific regulatory 
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framework. Although the EU Member States have committed to implementation of SDG 15.3, there is 

no clear vision on how to do that.  

The risk of desertification translates into demographic and economic risks, such as migration into and 

within Europe. Mr Wynn Owen highlighted the need to draw attention to this increasing pressure on the 

budget. EU action to tackle desertification lacks coherence and the EU does not have a policy in place. 

Mr Wynn Owen drew a comparison with floods, with an EU directive in place3 – while there is no 

directive addressing desertification. Similarly, air and water are governed by legislation yet there is 

nothing comparable for soil. Instead, there is a range of action plans and activities that, while relevant, 

do not focus on desertification per se. In practice, it is not well coordinated.  

Mr Wynn Owen indicated that some European projects have had a positive impact – these are mostly 

rural development projects, but also include research or regional projects. However, there are concerns 

for the long-term sustainability of projects, especially since there is limited use of cost-benefit analysis 

and no focus on the impacts of desertification (this is not the primary objective of the projects). He 

referenced a desertification project in Sicily as a good practice, where drainage was well managed and 

vegetation was well-adapted. On the other hand, he shared an example of afforestation in Cyprus, 

where a large percentage of the trees had not survived five years after the project ended, raising 

questions about long-term sustainability.  

Mr Wynn Owen also presented some recommendations from the report. He noted that risk was not 

effectively addressed, and the EU did not have a clear picture of the challenges, making it important to 

have a better understanding of land degradation. There is a need for a clear methodology and indicators 

to assess the extent of risk in the EU, and this methodology should be used to regularly report on 

desertification and land degradation. Mr Wynn Owen stressed the need for the Commission to assess 

the appropriateness of the current legal framework on sustainable soil and desertification. He noted 

that the Soil Directive was not supported by some Member States at the time, but the context has 

changed, and the issue is increasingly urgent. He stressed that a proper assessment should be done by 

mid-2021.  

Member States should step up their efforts to achieve LDN. Specific recommendations to the 

Commission include a roadmap on LDN and regular reporting on the issue. Mr Wynn Owen 

recommended technical supports be put in place to assess LDN, alongside target measures, clear 

milestones and intermediary reporting.  

Mr Wynn Owen concluded by acknowledging that the Commission had accepted all of the 

recommendations set out, which is good news. However, he promised continued focus from the 

European Court of Auditors to ensure that action is undertaken.  

 
3 See ECA Special report no 25/2018: Floods Directive: progress in assessing risks, while planning and 
implementation need to improve. https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/DocItem.aspx?did=47211 

https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/DocItem.aspx?did=47211
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2.2.4 World Atlas of Desertification 

Mr Michael Cherlet (Joint Research Commission, JRC) opened his presentation with an image of the first 

deep space photo of earth, taken from the Apollo mission. He explained that this was the moment 

humanity realised that this is our planet and, indeed, this is all we have. This was the start of the 

environmental movement although the impact was not as great as those in the 1960s would have 

hoped. Mr Cherlet reported that 86% of global land surface has been changed by humans: every bit of 

land we could use has been used and a lot of this land has been degraded. He noted that close to 14% of 

land is under cultivation and only a small amount more is available, which means that we have to use 

what is already available more wisely. Most settlements are based around the most fertile land and 

cities are expanding rapidly. Mr Cherlet also mentioned that 6% of natural forests have been converted 

in the last 25 years, and in many cases this has not been done sustainably (e.g. using slash and burn) or 

working the land for three years and then leaving it to become barren. 

 

Mr Cherlet provided statistics on soil: 2.8% t/ha/yr global average area specific soil erosion (baseline 

2001), a 2.5% increase in soil erosion attributable to land use changes was estimated for 2012. A lot of 

Europe soils have substantially higher rates. Mr Cherlet stressed that human activities drive change, with 

land degradation one unfortunate result. The IPBES considered this, as did the IPCC, drawing the 

conclusion that land is under pressure. According to analysis done for the World Atlas of Desertification, 

about half of global land is under anthropogenic pressure. Mr Cherlet observed that the challenge is 

knowing where this happens – nothing can be done if you do not know where the problems are. The 

World Atlas of Desertification is an attempt to address this challenge, although it was a difficult prospect 

given the lack of agreement about precisely what land degradation is.  

Mr Cherlet illustrated the multiple interlinked components, from very local to global impact. He noted 

that our presence defines land use and land use practices. These impact the biophysical aspects and 

have, in many cases, got out of hand, with global consequences. He noted that land degradation 

happens locally, but has repercussions at global scale. Also, our consumption impacts in distant places 

and it is difficult for people to develop a true global awareness. The UNCCD recognizes that land 

degradation is not only a dryland phenomenon but happens all over the world.  

Sufficient information is available and the Atlas itself is made up of many datasets: aridity, pollution, 

light, biodiversity, fire regimes, nutrients, mining, biodiversity, etc. Mr Cherlet indicated that all of these 
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aspects link to land degradation but none explain land degradation alone. He referred to the European 

Court of Auditors’ call for a standardised methodology but acknowledged that if you were to sit in a 

room full of experts, you would never reach an agreement. The issues all interact differently depending 

on the situation globally, and even if the same issues interact in the same way, social and biophysical 

conditions differ, making it almost impossible to model in a meaningful transferable way.  

The solution is to take a very simple approach to get reasonable results. Although this approach is very 

limited in all aspects (inputs, outputs, interpretation), it allows for the convergence of evidence. Mr 

Cherlet explained that by using multiple independent sources, it might be possible for a conclusion to 

emerge. He used the example of global warming – this conclusion was the result of several different 

pieces of evidence, which, when put together, showed that the Earth seemed to be warming.  

Mr Cherlet said the Atlas chose 14 issues described in scientific literature as important to land 

degradation. He noted that they could have pulled together up to 40 datasets, but this would have 

made the map much too complex. When looking at the various issues, it is possible to identify problems 

in respect of a piece of land in a general sense, thus making the exercise solution-oriented. As Mr 

Cherlet pointed out, if the problems are known, the solution should be clear.  

