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Independent assessment of the midterm evaluation

This independent assessment report seeks to provide evidence-based information of the progress made
and challenges faced in the action taken toward the 2018-2030 UNCCD Strategic Framework. This
report is part of the midterm evaluation process that was launched at the fifteenth session of the
Conference of the Parties (COP 15) of the UNCCD in May 2022, and will be concluded at COP 16 in
December 2024.

This independent assessment was commissioned by the UNCCD Evaluation Office and prepared in
April — October 2023 by a team of external evaluators: Mr. Ansgar Eussner as the lead evaluator and
Ms. Enedy Njoroge as the assistant evaluator, with support from Ms. Ines Robin. Mr. Ronnie
MacPherson led the planning phase of the assessment. Significant contributions were received from the
authors of the parallel evaluation of the UNCCD Gender Action Plan, Mr. Raul Guerrero, and the
review of the Science-Policy Interface, Ms. Mariam Akhtar-Schuster and Ms. Lindsey Stringer.

The views expressed in this report are of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the UNCCD.
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Executive summary and key messages

At its fifteenth session in 2022, the Conference of the Parties (COP) of the United Nations Convention
to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) launched a midterm evaluation of the UNCCD 2018-2030
Strategic Framework. The evaluation process is overseen by a dedicated Intergovernmental Working
Group (IWG-MTE) with support from the UNCCD secretariat. This independent assessment, conducted
by external evaluators and managed by the UNCCD secretariat, is the first substantive step in the
evaluation process. This report is meant to serve as evidence-based background information for IWG-
MTE in its preparation of a more focused and strategic report for the UNCCD COP16 in 2024, which
will guide the eventual COP decision on how to enhance the implementation of the UNCCD Strategic
Framework during its second half, from 2025 to 2030.

Methodology and limitations

This independent assessment was structured against the standard OECD-DAC evaluation criteria
(relevance, coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability), with the evaluation of
impact converted into progress to impact, given that this is a formative, midterm assessment. A cross-
cutting criterion of gender responsiveness was applied as well. Under each criterion, the focus of the
assessment was guided by key assessment questions and detailed sub-questions. The assessment drew
on a combination of primary and secondary data sources, including relevant documentation, a survey
and interviews. Close to 200 people participated in the survey and the interviews.

It should be noted that the UNCCD’s Strategic Framework and its underlying Strategic Objectives are
comprehensive in scope: they essentially cover everything being undertaken to implement the
Convention. Given time and resource constraints, it is not feasible for a single, relatively small-scale
assessment to generate an all-encompassing evaluation of the Strategic Framework. Instead, the
assessment design and approach attempt to focus on the most strategically important aspects, with
particular attention to progress made in advancing land degradation neutrality (LDN) and building
drought resilience and preparedness.

Main findings and recommendations

The findings under the seven evaluation criteria used in this independent assessment suggest that the
UNCCD and the Strategic Framework are perceived as relevant for addressing synergies and policies,
plans and projects around land, and well aligned with the priorities of the international community and
major partners. They indicate that progress is being made toward the Strategic Framework and its
Strategic Objectives - the UNCCD work on LDN has been useful and beneficial for the involved
countries and holds a significant potential and an important role in advancing land restoration globally.
The Convention is also recognized as one of the key players in global advocacy, policymaking and
cooperation concerning drought, and this role is further growing as droughts are becoming more
widespread and severe. Gender matters are increasingly integrated into all UNCCD activities, as a cross-
cutting topic.

With regard to the Convention secretariat and the Global Mechanism (GM), the findings concerning
their performance and effectiveness indicate that these two entities are generally effective; they focus
on the “right” topics and their work is considered valuable. The secretariat is particularly commended
for bringing critically important topics such as land governance to the mainstream of the UNCCD
debates, while the GM support to translating LDN targets into bankable projects through broad-based
partnerships is widely appreciated.

While progress is being made, this independent assessment found also many areas in need of more
effort, some of which are critically important for the sustainability of the results made so far and for
further achievements. They are presented below, along with related recommendations.

Political and financial commitments

Although the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework are generally seen as relevant, the actions taken by
countries tend to be guided by other frameworks that are either more specific/suitable to their situation
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or considered politically more important. The status and recognition of the UNCCD is consider lower
than those of the other two Rio Conventions — in most countries, the UNCCD does not influence much
national budgetary processes and in general, it has less political and media attention and weaker science-
policy influence. Accessing funding from major external donors and implementing partners is complex,
and many UNCCD focal points and other stakeholders lack the needed capacity for that.

The UNCCD secretariat and the Global Mechanism are small and while their hard work is recognized,
their limited resources are also acknowledged. The regular budget for the activities under the UNCCD
has been limited by zero nominal growth, that means it has remained at the same level for more than a
decade, losing significant purchasing power, while the scope of the Convention topics has significantly
evolved. Assessing the potential budgetary impacts of all UNCCD requests to the COP for additional
funding needs for activities would enhance transparency. Moreover, regular, proactive, communication
from UNCCD about costs associated with UNCCD activities, and responses to inquiries from parties
before and during the COPs on potential costs, could develop more buy-in to Secretariat activities from
parties. Lack of growth in the regular budget has resulted in an ever larger share of the UNCCD
activities being funded from extra-budgetary resources, which are outside COP governance, resulting
in limitations to the transparency of the budget of the Convention. While such extra-budgetary resources
are welcome, too heavy reliance on them poses a major risk for the continuity of the activities and staff
posts that they fund.

Political commitment/visibility and the availability of resources are intertwined in many ways — if one
is missing, the other one is not likely to be there either. To strengthen the political and financial
commitments to advance the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework, the following recommendations are
made:

1. Establishment of one or more global targets.

15. The LDN concept serves well as the basis for national-level programming and for global reporting,
such as for the SDG monitoring. Nevertheless, as said by many respondents, it is not ideal for
convincing political decision-makers or the general public. An explicit quantitative restoration target,
such as the “30 by 30” in the Global Biodiversity Framework or “50 by 40” in the G20 initiative® ,
would be useful for the UNCCD, even if it would be (at least for the time being) an umbrella concept
for LDN. Quantitative targets or explicit obligations would also be useful as tools to ensure that
countries take the implementation of the Convention more seriously. They could prompt the
governments to take the needed actions and facilitate the needs assessment and provision of resources
for implementation.

2. Closing the divide between who is affected and who is not: Many Parties that are labelled as “non-
affected” under the UNCCD are taking measures to protect and restore their land and soil. So far, the
Convention process has paid only limited attention to integrating into its agenda and operations
substantive considerations outside the countries belonging to the five Regional Implementation
Annexes, although that could significantly enrich the substantive basis and deepen political
commitment and cooperation worldwide.

3. Enhancing the effectiveness of resource mobilization: The UNCCD national focal points and other
country level key stakeholders for the Convention implementation need continued support to strengthen
collaboration with other sectors and capacity to translate plans and targets into bankable projects and
programmes suitable for domestic or international financing at scale, including from the private sector.
To meet those needs, access to information about a variety of funding sources and their working
modalities could be further developed. Developing business cases to demonstrate the economic and
social benefits of addressing desertification, land degradation and drought (DLDD) would be useful

! The Global Biodiversity Framework Target 2 is about ensuring that “by 2030 at least 30 per cent of areas of degraded
terrestrial ...ecosystems are under effective restoration” and Target 3 is about ensuring that “by 2030 at least 30 per cent of
terrestrial...areas, ... are effectively conserved and managed through ecologically representative, well-connected and
equitably governed systems of protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures”. The G20 Global
Initiative on Reducing Land Degradation and Enhancing Conservation of Terrestrial Habitats aims to “prevent, halt and
reverse land degradation and reduce degraded land by 50 per cent by 2040



Independent assessment of the midterm evaluation
also for promoting the engagement of private sector. Partnerships and initiatives like the International
Drought Resilience Alliance (IDRA) and the G20 Global Initiative on land restoration hold great
potential in bringing together different countries and organizations around a shared concern, and
influencing the mobilization of related resources. Furthermore, the regular budget of the Convention
should become commensurate to the tasks set to the secretariat and the Global Mechanism.

Action at bigger scale on the ground

One of the most common comments received in the survey and interviews was about finding effective
ways and means for the UNCCD to foster action on the ground. It was noted that land degradation is
still perceived as an environmental issue, and its critical role in farming, infrastructure and urbanization,
among others, is not adequately understood. Consequently, LDN and related aims are not
institutionalized into governmental policies and regulations to the extent that their implementation
would entail, although there are exceptions to this. Many respondents also mentioned difficulties in
linking the UNCCD concepts with sustainable land management activities on the ground and the need
for information that is better tailored for that purpose. To strengthen action at bigger scale on the ground,
the following recommendations are made:

4. Improving the availability and targeting of information: The economic aspects of land and
drought, including land value and cost-benefit analysis of restoration measures, should be better
integrated into the UNCCD process, as they can effectively influence political decision-making. On the
other hand, there is a need for guidance on concrete approaches that can be applied locally as long-term
solutions toward the objectives of the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework. These information needs
could be at least partially covered by leveraging existing expert networks involved in scientific research
and broader land aspects.

5. Building a “restoration industry”: Achieving LDN will require a magnitude of measures. The
UNCCD can play an important role in advancing political decision-making that can make LDN happen,
and providing and promoting measures that are necessary for implementation, from thematic guidance
to resource mobilization. However, to achieve impact on the ground at scale, the support and efforts of
the UNCCD and others aiming to achieve the same targets would need to lead to a global “restoration
industry” — a compilation of normative frameworks, scientific expertise, targeted financing, skillful
practitioners and committed land users — that can deliver LDN. For the UNCCD process to be an
effective catalyst for such a movement, it may need to reconsider its substantive focus. Such
reconsideration could include, for example, new UNCCD measures aiming to promote norms or
legislation that encourages public sector and private companies to protect and restore land, or advancing
expert training on specific topics through partnerships.

Linkages between the three Rio Conventions

The interlinkages of addressing land restoration, climate change adaptation and mitigation, and
biodiversity protection are becoming increasingly recognized but more effort is needed for getting the
attention of major decision-makers like ministers of finance, agriculture and energy. Improved
awareness and understanding of the benefits of synergies in implementing the Rio Conventions is
needed globally, in both poor and wealthy countries, and for domestic planning/ implementation as well
as international cooperation.

6. Commiitting to joint implementation of the three Rio Conventions: Countries will need to develop
a variety of national coordination and cooperation improvements to promote synergies between the
three Conventions at national level, and the Convention secretariats, together and separately, should
support their efforts with technical assistance and guidance, among other means. An explicit
commitment to joint implementation through COP decisions under all three Conventions could
significantly speed up such national processes.
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7. Enhancing information-sharing: To further promote synergies at national level, countries could
benefit from access to case studies and lessons learnt from projects and programmes that link the
objectives of the three Rio Conventions. This could be a shared repository serving all Conventions.

Science-policy update

More effective use of science to influence political decision-making and guide implementation on the
ground came up frequently during this independent assessment, particularly for enhancing the relevance
of the UNCCD products and services for activities on the ground. The upcoming review of the Science-
Policy Interface (SPI), to be conducted at COP 16, will look at the improvements to the science-policy
work under the UNCCD in detail. In the context of this midterm evaluation process, the following
recommendations are made:

8. Enhancing the clarity of science-policy messages: The UNCCD science-policy messages and tools
need to be simplified, if they are to be effectively used for advocacy and communications targeting
policymakers. For enhancing communication between and within the countries, various communication
platforms and media channels could be used. Of particular importance is to develop science-policy
communication tools for use at the country level, for informing different ministries, departments and
institutions and thereby promoting actions across sectors and offices at national and local levels.

9. Broadening the substantive scope: The selection of SPI members should be reconsidered in the
light of the results of the SPI review at COP 16, to correspond with its focus and priorities. New
disciplines such as economics could be included, and/or the SPI could also include expert practitioners,
like the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Service (IPBES)
has done. Establishing the SPI as a body of independent scientists that are not nominated by Parties but
selected according to their merits could give it more room to openly address issues that hinder
implementation, for the consideration of the Committee on Science and Technology (CST).
Furthermore, the SPI work could be better aligned with the agendas and priorities of the Committee for
the Review of the Implementation of the Convention (CRIC) and the COP.

10. Refining the UNCCD science reach: Broadening the participation of the scientific community in
the UNCCD process could be an effective means for influencing the commitment of governments and
practitioners. This could include engaging with regional scientific networks and other expert partners
at regional and national levels, from producing and compiling information on specific science-policy
topics to supporting data collection for the national reporting.

Monitoring and reporting

As the implementation of the Strategic Framework and the five Strategic Objectives (SOs) advances,
tools for measuring achievements beyond output delivery will be needed, not only for accountability
toward donors but also for demonstrating the benefits for political decision-makers and thereby
enhancing the political momentum. This is particularly critical for the LDN results in the UNCCD
context. In many countries, the monitoring systems on DLDD are weak, baselines are often not clearly
established and/or there are varied estimates for the total size of degraded lands and the severity of their
degradation and the effects of drought. While the upgrade of Performance Review and Assessment of
Implementation System (PRAIS) has facilitated the preparation of the national reports, further
conversion of the data into relevant information for national/regional/local decision makers could be
envisaged. More consistent alignment of indicators with intended impacts would also be useful.

To enhance the UNCCD monitoring and reporting framework, the following recommendations are
made:

11. Enhancing the current reporting system: The indicators on SO 1 focus on biophysical data that
correspond to the expected impacts. The national reporting process would benefit from other relevant
data that shows also the economic and social implications of land degradation, in particular the impact
on food production and food security. Co-benefits from land restoration such as poverty reduction,
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youth employment and diversification of rural incomes should also be systematically monitored and
reported, such data would help to mobilize further support of donors. The same applies to good land
governance, including land tenure decisions and active gender actions, which are recognized by the
COP as necessary for achieving the LDN targets while their implementation progress is uneven among
countries. Such data collection and reporting could fit well under SO 2 that currently has very broad
indicators but shows no demonstrated causal linkages with the work of the UNCCD. Further
consideration should be given also to the indicators under SO 4, in consultation with the other two Rio
Conventions.

For the current national reporting, a dashboard displaying PRAIS results would be valuable for
identifying global and regional data and trends and assisting Parties and other stakeholders to use the
reporting results in their own activities. The UNCCD secretariat is working on such a dashboard, with
the aim of launching it during CRIC 21.

An in-depth evaluation into the PRAIS 4 reporting model and its results should be made before a
decision on its further development. The SPI should be involved in that exercise which should be
concluded long enough before the expiry of the current Strategic Framework, to be taken into account
for designing the monitoring and reporting mechanisms of the subsequent one, using the established
mechanisms such as the joint contact group between CST and CRIC.

12. Measures to revise or complement current national reporting: Improving the accuracy and
practical use of the monitoring of progress and assessment of impact under the Strategic Framework
can involve a variety of measures. The current indicators and metrics could be revised or complemented
to include information of results that are more directly relevant for the work carried out under the
UNCCD. New approaches for collecting and availing information could be taken into use to
complement the national reporting, such as conducting periodic cross-cutting assessments or studies
focusing in-depth on a specific aspect of selected SOs. This does not necessarily need to increase the
workload of the UNCCD, if expert partners that are working on the topics in question can be engaged
to support.

Toward the post-2030 UNCCD agenda

Building on the findings on the performance and progress made in the context of the 2018-2030
Strategic Framework during its first half, this independent assessment offers many ideas and
suggestions for future work. Some of them may be taken into use, if Parties so wish, immediately, while
others will require more effort and time.

One option of looking at those longer-term proposals in this report is to consider them as possible
milestones for the post-2030 UNCCD agenda. From that perspective, this report would serve in
launching a process to reconsider and possibly revise several key elements under the Convention, which
would be completed in the form of the next UNCCD Strategic Framework, starting in 2030 or as Parties
decide.

That reconsideration process could, in line with this report, entail:

» Consideration of an overall target or targets that set clear and simple objectives for the UNCCD;

» Revision or complementing monitoring and reporting for the UNCCD purposes (and beyond, if
needed), with more attention to data that reflect the UNCCD work and can be collected and verified
more easily;

» Consideration of ways and means to ensure the UNCCD implementation at bigger scale on the
ground, which would include linking science with policy and practice and catalyzing large-scale
action to support country level capacities and actions; and

» Consideration of further measures to enhance the joint implementation of the three Rio
Conventions.
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The 2018-2030 Strategic Framework was adopted by the thirteenth session of the Conference of the
Parties (COP) of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), held in 2017. At
the same COP, Parties were encouraged to apply the Framework across their own national policies and
processes relating to desertification / land degradation and drought (DLDD). The Strategic Framework
therefore serves as a guiding document for the UNCCD and its institutions (the secretariat and the
Global Mechanism (GM)) but is primarily intended for application by the individual Parties that are
signatories to the Convention. The Framework establishes a vision for UNCCD, supported by five
Strategic Objectives (SOs), which in turn are elaborated through expected impacts. Parties measure
national progress against the Framework through a series of indicators (reported every four years via
UNCCD’s Performance Review and Assessment of Implementation System, PRAIS).

Table 1: Summary of UNCCD Strategic Framework 2018-30

Vision

A future that avoids, minimizes, and reverses desertification/land degradation and mitigates the effects of drought in
affected areas at all levels and strive to achieve a land degradation-neutral world consistent with the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, within the scope of the Convention

Strategic Objective Expected impacts

SO1: To improve the
condition of affected
ecosystems, combat
desertification/land
degradation, promote
sustainable land management
and contribute to land
degradation neutrality

S02: To improve the living
conditions of affected
populations

S03: To mitigate, adapt to,
and manage the effects of
drought in order to enhance
resilience of vulnerable
populations and ecosystems

SO4: To generate global
environmental benefits
through effective
implementation of the
UNCCD

1.1 Land productivity and related ecosystems
services are maintained or enhanced.

1.2 The vulnerability of affected ecosystems is
reduced and the resilience of ecosystems is
increased.

1.3 National voluntary land degradation neutrality
targets are set and adopted by countries wishing to
do so, related measures are identified and
implemented, and necessary monitoring systems are
established.

