
Reaching 
the target 
of ‘land 
degradation 
neutrality’ by 
2030 means 
reversing 
a negative 
trend.”

100 million tonnes of dust and toxic chemicals every year.
Between 2015 and 2019, the world lost at least 100 million 

hectares of healthy and productive land a year, according to 
an analysis for the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD), which organized the meeting. 
Human activities — including deforestation and agricultural 
practices — and climate change are among the main causes.

As part of tracking progress towards the 15th UN 
Sustainable Development Goal, ‘life on land’, 115 countries 
reported ahead of the meeting on three measures for restor-
ing degraded land and soil (see go.nature.com/3sqzxm2): 
the area used for agriculture or covered by forests, grassland 
or wetlands; productivity, the ability of land to support and 
sustain life; and above- and below-ground stocks of carbon. 
Reaching the target of ‘land degradation neutrality’ by 2030 
means reversing a negative trend. The global share of land 
that is degraded increased from 14.7% in 2015 to 18.9% in 
2019, the last year for which comprehensive data were 
available. In Mexico, more than 71.9% of land was classed 
as degraded in 2019, up from 56.7% in 2015. During the same 
period, India’s fraction of degraded land more than doubled 
to 9.5%. And many countries in Africa reported considerable 
increases — in Ethiopia, Madagascar, Mauritania, Eritrea and 
Somalia, the area of degraded land was between two and 
eight times larger in 2019 than in 2015.

Yet there are some important signs of hope amid a 
mostly bleak outlook. The analysis enables countries to 
understand land degradation at a more-granular level than 
before. And the UNCCD’s science teams did not perform 
the study: they helped to train researchers in some of the 
most-affected countries, so that local scientists and policy-
makers could do the work themselves, including monitor-
ing progress on a continuous basis, using open sources.

This work is crucial for altering course. And some coun-
tries are moving in the right direction. In Ecuador, for exam-
ple, the area of land classed as degraded went from 21.9% 
to 12.8% between 2015 and 2019. During the same period, 
the degraded area in Botswana decreased from 36.3% to 
17.1%, and in Burkina Faso from 34.6% to 8.2%. In Africa, 
Latin America and the Caribbean, improvements are made 
mainly by restoring tree cover; in Asia, gains also came from 
improvements in soil fertility.

Land degradation is not a priority on the world’s 
environmental agenda. Although the UNCCD has the same 
status as the UN conventions on climate change and biodi-
versity, unlike them it does not have an autonomous body 
that provides independent scientific advice. Restoration 
projects also receive much less international funding — 
they attracted around US$5 billion between 2015 and 
2019 — than do climate projects, which have yearly funds 
of close to $100 billion, and biodiversity programmes, 
which attract around $154 billion a year.

This funding disparity illustrates just how little priority 
is given to restoring land and preventing further degrada-
tion. Yet the latest analysis shows what can be done even 
with limited resources. But not all countries are providing 
data. These nations, especially high-income countries, 
should start reporting their plans and actions, to raise the 
profile of land degradation and help reverse the trend.

agile (see page 689). Their idea is to use weather and climate 
data and models to predict the vulnerability of individual 
countries, regions and cities to climate events, and pre-emp-
tively apportion funding accordingly. This is the opposite 
of an insurance-type approach — in which eligible countries 
apply for funding after an event — and would cut out delays 
in accessing funding. This approach would help the most 
vulnerable to be better prepared for shocks.

The authors recognize that this idea would need good 
data, which, in turn, would require a much better network 
of weather monitoring stations in the right places: there 
are only 37 for all of Africa. These monitoring stations are 
also a priority for UN secretary-general António Guterres 
— and will need much more international support to get 
off the ground. 

Countries meeting at COP28 would do well to study these 
and other ideas emerging from the research community, on 
the design of the fund and ways to speed up money trans-
fer. There are many unsolved questions — notably, on who 
should shoulder the responsibility of paying into the fund 
— and some of the ideas being presented this week could 
also go some way to addressing them. 

Huq died, unexpectedly, last month, at the age of 71. 
Throughout his life, he was committed to advocating for 
environmental policy decisions to be built on science. 
He helped to create institutions in Bangladesh and other 
climate-vulnerable countries where people who are not sci-
entists work hand-in-hand with researchers in the search for 
answers to their problems. 

If his work helps to bring to an end the 30-year quest for a 
loss-and-damage fund, it will be a fitting final achievement. 

The latest United Nations data on land 
degradation paint a grim picture. But 
countries that are getting restoration 
measures right provide some hope.

L
ast week, Samarkand in Uzbekistan hosted an 
important intergovernmental conference on 
how to halt the creeping spread of degraded 
land. The country was aptly chosen: only 
about 800 kilometres from the meeting, the 

Aral Sea spans the border between Uzbekistan and 
Kazakhstan. Once the world’s fourth-largest lake, it 
has almost completely dried up because of excessive 
extraction of water for irrigation during the twentieth 
century. Its exposed, highly polluted lake bed is a large 
source of blinding sandstorms and emits more than 

There is still time 
to stop the global 
spread of deserts
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