Mr Cherlet then presented a map of the numbers of issues identified in each area. Although the data 

show that more than 50% of all land is under considerable pressure, Mr Cherlet stressed that this 

approach is somewhat controversial, as it does not state definitively that there actually is a problem. To 

come to actionable information, this Atlas exercise of convergence of evidence can and should be done 

at scales that are adapted to policies and planning. It is clear that there are differences between the 

results obtained for different continents, with certain patterns emerging, such as low-input agriculture, 

lack of nutrients, etc. In Europe, urban expansion, high nutrients and high nitrogen levels are important 

issues but the local context needs to be taken into consideration in drawing any final conclusion. Even 

then, someone with an agricultural background will have a different view to someone with a forest 

background. The main issues are: urban expansion, forest change, agriculture and impacts on the 

environment. Mr Cherlet noted that the UN indicators are good but only partially address the 

complexity of land degradation.  

Mr Cherlet concluded by emphasising the local vs the global outlook. He stressed that we need solution-

oriented methodology and an integrated approach. He also noted that the Commission has a number of 

headline ambitions, including becoming the first climate-neutral continent in the world and preserving 

the natural environment. Food security, deforestation and land degradation all go together and 

whatever we do with the soil will impact these aspects. One solution may be a strong soil policy and a 

lot of work remains to be done to integrate various fragmented policies concerning soil. Preserving and 

restoring our ecosystems needs to guide all of our work.  

2.2.5 A global call for action for healthy soils 

Ms Camilla Nordheim-Larsen (UNCCD) began by explaining that what is implemented globally - for 

example, by the UNCCD - can be taken and implemented at EU level. She noted that 25% of all land is 

highly degraded, with only 10% improving. There are, however, opportunities to address these 
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challenges. An assessment undertaken by the UNCCD shows that approximately two billion hectares 

have the potential to be restored, including a lot of abandoned agricultural land. LDN actions also have 

potential to reduce the issue.  

 

Ms Nordheim-Larsen noted that the UNCCD conference agreed on the concept of LDN and that by 

improving the implementation of LDN actions, natural capital can be maintained or enhanced. She 

referred to a hierarchy to avoid, reduce and reverse the negative impacts of human activity on land. We 

can see that LDN has a real potential to accelerate other sustainable development goals, as it 

contributes to other SDGs.  

Ms Nordheim-Larsen explained that, in 2015, the UNCCD embarked on a process of assisting countries 

to set voluntary LDN targets. Today, 122 countries are engaged in the process, of which 80 have set 

targets (Italy is the only European country in this group). The process involves large stakeholder 

consultations. The LDN working group, made up of representatives from different ministries, including 

forest, agriculture, water, tourism, mining, health and finance, along with civil society, industry, land 

use, private companies and research bodies at national level. The goal is to take stock of the country, its 

various practices, the different strategies and policies that relate to land management, and then look at 

how to achieve better coherence. The land users are able to explain their needs and how they see the 

drivers. This process normally turns into a baseline assessment describing the status of land degradation 

and the hotspots. From there, specific proposals can be put in place to reverse the trends. Some 

countries define targets at subnational level, some at ecosystem level and some at national level, setting 

out what they want to do by 2030. This process not only helps to set targets but can strengthen the 

capacity to manage data: in many countries there is an issue of not having relevant data related to 

indicators. Going through this process of target-setting has resulted in many countries developing better 

management and cooperation in collecting data across ministries, etc. In countries where there is 

already a baseline, the focus is on a more systematic approach to monitoring across different sectors.  

Ms Nordheim-Larsen noted that many conclusions seen during the process are also relevant for the EU: 

a need to better coordinate across different sectors, a need for better data bases that be better 

analysed across sectors. She also stated that there is a need for awareness raising. Soil and land 

degradation should be linked to broader political processes such as climate change, food security and 

stability. There are also cross-sectoral synergies at national level, including with economic and finance 

institutions. She referenced Germany, where some work has been done on looking at the cost of 
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inaction vs benefits of investing. Placing economic value on land management is something that needs 

to improve. 

Ms Nordheim-Larsen also talked about the role of communication, in particular the Great Green Wall 

project4. It is important to make soils ‘cool’. She noted that although efforts in Africa were an epic 

initiative, no one really knows about it. It was thus decided to create a positive narrative, using it as a 

branding exercise. Efforts need to be made to engage with young people and the Great Green Wall 

project has worked well for that. Ms Nordheim-Larsen concluded that the timing is right. Now that we 

have the IPCC report, we have the information we need and it is time to act.  

2.3 Panel discussion ‘A growing sense of urgency for healthy soils’ 

Ms Keesstra introduced the topic: A growing sense of urgency for healthy soils: How do we make soil 

urgent for all stakeholders and responsible parties such as policy makers?’ 

Ms Keesstra used Slido to ask the public a question: where should most awareness raising efforts be 

placed? Of the available options, public awareness raising received the highest score, followed by 

science-policy interface and education. (See Annex 3 for more details about this poll.) 

 

Mr Cherlet said that it is important to start education early, to convince children, the future generation, 

of the value of our Earth. Politicians and stakeholders already know the situation but there is a need to 

make the link pragmatically: the problems - the impact - the actions. There are many well-known 

solutions. For example, there is a whole database on sustainable land management practices, ready to 

implement, but there needs to be a link between what we are doing and the impact on soil. Soil can be 

linked to food security, or even the other way around: if I consume something, I should be aware of the 

impact, the footprint. We have completely lost that link because land is private, unlike climate, which is 

for everyone. The extreme climate events are obvious. There is no single soil policy, but there is also no 

single policy for climate. We need to consider how we can we optimise what we have and science needs 

to make the links very clear. 

 
4 https://www.greatgreenwall.org/about-great-green-wall 
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Mr Wynn Owen referred to ‘three T’s’: title, timing and Thunberg. Title is crucial: rephrase 

desertification – think about how to reach the people. Timing: the European Court of Auditors wanted 

to publish the report in a dry summer month but ended up here in a wet November month in Brussels. 

The timing with the new Commission starting is perfect. Seize the moment. We have a lot of potential 

Thunbergs – everyone can engage with young people.  

Ms Nordheim-Larsen said that in UN work, private sector engagement is important but difficult. There is 

now a growing sense of urgency to act. Private companies in Europe (and globally) are becoming 

interested. Footprint, land, water and biodiversity are hot topics. Sourcing from the EU or globally, e.g. 

in the fashion industry, raising awareness of the production chain.  

Mr Baritz said that we have discussed – for many years - which stakeholders should primarily be 

addressed: policy makers, private sector, researchers. We all need to operate a little differently because 

at the moment we are not making enough progress. We do not think innovatively enough to take a big 

step.  