1.4 Measures for sustainable land management and
the combating of desertification/land degradation
are shared, promoted and implemented.

2.1 Food security and adequate access to water for
people in affected areas is improved.

2.2 The livelihoods of people in affected areas are
improved and diversified.

2.3 Local people, especially women and youth, are
empowered and participate in decision-making
processes in combating DLDD.

2.4 Migration forced by desertification and land
degradation is substantially reduced.

3.1 Ecosystems’ vulnerability to drought is reduced,
including through sustainable land and water
management practices.

3.2 Communities’ resilience to drought is increased.

4.1 Sustainable land management and the

combating of desertification/land degradation
contribute to the conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity and addressing climate change.

4.2 Synergies with other multilateral environmental
agreements and processes are enhanced

Trends in land cover

Trends in land productivity or
functioning of the land

Trends in carbon stocks above
and below ground

Proportion of land that is
degraded over total land area

Trends in population living
below the relative poverty line
and/or income inequality in
affected areas

Trends in access to safe drinking
water in affected areas

Trends in the proportion of the
population exposed to land
degradation, disaggregated by
sex

Trends in the proportion of land
under drought over total land
area

Trends in the proportion of the
total population exposed to
drought

Trends in the degree of drought
vulnerability

Trends in carbon stocks above
and below ground

Trends in abundance and
distribution of selected species

Trends in protected area
coverage of important
biodiversity areas
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5.1 Adequate and timely public and private financial
resources are further mobilized and made available

to affected country Parties, including through
domestic resource mobilization.

5.2 International support is provided for
implementing effective and targeted capacity-
building and “on-the-ground interventions” in
affected country Parties to support the
implementation of the Convention, including
through North—South, South—South and triangular
cooperation.

5.3 Extensive efforts implemented to promote
technology transfer, especially on favorable terms

SO5: To mobilize substantial
and additional financial and
non-financial resources to
support the implementation of
the Convention by building
effective partnerships at
global and national level

Bilateral and multilateral public
resources

Domestic public resources

International and domestic
private resources

Technology transfer

Future support for activities
related to the implementation of
the Convention

and including on concessional and preferential
terms, as mutually agreed, and to mobilize other
non-financial resources.

To understand how the Framework has been applied in practice, it is instructive to consider some of the
activities and processes that have been undertaken by Parties and UNCCD institutions against each
Strategic Objective since the Framework’s initiation in 2018:

Table 2: Selected UNCCD activities and processes, organized by Strategic Objective

Strategic Objective Selected activities and processes

SO1: To improve the condition of
affected ecosystems, combat
desertification / land degradation,
promote sustainable land
management and contribute to
land degradation neutrality

S0O2: To improve the living
conditions of affected populations

S03: To mitigate, adapt to, and
manage the effects of drought in
order to enhance resilience of
vulnerable populations and
ecosystems

S04: To generate global
environmental benefits through
effective implementation of the
UNCCD

SOS5: To mobilize substantial and
additional financial and non-
financial resources to support the
implementation of the Convention

Ongoing efforts, monitoring and measurement of progress against SDG target
15.3.

Development of LDN conceptual framework.

LDN Target Setting and implementation of LDN projects.

UNCCD?’s Science-Policy Interface (SPI) scientific assessments around SLM
and LDN, and production of Global Land Outlook (GLO) reports.

Broader efforts to raise awareness and support for combating desertification and
land degradation, including through programmes such as the Great Green Wall
Initiative and the G20 Global Initiative.

Guidance and collaboration concerning sand and dust storms source mitigation.

Integration of gender responsiveness into DLDD-focused plans and
programmes.

Incorporation of land tenure considerations into DLDD-focused plans and
programmes.

SPI scientific assessments and reports around integrated land use planning.
Building recognition of the potential of land-based activities in job creation and
green growth, including as a means to addressing stability, security and
migration.

Research and guidance provided through the two IWGs addressing drought
under the UNCCD.

SPI scientific assessments around drought resilience.

Development and implementation of national drought plans.

Guidance, tools and practical measures for drought preparedness, including the
Drought Toolbox.

Broader efforts to raise awareness and support collaboration on drought at
national and regional levels.

Awareness raising and guidance for improving UNCCD’s alignment with — and
contributions to — the other Rio Conventions.

Building scientific understanding of DLDD’s interactions with climate change
and biodiversity, including coordination with other scientific bodies and panels.
Cooperation among the three Convention secretariats through UNCCD
participation in the Joint Liaison Group.

Partnerships for project preparation for supporting Parties and regions to
develop bankable transformative projects on LDN and drought, and to secure
investment for those projects.

Flagship initiatives for large-scale implementation.

Private sector engagement, including through the LDN Fund.
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by building effective partnerships e Promotion and development of innovative resource mobilisation mechanisms
at global and national level focusing on LDN and drought.

In addition to Parties and UNCCD institutions, implementation of the Framework also benefits from
the contributions of multiple partners and initiatives that are affiliated to the UNCCD. Notably, the
Global Environment Facility (GEF) serves as a financial mechanism of the UNCCD and has formally
aligned its land degradation strategy with the UNCCD Strategic Framework. Collaboration is also
common with other multilateral funders such as Green Climate Fund (GCF), with multilateral agencies
such as the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Meteorological Organization
(WMO), with civil society organizations (CSOs) and CSO networks, with academia, and with private
sector organizations. UNCCD has also helped to establish — and continues to work closely with — several
initiatives that have clear contributions to make to the Strategic Framework, including the Great Green
Wall Initiative (GGW) of Sahara and the Sahel, the G20 Global Initiative on Reducing Land
Degradation and Enhancing Conservation of Terrestrial Habitats, the Land Degradation Neutrality Fund
and the International Drought Resilience Alliance (IDRA). The Convention also undertakes a degree of
joint coordination with its ‘sister’ Rio Conventions, namely United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).

While most of these partners have no formal responsibility for delivering the Framework (or indeed the
Convention), they often have institutional or programmatic objectives that are well-aligned with
UNCCD’s objectives. As such, partners can have a deep mutual interest in the successful
implementation of UNCCD’s Strategic Framework, and sometimes play a correspondingly important
role in delivery of the Framework and its Strategic Objectives.

At its fifteenth session in 2022, the UNCCD COP launched a midterm evaluation of the Strategic
Framework. The evaluation process is overseen by a dedicated Intergovernmental Working Group
(IWG-MTE) with support from the UNCCD secretariat. This independent assessment, conducted by
external evaluators and managed by the UNCCD secretariat, is the first substantive step in the
evaluation process. This report will be used to inform a separate report to be prepared by the IWG-
MTE, and also made available as a standalone, publicly available report. At CRIC 21, the conclusions
and recommendations of this independent assessment are considered through participatory
consultations involving UNCCD Parties and other stakeholders, whereby the IWG-MTE will use the
feedback received through the consultations to further develop recommendations to cover the remaining
period of the Strategic Framework. Based on all this preceding work, the evaluation will ultimately
conclude with a COP decision, to be negotiated at the UNCCD’s COP16 in 2024.

2. Evaluation Approach
2.1. Objectives

The midterm evaluation terms of reference established two objectives for the independent assessment.
As is standard for many evaluations, the assessment has an accountability objective (identifying results)
and a learning objective (improving actions). Understanding progress towards results is essential for
accountability purposes, but it is equally important that the assessment of progress is used as a
foundation for learning what has worked well (and why) and what hasn’t worked so well (and why).

1. Accountability: To provide an overall independent assessment of the progress made in
implementing the UNCCD 2018-2030 Strategic Framework, including the extent to which the five
strategic objectives are being achieved.

2. Learning: To identify successes, challenges and key lessons that have arisen during
implementation of the Framework, then develop recommendations to improve performance for the
remaining period of the Framework.
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2.2. The evaluation framework

The midterm evaluation is undertaken concurrently with several other closely related evaluations and
analytical processes, as listed below:

. 2022 PRAIS national reporting cycle and synthesis of results

. Independent Evaluation of the UNCCD’s Gender Action Plan (GAP)
. External Review of the UNCCD’s Science-Policy Interface (SPI)

. The IWG on addressing drought under the UNCCD

The available findings of the national reporting cycle were available for the preparation of this
independent assessment, and their main messages are integrated into this report. Inputs have been
received also from the GAP evaluation and the SPI review, although these two processes were not yet
completed at the time of finalizing this report. For sharing information and, where feasible, aligning
their work, the IWG on addressing drought and the IWG for the midterm evaluation will have a joint
meeting in November 2023.

The assessment framework was structured against the standard evaluation criteria of the Development
Assistance Committee of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD-DAC)
evaluation criteria (relevance, coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability). Given
that this is a formative, midterm assessment, the evaluation of impact focuses most on progress to
impact, although the assessment also aimed to identify tangible impacts that have already been
delivered. In addition to the OECD-DAC criteria, a cross-cutting criterion of gender responsiveness
was applied (the above-noted concurrent Independent Evaluation of the UNCCD’s Gender Action Plan
provided inputs for this criterion).

The framework identifies key assessment questions supported by guiding sub-questions. Draft
questions were initially proposed within the assessment’s terms of reference. Following the first IWG-
MTE meeting, IWG-MTE members were invited to provide suggested additions and refinements to
those initial questions. Based on the initial draft questions and the IWG-MTE’s inputs, the independent
assessment team then formulated the final set of questions. Annex 4 presents the complete framework.

As is standard for most evaluations, the assessment drew on a combination of primary and secondary
data sources. The secondary data consisted largely of documentation relating to the UNCCD and its
focus areas, and the assessment also generated a substantial amount of primary data through a survey
and interviews. The following groups (and/or representatives of these groups) were key informants for
the assessment:

- Parties to the Convention (national focal points, science and technology correspondents,
representatives from key national ministries and institutions, individuals / institutions engaged in
regional implementation of the Convention)

- Current and former members of UNCCD ad-hoc bodies (Bureaus, SPI, thematic IWGs)

- UN system organizations and other partner agencies, and multilateral donors

- The secretariat of the Framework Convention on Climate Change?

- CSOs and CSO networks

- Academics / research institutions that have been engaged with UNCCD

- UNCCD staff

After the preparation of the inception report which was presented and discussed at the IWG MTE
meeting in February 2023, the desk review of documents continued, followed by the preparation,
dispatch and later analysis of a survey that was sent to all key stakeholder groups of UNCCD and also
made available through the UNCCD website. 130 answers were received, among them 56 from national
focal points (see overview statistic in Annex 1). 49 people were interviewed, among which were 17
country representatives (for details see Annex 2).

2 The secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity was also approached for an interview, but that did not take place
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2.3. Challenges and limitations

The UNCCD’s Strategic Framework and its underlying Strategic Objectives are comprehensive in
scope: they essentially cover everything being undertaken to implement the Convention. Given time
and resource constraints, it is not feasible for a single, relatively small-scale assessment to generate a
stand-alone, all-encompassing evaluation of the Strategic Framework. Instead, the assessment design
and approach attempt to focus on the most strategically important aspects of the Framework, with
particular attention to progress made in advancing LDN and building drought resilience and
preparedness.

3. Findings

3.1. Relevance

This chapter of the independent assessment seeks to find out whether the Strategic Framework
continues to reflect the priorities of the UNCCD as an intergovernmental process. The guiding sub-
questions, along which the text is structured, are as follows:

- To what extent does the Framework remain relevant to the priorities of Parties to the Convention?

- To what extent does the Framework remain relevant to the priorities of UNCCD’s partners,
including multilateral donors, multilateral agencies, and civil society?

There is an increasing attention for the possible role of ecosystem restoration, expressed in the goals
and targets of the three Rio conventions and various other international and regional agreements and
initiatives. The increased attention follows a number of high-level reports that highlight the extent and
impact of climate change, land degradation and biodiversity loss. This is exemplified by the first edition
of the UNCCD Global Land Outlook (GLO) (2017) and its second edition (2022), the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) Land
Degradation and Restoration Assessment (2018), the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) Special Report on Climate Change and Land (2019), as well as much-discussed journal articles
on reforestation potential and the role of nature-based solutions in tackling climate change.?

Many respondents to the survey and interviewees for this assessment considered the UNCCD as a
platform and forum for sharing and receiving information and experiences relevant to DLDD among
countries and other stakeholders. Its role in promoting and supporting partnerships and initiatives
around its key topics was recognized, with the GGW, IDRA, the G20 Initiative, and cooperation with
the World Economic Forum specifically mentioned.

In the survey, almost all country respondents (over 90%) and large majority (78%) of organization
respondents consider the Strategic Framework relevant to the priorities of their country/organization,
respectively. Slightly smaller number of respondents (79% and 76%) report that the Framework is
guiding their country/organization’s approach to addressing DLDD.

Of the country level processes, the survey respondents consider land degradation neutrality (LDN) as
the most relevant for implementing synergies with climate change and biodiversity (70% of
respondents), land/land use projects and programmes (64%) and collaboration with partners (61%), and
least relevant for budgetary/financial planning and investments (24,5%). For the organizations, LDN
was seen most relevant for their land/land use projects and programmes (73%), strategic planning (69%)
and policy development (64%). LDN was seen relevant also for implementing synergies (60%). Many
Parties have used the UNCCD as a relevant framework for building national strategies, policies and
frameworks to address DLDD, in particular for the LDN target-setting and national drought plans. Some
have used it also for developing DLDD projects and programmes.

3 Goals and Commitments for the Restoration Decade
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With regard to mitigating the effects of drought and resilience building, at country level it was
considered most relevant to implementing synergies with climate change and biodiversity (68%) and
projects and programmes involving water management, disaster risk management or other related areas
(67%), and least relevant for budgetary/financial planning and investments (36,5%). Majority of the
organization respondents assessed mitigating the effects of drought and resilience building very or
extremely relevant in all of the processes listed in the survey.

The effects of droughts and soil degradation are becoming severe in areas that were not affected earlier,
notably in the global North and consequently, the attention to these issues and with it the relevance of
the UNCCD framework for addressing them is increasing. The leading role of Spain in IDRA and the
membership of several other industrial countries like Germany, Italy, the USA, and others show the
increasing urgency felt for addressing drought problems; also the debates in the European Union (EU)
about becoming an affected party and introducing a comprehensive legislation on soil and land
degradation are prominent examples.

Relevance: assessment of status and possible improvements

The survey responses and interviews indicate that while the UNCCD and the Strategic Framework are
perceived by stakeholders as highly relevant for addressing synergies and policies, plans and projects
around land, their status and recognition are considered lower than those of the other two Rio
Conventions. The UNCCD has less resources, less political and media attention and weaker science-
policy influence. Even if the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework are generally seen as relevant, the
actions taken by countries are predominantly guided by other frameworks that are either more
specific/suitable to their situation or considered politically more important.

The UNCCD and its Strategic Framework do not influence much national budgetary processes. Also,
the UNCCD secretariat is small and while its hard work is recognized by interview partners, its limited
resources are also acknowledged.

The implications of land degradation/conservation/restoration for agricultural productivity, food
security, hunger and poverty reduction, rural development and income diversification are not made
explicit in quantitative terms by the UNCCD secretariat and the SPI in most of their analyses, with the
exception of the Global Land Outlook.* This limits the relevance of the data collected and reported
under the Strategic Framework for the preparation of national plans and projects. However, such
estimates have been presented by others, for example the Economics of Land Degradation Initiative
(ELD) ®, for which the UNCCD is a partner.

In contrast to many other multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs), the UNCCD and its Strategic
Framework have no quantitative targets or explicit obligations to its Parties (such as obligations to
provide national data or meeting national targets), there are only voluntary targets and reporting
processes.

Possible improvements

The implications of land degradation/conservation/restoration for agricultural productivity, food
security, hunger and poverty reduction, rural development and income diversification should be made
explicit by the UNCCD secretariat and the SPI in their analyses and reporting.

The Strategic Framework should have quantitative targets and explicit obligations to its Parties, such as
obligations to provide national data or meeting national targets for LDN and drought resilience.

4 GLO 2 working paper “Land under pressure — health under stress”
5 See Economics of Land Degradation and Improvement — A Global Assessment for Sustainable Development, including 12
case studies, in particular Chapter 6 on Global Cost of Land Degradation
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3.2. Coherence

Information on this evaluation criterion seeks to find out whether the Strategic Framework is coherent
with — and responsive to — related processes and institutions. Related sub-questions are as follows:

- To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with Parties’ national
approaches, and with regional approaches?

- To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with the approaches of
UNCCD’s partners?

- To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly delivery of SDG 15.3?

- To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with the work of the other Rio
Conventions?

- Is the Framework sufficiently flexible and responsive to emergent developments and unforeseen
events, whether positive (e.g. United Nations Decade of Ecosystem Restoration - UNDER, Global
Biodiversity Framework, G20 Initiative) or negative (COVID-19 and other global crises)?

In the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 15, target 15.3, the international community committed
to, “By 2030, combat desertification, restore degraded land and soil, including land affected by
desertification, drought and floods, and strive to achieve a land degradation-neutral world™®. The
UNCCD 2018-2030 Strategic Framework is directly responsive to that target, which serves as a general
context for building coherence and alignment with objectives, priorities and actions of countries, the
other two Rio Conventions, United Nations system entities and other organizations and institutions. The
role of the UNCCD as the custodian of SDG 15.3.1 for monitoring LDN further connects the UNCCD
with the mainstream of international cooperation within the United Nations. The priorities of the
UNCCD seem to be also well aligned with those of SDG 1: No poverty, SDG 2: Zero hunger, SDG 5:
Gender equality, SDG 6: Clean water and sanitation, SDG 7: Affordable and clean energy, SDG 13:
Climate action, and the broader SDG 15: Life on land, including halting biodiversity loss’.

The particular importance of LDN and the link it establishes between the UNCCD and the SDGs was
specifically emphasized in the interviews conducted for this independent assessment. The key role of
LDN in fifty projects funded by the GEF under its Land Degradation Focal Area (LDFA), and that of
ecosystems restoration in the context of the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration
(UNDER) were also mentioned. UNDER with its secretariat in the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) has participated in various UNCCD workshops, while the UNCCD has used the
Decade principles as the orientation for some of its processes and activities, such as guiding the selection
of COP 15 side events and orienting webinars on Sustainable Land Management (SLM), DLDD and
sand and dust storms (SDS). Nevertheless, UNDER focuses more on cooperation with CBD than with
UNCCD and UNFCCC, in particular after the approval of the new Global Biodiversity Framework with
its emphasis on restoring ecosystems and expanding protected land and sea areas to 30% of total
surfaces.

