
LAND DEGRADATION NEUTRALITY: 
Guidelines for GEF projects

What is the problem?
The global context: 

•  a global population of 9.7 billion by 2050, increasing 
demand for food, feed, fibre, and fuel

•  about 25% of the total global land area has been 
affected by land degradation

•  in the drylands, 12 million hectares of land are 
degraded by desertification annually 

•  1.5 billion people affected by land degradation, espe-
cially smallholders, and the very poor

•  70% of the world’s poorest people live in rural areas 
and depend on agriculture for their livelihoods.

Pressure on land resources is increasing because of grow-
ing demand for food; competition for productive land for 
biofuel, and urban expansion; lower productivity due to 
declining soil health; less resilient agriculture because of a 
loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services; and natural fac-
tors such as climate variability and extreme weather events.

What is the goal of Land Degradation 
Neutrality (LDN)?
To maintain or increase the amount of healthy and 
productive land

LDN’s objectives are to:

•  maintain or improve the sustainable delivery of ecosys-
tem services; 

•  maintain or improve productivity, in order to enhance 
food security; 

•  increase resilience of the land and populations depen-
dent on the land; 

•  seek synergies with other social, economic and envi-
ronmental objectives; and 

•  reinforce responsible and inclusive governance of land.

How does LDN work?
By estimating the expected effects of land use and land 
management decisions, and counterbalancing these 
losses through a combination of measures that avoid, 
reduce and reverse land degradation.

The scientific conceptual framework for LDN (LDN-CF) 
provides the basis for planning, implementing and mon-
itoring LDN. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between 
the various elements of the conceptual framework. 

Figure 1 The overarching concept of LDN, the key 
elements of the conceptual framework, and their inter-
relationships. Source: Orr et al., 2017
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“The target at the top expresses the vision of LDN, 
emphasizing the link between human prosperity and 
land-based natural capital, which provides a range of 
ecosystem services. The balance scale in the centre 
illustrates the mechanism for achieving neutrality: 
counterbalancing future land degradation (losses) 
with planned positive actions elsewhere (gains) within 
the same land type. The fulcrum of the scale depicts 
the hierarchy of responses: avoiding degradation is the 
highest priority, followed by reducing degradation and 
finally reversing past degradation.”1

What are the steps?
The framework has five modules (figure 2) which describe 
the overall approach to LDN: 

A.  articulates the goal and objectives of LDN; 
B.  explains the baseline against which achievement is 

measured; 
C.  explains how to counter balance expected losses; 
D.  creates an enabling environment, and undertakes 

some preliminary assessments; and
E.  outlines indicators for assessing the achievement of 

LDN and monitoring neutrality.

1  Orr, et al (2017). Scientific Conceptual Framework for Land Degradation 
Neutrality.

These guidelines offer practical help in developing GEF 
projects which contribute to LDN. They focus on laying 
the foundation to achieve LDN through integrated land 
use planning and preparatory assessments, and by 
identifying enabling policies. The guidelines are not pre-
scriptive, and offer principles for applying each module.

What is the GEF doing about land 
degradation?  

In GEF-7, the GEF is supporting LDN, including through 
the Impact Programs: Food Systems, Land Use and 
Restoration, by taking an integrated approach to imple-
menting sustainable land management to increase the 
prospects for food security for smallholders and commu-
nities that are dependent on farming for their livelihoods; 
Sustainable Forest Management, by avoiding further 
degradation, desertification, and deforestation of land 
and ecosystems in drylands through the sustainable 
management of production landscapes; and Sustainable 
Cities, by creating opportunities for countries to inte-
grate voluntary LDN targets into their urban planning.

Want to learn more?

Land Degradation Neutrality: guidelines for GEF projects 
(Metternicht, 2019)

Guidelines for the application of the “Scientific Con-
ceptual Framework for Land Degradation Neutrality” 
(Cowie, 2019)

This is based on Guidelines for the application of 
the “Scientific Conceptual Framework for Land 
Degradation Neutrality” written by Annette Cowie, 
and commissioned by GEF/STAP: http://www.stapgef.
org/publications 
For further information please write to Guadalupe 
Duron: guadalupe.duron@un.org

Figure 2 The five modules of the conceptual framework


