LAND POLICY

ACCELERATING OFF A CLIFF
Soils are scarcely mentioned in
international agreements. The neglect
has not been benign.

T

hree trends dominate how we use land today. First, we
are crossing several global ecological limits simultaneously, and at increasing speed. The consequences are
in part non-reversible and for humans they are incalculable
– especially in terms of biodiversity loss and climate change.
Second, despite economic growth, billions of people are left
without a fair share of land resources. Third, we know all
this, yet we lack policies to correct the situation.
As with other environmental problems, this has many
causes. But unlike protecting the climate or biodiversity, soil
conservation has not been an explicit goal of international
agreements. The world community has set itself three major
goals that cannot be reached without soil conservation: to
stop the loss of biodiversity by 2020, to limit global warming to 2 degrees Celsius, and to ensure everyone access to
enough food.
We can achieve none of these goals without appropriate
policies to conserve the soil and use land in a more sustainable way. But all of the more than 200 international treaties,
agreements and protocols neglect soil conservation and fail
to define specific targets.
Instead, soil conservation is seen as a vehicle for achieving climate goals; it is of interest only insofar as the amount
of carbon dioxide the soil can store. In 2013, the United Nations Environment Programme presented no-till farming
as a way of limiting greenhouse gas emissions. The risks involved, such as the harmful effects of pesticides on biodiversity, or water pollution, are neglected.
The only international agreement that refers explicitly to soils is the UN Convention to Combat Desertification
(UNCCD). But this is limited to dry areas. Efforts to extend
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its scope to wetter climates have foundered on resistance
by various governments. In any case, such an extension, or
even a separate UN convention to protect the soil, could be
effective only if it were supported by determination, a clear
political will, and an independent monitoring mechanism.
The decades-long climate negotiations demonstrate how
difficult these multilateral discussions can be.
Nevertheless, in a conference before the Earth Summit
in Rio in 2012, the UNCCD set a goal of halting net soil degradation worldwide by 2030. The “net” means that degradation in one place can be offset by restoration somewhere
else. This goal made it into the final document of the Rio
summit, and is even part of the development agenda that in
2015, will replace the Millennium Development Goals that
were set in 2000. But compared to the other demands in the
summit document, the call to halt soil erosion is weakly formulated.
International agreements on land rights present a somewhat brighter picture. In 2012, the member states of the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations agreed
to a set of “voluntary guidelines” to manage land rights in
a responsible way. These are a response to large-scale land
acquisitions by foreign investors, along with evictions, inadequate compensation and expropriation. The document is
remarkable in the context of international politics:
•	It is the first intergovernmental agreement to address responsible government in rural areas that is based on human rights. Despite its voluntary nature, the agreement
carries weight because it rests solidly on international law.
•	Representatives of civil society were involved in the negotiations from day one. They represented the various interests
of different groups who use the land in diverse ways.
The formal title of this document is “Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security”.
That is quite a mouthful, but to activists worldwide it is an
important contribution to the protection of land rights, and
they campaign for it to be implemented locally. The guidelines consider soil conservation only with reference to sustainable land use, although the secure access to land should
go hand in hand with the maintenance of soil quality.
In the past, the link between soil conservation and other
policy aspects has been very weak. This has meant that the
central function of the soil in the ecosystem and in society
has been undervalued, and soils and land have received far
too little protection. On the other hand, the overlaps with
other areas are enormous: agriculture, food, energy, climate, biodiversity and the right to food. Soil and land must
be seen as cross-cutting themes in policymaking; only then
will they receive adequate protection.

Forests are attractive resources for outsiders.
Despite agreements, politicians are only slowly accepting
the rights of indigenous peoples to their land
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ENVIRONMENT, CLIMATE, DEVELOPMENT… BUT HOW ABOUT SOILS?
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Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure
of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food
Security. State the human right to food. The first international legal
instrument devoted to the complex issue of land.

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Eight global goals for
reducing poverty, peacekeeping and environmental protection,
agreed by the Millennium Summit in New York. The goals, to be
achieved by 2015, include improvements in biodiversity, access to
drinking water and living conditions in slums. Many of the goals will
missed completely or in certain regions. From 2015 on, they will be
replaced by a new set of “sustainable development goals” (SDGs).
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Committee on World Food Security (CFS). A UN body dealing
with food security, established in 1974. Recent reforms now permit
the involvement of civil society organizations, research institutions,
business organizations and private philanthropic foundations.

Since the turn of the millennium, new multilateral agreements have become rare
as individual developing countries and groups of countries have become more
self-confident. The developed countries now prefer bilateral treaties, in which
they individually or as part of the European Union have more bargaining power.

Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety. Part of the Convention on Biological Diversity; it is the first binding
international agreement to regulate cross-border trade and the use of genetically modified organisms.

Aarhus Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and
Access to Justice in Environmental Matters. The first international treaty to allocate rights to individuals to protect the environment. Signatories are required to include its provisions in national law.
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Convention to Combat
Desertification (UNCCD).
An outcome of the Rio Earth
Summit. The only global convention from UNEP that deals
explicitly with land. Vague
objectives, lack of coordination and slow implementation
impair its effectiveness.

Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD). Missed its targets for 2010 because
of the non-binding wording of the goals and
the lack of pressure to develop national
strategies to combat biodiversity loss. The
Nagoya Protocol, agreed in 2010, came into
force in 2014; it calls for losses of natural
habitat to be halved, and for 17 percent of
the land area to be protected.
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Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). An agreement, arising from the Earth Summit, to
reduce greenhouse-gas emissions. The Kyoto Protocol was negotiated in 1997. Recognizes the key functions of
forests, but protects them too little. The Earth Summit agreed on 27 non-legally binding principles, forming a
basis for the “Agenda 21” for sustainable development and the Convention on Biological Diversity.
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Bern Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife
and Natural Habitats. Restricts through national and international law the extraction and use of 700 strictly protected
animal and plant species and 570 other protected animal
species. Also applies in non-European signatory countries.
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Global Environment Facility (GEF). Since the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio, an
independent financing mechanism for environmental projects in the developing
world. It can co-finance investments within the framework of many environmental agreements, such as CBD, UNFCCC and UNCCD.
3

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Established by
the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (Stockholm,
1972). Initiator and backer of many international agreements.
2

UNESCO “Man and the Biosphere” (MAB) programme.
The first intergovernmental programme to study human–
environment relations. Biosphere reserves allow sustainable use by people. 631 reserves in 119 countries (2014).

Unesco World Heritage Convention.
Aims to protect unique cultural and natural heritage, but offers no real protection:
18 of 228 World Heritage sites are in acute
danger. An antelope reserve in Oman has
been dropped after much of it was turned
over to oil production.

Ramsar Convention. Protects internationally important wetlands, the habitat for
waterfowl and waders. Human use must be done “wisely”. Does not provide legal protection against industrialization or deforestation. 2,187 sites in 168 countries (2014).
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