As noted in the previous chapter on the relevance of the UNCCD, there is an increasing global attention
and need for action around land restoration/LDN and drought resilience building. For the UNCCD, this
seems to have translated into increasing connections with various partners, as reflected in the many
cooperation initiatives and processes involving the UNCCD. Many survey respondents mentioned
concrete examples of alignment with the UNCCD priorities, such as the African GGW through its GGW
Accelerator Unit, the Sustainability, Stability, Security (3S) Initiative, as well as cooperation activities
with specialized organizations and entities like FAO, International Fund for Agricultural Development
(IFAD), UNEP, WMO and World Overview of Conservation Approaches and Technologies (WOCAT).
Specific aspects of cooperation were also brought up, including the FAO cooperation on land tenure,
WMO collaboration regarding drought and the role of IFAD and UNEP as implementing agencies for

5SDG Goal 15
7 For further information, please see https:/www.unccd.int/land-and-life/sustainable-development-goals/overview
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LDFA of the GEF. The Strategic Framework of UNCCD and its COP decisions provide the impetus and
substantive guidance to all of these activities.

The survey results indicate that the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework are coherent with the other
two Rio Conventions and their implementation processes, with at least two-thirds of the respondents
agreeing to these statements. The links between climate change and land degradation as well as
desertification are extensively analyzed in the voluminous [PCC Report on Climate Change and Land
published in 2019.2 The report shows the increasing attention paid by the IPCC to land and
desertification issues as it analyzes the land — climate interactions. It extends the analysis also to the

interlinkages to food security and sustainable development.

Schematic representation of the three Rio Conventions

UNCCD

United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification

LDN Targets (SDG 15.3)
Land Degradation Neutrality

NDCs Conservation NBSAPs
Nationally Sustainable Use National Action
Determined Restoration of Plans to Halt
Contributions Land Resources Biodiversity Loss

UNFCCC CBD

United Nations Convention on
Framework Convention Biological Diversity
on Climate Change

Figure 1: Schematic representation of the three Rio Conventions, describing the respective central goals of the national
action plans (NBSAPs, NDCs, LDN goals) and the overlapping elements/synergies (climate mitigation and adaptation,
conservation of ecosystem services, conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems). This highlights the importance of the
conservation and sustainable use of land resources for achieving the goals of all three Conventions (UNCCD, 2022).

With regard to biodiversity,
IPBES published in 2018 an
assessment report on land
degradation and  restoration
which highlights the linkages to
biodiversity issues, in particular
the effects of degradation on
biodiversity values, ecosystem
services and human well-being.®
In their introduction the editors
state: “The Report recognizes
that combatting land degradation,
which is a pervasive, systemic
phenomenon occurring in all
parts of the world, is an urgent
priority in order to protect the
biodiversity and ecosystem
services that are vital to all life on
Earth and to ensure human well-

Note: The authors consider the protection of biodiversity also to be part of combating land degradation and thus of the b ein g ”
UNCCD, even if this is not explicitly mentioned. :

Both reports show that land degradation is extensively dealt with also by the respective scientific bodies
of the other two Rio Conventions, the UNFCCC and CBD. The above graph® puts land resources in the
middle of overlapping circles of the mandates of the three conventions, thus emphasizing the key role
of land conservation and restoration also for three climate and biodiversity conventions:*! Roughly half
of the survey respondents (52%) considered that the implementation of the Rio Conventions is
becoming more integrated.

Although the interconnectedness of the three Conventions is well-analyzed, several interviewees stated
that the three Rio conventions still operate largely independently from each other, in spite of increasing
high level coordination via the Joint Liaison Group of their Executive Secretaries. Parties were said to
be part of the reasons why the unified approach between Rio conventions is not strong. Indeed, the Rio
Conventions represent different interests, reporting tools, instruments, funding mechanisms, and
budgets. Parties tend to keep the work of the different Conventions separated. Furthermore, the
respective national focal points tend to be in different ministries and/or departments. Some countries

8 Climate Change and Land: an IPCC Special Report on climate change. desertification, land degradation, sustainable land
management, food security, and greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems.

9 The IPBES assessment report on land degradation and restoration

10 The original graph is from the GLO, 2nd edition, (2022), UNCCD

11 Tt was reproduced and given an introductory explanation in Gregory Fuchs et al, The role of the UNCCD in the UN
Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, (2022), GIZ
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reported that the UNCCD focal points are mostly in the environment ministries compared to those of
the UNFCCC and CBD focal points, the latter being more often part of the more powerful ministries of
foreign affairs or agriculture. These factors make it difficult to foster coherent implementation of the
three Conventions.

Some respondents called for more collaboration and alignment of objectives between the UNCCD and
regional organizations. This was particularly mentioned for African regional organizations, like the East
African Community, the Economic Community of West African States, and the Southern African
Development Community (SADC) and others.

One of the survey questions under this criterion asked whether the UNCCD objectives and expectations
are sufficiently flexible and responsive to unforeseen events (e.g. COVID). For the specific case of the
COVID pandemic, the UNCCD reacted by issuing an analysis of the role and (potential) contribution
of the implementation of the Convention to responding and recovering from the pandemic and
preventing and preparing for future similar crisis. This analysis focused on linking improved ecosystem
resilience and safeguarding land-based livelihoods with effective post-COVID recovery, and
demonstrating how healthy land assists in preventing zoonotic disease emergence. This served as an
example of the UNCCD reaction to emerging issues and events, building on its mandate, with focus on
awareness-raising and advocacy on matters relevant to the Convention.

Nevertheless, only half (52%) of the survey respondents considered that the UNCCD objectives and
expectations are sufficiently flexible and responsive to unforeseen events, possibly because of the COP
cycle that allows for decision-making only every two years. However, the UNCCD role in the recent
developments in the context of the G20, the GGW and IDRA, leading to new support structures linked
with the UNCCD institutions, indicates that the secretariat and the GM have the ability to respond to
changing circumstances and seize opportunities when they arise.

Coherence: assessment of status and possible improvements

The objectives of the UNCCD and the Strategic Framework are overall well aligned with the priorities
of the international community, and responsive to those of Parties and many major partners. , although.
However, the planning and implementation among the three Rio Conventions, particularly at the
national level, are often separate processes, with plenty of room for improving coherence.

Possible improvements

More specific information on causal links between land degradation and declining food security would
be useful for developing coherent policies, national plans and projects to address both issues.

Cooperation with regional entities should be further developed, to increase coherence at regional level
and align with the agendas of regional institutions.

Key for improving the coherence of action among the three Rio Conventions in the countries is to
establish regular contacts, consultations and coordinated activities and reporting among their national
focal points.

3.3. Effectiveness

Under effectiveness, this independent assessment aims to find out what measures have been developed
through the UNCCD process to support delivery of the Strategic Objectives, and how effective have
these measures been. The sub-questions that guided this section were as follows:

- To what extent are Parties and regions using UNCCD-developed measures?
- What have been the main strengths and weaknesses of UNCCD-developed measures?

- Beyond UNCCD-developed measures, what other measures are Parties and regions using to
support delivery of the Strategic Objectives?
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- How effective has support to Parties and regions been from the UNCCD’s institutions (including
subsidiary bodies)?
- How effectively are Parties and regions being supported by UNCCD’s partners, including
multilateral donors, multilateral agencies and civil society organizations?

In this chapter, the information is presented by strategic objective. Each section begins with text of the
SO and related expected impact, as stated in the Strategic Framework, followed by a brief overview of
the topic and related key messages of the 2023 UNCCD national reporting. Next, the main points of
the data that was collected through document study, survey and interviews are presented, to respond to
the five sub-questions above. At the end of each section, the assessment of status and possibilities for
improvement for progress toward the SO are presented. A separate section summarizing findings on the
effectiveness of the Convention institutions and bodies is also provided, and a brief chapter on the
involvement of civil society is at the end of the chapter.

The information provided in this chapter is closely linked to chapter 3.5 concerning progress to impact:
while this chapter focuses on the delivery of outputs and (medium-term) outcomes, some of the
information provided may be also considered as indicative to impact. This is intentional — chapter 3.5
is formulated to consider the progress to impact concerning the Strategic Framework as a whole, while
all information on each SO, some of it rather detailed, is compiled into this chapter.

3.3.1. Strategic objective 1: Improving ecosystems

Strategic objective 1: To improve the condition of affected ecosystems, combat desertification/land
degradation, promote sustainable land management and contribute to land degradation neutrality.

Expected impacts:
1.1 Land productivity and related ecosystems services are maintained or enhanced.
1.2 The vulnerability of affected ecosystems is reduced, and the resilience of ecosystems is increased.

1.3 National voluntary land degradation neutrality targets are set and adopted by countries wishing
to do so, related measures are identified and implemented, and necessary monitoring systems are
established.

1.4 Measures for sustainable land management and the combating of desertification/land
degradation are shared, promoted and implemented.

There is a variety of estimates of the extent of desertification and land degradation globally, depending
on the approach and tools used for measurement. Most estimates seem to vary between 20% and 40%
of the total land area.'?

In the UNCCD national reporting, the data provided by countries is used for monitoring trends in
selected key matters concerning desertification and land degradation. The respective indicators are:

e Trends in land cover (indicator SO1-1),
e Trends in land productivity or functioning of the land (indicator SO1-2), and
* Trends in carbon stocks above and below ground (indicator SO1-3).

As the UNCCD is the custodian agency for SDG indicator 15.3.1, the information submitted by Parties
in their national reports contributes also to the follow-up of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. For that purpose, the UNCCD reporting framework includes SDG indicator 15.3.1: the
proportion of land that is degraded over total land area. Its estimation is based on analyses of available
data for the three above-mentioned land-based indicators, and thereby offers a summary overview of
the national reporting findings on SO1.

12 For different estimates, see for example the [PCC special report on climate change and land and IPBES assessment on
land degradation and restoration: and the GLO 2 working paper “Land under pressure — health under stress”.
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In the UNCCD reports submitted in 2023, 115 countries provided data for that SDG indicator,
representing 56% of the total global land area. Building on these data, the Secretary-General’s special
report “Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: Towards a Rescue Plan for People and
Planet”® summarizes the findings on SDG target 15.3 as follows: “Between 2015 and 2019, the world
lost at least 100 million hectares of healthy and productive land every year, affecting food and water
security globally. Human activities, intensified by climate change, are the main drivers of land
degradation, directly affecting 1.3 billion people. If land degradation continues at a similar rate, this
would result in an additional 1.5 billion hectares of degraded land by 2030. To reach the target of
ensuring a land degradation neutral world by 2030, avoiding new land degradation and restoring at
least one billion degraded hectares of land are needed.” While the expression ‘healthy and productive
land lost’ doesn’t specify the degree of land degradation occurred, it emphasizes the seriousness of the
problem observed.

The indicators used for SO 1 are at the core of the LDN concept.!* In their reporting, most countries
used the default data provided by the UNCCD, which are based on satellite data provided by partner
organizations. This facilitates greatly the reporting for the countries but there are several limitations. As
the first GLO stated: “Decreasing productivity trends do not per se indicate land degradation, or
increasing trends indicate recovery”, underlining the difficulty of measuring the extent of land
degradation and arguing for using additional thematic information.’® Also, the level of confidence in
particular of satellite data on carbon stocks below ground is generally low and also still debated in
scientific terms regarding the life cycle of soil carbon.!®

Hopefully, satellite data and their interpretation will further improve for all three indicators to take into
account various deviations resulting in false positives or negatives, like for example expanding land
cover by unproductive shrubs and invasive species or seasonal variations in precipitation and
vegetation. UNCCD and others have made great efforts to build tools that countries could use to report
false positives or negatives and “correct” the satellite data as discussed in improving the procedures
document.!” The often-used wording of ‘productive land lost’ is misleading and rather the degree of
actual land degradation compared to a baseline should be reported, identifying also hot spots and their
extent. This would indicate where the consequences for rural livelihoods, agriculture and food
production in particular are likely the most severe. Moreover, higher resolution data would allow more
specific analyses making the data more directly useful for national, regional and project planning, as
expressed by some national focal points in interviews and in country reports. Another issue is whether
the “one out - all out” principle (if one indicator is negative, the total is assumed to be negative), which
is used under the UNCCD, may exaggerate the extent of degraded land diagnosed, as it deliberately
discards cases when one negative indicator is being overcompensated by another more positive one.
While this is justified under the pre-cautionary principle, the possibility and degree of possible over-
estimation of degradation reported should also be indicated.

The UNCCD-developed measures for SO 1

SO1 serves as the framework for most of the actions taken in the context of the UNCCD and the
Strategic Framework — it is the “home” of the LDN concept that guides and structures various activities
under the Convention, from scientific cooperation to building synergies and promoting gender equality.

LDN is defined as “a state whereby the amount and quality of land resources necessary to support
ecosystem functions and services and enhance food security remain stable or increase within specified

Bprogress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: Towards a Rescue Plan for People and Planet, (2022) UN Secretary-
General

14 Scientific Conceptual Framework for Land Degradation Neutrality: A Report, of the Science-Policy Interface, UNCCD,
2017

15 Available on p. 53 of the Global Land Outlook, First edition, (2017), UNCCD

16 For a more detailed discussion on land use definitions, changes and measurements see Economics of Land Degradation
and Improvement — A Global Assessment for Sustainable Development, 2016, IFPRI /University of Bonn

17 PRAIS4, 2022 UNCCD Reporting Process: Introductory Training, Bonn 16/02/2022
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temporal and spatial scales and ecosystems™®8. According to the scientific conceptual framework that
was developed by the UNCCD Science-Policy Interface, achieving LDN requires concurrent actions to
firstly, avoiding new degradation of land by maintaining existing healthy land; secondly, reducing
existing degradation by adopting SLM practices that can slow degradation while increasing
biodiversity, soil health, and food production; and thirdly, restoring degraded lands to a natural or more
productive state.

Since 2016, the GM in collaboration with partners, has managed the LDN Target Setting Project (LDN
TSP) that has so far supported 130 countries in their efforts to establish national voluntary LDN targets
and the baseline data necessary for measuring progress against those targets. The TSP is framed around
a four-stage ‘building blocks’ model:

1. Leveraging LDN: Mobilizing high-level authorities, major partners and key stakeholders to endorse
and actively support LDN,

2. Assessing LDN: Establishment of the needed baseline, analysis of key opportunities and threats to
achieving LDN and mapping LDN trends and drivers,

3. Setting LDN targets and measured through high-level validation, and
Achieving LDN: Identification and financing of transformative projects and programmes.

LDN- TSP has almost exclusively focused on supporting the target setting process within countries (the
first three building blocks). An external evaluation?® conducted in 2019 found that the TSP was highly
relevant to the needs of participating countries and the priorities of their partners, and had helped to
raise the profile and understanding of LDN and the UNCCD. It further noted that the core outputs of
establishing national baselines and defining national targets were largely delivered, although the
capacity building efforts had been insufficient for addressing some countries’ needs. The evaluation
concluded that LDN-TSP had ...”laid critical foundations for achieving the long-term impact of
achieving LDN and ...helped to generate considerable interest and momentum around LDN”.
Nevertheless, it also identified “the potential loss of this initial momentum ... as the primary risk to the
project s sustainability and long-term impact: with targets set, participating countries need to see the
‘pay off” for their investment in the target setting process, and to demonstrate that those targets can
drive the achievement of LDN .

To advance with the fourth block - Achieving LDN -, the GM established in 2018 an approach to support
the development of transformative projects and programmes (TPP) for LDN. The TPP support was
demand-driven and typically involved the GM helping countries and regions to refine initial concepts,
identify implementation and funding partners, develop funding concept notes, and contribute to the
development of full funding proposals. Ad-hoc, targeted technical inputs were provided to improve the
project concepts by, for example, funding gender analyses and consultation processes. In 2022, the TPP
was converted into a Partnership for Project Preparation (PPP), which follows the TPP approach while
further emphasizing the engagement of a range of technical partners to support the preparation and
funding of projects. The scope of project topics was extended to addressing DLDD, land tenure, land
governance and other land-based issues, with a focus on encouraging gender-responsiveness and
assisting the most vulnerable populations. Since 2018, 74 countries have requested TPP/PPP support to
develop national and/or regional project concept notes, leading to 65 concept notes in total (see more
details on TPP in the chapters on SO 5 and efficiency below).

For COP 15 (May 2022), the GM assessed the LDN target-setting process as follows: “The LDN target-
setting process has provided a solid foundation for establishing baselines, setting voluntary national
LDN targets and providing a clear snapshot of priorities and action required. As country Parties
advance towards achieving LDN by 2030, in order for LDN targets to be more effective as a vehicle for
delivery and to mobilize resources at project level, voluntary LDN targets should be more specific, time-
bound, policy-coherent, quantitative, spatially explicit, gender-responsive and adequately integrated

18 Decision 3/COP 12
19 For more information, please see https://www.unccd.int/land-and-life/land-degradation-neutrality/overview
20 MacPherson, Ronnie, Evaluation of Land Degradation Neutrality Target Setting Project, pages 4-5 (2019), UNCCD
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into land use planning frameworks. This will help improve the process of land-use decision-making and
guide investment planning while advancing implementation and related monitoring activities™?.

In response, the COP requested the secretariat and the GM to support Parties in reviewing and refining
their voluntary LDN targets and in delineating their location and extent in order to ensure that they are
quantifiable, spatially explicit and time-bound, in line with levels of national ambition. The secretariat
and the GM were also requested to support the streamlining of the process of setting and/or refining
voluntary LDN targets with other Convention and associated processes, and integrating these targets
into (sub)national integrated land-use planning frameworks in those country Parties that may wish to
engage in this process.?? In May 2023, the GM and the secretariat, in collaboration with partners,
launched the second phase of the LDN target-setting programme (LDN TSP 2.0), to meet the COP 15
request. 31 country Parties have expressed interest in joining the programme, and the GM currently has
resources to start working with 18 of them. Additional funding is sought to support more countries. To
provide technical guidance for LDN TSP 2.0 participants, a supplementary technical guide for
strengthening land restoration targets and commitments, as well as a capacity-building workshop, are
being developed.

