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LAND DEGRADATION  AND CLIMATE CHANGE   
The multiple benefits of sustainable land m anagement in the 
drylands  

�x The world’s soils store more carbon than the planet’s biomass and atmosphere combined. 
�x 
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Why is this important?  
Recent estimates of the global loss of ecosystem 
services due to land degradation and desertification 
are between US$ 6.3 and 10.6 trillion annually. 
These high costs have not received adequate 
attention, partly due to the complexity of accurately 
measuring the knock-on effects and externalities of 
land degradation. There is a tendency by countries to 
only consider the impact on food production and to 
overlook ecosystem services such as water supply 
and regulation or reduction in carbon sequestration. 
IUCN’s work in Jordan has shown that these values 
can dwarf the value of food production by an order of 
magnitude. 

Managing land sustainably means less carbon 
emissions and more carbon capture. Soil organic 
carbon contributes to the fertility of the soil and to its 
capacity to hold water, and therefore to a large extent 
determines the capacity of the soil to produce food 
and to support other biodiversity. The resilience of 
societies and ecosystems is increased where soil 
productivity, and hence carbon stock, is increased.  

What can be done?  
A broad suite of agro-ecology practices can be used 
to increase carbon in the soil, including agroforestry, 
fallows (resting soil for a year or more), and 
sustainable pasture management through managed 
herd mobility. In many countries these are known – 
and even Indigenous – practices that can be revived 
with the right support. 

Recent studies suggest that soil carbon management 
presents one of the most cost-effective climate 
change mitigation options. Rangelands, for example, 
contain more than a third of all the terrestrial above- 
and below-ground carbon reserves. With improved 
rangeland management they could potentially 
sequester a further 1,300-2,000 million metric tons of 
CO2 by 2030.  

Small increases in global soil organic carbon will 
have a high impact on the global carbon cycle and on 
the atmospheric concentration of CO2. An increase of 
just 1% of the carbon stocks in the top metre of soils 
would be higher than the amount corresponding to 
the annual anthropogenic CO2 
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