Questions and comments from the audience 

A representative of a mineral fertiliser company noted that targeting the effects would be the right 

approach rather than looking for the next Greta Thunberg. Auditors’ reports really resonate in the 

private sector. Indicators are immensely important – they should also trickle down to the street. If we 

had a soil footprint indicator, e.g. on everything you eat, that would really help.  

A European Platform representative added that we may need something similar to the Renewable 

Energy Directive (REDII), combining different policies at EU level, focusing on the resource protection 

that could guide EU policies and harmonize them. 

A representative of the European Environment stressed that educating kids on the urgency of 

desertification is very important. We should focus first on the issues that can be addressed now and 

then focus on kids. Suggestions should focus on the CAP – we should show that farmers can turn the 

tide and change the trend. A more coherent political framework is needed. 

A person from the European Soil Alliance said that now we have a climate emergency, every policy must 

say how it relates to climate. It would be good to have something similar for soil. People would then 

become more aware of the impact on soils. 

A question came from the audience to Ms Nordheim-Larsen concerning the programme to finance 

regeneration of soils with a strong business case. Ms Nordheim-Larsen replied that the LDN fund was 

facilitated by the UNCCD. Now an independent investment fund invests in projects globally while 

focusing on local initiatives. 

Mr Cherlet had a comment on indicators: science should make the links clear. We have not progressed 

far enough yet. He also had a comment on awareness-raising: farmers want the economic benefit of the 

land but it is the kids that buy the chocolate so this is all linked together. Therefore, education is also 

extremely important.  
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Mr Wynn Owen referred to the new upcoming report on pesticides. In terms of targeting, the indicators 

of the JRC and the UNCCD are good starting points. Now is the time for action. He said that he hopes 

that the new Commission will have a fresh look at the CAP. 

Saskia Keesstra introduced the second discussion topic: How can we create a sense of urgency among 

the public? Why don’t we have a Greta Thunberg? 

Ms Nordheim-Larsen said that young people now behave differently, with new social platforms. We 

should reach out to them in those ways.   

Mr Baritz added that we did have a Greta Thunberg: Stephane Travert, the former French Minister of 

Agriculture. He took scientific findings and simplified them to reach the public with the ‘4 per 1000’ 

initiative5 to demonstrate that agricultural soils can play a crucial role where food security and climate 

change are concerned.  

Mr Wynn Owen noted that the power of the satellite systems to make interactive maps is under-used 

and we should consider how best we might do this.  

Mr Cherlet said that Copernicus data is free and openly available but, again, we need to think about how 

to make use of this. Again, there is much more awareness for climate than there is for land. What 

happens on the land and what is the impact on the land? Science must make this link and then transit 

the message to politicians. We cannot always convince them but we should make it so clear that they 

cannot continue to overlook it.  

Mr Baritz noted that the challenge is not so much for science but for partnering. We need good data. 

We need modern and flexible institutions to bring the bits and pieces together and stimulate a 

framework for action rather than regulation.  

Mr Cherlet observed that this is where the CAP is going. Regarding data, we should not forget that it is 

very difficult to measure soil, variation over space is enormous, a lot of land is in private property. Earth 

observation can help to some extent but still there are challenges. 

Questions and comments from the audience 

An ‘EU Soil and healthy food’ audience member referred to the IPBES and IPCC reports – these are 

calling for transformational change to manage our food systems. We have to act now. Incremental 

improvements are not going to deliver what we need. The CAP revision is just a tiny little step. We 

should be ambitious. Would the T’s be helpful? Desertification is still too far for most people to grasp. 

Everybody eats – that is a much more direct link. We should translate the message to what people really 

do and care about. We should also be more attractive to policy makers. 

A person from the audience said that we do have Greta. If you try to connect everything that is linked to 

soil with climate change, then you can move together with the climate movement. We should use that 

momentum. Politicians care about what their voters care about and right now that is climate change. 

 
5 https://www.4p1000.org/ 
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There is no room or time for soil in addition. As they are related, we only need to link soil challenges to 

that context. 

Another person from the audience agreed with the previous speaker. Soil is a huge opportunity. The 

vegan movement is also linked to climate and we should look at the message that is already out there. 

A representative of the Finnish farmers said that we need to consider the most cost-efficient methods 

and restoration of productive soils. We need cooperation across sectors, along with incentives.  

Ms Keesstra closed the discussion by saying that we need transformational change: we need action, we 

need technology to work for us, we need to engage the private sector. Above all, we need indicators, as 

this is the link to people and what they do in their daily lives. Then we can engage with the current 

debate. 

2.4 Plenary session ‘Time for action’ 

Ms Muro briefly introduced this session, referring to the earlier presentations and the first panel 

discussion – the points made by the previous speakers made it clear that the quality of soils is getting 

worse and that urgent policy action is needed to ensure that soil and land-related SDGs can be 

implemented within the deadline.  

2.4.1 The role of research 

Mr Cees Veerman (Chair of the Horizon Europe Mission on Soil Health and Food) began by stressing how 

precious land and soil are to humanity. Even 500 years ago, Leonardo da Vinci realised how valuable 

they are and how little we know about them, saying that ‘We know more about the movement of 

celestial bodies than we know about the soil underfoot’. Research is crucial to make people aware of the 

benefits related to soil and land. Research projects should aim to find practical solutions to problems 

and to innovate.  

 

Mr Veerman presented the main objectives of Horizon Europe, which is a primary framework financing 

instrument of the EU in the area of research and innovation. The three main objectives of Horizon 

Europe are: 1) to strengthen the EU’s scientific and technological bases and the European Research Area 

(ERA); 2) to boost Europe’s innovation capacity, competitiveness and jobs; and 3) to deliver on citizens’ 
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priorities and sustain our socioeconomic model and values. A new concept for the upcoming financing 

period is research and innovation missions and mission-oriented research. 

Five missions have been proposed to guide funding in the period 2021-2027: 1) Climate-neutral and 

smart cities; 2) Healthy oceans, seas, coastal and inland waters; 3) Adaptation to climate change, 

including societal transformation; 4) Cancer; and 5) Soil health and food.  

Why is a mission on soil health and food needed? Because of the vital functions of soil, such as provision 

of food, clean water, biodiversity and cultural resources, nutrient cycling, climate regulation. The 

mission area is highly relevant for the Green Deal. The mission is managed by various Commission 

services, almost every DG is involved, as well as the JRC. The secretariat is placed in DG AGRI, which co-

manages the mission together with DG RTD. 