In summary, UNCCD Parties have actively used LDN since the initiation of the concept. Two-thirds of
Parties (130 countries) have joined the LDN-TSP and more than one hundred of them have already
finalized their LDN targets. 18 Parties are starting to refine their LDN targets to become more specific
and investment-prone. More than 70 countries participate in the TPP/PPP programme to convert their
LDN targets into concrete results.

In the survey that was conducted for this independent assessment, 90% of the respondents that have
been involved in the LDN-focused activities stated that it has improved their understanding of the status
of land degradation. Most of them considered that it has also improved planning and tools for fighting
land degradation and increased capacity to measure and monitor land degradation (73% for both points),
improved national/local coordination on land matters (66%) and assisted in the implementation of the
conventions on biodiversity and climate change (60%). Less than half of the respondents thought that
it had increased political commitment to land matters (45%) and secured more funding (whether internal
or external) for land matters (39%).

With regard to a wider context, the LDN targets have made a substantial contribution to global
commitments for land restoration. A 2020 report on land restoration commitments®® found that 115
countries had put forward quantitative, area-based commitments under various international
cooperation processes, estimated to amount up to one billion hectares to be restored or undergoing
restoration by 2030. The UNCCD LDN national voluntary targets were found to represent the largest
share of such commitments, about 450 million hectares in total. In comparison, in the Nationally
Determined Contributions to the UNFCCC, about 250 million hectares were committed, and in the
National Biodiversity Strategic Action Plans under the CBD, some 90 million hectares were
committed?,

Although it is recognized that many LDN targets may be lacking in precision and the accurate/realistic
number of hectares committed to may be smaller or bigger than what the 2020 study estimated, these
findings nevertheless indicate that the LDN concept and targets hold a significant potential and an
important role in advancing land restoration globally.

Other measures contributing to the achievement of SO 1

Achievement of SO 1 - improving the condition of ecosystems affected by desertification and land
degradation - involves a very broad range of activities all over the world, and analyzing or even

21 Report by the Global Environment Facility on the financing of programmes and projects concerning desertification/land
degradation and drought, ICCD/CRIC (18)/5, (2019), GEF

22 Decisions 11/COP15, 12/COP 15 and 13/COP 15; in this document.

2 Goals and Commitments for the Restoration Decade, (2020), PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency

2 ibid.
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describing them in a comprehensive manner was not possible within the limits of this independent
assessment. Therefore, this section focuses on measures that have a direct linkage with the UNCCD
and/or its institutions, and for which at least some level of attribution to the Convention can be
established.

SO 1 and the Global Environment Facility

The mandate of the GEF to invest in global environmental benefits relates directly to its role as a
financial mechanism of the UNCCD. The GEF LDFA provides the opportunity for eligible countries to
use resources for implementing the Convention and its Strategic Framework 2018—2030. The goal of
LDFA is defined as to “avoid, reduce, and reverse land degradation, desertification and mitigate the
effects of drought”, which is fully aligned with the LDN concept. The design and implementation of
Focal Area projects and programs are guided by UNCCD operational guidance for country support to
LDN% %6 The GEF has also been instrumental in the evolution of LDN planning and programming at
national level — it provided major part of the funding for LDN-TSP, and also TSP 2.0 is launched with
the GEF support.

Since July 2017, the GEF has programmed 65 projects under LDFA. In addition, 133 projects
contributing to SO 1 were programmed under multi-focal area. These projects aim at restoring over 16
million hectares of land and improving landscape management in an area exceeding 190 million
hectares. More than 70 million people are estimated to benefit from these projects.?’” The level of
funding associated with these projects is discussed under the section on SO 5.

As the GEF LDFA programming derives directly from the UNCCD guidance, the results of the projects
implemented under the Focal Area serve as examples of the eventual country-level outcomes and impact
generated through the Convention. However, most of the mentioned GEF LDFA projects have recently
started and there is only limited information available on the results. Furthermore, the GEF projects are
implemented by a variety of implementing and executing agencies that each have their own way of
monitoring and publishing progress information on their projects. Keeping these limitations in mind,
below are some generic indications of the achievements from the projects funded by the GEF under
LDFA during the duration of the Strategic Framework. These achievements are not meant as a
comprehensive list of what could be expected as the eventual country-level impact of the UNCCD
implementation/SO 1; they are only examples of such impact, compiled from available project
documentation.

Typical achievements in the GEF-funded projects that were studied:

Ecosystem improvements were the focus in most projects and the achievements included rehabilitation
of degraded land, reforestation, erosion and sedimentation control, improved irrigation systems, and
bush clearing, among others. Many projects indicated progress toward increased land productivity,
ecosystem stress reduction measures leading to improved biodiversity and water quality, and improved
conditions for carbon sequestration.

Increased capacity of various target groups (authorities, farmers, technicians...) was reported in all
projects, including new skills in land, water and forest management practices and technologies,
planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation activities, as well as resource mobilization. Using
systematic capacity assessments as the basis of training and combining innovation with basic
knowledge were found particularly effective tools for training. While improved capacity was generally
detected among those individuals that participated in the trainings, some projects noted challenges in
the institutionalization of the capacity.

25 Land Degradation Neutrality Transformative Projects and Programmes: Operational Guidance for Country Support, (2019),
UNCCD

% GEF-8 programming directions
27 Sources: GEF reports to the UNCCD COP 14 and COP 15, GEF corporate scorecards December 2021 and June 2023
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More diversified income-generation through, for example, nurseries, market gardens, non-timber forest
product value chains and ecotourism, was included in several projects, resulting in higher household
income, food supply/security, economic resilience, willingness to adopt new techniques and
approaches, and improved community interaction.

Increased cooperation among key stakeholders was achieved in many projects through the
establishment of coordination bodies and incentivizing cooperation. Participatory approaches were
considered critical for developing and implementing effective land use plans and monitoring systems.
Many projects resulted in better recognition of the importance of engaging women and young people
in addressing land degradation.

Strengthened national and regional systems for monitoring, ranging from the capacity to establish
simple baselines to collecting and analyzing data for global processes were observed in several projects.

Improved information access for practitioners and other stakeholders was generated in many projects
through targeted knowledge sharing networks, enabling access to laws and documents of administrative
bodies, and by developing new and specific guidelines and regulations.

Policies and legislation pertinent to the sustainable management of land, water, and ecosystems were
among the expected results in several projects that were studied, but none of them reported good
achievements in this field. Some had generated draft versions and one project had also organized
dialogues to foster policy uptake, but no new or improved policies were reported having been completed
in the projects that were studied.

Special flagship programmes contributing to SO 1

The UNCCD serves as a platform to engage governments, international organizations, scientists,
farmers, the private sector and local communities to promote sustainable practices and shared
knowledge that help improve land productivity and create a more resilient future. The Convention
secretariat and the GM are also active partners to some processes and initiatives that have particularly
significant potential to advance the UNCCD objectives, and that are suitable for their mandate and
operational modalities. Their direct involvement is meant to ensure that the objectives and priorities of
the UNCCD are duly integrated into these processes and initiatives, and that information from them is
effectively channeled to benefit and enrich considerations under the Convention.

Of such processes and initiatives, GGW, the G20 initiative and the Greening Drylands Partnership are
mostly targeting SO1. Their contribution is briefly described below.

The Great Green Wall of Sahara and Sahel Initiative

GGW is a pan-African initiative to restore and sustainably manage land in Sahara and the Sahel region
to address land degradation and poverty. Its aim was originally to create a long plant barrier along the
Sahel, but over time this vision has evolved into an integrated ecosystem management approach in the
“dry corridor” of the region, striving for a mosaic of different land use and production systems. The
GGW is a flagship initiative for the African Union, seeking to generate approaches and lessons that can
be replicated elsewhere. Eleven countries in the region, supported by numerous financial and
implementing agencies as well as bilateral donors, participate in the Initiative.

The UNCCD secretariat and the GM have supported the GGW coordination, provided technical
guidance and assisted in the partnership building and resource mobilization. Since 2020, the GM has
hosted the GGW Accelerator unit, a small team that is to support the monitoring of results and impact
throughout the GGW, assist in the tracking of funding and support the GGW Pan- African Agency in a
structured, multi-stakeholder approach to bring forth the Initiative. As the Accelerator staff is part of
the UNCCD structure, its activities are coordinated and coherent with those of the GM, and the
developments in the GGW are contributing to the UNCCD work and knowledge base.
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In 2020, the UNCCD commissioned a comprehensive study of the GGW progress called “The Great
Green Wall Implementation Status Report and Way Ahead 20307?¢. The study identified the following
key overall results as of 2020:

- 20 million hectares of land have been restored
- Over 350,000 jobs have been created
- Approximately $90 million has been generated between 2007 and 2018 through GGW activities

- At current rates of progress, the restored area will sequester more than 300 million tons of carbon
dioxide by 2030, which would represent about 30% of the GGW Initiative's original target.

- To reach the GGW restoration target of 100 million hectares of land by 2030, an average of 8.2
million hectares of land per year would need to be restored by the participating countries, at an
annual financial investment of US$4.3 billion.

The eleven participating countries reported widely varying results to the status report, with some having
achieved much more than others. This applies also to the access to resources provided to the GGW,
which is explained in further detail in section 3.4.1. below on efficiency of resource mobilization.

Although GGW has faced many challenges®, the participating countries remain committed at the
highest level, as proven by many strong statements at various regional and global forums, and the donor
community has also shown considerable interest. Many other countries in Africa and beyond seem to
consider that it serves as an example of a successful, country driven action for addressing desertification
and land degradation. In the UNCCD meeting debates, replicating GGW in other regions has been
mentioned several times, and recently the 16 countries in the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) launched a similar regional initiative®.

The G20 Initiative

The G20, or Group of Twenty, is an intergovernmental forum of the world’s major economies®.
Collectively, the G20 accounts for 85% of global GDP, 75% of international trade and two-thirds of the
world population. In November 2020, at the Riyadh Summit of the G20 leaders, the G20 launched the
Global Initiative on Reducing Land Degradation and Enhancing Conservation of Terrestrial Habitats
(G20 Initiative). The ambition of this Global Initiative is to prevent, halt and reverse land degradation
and reduce degraded land by 50 per cent by 20402, This G20 commitment is estimated to amount to
350 million ha®,.

The G20 GLI is supported and monitored by a small office located in the UNCCD secretariat. This
office was established in 2022, and it has started its work by commissioning a background analysis for
the GLI, building communications and information exchange platforms and developing partnerships,
among other tasks. Similarly to the GGW Accelerator, the G20 GLI Office is part of the UNCCD
structure and its activities are coordinated with those of the secretariat and the GM.

GLI demonstrates the growing attention to land restoration beyond the traditional UNCCD affected
country set-up. Linking the Initiative to the UNCCD reflects the relevance given to this Convention as
a global authority and convener for land degradation issues, while also presenting challenges: how well
is the UNCCD prepared and capable for serving as the framework for this new stakeholder group
cooperation, and, very importantly, how will the Convention process benefit from it? Obviously, GLI
can generate a significant contribution toward SO1 in terms of reducing degraded land, and it may also
result in easy access to information, practices and know-how that is highly relevant to countries

28 The Great Green Wall Implementation Status and Way Ahead to 2030, (2020), UNCCD

29 See, for example the Todd, David, Review of the Great Green Wall Accelerator, (2023), UNCCD and the GGW case study
in the Green Climate Fund independent evaluation on the relevance and effectiveness of its investments in the African states
(2023), GCF

30For more information, please see: Southern Africa eyes Great Green Wall-inspired initiative (2023), UNCCD

31 Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Republic of Korea, Mexico,
Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Tiirkiye, UK, USA and the European Union (EU).

32 G20 Global Land Initiative Implementation Strategy and Work Plan 2022-2024 (2022), UNCCD/G20 GLI

33 Estimate provided by the G20 GLI Office
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worldwide. Furthermore, GLI is more likely to succeed in drawing the attention of decision-makers in
the world’s most powerful countries than would be the case for the UNCCD alone.

Greening Drylands Partnership

Greening Drylands Partnership is a programme funded by the Republic of Korea, aiming to promote
synergies between land restoration, climate change mitigation and biodiversity conservation. Since
2017, the programme has co-funded pilot projects in nine countries, most of which have been
implemented through UNEP). These pilot projects have helped countries to test in practice a variety of
approaches and policies for land restoration, including for example those on peatland restoration and
climate-smart agriculture®*.

The Greening Drylands Programme is an example of a relatively small-scale partnership involving the
UNCCD, which supports action on a specific topic or area. Such partnerships can effectively trigger
larger-scale action, and they also provide useful information for other similar activities.

Other global, regional and national programmes and initiatives

In the survey for this independent assessment, many respondents provided information of activities and
processes outside the UNCCD context that they use or participate in for preventing desertification and
land degradation and/or restoring degraded land. The activities and processes vary from country/local
level policies and programmes to regional and global initiatives. Here are those most often mentioned:

- The United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration

- UNFCCC, CBD and the Ramsar Convention

- The Bonn Challenge

- The Economics of Land Degradation Initiative

- Region-specific programmes and frameworks (for example SADC Action Plan, the EU Green Deal)
- AFRI100 Initiative

Many of the mentioned processes and frameworks rely to some extent on the approaches and concepts
developed under the UNCCD, even if they have no direct link with the Convention.

SO 1: Feedback received through the survey and interviews

In the survey and the interviews conducted for this independent assessment, the UNCCD Parties and
other stakeholders provided extensive feedback and suggestions on matters concerning SO 1. Below is
an overview of the points raised, loosely grouped under nine themes.

Land degradation neutrality: As mentioned earlier in this section, a large majority of those countries
that had participated in the UNCCD activities on LDN reported on good results in improving related
understanding, planning and monitoring capacities, and also coordination and synergies. Less than half
of the survey respondents thought that it had increased political commitment to land matters and secured
more funding for land matters.

In the interviews, many respondents talked about the LDN concept. They were concerned about the
scientifically oriented conceptualization of LDN, making it difficult for politicians and the public to
understand, and called for “demystification of LDN” by clarifying that it essentially revolves around
ecosystem restoration. Some stated that LDN seems to copy the concept of carbon neutrality, although
carbon concerns are similar everywhere while land differs from one place to another. Some further
noted difficulties in linking the concept with SLM activities on the ground, and some said LDN sounds
good in English but is not translatable to other languages.

34 For more information, please see https://www.unccd.int/our-work/flagship-initiatives/greening-drylands-partnership
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Links with the other Rio Conventions: In the survey, those respondents representing international
organizations emphasized LDN as a useful reference for implementing the Conventions on climate
change and biodiversity, and several country respondents considered this as one of the main roles for
LDN. Nevertheless, many interviewees noted that the role of land degradation in climate change and
biodiversity loss is still not fully recognized. It was widely considered that further synergies in
implementation are needed for the UNCCD to achieve its objectives.

Monitoring desertification & land degradation and related measures: Many respondents noted that
there are no commonly agreed definitions of land degradation or how it is evolving. The UNCCD
focuses on the three indicators under SO 1 and considers that achieving LDN requires progress in all
three indicators. Almost all country respondents stated that measuring degraded land and assessing land
degradation trends are difficult tasks. Data collection for the SO1 indicators, particularly those on land
productivity and soil carbon, was considered costly and difficult, and some noted delimitations of
satellite data, referring to related exchanges at COP15 in 2022. It was further said that although the
UNCCD considers that progress on only one of the three indicators is not enough as an achievement in
the LDN framework, any progress made on even a single indicator should be considered as a positive
sign. This indicates the need to further develop the metrics and the approach of the UNCCD. Some
respondents noted that the limited availability and reliability of data is a challenge for the UNCCD
process, while some others considered that although the indicators may not be optimal, they are
nevertheless tools that can be used for the UNCCD. Some called for further monitoring of the LDN
targets: what do they cover and what has been achieved.

Political commitment: Some respondents appreciated the growing political importance of the UNCCD,
associated with active advocacy and communication highlighting the links between land, climate
change and biodiversity. Some considered that the integration of LDN into the SDG framework has
helped the UNCCD gain political interest and recognition among decision makers, and others stated
that the UNCCD should further leverage on being the custodian of SDG 15.3.1. It was noted that the
UNCCD LDN framework should be transformed into a concrete tool for policymakers, emphasizing
community involvement and supported by scientific guidance that integrates the LDN aims with
political economy and social science. The language to convince decision-makers should include
messages on the economic benefits of LDN.

Compliance: As one interviewee put it, ... "[for the] LDN to be successful, targets have to be followed
up and more effort put in”. Several respondents underlined the importance of further operationalizing,
planning and budgeting for the LDN at the national level, and “creating a political status” for it by
showing the economic, political and social consequences of land degradation. Some emphasized the
need for ensuring that the LDN implementation is institutionalized and enforced through the national
political and legislative processes, and many provided related examples, such as national strategies to
combat desertification, LDN sections of national environmental policy, and rural development
laws/policies including LDN. Some noted that a UNCCD compliance system is necessary to enforce
binding commitments and hold Parties accountable for LDN reporting and budgeting.

Re-thinking affected countries: Several respondents representing countries that are not traditionally
defined as “affected countries” under the UNCCD mentioned their participation in commitments and
cooperation to address land degradation, such as the G20 Initiative and the EU soil strategy, and some
had also developed national frameworks or strategies on land and soil. Most of them noted the
responsiveness between this work and the UNCCD, while some considered that they are not ready to
take on the obligations of formally declaring themselves as an affected country. Some said that the
responsible ministries in their country do not define the UNCCD as a tool for their domestic purposes,
but for international cooperation. Some respondents considered that initiatives like the G20 Initiative
offer opportunities for practical UNCCD entry points to new country groups, and for leveraging funding
and promoting activities addressing land degradation globally.

Substantive focus: Most respondents considered that the UNCCD should facilitate more discussions

on land-related matters across various sectors, although some thought that the scope of the Convention
should not be broadened too much. It was noted that land degradation is still perceived as an
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environmental issue, and its critical role in farming, infrastructure and urbanization, among others, is
not adequately understood. The economic aspects of land, including its value and cost-benefit analysis,
were particularly mentioned as topics that the Convention should pay more attention to. Some
respondents stated that for the LDN to be relevant, the cost of land degradation needs to be calculated
and brought to political attention. Socio-economic potential and benefits of LDN should be also made
better known and applied through, for example, promoting local markets for primary products,
developing social agroforestry approaches, and incentivizing sustainable land use practices in farming.
Some suggested that the UNCCD considers leveraging existing networks involved in scientific research
and broader land aspects (economic, land value, cost analysis), such as the Economics of Land
Degradation initiative®, for the implementation of LDN. Many respondents highlighted agro-ecology
and regenerative agriculture practices as key long-term solutions for achieving goals related to LDN.

Focus on advancing action on the ground: The success of LDN was said to depend on its use and
usefulness on the ground — one interviewee noted that as reference, the programmes to implement the
nationally determined contributions (NDCs) on climate change are actively promoted and incorporated
into national policy. The LDN target projects and programmes should be similarly well-defined and
communicated. Many respondents also stated that the UNCCD should prioritize practical action-
oriented support aiming to generate progress at local level, and the following measures were specifically
mentioned:

- Develop practical guides for stakeholders at different scales to transform LDN into an operational
agricultural framework (e.g. agro-ecological best practices),

- Promote science-based learning for local level (for example, how healthy soil can retain more
water); possibly through a framework prepared by the SPI,

- Tailor communication strategies to farmers and local use, which may include capacity building
through media,

- Engage with farmers and local communities to gather best practices and lessons learned, including
also approaches that are not scientifically validated,

- Emphasize participatory management by giving equal attention to biophysical and governance
aspects, in particular land tenure and women and youth empowerment, and

- Promote the inclusion of citizen science and local indigenous knowledge.

Preparing for the post-2030 UNCCD: Some respondents provided first insights on planning for the
period after 2030, when the current Strategic Framework expires. They mentioned the need to create a
framework that becomes prioritized by governments through clear added value and co-benefits of the
implementation of the Convention. Bringing together science and on the ground experiences was
considered important.

SO 1: Assessment of status and possible improvements

As the starting point for the consideration of SO 1, the UNCCD national reports submitted in 2023
indicate that land degradation is rapidly increasing and implementing current land restoration
commitments will not be adequate if the global community aims to achieve LDN by 2030%. Although
the reported data covers only part of the global land area and there are likely to be inaccuracies in
measurements, the key point is credible enough: more effective and faster action is needed to meet SO
1 by 2030. This independent assessment found that many of such actions are planned and committed to
in association with the UNCCD, and also outside its immediate sphere.

There is only limited information available for assessing progress made toward the SO 1 expected
impacts 1.1 Land productivity and related ecosystems services are maintained or enhanced and 1.2 The
vulnerability of affected ecosystems is reduced, and the resilience of ecosystems is increased. The

35 For more information, please see https://www.eld-initiative.org/en/

3 Preliminary analysis — strategic objective 1: To improve the condition of affected ecosystems, combat desertification/land

degradation, promote sustainable land management and contribute to land degradation neutrality, ICCD/CRIC(21)/2* ,
(2023), UNCCD
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feedback received through the survey and interviews for this independent assessment, complemented
with findings from the GEF funded projects, indicates that many outcomes, which are critical for the
eventual impact, are being achieved, including better understanding of land degradation, improved
capacity in land/ecosystem management, increased cooperation among key stakeholders, and
strengthened national planning and monitoring systems. Some concrete, although fragmented, evidence
is available on land areas having been restored, notably from the GEF funded projects and the GGW.
However, most numerical information concerning avoidance, prevention and reversing of degraded land
is provided as commitments and at least for the time being, it seems to be very difficult to find reliable
and consistent data on what has been completed vis-a-vis these commitments.

The UNCCD secretariat is collaborating with the FAO-led framework for ecosystem restoration
monitoring (FERM)?* to streamline monitoring and reporting of restoration commitments, with a focus
on progress towards Target 2 of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework. A draft
methodology® and an online platform® are already in place. The secretariat considers that building
interoperability between PRAIS and FERM will eventually ensure data integration, so that information
on LDN targets and implemented actions gathered through PRAIS can also be brought into FERM.

The UNCCD LDN framework, with the conceptual and methodological definitions, target setting and
project preparation support, is engaging a large majority of Parties. The LDN concept is also used by
the GEF (as a financial mechanism of the Convention) and reflected in many cooperation initiatives
and programmes on land. This suggests that progress is made toward SO 1 expected impact 1.3:
National voluntary land degradation neutrality targets are set and adopted by countries wishing to do
so, related measures are identified and implemented, and necessary monitoring systems are established.
Nevertheless, there is still a long way to achieving this expected impact, as several LDN targets need
further development and large-scale implementation is yet to take place. Systematic monitoring of the
targets and their implementation is also not yet established, although the GM maintains detailed records
at the output level of the UNCCD-supported activities (number of countries involved, country level
tasks completed, project concepts prepared...).

With regard to the fourth expected impact 1.4 Measures for sustainable land management and the
combating of desertification/land degradation are shared, promoted and implemented, the LDN process
has generated multiple types of information, from LDN target database to methodological and thematic
guides®. Several dashboards linked to LDN and SLM have been created by UNCCD partners*..
Furthermore, several GEF-funded projects report having generated improved information access for
practitioners and other stakeholders through targeted knowledge sharing networks, enabling access to
laws and documents of administrative bodies, and by developing new and specific guidelines and
regulations. Building on these findings, this independent assessment considers that progress is being
made toward this expected impact.

Possible improvements

The feedback provided by countries and other stakeholders through the survey and interviews points to
many possible improvements that could speed up and intensify action toward meeting SO 1 and its
expected impacts:

Measuring progress: As the LDN target setting process and implementation advance, tools for
measuring achievements beyond output delivery will be needed, not only for accountability toward
donors but also for demonstrating the benefits for political decision-makers and thereby enhancing the
political momentum. Considering the numerous land restoration commitments made outside the LDN
process, at least some extent of monitoring of impact at the global level will be needed in the coming
years as well. Providing such global information could easily fall under the UNCCD, which would not

37 Framework For Ecosystem Monitoring

38 Monitoring and reporting suggestions for Target 2 of the post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework (2020), UNDER
39 Framework for Ecosystem Restoration Monitoring Platform

4OFor more information, please see https://www.unccd.int/land-and-life/land-degradation-neutrality/resources

4 See, for example, WOCAT database on SLM best practices
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necessarily mean that the UNCCD must bear the burden of collecting and analyzing all the data. Rather
the Convention could serve as a “hub” that brings together information from different sources and
releases periodic global reports and statements that may provide insights to the actions taken and
progress made in different parts of the world. At the same time, the UNCCD could actively support the
streamlining of different monitoring approaches, including under the UN Decade on Ecosystem
Restoration, for better comparability and coherence of information.

Within the UNCCD, along with “demystification” of the concept of LDN to a more understandable and
politically attractive interpretation, the current SO 1 monitoring could be complemented by national
reporting elements that are easier to use and provide more precise information around LDN
achievements. However, the risk here is that it leaves the door open for countries to measure and monitor
LDN how it suits them for their national context, meaning that assessing progress regionally or globally
would be become more difficult since the methods would be incomparable. Hence, contradictions
between default data and national data need to be avoided and if they occur, clarified.

Expanding engagement: It seems that one of the hindrances in raising similar political commitment for
the UNCCD as the other two Rio Conventions enjoy is in its division of Parties into two main categories:
those that are affected and need UNCCD support, and those that are not; the latter consisting mainly of
countries in the global North. This is in contrast to the commitments, initiatives and strategic/legislative
measures that many of these “non-affected” Parties are taking to protect and restore their land and soil.
Even in the UNCCD context, this division seems artificial, as LDN is applicable to all types of land and
the globality of desertification/land degradation is generally recognized in several COP decisions and
the 2018-2030 Strategic Framework*?.

The UNCCD and the tools and services it offers are targeted largely to affected developing countries;
so far the Convention process has placed only limited attention to integrating into its agenda and
operations substantive considerations outside the countries belonging to the Regional Implementation
Annexes®. Obviously, most of the “non-affected” countries do not need the type of capacity building,
partnership facilitation and operational guidance that the UNCCD offers to affected countries, but their
own work could greatly benefit from the global exchanges, networks and visibility provided by the
Convention. For the UNCCD, closing the divide between the affected and non-affected Parties would
enrich the substantive basis, deepen political commitment and cooperation worldwide, and bring the
UNCCD to the same level with the other two Rio Conventions — at the moment, the UNFCCC addresses
climate change globally, the CBD addresses biodiversity loss globally, while the UNCCD addresses
desertification and land degradation in affected countries.

Increasing implementation on the ground: Achieving LDN will require farmers to change their
practices, businesses to improve their sourcing and urban planners to rethink the infrastructure, to
outline just a few examples of the magnitude of the needed measures. The UNCCD can play an
important role in advancing political decision-making that can make LDN happen, and providing and
promoting measures that are necessary for implementation, from thematic guidance to resource
mobilization. However, to achieve impact on the ground at scale, the support and efforts of the UNCCD
and others aiming to achieve the same targets would need to lead to a global “restoration industry” — a
compilation of normative frameworks, scientific expertise, targeted financing, skillful practitioners and
committed land users — that can deliver LDN. For the UNCCD process to be an effective catalyst for
such a movement, it may need to reconsider its substantive focus. Such reconsideration could include,
for example, new UNCCD measures aiming to promote norms or legislation that encourages public
sector and private companies to protect and restore land, or advancing expert training on specific topics
through partnerships.

42 Decision 7/COP.13 in this document.
43 For more information, please see https://www.unccd.int/convention/regions
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3.3.2. Strategic objective 2: Improving the living conditions of affected people

Strategic objective 2: To improve the living conditions of affected populations

Expected impacts:
2.1 Food security and adequate access to water for people in affected areas is improved.
2.2 The livelihoods of people in affected areas are improved and diversified.

2.3 Local people, especially women and youth, are empowered and participate in decision-making
processes in combating DLDD.

2.4 Migration forced by desertification and land degradation is substantially reduced.

Information concerning this strategic objective is collected through national reporting indicators on
trends in population living below the relative poverty line and/or income inequality in affected areas,
trends in access to safe drinking water in affected areas, and trends in the proportion of the population
exposed to land degradation, disaggregated by sex. Below is a summary of key findings on SO 2 of the
national reports submitted in 2023:

o Trends in poverty/income inequality

82 countries provided quantitative information for this indicator; the trends analysis of that
information indicates a 40.2 % decline in the number of people living in poverty across the country
Parties that reported. However, the reports from Africa indicate an increase in poverty.

o Access to safe drinking water

102 countries provided information for this indicator and the results indicate that globally, for Parties
that reported, the proportion of the population with access to safe drinking water increased from 63.5
per cent in the earliest reported year to 66.3 per cent in the latest reported year.

o Trends in the proportion of the population exposed to land degradation disaggregated by sex

96 countries report on this indicator. 1,226,490,000 people, or one quarter of the reported population,
were directly exposed to land degradation in 2019 which increased slightly from the population
exposed over the baseline period**

In its document to the CRIC, the secretariat notes that: “The aggregated results indicate progress
towards improving the living conditions of affected populations. However, variability in the scope, detail
and nature of the reported data sets precludes drawing more firm conclusions about the rate or
magnitude of the improvement in living conditions of affected populations and what the drivers of these
improvements may be.”**Adding to the limitations is that the general trends presented on poverty and
inequality in the first part are not analytically linked to those on populations affected by land degradation
in the second part.

The UNCCD-developed measures for SO 2

Under the UNCCD, work on SO 2 has focused on promoting the integration of gender equality and
secure tenure into the implementation of the Convention at all levels, and promoting land-based
activities to improve stability and security. The main activities and related results of the SO 2 areas of
work are presented below, and gender matters are discussed in further detail under chapter 3.7 of this
report.

It may be noted that recently, the secretariat has intensified its efforts in engaging youth in land
restoration through various campaigns and events. This work is directly relevant for progress toward

4 For more information on the reporting results, please see https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/2023-
09/2315448E v2.pdf
4 ibid. pages 10-11
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SO 2, but as it is yet too early to consider the results of the youth engagement, related matters are not
discussed in this report.

Gender equality: At COP 13 in 2017, Parties adopted the UNCCD Gender Action Plan (GAP) with
focus on five objectives:

1. Enhancing women’s role as agents of change by addressing the gender inequalities they face.

2. Building the capacities of women and girls to access the resources they need to improve their
livelihoods, manage land sustainably and become resilient to drought.

3. Building the technical capacities of UNCCD stakeholders at all levels to design and implement
gender-responsive plans and programmes, including in LDN interventions.

4. Development of a baseline on gender-related issues in land degradation and desertification, and
monitor, report and regularly review progress in the implementation and achievement of objectives.

5. Mobilization of e adequate resources to achieve these objectives.

GAP is the framework for all UNCCD actions on gender. It is primarily meant to be implemented by
Parties, but the UNCCD institutions have also had an important role in supporting Parties in their efforts.
Many Parties use UNCCD guidance and technical advice on integrating gender issues into UNCCD
implementation and the design of transformative LDN projects. The secretariat and the GM have also
provided capacity building, conducted research for advocacy and policy guidance, promoted the
development of UNCCD-specific tools and guidelines, and supported the integration of gender
responsiveness into different aspects of the UNCCD implementation. Gender aspects were also
integrated into the activities of the SPI and the first IWG on Drought. The first UNCCD Gender Caucus
was convened at COP 14 in 2019, and as a call to advance women’s land rights, the secretariat launched
in 2022 a campaign ‘Her Land, Her Rights’. For national reporting, the secretariat has included new
sex-disaggregated indicators and a new set of questions relating to gender and women’s empowerment
in the report template.

The UNCCD activities on gender equality have generated many results. To mention just a few, nearly
all LDN target country profiles and national drought plans prepared with UNCCD support mention
gender, although the extent of operationalizing gender mainstreaming varies from country to country;
and the ‘Her Land, Her Rights’ campaign resulted in a social media outreach of over 300 million people,
over 1,000 print and online articles, and related events in 40 countries.*®

In the national reports submitted in 2023, 85 countries reported on their approaches and/or experiences
related to gender issues. On policy and planning, many Parties reaffirmed the importance of the GAP
objectives for the effective implementation of the UNCCD. Commitments to gender mainstreaming in
national policies and legislation were mentioned, as well as the development of technologies and
systems that promote equality and equity for marginalized groups such as women and youth. Many
underlined the importance for women to gain access to and benefit from financial and non-financial
resources and called for related capacity building; establishing women-friendly quotas, and
incentivizing their participation in decision-making processes were also mentioned as promising
strategies. Among the challenges to mainstreaming gender, the national reports mentioned a lack of
gender experts, institutional and technical capacities.*’

In the survey for this independent assessment, those respondents that had been involved in UNCCD
gender activities were asked to rate five statements concerning the results of those activities in their
country. The responses were highly positive:

o 929% of the respondents considered that the UNCCD activities had improved their country
capacity to integrate gender equality into projects and programmes;

46 For more information, please see CRIC 21 document: Follow-up on policy frameworks and thematic issues: sand and dust
storms. drought, land tenure and gender , ICCD/CRIC (21)/9, (2023), UNCCD
47 Ibid pages 14-15
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e 85% noted improved understanding and awareness of gender equality in the context of UNCCD
implementation;
e 85% observed an increased capacity to integrate gender equality into national/local policies and
strategies;
77% stated increased national commitment to gender equality; and
e 629% rated positively the improved responsiveness of project proposals to the requirements of
donors.

In the open survey questions and the interviews, the respondents mentioned support to women farmers
as a priority. They emphasized the need to refocus the GAP on land tenure security and to improve
women's access to land, treating gender equality as a cross-cutting, integral matter to the UNCCD
process and implementation.

Land tenure has been on the UNCCD COP agenda since COP 14, at which time Parties adopted their
first decision on the topic. In follow-up, the UNCCD activities on tenure have focused on providing
related guidance and capacity building, identifying and addressing challenges concerning land tenure,
and raising awareness on good land governance and women’s land rights.

The secretariat collaborated with FAO and other partners to produce a technical guide on how to
integrate the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and
Forests in the Context of National Food Security (VGGT) into the implementation of the Convention
and the achievement of LDN. The technical guide was prepared through multi-stakeholder e-
consultations and feedback from Parties at CRIC 19. It highlights three key aspects: Legitimate tenure
rights; consultation and participation; and gender-responsive approaches, to be considered by policy
and decision-makers and land administrators in the design and implementation of LDN commitments
and initiatives. The guide presents nine action-oriented pathways on potential solutions to commonly
encountered land tenure challenges in the context of national plans, legal frameworks, strategies and
action programmes with regards to LDN.*8

Since February 2023, the UNCCD, FAO and other partners have organized series of webinars for
different stakeholder groups to share their experiences and describe case examples that demonstrate
specific regional challenges as well as potential synergies with other sustainable development priorities
to help make secure tenure both an effective means and desirable outcome of LDN and land restoration
initiatives at national and project scales. Access to support to tackle specific challenges linked to land
and ecosystem degradation by integrating secure land tenure has been discussed as well. 138 countries
were represented during these webinars with close to 900 participants representing governments,
intergovernmental and civil society organizations, academia/research and partners and donors.

To facilitate countries‘ efforts to mobilize the needed resources, the GM has developed a business case
that provides a value proposition on why to invest in enhancing tenure security as part of the TPPs. It
has also mapped out financing institutions and mechanisms with specific gender mainstreaming
requirements and tenure-related priorities and/or safeguards to be considered in the project development
phase, and started working on a tenure checklist, building on the technical guide, which would support
the integration of land tenure into projects and programmes. The checklist will be finalized by COP 16
in 2024. Furthermore, a joint UNCCD-FAO programme to support national consultations to implement
a land tenure strategy and action plan, develop specific guidance and exchange lessons learned has been
launched, and cooperation with first country partners is expected to start in late 2023.