The Mission Board was created to develop guiding ideas and is supported by members of a Mission 

Assembly. Stakeholders and citizens will contribute to the development and implementation of the 

mission. 

Questions, answers and comments from the public 

One question from the audience related to the scope of the mission on soil health and food, asking if 

trade is included alongside agriculture. Mr Veerman replied that trade is not included as it would 

broaden the theme of the mission and impact its utility. The audience viewed this as a missed 

opportunity, given the huge impact of trade on agricultural practice and land management worldwide. 

Another question from the audience asked what would happen with the mission after January 2020. Mr 

Veerman replied that there may be some months to finish the activities in 2020 but nothing beyond that 

is yet clear.  

2.4.2 Experience with Land Degradation Neutrality in the EU: Germany 

Kirstin Marx from the German Environment Agency (UBA), Section “Soil State, Soil Monitoring”, opened 

by saying that Germany is aware that it is time to act and that we can do a lot for soils and climate (i.e. 

Germany has committed 240 million Euro funding within the new call for project ideas under the 

International Climate Initiative (IKI), launched in November 2019 by the Federal Ministry for the 

Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety. The preservation and restoration of peatland 

ecosystems is one of the 13 thematic priorities for climate protection and biodiversity). A lot of progress 

has been made in the last decade on soil awareness and education. In November 2015, at the end of the 

International Year of Soils, the Federal Environment Agency compiled data and information from several 

projects to derive statements about the state of the soil in Germany. This resulted in the publication of 

the first transnational overview of the status of soil in Germany. 
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Germany has adopted a goal for land take: to reduce expansion of built-up areas and infrastructure to 

less than 30 ha/day by 2030. The UBA recommends a quota system and land certificate trading scheme. 

Ms Marx listed the main soil threats as identified by the UBA: soil sealing due to land-use changes, urban 

development and transport, changes to soil structure caused by compaction and erosion, loss of organic 

matter, contamination, and nutrient overload. 

The definition of LDN from the UNCCD has been mentioned. In Germany, a baseline for land degradation 

was not set up in the past and setting such a baseline retrospectively seems too vague. Possible 

strategies to reach LDN are to minimise land degradation and to offset unavoidable land degradation by 

restoration and rehabilitation efforts. Maintaining a balance between land degradation and restoration 

is a challenge. 

Legal instruments include: 

- Federal Nature Conservation Act (BNatSchG); 

- Federal Soil Protection Act (BBodSchG) and Federal Soil Protection and Contaminated Sites 

Ordinance (BBodSchV); 

- Agricultural Law. 

Ms Marx also reflected on SDG indicator 15.3.1. It is a binary indicator and researchers are working on 

its operationalisation. The German Sustainable Development Strategy has been updated and aligned 

with the SDGs. The strategy points to the need for a new indicator for land and soil. 

Questions, answers and comments from the public 

One of the questions from the public related to the Soil Protection Act – how was this possible in 

Germany yet many other countries have not undertaken such an initiative? 

Ms Marx said that this was possible due to the efforts of many people involved in the policy-making 

process for a long time. 
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Another question related to LDN, asking why it has not yet been established? Ms Marx said that this is 

still a work in progress. 

Another comment from the public noted that consumer awareness of soils in Germany seems to be 

higher than average in the EU. 

2.4.3 Experience with Land Degradation Neutrality in the EU: Italy 

Ms Anna Luise began by saying that the Italian National Institute for Environmental Protection and 

Research (ISPRA) is an institute connecting science and policy. The Institute participated in the project 

‘Towards achieving land degradation neutrality: turning the concept into practice. Pilot country: Italy’. 

The project was carried out by a working group of experts from the main national research institutions 

under the supervision of the Ministry of Environment and the UNCCD Focal Point in the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. 

 

Ms Luise explained that land cover, land productivity and soil organic carbon were assessed, in order to 

be consistent with the LDN indicator proposed by UNCCD and adopted by UN Statistical Commission and 

an extensive analysis of available data was carried out, using data, including CORINE Land Cover Project 

of the European Environmental Agency and the national contribution to the Global Soil Organic Carbon 

Map (GSOC map). The Environmental Quality Index was also used, encompassing soil quality, climate, 

vegetation and land use (according with Medalus methodology), showing that 10% of soils turned out to 

be very vulnerable, while 49.2% have average vulnerability and 26% have low vulnerability. Sicily is the 

most vulnerable region.  

A more recent land consumption assessment was carried out on September 2019, including a new 

assessment of “land degradation” based on the integration of the three UN/UNCCD indicators and other 

indices/indicators considered particularly important in the Italian context, such as loss of habitat quality, 

burnt areas, fragmentation Index and 60 meters buffer areas of potential impact, density of artificial 

land cover (all data are referred to 2018). 
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Trends Earth tool (Qgis plugin processing of time series of indices and variables from satellite images), 

integrated with other national tools allowed to integrate all indicators considered and to generate an 

overall cartography of soil and land degradation. 

The extension and level of land degradation in the 2012-2018 timeframe were assessed considering the 

number of its causes (1, 2 or 3 and more), showing that 22.96% of national territory showed at least on 

of degradation cause. 

Ms Luise highlighted some priorities stemming from the LDN project that need to be considered in 

national plans and programmes, including: 

• Improve understanding of ongoing land degradation processes and validation of Land 
Productivity Dynamics monitoring; 

• Develop integration mechanisms for UNCCD implementation and reporting; 

• Establish LDN monitoring systems; 

• Integrate LDN aspects in spatial planning; 

• Promote land degradation prevention actions in the identified hot spots. 

Land degradation was included in the National Strategy for Climate Adaptation (2016) and land 

degradation and desertification issues have been addressed in the National Plan for Climate Change 

Adaptation (approval phase). SDG 15.3 is included in the target that Italy is set to adopt in the Strategy 

for Sustainable Development (NSSD, 2017). 

Ms Luise explained that while the LDN baseline has been set in Italy, it is still under review. She pointed 

to some lessons learned from the Italian experience in respect of monitoring and indicators: 

• It is necessary to utilise/develop national/local data - global databases are not sufficient; 

• Global databases must be integrated with national/local data for validation and to increase 
spatial and temporal resolution in order to develop national LDN strategies;  

• A benchmark system should be built for each indicator; 

• Integration with other indicators (e.g. climate change impact and adaptation, biodiversity loss) is 
necessary; 

• Indicators for restoration activities should be developed. 