For awareness raising, the secretariat launched the “Her Land, Her Rights” campaign mentioned above,
and collaborated with numerous partners to enhance advocacy on land tenure issues, following the
awareness-raising options paper, ‘Land rights matter for people and the planet’, launched at COP 15.

48 Technical Guide on the Integration of the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land.
Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security into the Implementation of the United Nations Convention to
Combat Desertification and Land Degradation Neutrality, (2022), FAO and UNCCD
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In the feedback for this independent assessment, several respondents commended the UNCCD COP
decisions on tenure as landmark achievements, as they are unique among the outcomes of all treaty
processes. Many considered that land governance and particularly women’s land rights should be given
a prominent position in the UNCCD in the future.

Land-based activities for security and stability have mostly been about promoting green jobs, as
means to generate employment and income in rural areas and thereby prevent people’s displacement
and radicalization due to worsening living conditions, poverty and marginalization. As mentioned in
the chapter on SO 1, the secretariat and the GM have supported the GGW, which aims to create 10
million green jobs in rural areas, among other goals, via a mosaic of green and productive landscapes
across 11 countries. The secretariat was also actively assisting the development of the Sustainability,
Stability and Security (3S) Initiative involving 13 African countries, which was launched in 2016 and
aims to create two million green jobs for vulnerable groups, in particular young people, migrants,
displaced populations and individuals targeted by extremist groups, through investment in the
restoration of ten million hectares of degraded lands. In 2020, the secretariat and the GM established
the Peace Forest Initiative (PFI) that will promote cooperation between countries to rehabilitate
degraded land and forest in fragile and post-conflict locations while promoting peace and confidence.
The country level activities of PFI are yet to be started.

SO 2: Assessment of status and possible improvements

Assessing progress toward the first expected impact under this SO, 2.1 Food security and adequate
access to water for people in affected areas is improved, relies on the information provided in national
reports on the indicator concerning access to safe drinking water. According to that, the proportion of
the population with access to safe drinking water increased from 63.5 per cent in the earliest reported
year to 66.3 per cent in the latest reported year, which indicates a positive change. However, as pointed
out by the secretariat in its document on these reporting results*®’, the data coverage is limited and should
be interpreted with caution. Moreover, it may be noted that none of the activities carried out under the
UNCCD are directly contributing to access to safe drinking water, and therefore it is not likely that any
progress indicated in the national reports could be attributed to the UNCCD and activities related to
LDN and drought plans; rather it is result of other processes. Therefore, this report concludes that
progress toward this expected impact cannot be assessed due to lack of information.

The verified results of those GEF funded projects that were studied for this independent assessment,
and the interim achievements under the GGW (see the chapter on SO 1) indicate that the action taken
under the UNCCD may, eventually, result in progress toward expected impact 2.2 The livelihoods of
people in affected areas are improved and diversified. Although related data is limited and very narrow
in scope, it indicates that some progress is being made toward the expected impact.

The UNCCD work on gender equality and land tenure seems to be appreciated by Parties and generating
country level results, mostly as an enabling environment for further action, according to the survey
findings. On this basis, it may be said that progress toward expected impact 2.3 Local people, especially
women and youth, are empowered and participate in decision-making processes in combating DLDD
has started, albeit unevenly among countries.

With regard to the last expected impact under this SO, 2.4 Migration forced by desertification and land
degradation is substantially reduced, there are no estimates on the extent of migration caused by
desertification and land degradation®’, nor means to measure related influence of the UNCCD actions.
Similarly to expected impact 2.1, none of the activities carried out under the UNCCD are directly

4Follow-up on policy frameworks and thematic issues: sand and dust storms, drought, land tenure and gender , ICCD/CRIC
(21)/9, (2023), UNCCD

%0 A joint study of the UNCCD and the International Organization for Migration builds a clear link between DLDD and
displacement / migration but notes the difficulty of isolating their environmental drivers. See Addressing the Land Degradation
— Migration Nexus: The Role of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, (2019), IOM/UNCCD
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contributing to reducing migration, and therefore it is not likely that any progress could be attributed to
the UNCCD. This report concludes that progress toward this expected impact cannot be assessed due
to lack of information.

It seems fair to say that the assessment of limited progress under SO 2, as described above, is more
about how the expectations have been defined than the work carried out under the UNCCD - reducing
migration and improving food security are too broad and distant aims for the Convention to consider
and approach in a meaningful (and measurable) manner. Even if the other two expected impacts on
improving livelihoods and empowering local people, women and youth are also broadly defined, they
can be at least translated into concrete action that fits within the mandate and operational modalities of
the secretariat and the GM , and thus provides a basis for establishing a causal linkage with the UNCCD.

This independent assessment notes that the secretariat and the GM have made a commendable effort to
link the UNCCD gender and tenure policies and guidelines with concrete action (preparation of LDN
and drought projects and programmes). This assists in ensuring that these policies and guidelines are
applicable and useful, and motivates countries to use them. Another appreciated aspect under SO 2 is
the UNCCD reliance on partners and existing information in building the Convention-specific guidance,
as that avails expertise that the secretariat and the Global Mechanism do not have and aligns the
UNCCD approaches with others in the same field, in addition to cost-effectiveness gains.

Possible improvements

Keeping the pragmatic UNCCD focus: The substantive areas covered under SO 2 — food security, access
to safe drinking water, improvement and diversification of livelihoods, empowerment of local people,
particularly women and youth, and reduction of forced migration — are among the most critical ones for
sustainable development worldwide. The UNCCD has a role to play in developing related policies,
normative and operational guidance, and building collaboration. So far, its approach has been
pragmatic, with focus on measures that are directly relevant for advancing land restoration and drought
resilience. This approach seems to have potential for generating concrete results and “added UNCCD
value” to other similar activities conducted by countries themselves and their partners, and should be
continued. Close collaboration with partners that have specific expertise and country/community level
representation is another success factor for the UNCCD to continue.

Sharing more substantive information: The UNCCD process could use more systematic information
supply on the substantive areas under SO 2, to have a better idea of what is happening and what are the
successes and key challenges, which could be useful for further planning and targeting of UNCCD
actions. The Global Land Outlook (GLO) publications provide plenty of such information, but their use
in the UNCCD process is not established — they are widely read and appreciated, but not meant to have
any role in the formal UNCCD process. Even if future GLO publications would remain as they are now,
as science-based publications as part of UNCCD communications efforts, the secretariat could consider
using better the research behind them, or other similar sources, to enrich its official documents on the
SO 2 topics. Periodic topic-specific surveys and assessments targeting UNCCD stakeholder activities
and achievements could be useful as background information too.

For bringing national reporting on SO 2 closer to concrete action carried out under the UNCCD, the
expected impacts in the Strategic Framework and the national reporting indicators under SO 2 could be
reconsidered, with the aim to simplify the approach and improve the accuracy and usefulness of both —
the expectations and the monitoring. If the current framework is preferred to be kept as is now, adding
narrower expected results under the expected impacts to specify their focus, and including revised or
new elements in the national reporting, could bring the planning and monitoring of this SO closer to
reality.
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3.3.3. Strategic objective 3: Improving drought resilience

Strategic objective 3: To mitigate, adapt to, and manage the effects of drought in order to enhance
resilience of vulnerable populations and ecosystems

The third strategic objective focuses on building resilience and mitigating the effects of drought
through progress in two areas defined as expected impacts:

3.1 Ecosystems’ vulnerability to drought is reduced, including through sustainable land and water
management practices.

3.2 Communities’resilience to drought is increased.

Droughts are increasing in frequency, duration and intensity; there is strong evidence that human-
induced climate change has led to an increased risk of drought. More than 50 million people globally
are estimated to be directly affected by droughts every year, and economic losses due to drought have
increased multifold in the past decades.>

In the UNCCD national reporting, Parties provided in the reports submitted in 2023 information on SO
3 for the first time. The data provided by countries is used for monitoring trends in selected key matters
concerning drought. The respective indicators are:

*  Trends in the proportion of land under drought over total land area
*  Trends in the proportion of the total population exposed to drought
*  Trends in the degree of drought vulnerability

An analysis®? against the three indicators was done for each indicator on data submitted by roughly 100
Parties, covering approximately 50% of the global land area. The following are the key findings
resulting from the analysis:

o Drought hazard: Trends in the proportion of land under drought over total land area

At least 25 per cent of the reported countries had their entire land area under drought for at least
one year of each of the four-year epochs in the 2000-2019 period.

o Drought exposure: Trends in the proportion of the total population exposed to drought

Over one third of the reported total population was exposed to drought throughout the 2000-2019
period; the proportions of male and female populations exposed to drought were approximately
equal.

o Drought vulnerability: Trends in the degree of drought vulnerability
60 per cent of the countries that submitted the data had high to very high drought vulnerability.

As explained by the secretariat in its report to CRIC 21, “this is the first reporting process for the SO 3
indicators adopted by Parties in decision 11/COP.14. Therefore, the regional and global statistics that
have been compiled with the submitted data reflect a preliminary effort at country Party reporting.
Although these three indicators provide insight into the progress being made at mitigating, adapting to,
and managing the effects of drought in a harmonized way, more work needs to be done on harmonization
methods to align reporting while acknowledging the complex and diverse ways of monitoring drought
hazard, exposure and vulnerability, in addition to data availability at the relevant spatial and temporal
scales”. It continues: “The UNCCD is the sole Rio Convention which commits Parties to report on a
meteorologically based definition of drought. Given the increasing severity, frequency of occurrence
and impact of drought worldwide, it is imperative that reporting evolves with the demand for a

51 For detailed information and sources, please see the UNCCD publication Drought in numbers 2022- restoration for readiness
and resilience, (2022), UNCCD
52For more information, please see https://www.unced.int/sites/default/files/2023-09/2315450E.pdf
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comprehensive assessment of global and regional status and trends in drought across all Rio

Conventions and related Multilateral Environmental Agreements >

The UNCCD-developed measures for SO 3

Drought is at the core of the mandate of the UNCCD, as presented in Article 2 of the Convention®®, and
its role in the UNCCD process has grown since the inclusion of the topic as one of the five objectives
of the Strategic Framework. The measures taken under the Convention have been mostly on policy
development and knowledge sharing and learning, both involving multiple partners and coordinated
efforts. The GM has also explored opportunities for financing action on drought.

On drought policies, in the last years the UNCCD focus has been on two intergovernmental working
groups (IWGs). The first one (from 2019 to 2022, between COP 14 and COP 15) reviewed existing
policies, implementation, and institutional coordination frameworks on drought preparedness and
response, and considered options for appropriate policy, advocacy and implementation measures for
addressing drought under the Convention. The resulting COP 15 decision reflected increased
commitment to policies and broad-based partnerships to enable a holistic and integrated approach for
drought resilience building. It established the second IWG for the triennium 2022-24 “fo identify and
evaluate options of global policy instruments and regional policy frameworks, linked to national
plans™®. This IWG aims to foster a paradigm shift, transforming the drought management approach
from reactive to proactive, building on the positive experience and enhanced collaboration of the
UNCCD, United Nations agencies and other relevant stakeholders. Both IWGs have generated a
substantive amount of information and analysis on matters relevant to addressing drought under the
UNCCD?®,

UNCCD has also actively supported the development of national drought plans that revise the way
drought is managed at country level— from a reactive and crisis-based perspective towards a proactive
and risk-based one. These plans provide baseline data on past drought exposure of the country and take
stock of the policies and projects implemented so far and those planned in the near future. With support
from the UNCCD secretariat and the GM , more than 70 countries have worked on their national drought
plan, and so far, 60 of them have been completed, validated and made accessible online®’.

A preliminary analysis of the completed national drought plans that the secretariat commissioned in
2021%8 highlighted the need for more effective coordination among relevant sectors and stakeholders in
tackling the issues of drought. Many countries reported limited coordination among the institutions,
sectors and stakeholders involved in drought management, and also a lack of synergies at policy level.
FAO commissioned in 2022 another study, a multi-criteria assessment of 31 national drought plans®,
with focus on their quality defined as readiness for implementation. This assessment used twelve
criteria, ranging from monitoring to gender integration. According to its detailed rating methodology,
six plans were found highly satisfactory, fourteen moderately satisfactory, and eleven in the need of
complementary information.

Furthermore, an independent evaluation®® of the UNCCD support for the development of national
drought plans indicated that the preparation of these plans helped countries to identify and recognize
the linkages between relevant but previously disparate policies and activities. The evaluation also noted
that while the plans vary in quality and depth, they all provide a previously unavailable foundation and
reference point upon which to build national drought preparedness. Many respondents consulted for the

53 Preliminary analysis — strategic objective 3: To mitigate, adapt to, and manage the effects of drought in order to enhance

resilience of vulnerable populations and ecosystems, para 42 and para 43, ICCD/CRIC (21)/4, (2023), UNCCD

54 United Nations Convention To Combat Desertification In Those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought And/Or
Desertification, Particularly In Africa, (2022), UNCCD

5 Policy advocacy on drought ICCD/COP (15)/23/Add.1 (2019), UNCCD
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evaluation felt that the national drought planning process would have benefitted from a longer time
frame and more resources to support broader, deeper consultation with national stakeholders. Many of
them also noted a pressing need to mobilize resources and ensure that the plans are implemented.

Considering the high number of countries that participate in the UNCCD drought initiative and on the
other hand the findings of the three studies, it seems that the national drought plans are an important
tool, with plenty of potential to bring into reality the transfer from reactive to proactive drought
management that the Parties are calling for. However, it also is obvious that building and implementing
an effective national drought plan including stakeholder consultation and alignment is a demanding and
time-consuming process that requires further effort as well as support.

For knowledge sharing and learning, the UNCCD has provided a wide range of products and services,
from an online toolbox to region-specific training.

A Drought Toolbox was developed through a close partnership between the UNCCD, WMO, FAO, the
Global Water Partnership (GWP), the European Union Joint Research Center (EU-JRC), the United
Nations Environment Programme Centre on Water and Environment (UNEP-DHI) and the National
Drought Mitigation Center (NDMC) at the University of Nebraska. It offers a large number of tools
organized in three modules concerning: (1) drought monitoring and early warning; (2) drought
vulnerability and risk assessment; and (3) drought risk mitigation measures, aiming to provide drought
stakeholders with easy access to tools, case studies and other resources to support the development and
implementation of national drought plans.

An independent evaluation commissioned in 2022% found that the Drought Toolbox contains diverse
and previously disparate material from multiple sources, offering a package of resources that are well-
targeted at countries at the early stages of national drought preparedness planning. Interviewees for the
evaluation generally commended the concept, content and execution of the Drought Toolbox, and a
check of its recent web traffic further confirms its usefulness, with more than 100,000 users accessing
the website between August 2022 and August 202352, Some of the evaluation interviewees felt, though,
that the Toolbox resources focused too much on high-level concepts and generic principles, and that it
would be valuable to include more granular, action-oriented resources providing practical guidance on
specific contexts and challenges.

Under the UNCCD, in collaboration with partners, several online and in-person training sessions and
capacity building workshops have been organized for specific regions and sub-regions (Southern South
America, Central Asia and Southern Africa), mostly to support the development of national drought
plans and policies, regional approaches and cooperation. In addition to the studies and briefings
prepared under the two IWGs, the Science-Policy Interface has produced several reports and policy
briefs around drought, including those on monitoring and assessment of resilience of ecosystems and
vulnerable populations to drought®® and on the land-drought nexus®, which have been an important part
of the knowledge sharing and learning for addressing drought under the UNCCD. Furthermore, in
January 2023, the UNCCD secretariat launched cooperation with the National Drought Mitigation
Center at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, USA. This Center will support the UNCCD process by
identifying approaches to integrated drought risk management focused on drought-smart land-based
solutions and serving as a think tank on emerging drought policy issues, convening independent
scientific debate on drought resilience and providing related methodological guidance.

With regard to drought finance, one of the focus areas of both IWGs has been the consideration of
options related to resources and incentives for integrated drought management. As background

61 ibid.
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63 Multiscale Approaches for the Assessment and Monitoring of Social and Ecological Resilience to Drought, (2022),
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information, the GM has developed technical reports and assessments on potential public and private
financing instruments and mechanisms.

Special flagship programmes contributing to SO 3

The UNCCD secretariat has been an active partner and convener for the International Drought
Resilience Alliance (IDRA) that was launched at the UNFCCC COP 27 in November 2022 by Spain
and Senegal.%®® This Alliance functions as a collaborative platform, bringing together countries and
international organizations with the aim to catalyze a political momentum toward a transformation in
the way the impacts of drought are managed. As concrete deliverables, IDRA aims to develop a Global
Observatory on Drought Resilience to bring together relevant data sources on drought early-warning
and monitoring, vulnerability and impacts, as well as drought risk mitigation measures. IDRA will also
support Communities of Learning and Practice (CLP) to pursue co-learning and collaboration for
drought risk and impact management issues.

IDRA has currently over 30 country members®®, including many of the world’s largest countries, and
its member organizations include all three Rio Conventions, several UN system entities as well as
development banks and funds. According to the secretariat, many more entities have expressed interest
in joining the Alliance. The UNCCD secretariat hosts a small unit, paid from the IDRA resources, that
will support IDRA in the operationalization of its work and building coherence and consistency with
relevant UNCCD COP decisions related to drought.

SO 3: Feedback received through the survey and interviews

In the survey for this independent assessment, those countries that had been involved in the UNCCD
drought-focused activities generally rated them positively, although not as highly as the corresponding
ratings given to LDN related work under SO 1. Large majority of the country respondents considered
that their involvement has improved their understanding of the drought risk and planning for
drought/mitigating its effects (81% and 77%, respectively). A substantial majority also assessed that
these activities had increased political commitment to drought preparedness (67%) and assisted in the
implementation of the Conventions on biodiversity and climate change (64%). More than half (59%) of
the respondents reported increased capacity for drought monitoring and early warning, and for improved
national/local coordination on drought (52%). Diverse responses were received to the question on
whether more funding (internal/external) was secured for drought preparedness, with almost 30%
stating no improvements and 50% indicating positive developments.

Matters concerning drought were brought up under many open questions of the survey, mostly
expressing a sense of urgency to do more and faster for addressing drought. Also in the interviews, the
UNCCD Parties and other stakeholders provided extensive feedback and suggestions on matters
concerning SO 3. Below is an overview of the points raised.

Political commitment and public awareness: Many respondents stated that the UNCCD should focus
on drought as the priority, not only because of the pressing need for measures but also because it gains
the attention of policymakers. Drought is directly linked with the climate change agenda, and its
mitigation measures and cost of inaction could be translated into a “business case” for political advocacy
purposes more easily than those of land degradation. However, some also noted that they “cannot
choose between LDN and drought”, as both are very important and interlinked. Some called for a more
holistic UNCCD approach that further connects the measures on land degradation with those on
drought.

Drought as a global problem: Many interviewees noted that the UNCCD agenda on drought is relevant
to the needs and approaches of countries all over the world. Several countries reported having integrated
drought measures into their national development plans and strategies, which was made easier by the

% For more information, please seeIDRA website at: https:/idralliance.global/
% ibid.
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global debates on drought under the UNCCD. Some countries informed having faced droughts only
recently, as a new phenomenon, and noted their need for starting to build drought preparedness and
resilience. One mentioned as an example that the country has various laws concerning water, but none
of them deals with water use for agriculture.

Funding: Many respondents called for a dedicated fund for drought preparedness and mitigation, with
some noting that domestic funding tends to become available only when drought becomes an
emergency. Some noted that establishing a new GEF focal area on drought could be one option, while
some others considered that partnerships and initiatives like IDRA can become important tools for both
resource mobilization and political attention for drought resilience building. Some mentioned also that
linking drought preparedness to funds, plans and programmes for climate change adaptation could assist
in resource mobilization.

Drought monitoring: Some respondents noted that national reporting against the drought indicators
under the UNCCD is new and will need further development. Best practices for drought indicators exist
and could be used to support reporting under this Convention. A few specific suggestions on developing
the reporting on SO 3 were made, including shifting the focus to early warning instead of drought trends,
and establishing a pool of experts to support the reporting.

SO 3: Assessment of status and possible improvements

The expected impacts of SO3 are defined in the Strategic Framework in a very broad manner: 3./
Ecosystems’ vulnerability to drought is reduced, including through sustainable land and water
management practices and 3.2 Communities 'resilience to drought is increased. While related indicators
used for national reporting (trends in land under drought, population exposed to drought and degree of
drought vulnerability) correspond well with the expected impacts, data against them has been collected
only once and thus may serve as a baseline for future reports but does not enable consideration of
progress. The information collected for this independent assessment through document review, survey
and interviews does not provide a basis for assessing progress toward the expected impacts either, as it
is mostly about outputs and short-term outcomes.

In terms of those outputs and outcomes, the findings indicate that the UNCCD is among the key players
in global advocacy, policy-making and cooperation concerning drought, and that its role is further
growing as droughts are becoming more widespread and severe. The Convention process offers a
platform for multiple stakeholders to agree on formal policy and normative frameworks and approaches
to enhance action on drought, and through IDRA, the UNCCD convening and partnership building
abilities have been put into good use also outside the official meetings. The divide between
affected/non-affected Parties that was mentioned under SO 1 seems practically non-existing on drought
matters, while it is clear that country level support measures under the Convention are targeted only to
developing countries.

Possible improvements

The findings of this independent assessment point to several possible improvements that could speed
up and intensify action toward meeting SO 3 and its expected impacts:

Intensified policy advocacy, partnership building and resource mobilization: For those 60 completed
national drought plans to be implemented and/or refined, and other drought-stricken countries to be
supported, the current momentum on advancing drought measures needs to be maintained and further
grown. Partnerships like IDRA hold great potential in demonstrating the commitment to address drought
all over the world and bringing together different countries and organizations around a shared concern.

Improved national coordination: Many countries have policies and plans for addressing different aspects
of drought, each managed and implemented by a different ministry or institution. Enhancing joint
planning, communication and coordination among these ministries and organizations could improve the
effectiveness and cost-efficiency of measures and reduce the risk of negative impacts when a drought
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occurs. Although the management structures are different in each country, the UNCCD could continue
providing generic guidance and information of good practices for improving national coordination.

Better understanding of drought preparedness and resilience building: For the Convention process to
generate well-based, useful decisions and guidance, it needs to have access to more information on
drought preparedness and resilience building. This is critically important also for national level
planning. As the UNCCD national reporting is developed further, information of approaches and tools
for assessing drought preparedness and resilience building could be considered as possible addition, to
be implemented with expert partners.

3.3.4. Strategic objective 4: Generating global benefits

Strategic objective 4: To generate global environmental benefits through effective implementation of
the UNCCD

The fourth strategic objective focuses on synergies through progress in two areas defined as expected
impacts:

4.1 Sustainable land management and the combating of desertification/land degradation contribute
to the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and addressing climate change.

4.2 Synergies with other multilateral environmental agreements and processes are enhanced.

The links between climate change, biodiversity loss and desertification/land degradation and drought
are well established. For example, the IPCC Special Report on Climate Change and Land®’ and the
IPBES Assessment Report on Land Degradation and Restoration®® demonstrate these links.

In the national reports submitted in 2023, Parties provided information against indicators concerning
trends in carbon stocks above and below ground, trends in abundance and distribution of selected
species, and proportion of important sites for terrestrial and freshwater biodiversity that are covered by
protected areas, by ecosystem type. The first of these is shared with SO 1 and presented in chapter 3.3.1.
of this report. Below are the key messages concerning the second and third indicator:

o Abundance and distribution of selected species:

105 Parties, covering 44.7% of the global land area, reported this information. Using the Red List
Index as the basis, 26% of the reports showed moderate to strong downward trends, and 66% showed
slight downward or flat trends. The most significant direct drivers reported by country Parties as
leading to downward trends were ‘land use change’, ‘climate change’ and ‘overexploitation’. The
levers used by Parties to reverse the negative trends were reported to be, in order of importance,
‘environmental law and implementation’, ‘incentives and capacity-building’, ‘cross-sectoral

cooperation’, ‘pre-emptive action’ and ‘decision-making’.%°

e Proportion of important sites for terrestrial and freshwater biodiversity that are covered by
protected areas

105 country Parties, covering 45% of the global land area, reported information on this indicator.
Roughly half of them reported low (less than 40%) coverage of key terrestrial biodiversity areas,
while one-third reported high coverage (over 60%). Looking at the reported trends, it is important
to note that none of the countries reported a significant decline in the coverage of key terrestrial
biodiversity areas, although more than half of the countries reported only a low rate of increase (less
than 1.5%). Parties reported that the direct and/or indirect drivers behind the increasing coverage

67 Climate Change and Land: an IPCC Special Report on climate change, desertification, land degradation, sustainable land

management, food security, and greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems, (2019), IPCC
68 The IPBES assessment report on land degradation and restoration (2018), IPBES

69 Preliminary analysis — strategic objective 4: To generate global environmental benefits through effective implementation
of the UNCCD, ICCD/CRIC (21)/5, (2023), UNCCD
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were the implementation of national biodiversity strategies, international policy commitments, the
adoption of improved laws on nature protection and habitat directives, government interventions,
policies and target-setting, as well as non-governmental organization and other community-based
conservation efforts. The positive trend of increased proportion of protected key biodiversity areas
conflicts with the negative trends reported for the abundance and distribution of species in the other
indicator, which may suggest that more species have moved towards a higher risk of extinction
during the same period.”

There are no further data or analyses provided regarding the causal connections between the two
indicators or with those used for SO 1, which could offer additional insights on how the UNCCD has
influenced the observed changes.

The UNCCD-developed measures for SO 4

The UNCCD measures for enhancing interlinkages between the implementation of the three Rio
Conventions have been mainly on three areas: support to synergies in implementing projects and
programmes that contribute to LDN and drought resilience building, promotion of science-policy
linkages through targeted information and collaboration, and cooperation among the Convention
secretariats. In addition, the UNCCD has been an active partner for many processes and organizations
in the United Nations system and beyond.

Most transformative projects and programmes that have been developed with support from the GM are
designed to generate multiple benefits related to biodiversity loss and climate change adaptation and
mitigation.”* The secretariat and the GM have also actively promoted the integration of LDN into the
nationally determined contributions (NDCs) and national adaptation plans (NAPs) concerning climate
change, and the national biodiversity strategies and action plans (NBSAPs).

More than 15% of the NDCs refer to soil organic carbon (SOC) as part of the mitigation targets, and
several others specify practices known to have the potential to achieve SOC sequestration or protection
without explicitly mentioning SOC.” This indicates significant potential for synergies with the LDN
targets. With regard to linking LDN and NAPs, many climate change adaptation projects include
interventions to limit or reverse land degradation”, although they are not necessarily reported under
LDN. UNCCD is supporting UNFCCC UN4NAPs initiative as a relevant partner in the process of
formulating or implementing its NAP. To further develop the responsiveness of NAPs to LDN, the
UNCCD is working with the United Nations University on a “LDN4NAP project” ™, which will develop
a supplement to the UNFCCC NAP technical guidelines.

The Global Biodiversity Framework™ that was adopted in December 2022 contains three area-based
environmental targets (targets 1-3) involving integrated spatial planning, land and ecosystem
restoration, and protected areas and conservation measures, respectively, which offer great potential for
synergies. To advance joint implementation, the UNCCD proposes to start by joint mapping of strategic
intervention areas and corresponding response measures, supported by national dialogues or other
coordination mechanisms to bring together the conventions’ different implementing bodies at the
national level, and assisted by international capacity development and technical support. Focusing
donor investments on integrated and regenerative land-based projects and programmes that deliver co-
benefits for biodiversity and livelihoods is also encouraged.”

0 ibid.

! Implementation of voluntary land degradation neutrality targets and related implementation efforts, ICCD/CRIC (21) /8,
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In terms of science-policy linkages, the SPI has actively contributed to and cooperated with other
international scientific panels and bodies dealing with DLDD issues, including IPBES, IPCC, the
Intergovernmental Technical Panel on Soils, the International Resources Panel, the Global Land
Indicators Initiative and the Integrated Drought Management Programme. These coordination activities
have aimed to bring forth matters relevant to the UNCCD to the work of these panels and bodies, and
provide SPI members with a broader perspective of the work of other scientific mechanisms,
contributing additional context and scientific grounding to its work. However, the cooperation among
the scientific bodies of the three Rio Conventions seems still to be limited to a small number of
scientists.

Through the Joint Liaison Group (JLG), the Executive Secretaries of the three Rio Conventions have
agreed on an internal strategy for cooperation focusing on capacity-building, outreach and
communications. Their joint activities have included social media campaigns, statements and webinars
aiming to raise awareness on the interconnectedness of the three challenges of desertification, climate
change and biodiversity loss, as well as related solutions.

In addition to building synergies with the other two Rio Conventions, the UNCCD has engaged with
numerous other entities for the identification and effective promotion of matters and actions of mutual
interest. For example, with the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals,
the collaboration has focused on promoting ecological connectivity as an essential component of
ecosystem restoration; and for the United Nations University Institute for Environment and Human
Security, UNCCD inputs were provided to an independent assessment and research report on the
coherence and alignment among SLM, ecosystem-based adaptation, ecosystem-based disaster risk
reduction and nature-based solutions. Partnerships for synergies with the UNCCD agenda have also
included the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), the United Nations Industrial
Development Organization, and research institutes such as Tsinghua University, among others.

SO 4: Feedback received through the survey and interviews

In the survey and interviews for this independent assessment, some respondents noted that the efforts
made to demonstrate the importance of healthy land for achieving the objectives of the other two Rio
Conventions are starting to bear fruit, and the global visibility of the UNCCD aims and agenda is
growing. Nevertheless, almost all interviewees called for more synergies between the three
Conventions.

In the survey, country respondents assessed the relevance of LDN for their country highest in the
implementation of CBD and UNFCCC, with 70% of them considering it as very or extremely relevant.
Interestingly, a lower number (64%) considered LDN similarly relevant to their projects and
programmes involving land and land use. This could be interpreted to reflect a perception of the
UNCCD as a tool for implementing the other two Conventions at country level - one interviewee
actually noted that in their country, the pace of UNCCD implementation is driven by developments in
the climate change and biodiversity measures. While this confirms that the UNCCD implementation
contributes to synergies with other Conventions, it also indicates that the objectives of the UNCCD do
not have a similar status as those of the CBD and the UNFCCC. One interviewee stated that the success
of the UNCCD should not be defined by how much it contributes to the other Rio Conventions, and
some others highlighted the importance of increasing the UNCCD attention to advancing specific
approaches such as agro-ecology and regenerative agriculture as concrete measures to address land
degradation at country/local levels.

Many respondents noted that synergies between the Rio Conventions need to be further enhanced at the
national level through coordination and coherence of activities among the focal points and departments
working on different Conventions. Some considered that collaboration among the Convention
secretariats is helpful for awareness-raising, advocacy and capacity development, but cannot solve the
national cooperation challenges. As a possible solution, some respondents stated that Parties must
decide under each Rio Convention to establish the needed joint implementation instruments and by this
top-down approach, push the synergies forward. Some called for stronger science on synergies to
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influence political decision-making, which could be, for example, a report authored jointly by the
science-policy platforms of the three Conventions. Some suggested also consideration of combining
(some) reporting obligations, and others proposed that financing entities that respond to the objectives
of all three Conventions, such as the GCF, are reflected in the agendas of all COPs.

SO 4: Assessment of status and possible improvements

The expected impacts for SO 4 are very broadly defined, and as there are no specific benchmarks or
targets to specify what could be meant by progress, it is very difficult to credibly assess them within the
limits of this report. On expected impact 4.1 Sustainable land management and the combating of
desertification/land degradation contribute to the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and
addressing climate change, it was noted that the awareness of the interlinkages between the three topics
is growing. LDN is increasingly recognized as a tool for synergies, and measures are taken under the
UNCCD to promote the integration of the aims of the three Conventions into national planning and
programming frameworks. On this basis, it may be stated that some progress is made toward this
expected impact. Similarly for expected impact 4.2 Synergies with other multilateral environmental
agreements and processes are enhanced, the information collected for this independent assessment
indicates that progress is being made.

The increased recognition of the role of healthy soils for carbon absorption and retention as well as
biodiversity is very positive. While more work is to be done for synergistic implementation in the
countries, there are many good developments underway. The inclusion of guidance for synergies in the
UNCCD support to the preparation of projects and programmes on LDN and drought is one tool for
advancing simultaneous implementation of the three Conventions at the national level, and the ongoing
work on developing the UNFCCC NAP/LDN guidance and preparing for joint implementation toward
the biodiversity targets may further assist countries in building the necessary linkages.

Possible improvements

Continuing science-based advocacy and guidance: The interlinkages of land restoration, climate change
adaptation and mitigation, and biodiversity protection are becoming increasingly recognized but more
effort is needed for getting the attention of major decision-makers like ministers of finance and energy.
Improved awareness and understanding of the benefits of synergies in implementing the Rio
Conventions is needed globally, in both poor and wealthy countries, and for domestic planning/
implementation as well as international cooperation.

Committing to joint implementation of the three Rio Conventions: Countries will need to develop a
variety of national coordination and cooperation improvements to promote synergies at national level,
and the Convention secretariats, together and separately, should support their efforts with technical
assistance and guidance, among other means. However, an explicit commitment to joint implementation
through COP decisions under all three Conventions could significantly speed up such national
processes.

Enhancing information-sharing: To further promote synergies at national level, countries could benefit
from access to case studies and lessons learnt from projects and programmes that link the objectives of
the three Rio Conventions. This could be a shared repository serving all Conventions.
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3.3.5. Strategic objective 5: Resource mobilization

Strategic objective 5: To mobilize substantial and additional financial and non-financial resources
to support the implementation of the Convention by building effective partnerships at global and
national level

Expected impacts:

5.1 Adequate and timely public and private financial resources are further mobilized and made
available to affected country Parties, including through domestic resource mobilization.

5.2 International support is provided for implementing effective and targeted capacity-building and
“on-the-ground interventions” in affected country Parties to support the implementation of the
Convention, including through North—South, South—South and triangular cooperation.

5.3 Extensive efforts implemented to promote technology transfer, especially on favorable terms and
including on concessional and preferential terms, as mutually agreed, and to mobilize other non-
financial resources.

Information concerning this strategic objective is collected through national reporting indicators on
trends in bilateral and multilateral public resources, domestic public resources, international and
domestic private resources, technology transfer, and future support for activities related to the
implementation of the Convention. The national reports submitted to the secretariat in 2023 indicate the
following:"’

e Most bilateral resources are provided by a limited number of traditional high-income donors for
African countries, driving issues such as gender equality in DLDD projects.

e There is an emerging trend in bilateral cooperation from high- and middle-income countries such
as Mexico, China, Saudi Arabia, and Azerbaijan, indicating themselves as receivers and providers
of financial support.

e A variety of approaches and measures have been adopted by Parties to mobilize domestic and
private sector financial resources for addressing DLDD, including set-up of institutions focusing
on specific aspects of DLDD, establishing environmental regulations, standards and performance
frameworks; adopting related fiscal policies and financial instruments (including the establishment
of funds, permits, and schemes), and launching public- private partnerships.

e Parties have implemented different policies and measures to accelerate, encourage and enable
innovation and the transfer of technologies by the private sector in agriculture, forestry, mining
and water sectors, as well as natural resource management and early warning systems.

e Common technology transfer needs among Parties include technologies related to SLM practices,
technologies improving resource efficiency such as irrigation and water harvesting systems,
monitoring systems, and knowledge transfer for using GIS data and climate-smart agriculture.

The GM analysis of the findings on SO 5 concludes that “Significant additional financial investments
may be necessary to successfully achieve the overarching objectives of the Convention and implement
development plans associated with the Convention, including the voluntary LDN targets and the
National Drought Plans™'®.