Ms Luise also highlighted some lessons learned with respect to target setting and policy: 

• Better understanding of the driving forces behind degradation processes is needed for the 
identification of policies and actions; 

• Involvement of stakeholders is necessary at all levels to validate the assessment; 

• Other SDG indicators should be integrated in order to build an effective policy framework; 

• A long-term strategy should be considered, since land and soil degradation are slow processes, 
as are restoration activities;  

• All land components should be taken into consideration alongside all related factors. Built 
infrastructure and cultural heritage, for example, should be included and their individual values 
maintained. 

The Horizon 2020 LandSupport project (in which ISPRA participates) aims at developing a web-based, 

open-access GeoSpatial Decision Support System (S-DSS) devoted to reconciling agriculture, 

environmental sustainability and policy implementation (https://www.landsupport.eu/).  

https://www.landsupport.eu/
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2.4.4 IPPC special report on climate change and land 

Mr Jean-François Soussana (National Institute for Agricultural Research (INRA)) was one of the authors 

of the IPPC special report on climate change and land, which included chapters on desertification, land 

degradation and food security.  

 

 

Mr Soussana explained that researchers analysed approximately 7000 scientific papers when compiling 

the report. One of the findings is that 23% of total greenhouse gas emissions come from Agriculture, 

Forestry and Other Land Use (AFOLU). Grazing is responsible for half of agricultural emissions. Mr 

Soussana pointed to the significant mitigation potential in the food system, from production to 

transport and consumption, including food loss and waste. He also mentioned the significant co-benefits 

for the climate of combating desertification and land degradation.  

The report found that food supply stability is at risk due to climate change. Even with less than 2 degrees 

temperature increase, local food shocks and price increases can be expected. Approximately 7% 

increase in food prices is anticipated by 2050 due to climate change, leading to increased risk of food 

insecurity. The most vulnerable people will be the worst affected. Loss of biodiversity, water shortages 

and decreased water quality are some of the predicted consequences, together with migration. 

Mr Soussana presented some examples of climate change mitigation options. Some of these options, 

such as bioenergy crops and afforestation, would have negative impacts on food security, biodiversity 

and land degradation so it is important to keep these trade-offs in mind. On the other hand, there are 

land degradation mitigation options which have important co-benefits for climate, e.g. prevention of 

food waste. We lose about 25-30% of food through waste during the entire process of food production, 

transport and consumption, and these losses contribute 8-10% to greenhouse gas emissions. Transitions 

to healthier diets could release millions of hectares of land with co-benefits for climate, environment 

and health. Coordinated action on food transitions is very powerful but the mitigation potential remains 

uncertain. This uncertainty is partly due to the expected increase in global population - 8.5 billion people 

are expected to live on Earth in 2050, and the overall impact of land use and food production will be 

higher. Big questions explored in the report include: Which measures present the highest potential? 

What are the trade-offs? How can those trade-offs be combined? As yet there are no definite answers 

to these questions. 
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Mr Soussana concluded with some options to enable a more effective response to climate and land-

related challenges, such as: 

• Measuring and monitoring land use change, supported by new information and communication 
technologies; 

• Investments in human and institutional capacities, including access to observation, early 
warning systems, seasonal forecasts; 

• Government support and improved access to credit; 

• Better access to markets, weather and health insurance, social protection; 

• Engaging people;  

• Good governance. 

He also stressed that postponing greenhouse gas reductions will lead to greater economic impacts for 

many countries. 

Questions, answers and comments from the public 

One question related to the possibility of re-greening the deserts – is it a viable option? Mr Soussana 

replied that there are local projects on greening the deserts, especially in the Middle East, but only on 

small areas. Another question/comment related to historical data on land degradation. Mr Soussana 

said that there are studies on soil erosion available, for example exploring the depth of carbon in soil. 

There are soil carbon maps but we do not have data on the dynamics of these processes. 

2.4.5 Sustainable land use as a part of a Common Food Policy for the EU 

Mr Olivier De Schutter (International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES-Food)) began 

by presenting the main objective of the IPES – to provide policy recommendations for improving food 

systems. He explained that IPES-Food is an interdisciplinary organisation working closely with NGOs, 

applying a holistic approach and using scientific evidence to support its recommendations. In addition to 

high-level policy work, IPES-Food supports regional policy development processes. 

 

Mr De Schutter outlined one flagship initiative of IPES-Food: Towards a Common Food Policy in the EU. 

This project aims to adopt a food strategy as a kind of umbrella policy, including environment, social 

policy, agriculture, production, etc. He added that IPES-Food organises missions in cities where local 

food systems are being established, e.g. in Milan. 
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Mr De Schutter listed five main characteristics that an integrated, comprehensive EU sustainable food 

policy should present, namely: 

- Cross-sectoral (ensuring adequate synergies and avoiding inconsistencies between different 

policy areas); 

- Informed by best practices found in cities and Member States; 

- Long-term, with indicators allowing to monitor progress towards time-bound objectives; 

- Supporting local and regional initiatives; 

- Improving legitimacy and accountability in food systems, including calling for EU food policy 

council. 

Mr De Schutter referred to the Common Food Policy blueprint, which is a roadmap to sustainable food 

systems in Europe. According to this result of a 3-years long process involving 400 actors of food systems 

across Europe, new governance is needed in EU institutions to create sustainable food systems. The 

reforms are grouped under five transition pathways: 1) land and resources; 2) agro-ecosystems; 3) 

healthy diets; 4) fair supply chains; 5) sustainable trade. 

According to Mr De Schutter, the key challenges for land in the EU include reduction of utilised 

agricultural area, increased concentration of land and inflation of land prices, unsustainable agricultural 

practices leading to various threats to soil health (including erosion, contamination, biodiversity loss and 

loss of carbon content) and pressure on water resources from nitrogen run-off and eutrophication. 

Increased concentration of land is generally negative, as very large agricultural farms are more often 

inclined to use mechanisation and chemicals and to create monocultures.  

Mr De Schutter pinpointed several policy inconsistencies that hinder the development of more 

sustainable food policy. For example, while the CAP offers assistance to young farmers through direct 

payments and measures proposed in the CAP reforms, this is undermined by inflated land prices, which 

are a consequence of area-based payments (agricultural land, as a result of these payments' logic, is the 

source of a rent phenomenon). Area-based payments, which are the principal instrument of the CAP, 

also do not sit well alongside promoting sustainability (for example, they do not promote lower water 

use rates).  

In addition to the CAP, which does not always support sustainable food production, other policies also 

feature misplaced incentives. For example, trade deals continue to support export-led agriculture, e.g. 

with Japan (free trade) that are incompatible with the ambition to fight deforestation and climate 

change. According to Mr De Schutter, food policy must incorporate this dimension. 

Questions, answers and comments from the public 

One of the questions from the public related to the need to combat influence of private interests on 

policy-making, as illustrated by the WHO Framework convention on tobacco control. Mr De Schutter 

agreed on the need to protect policy-making from undue influence obstructing change: policy-making 

must be transparent and accountable, and (at the level of the individual farm) we need independent 

advisory services in agriculture. A representative of the pesticides industry said that this sector fully 
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supports transparency and innovative solutions for farmers, including organic farming. Mr De Schutter 

replied that this industry must change and focus on knowledge transformation. The companies that 

delay the change will become redundant. A representative of the mineral industry stated that there are 

companies working on innovative solutions within the sector – private companies want to be actively 

involved in the process of transition of the food system. There is a need for a more ecological approach, 

which is recognised by the mineral industry. They also noted that size is not against ecology: large-scale 

farming does not always mean poor practices. Mr De Schutter agreed that agroecology can be 

developed on a large scale and in large units. It is, however, more labour-intensive and less capital-

intensive so it is often easier for smaller farms to use it. 

2.4.6 Importance of soil awareness for actions to address soil degradation in the EU 

Gabriele Broll (University of Osnabrϋck) presented on interaction with the society and the importance of 

motivating the public to protect soil. She referred to a marketing model: AIDA – attention, interest, 

desire, action, all of which are needed to engage people. The soil museum in Osnabrϋck is an example of 

a place that inspires people to think about the value of soil. Inspiring people and engaging their 

emotions is very important. Food attracts people, while pictures and movies are very powerful for 

inducing the behaviour change that is needed to protect soils. According to Ms Broll, we should not rely 

on schools to tackle the need for soil protection. Inspiring is better than teaching. We should never say 

that soil is a complex issue, as this scares people, nor should we talk too much about soil genesis and 

classification. Our aim is to change behaviour rather than create learning. We should start from the 

beginning with young children, using pictures, movies, excursions. Frequent activities at local or regional 

scale are more effective than national or international events. New communication tools such as social 

media, webinars are useful.  

 

Ms Broll said that while raising awareness of air began in 1960 and water around 1980, awareness of the 

need to protect soil started much later, around 2000. Withdrawal of the proposal for the Soil Directive in 

2014 was a step backwards. According to Ms Broll, communication alone is not a solution, binding 

legislation is needed. There are very good EU projects that include socioeconomic aspects but more 

economists should clearly show the costs and benefits of actions related to soil protection.  

According to Ms Broll, ‘soil health’ is a very good term, as it resonates with human health. In addition, 

we must look at all types of land, not alone agriculture. More awareness is needed of contaminants such 
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as microplastics - people know about microplastics in water, for example, but not in soil. The water-

energy-food/soil nexus should be stressed. Ms Broll pointed out that, unfortunately, nature 

conservation organisations almost entirely neglect soil, while specific soil organisations are relatively 

weak compared to those for biodiversity protection or climate change. Cooperation between nature 

conservation organisations and soil organisations should be encouraged. The European Land and Soil 

Alliance (ELSA) is one of the organisations devoted to land and soil protection. Other organisations 

include the European Network on Soil Awareness (ENSA) and the European Soil Partnership (FAO). 

2.4.7 Panel discussion ‘The way forward’ 

Ms Linda Maring from Deltares introduced the panel, particularly Ms Rosa Poch, who had not given a 

presentation earlier. Ms Poch represents the ITPS, which undertakes awareness-raising activities, 

symposia and reports (e.g. a report on the status of the world’s soil resources). Other panellists included 

Claudia Olazábal (DG ENV) and Gabriele Broll (Osnabrϋck University). 

 

Ms Maring asked the panellists for their opinions on the approach to land and soil protection as 

proposed in the conference paper, with best practice examples (‘lighthouses’). 

Ms Olazábal said that concrete examples of actions that can be taken in the specific circumstances are 

very important as they inspire people to act. 

Ms Broll agreed, saying that best practice examples are always good and should be shared. However, 

spreading important messages takes time as people may not get it right away. She noted that we often 

hear that problems with soil mean that we have to talk to farmers but we should also be aware that soil 

and land issues also relate to other areas. Similarly, we often hear that soil issues should be taught in 

schools when we may, in fact, need to go outside schools.  

Ms Poch added that there is a need for data to be made available to monitor and report on threats, e.g. 

salinisation, compaction and their measurement. The proposed practices may be inspiring but more 

data is needed. Nor can we focus solely on producing databases. Ms Poch indicated that there are 

problems with understanding LDN. It is an exciting concept, but we need to know how to measure it and 

how to counterbalance the various impacts that cause land degradation. 
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Ms Olazábal added to this, saying that an important question is how we can compensate for various 

negative impacts - is compensation always possible and can we restore the full value and functions of 

soil?  

Ms Maring used Slido to ask the public: which actions to mitigate land and soil degradation are most 

effective? Among the available options, ‘changing soil and land management practices’ received the 

highest score, closely followed by ‘dedicated soil/land policy or legislation’. More details about this poll 

can be found in Annex 3 Audience feedback (Slido 

Some comments from the public followed this interaction, including: 

• Relying on trade in the food production sector is not sustainable and should be changed; 

• There is a need for more information on soils. For example, we need to measure more. We 
know how to measure it but we don’t invest sufficiently;   

• We should not be talking about LDN, we need to look beyond and stop degrading the soil. We 
also need to provide healthy food for people, we need to achieve multiple goals. 

• We need to identify good practices in agriculture. We know the effects of these practices but we 
need more evidence and concrete numbers. 

Each participant in the panel discussion provided their final observations. 

Ms Poch said that incentives must be put in place to apply sustainable methods, e.g. farmers need to 

see that environmentally friendly methods are profitable. It is not yet evident that a more sustainable 

approach makes economic sense. A technical manual will be published next year by the ITPS, as well as 

an economic analysis of the measures. 

Ms Broll concluded that politicians must act, they need to take decisions while lobbies are very strong. It 

is necessary to work together with economists because we need to know the costs and the benefits. 

Certain decisions must be taken in Brussels. 

Ms Olazábal provided the final concluding remarks. She stressed that only few Member States have 

comprehensive policies for soils. Policies and strategies produced on paper need to be strengthened and 

applied on the ground. There are behavioural biases which need to be accounted for. The necessary 

actions do not only involve costs, they also relate to emotional choices. For example, a study on what 

makes farmers adopt more environmental measures found that they would be willing to do so if they 

felt they were not the only ones – people rarely want to stand out of the norm. Environmental measures 

must become the norm. Also, the fear of loss is very strong in humans and outweigh the attraction to a 

future benefit. Ms Olazábal added that we cannot wait for the data to be available but, rather, must act 

now. A new Commission will be in office soon and has announced ambitious goals for environmental 

policy. However, the Commission will not achieve the goals related to soil and land alone. We need to 

raise stakeholder awareness of the need to act. We should stress the emotional links, that soil is full of 

life and is essential for our existence. According to Ms Olazábal, soil could gain importance on the 

political agenda and become an important topic in the next five years. 

Ms Olazábal thanked all speakers and the audience for their participation in the discussion and closed 

the conference. 
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3 Conclusions and key messages 

Land and soil-related SDGs 

There is widespread (political) support for the implementation of the SDGs. However, it is necessary to 

increase awareness of the importance of soil and land for achieving most of the SDGs. The most 

effective strategy is to link soil and land and more generally, nature-based solutions, to the challenges 

that are high on the political agenda, such as biodiversity, food and water supply, climate change, 

migration and peace. Political leadership is needed to promote soil and land-related SDGs if we are to 

make real progress.   

 

Land degradation and land degradation neutrality (LDN) 

There is no agreed definition of either land degradation or LDN at the EU level6. If we want to combat 

land degradation effectively and reach LDN by 2030, we need to have a clear framework and standard 

approaches (indicators, baseline, data) to monitor land degradation and LDN objectively at Member 

State level. We also need to have insight into trade-offs and compensation when discussing LDN. Italy is 

the EU front-runner in establishing a national plan to reach LDN and its experience is available to the 

other Member States and to the Commission. The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 

(UNCCD) is also ready to support EU Member States in establishing LDN targets. It would be valuable to 

have a technical debate on soil and land data collection, analysis and target-setting, with the conclusions 

then communicated and promoted at international level. 

How should we act? 

The efforts in respect of soil and land degradation to date have fallen short of what is necessary. Many 

presenters pointed to the urgent need for action. The Commission, the European Parliament and 

Member States need to collaborate at different levels. We need a transitional change, a transformation 

to sustainable soil and land management at different levels from global to local. 

• Soil and land legislation and policy 

o Environmental policy in general has never been so high on the agenda. The Commission has 

planned to protect soil and land through actions like the Zero Pollution Ambition, Farm to 

Fork Strategy, and the Biodiversity Strategy 2030, and the reform of the Common 

Agricultural Policy (CAP). This presents an opportunity to focus on soil. 

o The European Green Deal and forthcoming 8th Environmental Action Plan provide the 

opportunity to address soil and land-related SDGs, notably to achieve Land Degradation 

Neutrality in the EU.  

 
6 Note that there is a global definition and that the UN General Assembly recognized LDN as an 
accelerator and integrator for achieving the SDGs. Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) has been defined 
by the Parties to the UNCCD as: A state whereby the amount and quality of land resources, necessary to 
support ecosystem functions and services and enhance food security, remains stable or increases within 
specified temporal and spatial scales and ecosystems. More info in the Scientific Conceptual Framework 
for LDN: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/LDN_CF_report_web-english.pdf 

https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/LDN_CF_report_web-english.pdf


 

40 

 

o Evaluate and update existing policies and each new initiative/project/ subsidy for their 

impact on all SDGs involved in possible trade-offs.  

o Design enabling legislation to allow transition (e.g. true pricing). 

o Create coherent legislation that addresses different contexts. 

o Soil management should not only be aimed at agricultural soils but at all soils. 

o There is a need to update sustainable development plans and strategies to incorporate the 

SDGs. 

• Science, data, methodologies 

o Scientific evidence will not influence policy unless the interests of all the stakeholders 

involved are taken into account. 

o The entire chain must be considered, from land management to consumer behaviour. 

o We need good data and insight into costs and benefits. 

o Work for more knowledge and better measurements – do not wait for full information 

before starting to act.  

• Practice 

o All stakeholders need to be involved in the implementation of actions in practice - including 

policy-makers at all levels, scientists, CSOs, the private sector and direct land users such as 

farmers.  

o Land degradation neutrality can act as an accelerator and integrator for achieving the SDGs. 

o There is a need for concrete methods to guide people, especially with regard to transitional 

change. Good examples (lighthouses) need to be region-specific.  

o Identify and share good practices by environmental (pedoclimatic) zones, searching for a 

profitable solution and considering all main SDGs involved. 

o Nature-based solutions should be supported as they offer significant synergies – for 

instance, they may contribute to 30% of climate mitigation. 

o Maximising resource efficiency (using agroecology principles). 

• Communication and awareness  

o There is a need to raise awareness, as all levels of society need to understand that soil and 

land degradation is an important issue. Everything we enjoy comes from land, we all depend 

on land, we are a terrestrial species. 

o We can build on the momentum on climate and biodiversity for soil and land – it is not 

necessary to create a new movement. Rather, we should start from food or climate and 

show the link to land and soil.  

o Learn to communicate about soil: Attract, Interest, Desire, Action.  

o Connect with young people. 

o The European example may become a standard in the world. 
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Annex 2 Outline of panel discussions 

Panel 1: A growing sense of urgency for healthy soils 

12.00-13:00 Moderated by Saskia Keesstra (Wageningen Environmental Research) 
With: 

• Rainer Baritz (EEA): Soil condition in Europe 2020 

• Phil Wynn Owen (European Court of Auditors): Combating desertification in the European Union 

• Michael Cherlet (JRC, European Commission): the World Atlas of Desertification  

• Camilla Nordheim-Larsen (Programme Coordinator, Global Mechanism of the UNCCD): the land 
neutrality target-setting process 

 

Topic/questions Who 

Introduction Saskia Keesstra 

Issues to discuss 

• How do we make soil urgent for all stakeholders, 
and responsible parties such as policy makers?  

• Interaction with the audience  
 

• How can we create a sense of urgency among the 
public: why don’t we have a Greta Thunberg? 

• Interaction with the audience  
 
Back-up topics/questions depending on time 

• What enabling conditions do we need? 

• What are the current barriers that prohibit this? 

• What are the trade-offs of current soil use practices 
in light of the SDGs? 

Panel members 
 
Audience 
 
Panel members 
 
Audience 

Conclusions and recommendations on sense of 
urgency to achieve healthy land and soil management 
in light of the SDGs 

Saskia Keesstra 
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Panel 2: The way forward 

16.30-17:30 Moderated by Linda Maring (Deltares) 
With: 

• Claudia Olazábal (Head of Unit, DG ENV): Welcome address 

• Rosa Poch (ITPS Chair) 

• Gabriele Broll (Osnabrück University): Importance of soil awareness for actions to address soil 
degradation in the EU 

 

Topic/questions Who 

Introduction Linda Maring  

Issues to discuss 
We start with the proposed methodology from the 
LAND SOIL SDG project, as presented by Saskia 
Keesstra in the first part of the conference (the 
background report will be sent later)  

• Discuss the proposed handling perspective as 
proposed (a region-specific approach with most 
effective practices where benefits and trade-offs 
are checked for every choice in soil management) 

• Interaction with the audience  
 

• Which activities to avoid or decrease land 
degradation are still missing or should be 
increased/emphasised? Who is responsible? 

• Interaction with the audience  
 
Back-up topics/questions depending on time 

• What are the enabling conditions we need 
(repeated from panel 1, but now more concrete)  

• Where do you think the greatest effects can be 
achieved (kind of actions, science or addressing 
policy makers or end users)? 

• What opportunities do the SDGs give? 

 
 
 
 
 
Panel members 
 
 
 
 
Audience 
 
Panel members 
 
 
Audience 

Conclusions and recommendations on ways forward 
towards healthy land and soil management in light of 
the SDGs 

Linda Maring 

End of the conference/closing Claudia Olazábal 
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Annex 3 Audience feedback (Slido) 
Conference participants were invited to use the Slido app during the event. Slido enables event 

organisers to ask questions of the audience and receive replies in real time. Participants can also provide 

comments in the form of a thread during the sessions. The following is a summary of the interactions 

with the audience throughout the day.  

Polls 

In total, there were 152 active users of Slido during the conference. The participants voted 315 times for 

three poll questions that were prepared for the event beforehand, each corresponding to a specific 

session.  

The first question was designed as a warm-up question and asked the participants the type of 

institution they represented. 120 people responded, with replies broken down as follows: 

 

The second question was designed to gather feedback and promote engagement with the first panel 

session, i.e. creating a sense of urgency for soils. The participants were asked the following question: 

‘Where should most awareness-raising efforts be placed?’ They were provided with five possible 

responses: 1) education (schools); 2) extension services; 3) public awareness-raising; 4) scientific 

research; and 5) science-policy interface. Participants could select more than one reply. 123 participants 

responded as follows:  
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The third question was used in the afternoon session during the panel discussion on actions to mitigate 

land and soil degradation. The following question was asked: Which actions to mitigate land and soil 

degradation are most effective? The following choices were available to the participants (selecting 

multiple options was possible): 1) dedicated soil/land policy or legislation; 2) changing soil and land 

management practices; 3) research and innovation on new technologies and practices and creating 

awareness; 4) exchanging examples, education. 72 people voted on this question, as follows:   
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Spontaneous engagement from the audience 

The audience also used Slido to ask questions and comment on proceedings. Some of the questions 

specifically targeted the European Commission and other EU institutions. Among these were questions 

related to possible future action that the EU can take to address challenges related to soils from 

different angles: 

• What is the timeframe to implement the current EU policy? What actions will be prioritised by 

the European Commission? 

• Soil tillage is the origin of erosion and decline in organic matter. Will the EU invest in 

Conservation Agriculture? The CAP is a powerful tool. Farmers need support and time is running 

out. 

• We do not have an EU legal framework for soil. What is the best role for the European 

Commission in encouraging Member State action? (for instance, mainstreaming in the CAP or 

the 8th Environmental Action Programme)? 

• Do we need a soil footprint framework to help raise awareness? 

• The European Commission has to organise public events on soil in each Member State. There 

are interesting data coming from CAP and Rural Development Programme (RDP) environmental 

evaluation reports.  

 

Other questions/comments focused on the role of the EU within the global trade system:  

• Will the Horizon mission look at EU agriculture, trade and investment policy in respect of soil, 

land and food outside the EU? 

• The EU Green Deal links UNFCCD, CBD and UNFCCC to push for internal policy coherence. Will 

the EU Green Deal address the impacts of EU agriculture and trade policy elsewhere? 

• When working globally, what is being done to prioritise indigenous land rights and awareness to 

avoid colonial approach and prioritise racial justice? 

 

Several questions/comments referred to the lack of indicators and gaps in data: 

• LDN is an important goal but how do we assess success if we are not measuring the change in 

the soil? 

• We should start measuring soils more intensively in order to know what is really going on. We 

are now relying on old and fragmented information. 

• How can research institutes improve data input if they struggle to obtain funding for long-range 

initiatives to measure soil changes over time? 

 

There were also comments/questions on the horizontal approach to policy-making and the holistic 

nature of the problem, as well as creating synergies between different policies and legislation: 

• Land degradation is a socioeconomic as well as a biophysical problem. Should more effort be 

made to link to the UN system of environmental economic accounts? 

• Many EU national delegates at the UNCCD COP14 work within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 

their country. How can we get more delegates from Ministries of Environment/Agriculture? 
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• Is it not key to solve the issue of land degradation (and any environmental problem actually) 

through a society that is not based on economic growth? 

• How do quality assurance/sustainability labels integrate current land use and agricultural 

practice related directly to soil protection? 

• Could adding ‘ecocide’ to the Rome Statute be vital to land protection, as the public and private 

sectors would need to comply to avoid criminal prosecution? 



Annex 4 A form for providing best practice (lighthouse) examples 

 