7 Preliminary analysis — strategic objective 5: To mobilize substantial and additional financial and non-financial resources
to support the implementation of the Convention by building effective partnerships at global and national level, ICCD/CRIC
(21)/6, (2023), UNCCD

8 ibid
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The UNCCD-developed measures for SO 5

The GM has supported Parties to access funding for UNCCD implementation through a partnership
model that aims to facilitate gender-responsive, large-scale integrated landscape investment
programmes and flagship initiatives to advance LDN and drought resilience. This model builds on
establishing and strengthening partnerships with funding agencies and technically or politically
mandated institutions, with solid project preparation and implementation experience. Currently, such
partnerships involve several multi-lateral and bilateral funding agencies, policy/expert partners such as
the United Nations Forum on Forests, the Commonwealth Secretariat and IRENA, as well as
organizations accredited with funding agencies and project developers, such as major UN system
entities, expert organizations like International Union for the Conservation of Nature and World Wildlife
Fund, and regional/subregional cooperation organizations.” For further details on countries’ requests
for support from the GM and its responses see section 3.4.1. below on efficiency of resource
mobilization efforts.

The GM has also supported the capacity of country Parties to improve intersectoral coordination with
relevant sectors, policies and plans, such as those relating to biodiversity, climate change, agriculture,
energy, water, infrastructure development and disaster risk management, and others where larger pools
of funding are often available. This has included efforts to strengthen the internal national coordination
between UNCCD focal points and those national focal points responsible for endorsing projects such
as finance and planning officials, GEF operational focal points, GCF national designated authorities as
well as focal points for bilateral funding.

To promote greater participation of the private sector, the GM in collaboration with partners is working
on a Private Sector Strategy, with the aim to facilitate investments and technology for sustainable
production as a catalyzer for a transition to sustainable land use, and promote the expansion of value
chains for sustainable consumption for healthy lands and people.

The GM has also sought to improve the access of Parties to implementation resources through launching
and promoting multi-country flagship initiatives, including the African GGW and SADC countries, and
a transformative programme for Caribbean Small Island Developing States (see details under section
3.4.1. below).

The Global Environment Facility funding

As mentioned in chapter 3.3.1, the GEF as a financial mechanism for the UNCCD allocates part of its
resources to the LDFA, which is built on the LDN principles. The allocations for LDFA have increased
since the beginning of the UNCCD 2018-2030 Strategic Framework. GEF-8 has allocated US$ 618
million to the LDFA, which is a 30% increase from the US$ 475 million allocated to the LDFA during
GEF-7.%, Building on the successes of GEF-7, the new strategy will encourage investment in integrated
programs (IPs) that support the needs of the UNCCD. Below is an overview of the GEF targets for
LDFA and the results achieved so far.

GEF-7 (2018-2022)

The GEF-7 LDFA-relevant corporate targets are: i) 320 million hectares of landscapes under improved
practices; ii) 6 million hectares of area of land restored; and iii) 1,500 million metric tons of GHG
emissions mitigated. All GEF focal areas and Impact Programs may contribute to the achievement of
these targets. Furthermore, the number of beneficiaries in all GEF projects and programs will be
monitored, aggregated by gender. In GEF-7, the target for “area of land restored” has already been met
and exceeded, with 8.0 million ha or 133 percent. At the same time, the core indicator “area of
landscapes under improved practices” is expected to achieve 52 percent of the target so far. The sub-
indicator for “SLM in production systems” contributes substantially with 81.6 million ha to this core
indicator, and the sub-indicator for improved management for biodiversity contributes 84.1 million ha.

 Implementation of voluntary land degradation neutrality targets and related implementation efforts, ICCD/CRIC (21) /8,
(2023), UNCCD
80 Combating Land Degradation, (2023), GEF
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While these are impressive targets, they are lower than expected, mainly due to the prioritization of
restoration activities in the GEF-7 portfolio, which are more costly than SLM interventions. However,
it is anticipated that the sub-indicator for SLM will increase until the end of GEF-7. Further, the
expected results in terms of carbon benefits represent 96 percent of the corporate target set for GEF-7.
With regard to project beneficiaries, 74.2 million people, including 36.1 million women and 38.1
million men, are expected to directly benefit from LDFA projects and programmes.

GEF-8 (2023-2026)

The Goal is to avoid, reduce, and reverse land degradation, desertification and mitigate the effects of
drought with an increased emphasis on land-based interventions for drought mitigation.®* The objectives
include:

a) Avoid and reduce land degradation through sustainable land management

b) Reverse land degradation through landscape restoration

¢) Address Desertification Land Degradation and Drought (DLDD), particularly in drylands
d) Improve the enabling policy and institutional framework for LDN

Most projects are currently under implementation and more detail on their eventual achievements and
lessons learned will be available only in the years to come. However, in view of the detailed planning
for impact on project level and past records, it is assumed that these targets will by and large be reached
(see box below).®

Box 1: PROGRESS TO IMPACT MADE BY THE GEF-LAND DEGRADATION FOCAL POINT AREA

Core indicator 3: “Area of land restored”

Corporate targets Actual project targets set
GEF-6 No target set 2 million ha
GEF-7 6 million ha 8.2 million ha
GEF-8 10 million ha 6.0 million ha (by June 2023)

Sub-indicator 4.3: “Area of landscapes under sustainable land management in production systems”

Corporate targets Actual project targets set
GEF-6 120 million ha 103 million ha
GEF-7 120 million ha 72.8 million ha
GEF-8 85 million ha 25.7 million ha (by June 2023)

The LDN Fund

The LDN Fund is a private sector-led impact investment fund blending resources from the public,
private and philanthropic sectors to support achieving LDN through sustainable land management and
land restoration projects implemented by the private sector. The UNCCD secretariat supported its
establishment. So far, the LDN Fund and its Technical Assistance Facility (TAF) have supported 20
commodity value chains from coffee and cocoa to timber and artemisia, with 20 project partners in 15
countries across Latin America, Africa and Asia. The reported and planned impact figures are shown
below, as per the annual LDN Fund report® These figures show important planned increases for all
three main targets, including hectares under sustainable land management by the projects funded and
with regard to the number of benefiting employees and smallholders, as well as tons of CO; sequestered.

81 GEF-8 Strategy and Programming Directions

82 See GEF-8 scorecard

83 LDN Fund Impact Report 2022, p. 13. (2023), Mirova. These figures represent the sum of indicators of all companies in
the portfolio, without considering the level of investment of Mirova in each of them. Mirova’s investment in projects within
the LDN Fund's portfolio is typically between 10% and 80% of the total investment raise in individual projects.
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Reported progress
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350,000

138,410 70,000

Hectares under sustainable
land management

Employees and
smallholders benefiting

Tonnes of CO, sequestered 0.88M 25M

The LDN Fund size is USD 200 million with a fund period of 5 years and an investment period of 15
years. The fund’s final commitments exceed USD 208 million. The vast majority (approximately 70%)
of the funding committed to the LDN Fund have been invested with the balance of remaining funds
expected to be deployed before the end of 2023. The LDN Fund will remain operational until 2033.
Options for opening a second fund dedicated to supporting private sector-led sustainable land
management are being explored by the GM.

A separate Technical Assistance Facility (TAF) supports project operators in the development of quality
projects, in line with the Scientific Conceptual Framework for LDN. The collaboration between the
LDN Fund, the Technical Assistance Facility (TAF) and the GM was strengthened, particularly at the
project level, with the GM supporting the preparation of LDN projects responding to the requirements
and conditions of the TAF/LDN Fund pipeline.

SO S: Feedback received through the survey

As mentioned in the earlier chapters, in the survey conducted for this independent assessment, the
relevance of LDN at country level was assessed as lowest for budgetary/financial planning and
investments, with only one quarter of respondents stating that LDN is very or extremely relevant for
that purpose. Similar feedback was received for a corresponding question on drought mitigation/
resilience building, with 37% of respondents considering that it is relevant for budgetary/financial
planning and investments.

When asked about results of their country involvement in UNCCD-supported work on LDN, 39% of
the respondents considered that it had secured more funding (internal or external) for land matters; for
a similar question on drought activities, 50% of the respondents stated that it had secured more funding.
For both questions, the mentioned percentages were the lowest rating given to all of the alternatives.
Also in the open questions, several survey respondents mentioned access to funding as the most
challenging problem for both LDN and drought.

These LDN and drought-specific results correspond with the responses to the general survey questions
regarding resource mobilization: less than half of the respondents consider that the Strategic Framework
and its SOs have been a useful tool for their resource mobilization efforts.

A large majority (72%) of countries that responded knows what the resources needed for their country
are to implement the Strategic Framework and its Objectives. However, only a small number of
respondents reports of having secured the resources. Almost half of the respondents (40%) states that
they know where to look for funding for to implement the Strategic Framework and its Objectives, but
almost the same number (37%) claims not to have the technical capacity to access the resources.

Nearly 40% states that aside from financial resources, they have sufficient technical and institutional
capacity in place to support their country’s implementation of the Strategic Framework and its
Objectives. The GM support for resource mobilization, notably the assistance in and tools for
developing project concepts, is seen as helpful, and its timely responses to questions and requests are
appreciated.
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The important role of the GEF as well as the special initiatives launched by some countries and partners
(the Changwon Initiative, and the G20 Initiative) in advancing the implementation of the UNCCD are
recognized.

SO 5: Assessment of status and possible improvements

On the basis of the information collected for this independent assessment, it may be stated that progress
is being made toward all three expected impacts®*, although it would be difficult to verify whether the
results achieved meet the expected impacts as per their exact wording — are the mobilized resources
“adequate and timely”, and are the efforts to promote technology transfer “extensive”?

There have been significant successes in turning national LDN plans into investment-ready projects
and mobilizing funding resources for selected flagship activities, most notably the GGW. Nevertheless,
the national focal points need continued support to strengthen collaboration with other sectors and
capacity to translate plans and targets into bankable projects and programmes suitable for domestic or
international financing at scale, including from the private sector. At the same time, the process of
accessing funding from major international funders, or the design and mobilization of funding for new
investments or investment vehicles continues to take a few years. The lack of investment-ready projects
continues to slow down access to finance and the overall implementation of the Convention, impacting
developing country Parties and development partners and potential private sector investors alike.

The survey responses indicate that there are still major gaps in meeting the perceived needs, and while
the work carried out in the framework of the Strategic Framework has generated many results, in the
field of resource mobilization it falls short of the expectations. Accessing funding from major donors
and implementing partners is complex, and many UNCCD focal points and other stakeholders lack the
needed capacity. In addition to these technical challenges, the availability of resources depends on the
broader context for the UNCCD implementation: on the political commitments and visibility, and
responsiveness to the interest and priorities of both the donor community and the recipient countries, to
mention just a few key factors.

Possible improvements

Improving awareness of funding sources: The GM and its partners are actively providing information
of a variety of funding sources and their working modalities as part of their support to the preparation
of transformative projects and programmes. This continuously evolving knowledge could be made
available also through an online repository, as feasible, to benefit also those Parties that are not
participating in the UNCCD programmes.

Developing business cases: There is a need for further development of business cases to demonstrate
the economic and social benefits of addressing DLDD. The secretariat and the GM have already worked
on some examples® and could continue, in collaboration with partners, on further topics to support
resource mobilization for the UNCCD implementation.

Expanding partners: Involving other capable actors, such as regional organizations, in resource
mobilization efforts would be useful. As the engagement of the private sector is still very limited, the
need for the development of private business cases to demonstrate the concrete economic and social
benefits of land restoration and SLM was noted.

845.1 Adequate and timely public and private financial resources are further mobilized and made available to affected
country Parties, including through domestic resource mobilization.

5.2 International support is provided for implementing effective and targeted capacity-building and “on-the-ground
interventions” in affected country Parties to support the implementation of the Convention, including through North—South,
South—South and triangular cooperation.

5.3 Extensive efforts implemented to promote technology transfer, especially on favorable terms and including on
concessional and preferential terms, as mutually agreed, and to mobilize other non-financial resources.

8 See, for example, these: https://www.unced.int/news-stories/blogs/business-case-regenerative-land-use
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3.3.6. Effectiveness of the Convention institutions and bodies

This chapter seeks to respond to the question “How effective has support to Parties and regions been
from the UNCCD '} institutions (including subsidiary bodies)?”. It considers the effectiveness of the
secretariat and the GM on the basis of the results-based performance reports that they submit to each
COP and the findings of the participant satisfaction survey results on each COP. With regard to the
effectiveness of the two subsidiary bodies, the CRIC is considered here only briefly as this report has a
specific chapter around national reporting (3.4.2 Efficiency of monitoring the Strategic Framework),
while the findings on the CST are presented in more detail. This follows the scope of the feedback
received through the survey and the interviews for this independent assessment: nearly all feedback
concerning the CRIC was around the national reporting, while many diverse remarks were made around
the CST and the science-policy work of the Convention.

As a general overview, below is a table showing the responses of survey respondents to the same five
statements on the secretariat, the GM, the CRIC and the CST. The table shows the percentage of
respondents that gave a positive rating (agree or strongly agree with the statement) for each entity.

Statement SEC | GM | CRIC | CST
The role of this UNCCD entity is clear 83% 76% 2% | 64%
The entity’s way of working is effective 71% 63% 62% | 55%
Considering the Strategic Framework and its Objectives, the entity 69% 65% 74% | 67%
focuses its work on the most appropriate topics

The entity’s work is valuable for my country / region / organization’s 72% 65% 60% | 55%
work on DLDD

We use the entity’s work in my country / region / organization 59% 54% 60% | 60%

The secretariat and the Global Mechanism

The secretariat and the GM plan, carry out and monitor progress in their work by using four-year
workplans and costed two-year work programmes, following a results-based management approach. As
a workplan, they propose to each COP a four-year results framework that is constructed around the five
SOs and defines their expected main outcomes and related indicators, taking into account their specific
mandates as well as the priorities set by the COP. Usually, the results frameworks have roughly ten
outcomes that spell out the priorities and main areas of work of the secretariat and the GM.8

To each COP, the secretariat and the GM provide information on their performance in implementing the
results framework. The report provides an overview of the progress made toward the outcomes, as
measured against the outcome indicators contained in the results framework. It also provides brief
statements on how the work carried out by the secretariat and the GM has contributed to meeting the
SOs.

The latest performance report was submitted to COP 15 in May 2022; it covers the biennium 2020-
2021% and indicates that the secretariat and the GM succeeded in making progress toward the outcomes
in their results framework. Below are short summaries of the contribution of the secretariat and the GM
to each SO, following that report.

86 Comprehensive multi-year workplan for the Convention (2022-2025) and two-year costed work programme for the
Convention (2022-2023), ICCD/COP (15)/6—ICCD/CRIC (20)/2, (2022)UNCCD

Comprehensive multi-year workplan for the Convention (2020-2023) and two-year costed work programme for the
Convention (2020-2021), ICCD/COP(14)/7-1CCD/CRIC(18)/2, (2019), UNCCD

87 Report on the performance of the Convention institutions and subsidiary bodies (2020—2021) ICCD/CRIC(20)/3, (2022),
UNCCD
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For SO 1, the emphasis of the secretariat and the GM was on building a “solid foundation for effective
action to improve the condition of affected ecosystems”®® through supporting more than one hundred
countries in setting their voluntary LDN targets and more than 70 countries in preparing transformative
projects and programmes. Further development of the SO 1 indicators and reporting guidance and
support to SPI in the preparation of its reports were considered to “facilitate continuous supply of
credible data on the status of land and the progress made, thus supporting targeted policy decisions
and implementation support”. The awareness-raising and advocacy functions of the secretariat and the
GM and the availability of scientific information that can be used for political decision-making were
reported as “critical for mustering further political, technical and financial support for the countries to
progress toward LDN”’; increased recognition of LDN was said to be reflected in the progress made on
GGW and the launching of the G20 GLI.

For SO 2, the secretariat and the GM reported “good progress in promoting land-based job and income
generation, advancing the involvement of women, and supporting land rights in the context of the
UNCCD implementation”. This was attributed to partnerships with many organizations and initiatives
working on related matters, success in integrating gender responsiveness into nearly all LDN target
country profiles and national drought plans, the launching of the Gender Caucus, and the work carried
out for incorporating land tenure considerations into LDN projects and programmes.

For SO 3, the performance report stated that “significant progress was made in the development of the
UNCCD drought agenda and building a solid basis for related action”. Related results included the
report of the first IWG on drought, work with 70 countries on the development of a national drought
plan and expanding collaboration with major multilateral entities working on drought issues.
Development of the SO 3 reporting tools and support to SPI in building its report on the assessment of
drought hazard, exposure and vulnerability were also mentioned.

For SO 4, the secretariat reported on the re-activation of the Joint Liaison Group of the Executive
Secretaries of the Rio Conventions and progress in linking the scientific work under these conventions,
notably through the SPI activities, as the key results.

For SO 5, the GM provided hands-on support to countries to develop “bankable” projects. Its
participation in large-scale, multi-country flagship initiatives and projects, most notably GGW,
“brought together numerous partners and gave Parties the chance to access larger amounts of funding,
increase (sub)regional cooperation, and generate the large-scale impact of UNCCD implementation
efforts”. The UNCCD approach to engaging the private sector was revised, and innovative financing
instruments and approaches to technology transfer were explored, as potential means for availing new
resources for the UNCCD implementation.

COP participant feedback: The secretariat has conducted participant satisfaction surveys at COP 14 and
COP 15. For the survey on COP 14, close to 100 participants from all regions and main stakeholder
groups (government representatives, scientists, civil society and intergovernmental organizations)
provided their feedback to 20 scale response questions (five scales from strongly agree to strongly
disagree) and one open question. The outcomes of the survey were generally positive, with 70-80% of
respondents expressing satisfaction of almost all preparations and arrangements.%

The survey on COP 15 had 19 scale response questions (five scales from strongly agree to strongly
disagree) and four open questions. Almost all questions were identical to those of the survey conducted
at COP 14, making it easy to compare the results and changes from one COP to another. This survey
had almost 300 respondents, also covering all regions and main stakeholder groups. The results were
very positive, with more than 70% of respondents expressing satisfaction to 15 out of the 19 scale
response questions concerning the COP 15 preparations, arrangements and services. Compared to the
results of the survey made at COP 14, higher rating was given at COP 15 to 12 out of the 19 same scale
response questions,*

8 All quotes in this chapter are from the 2020-2021 performance report; link in the previous footnote
89 | essons learned from COP 14: Overview of the results of the participant feedback , (2019), UNCCD
90 Lessons learned from COP 15 Overview of the findings and recommendations of the participant survey, (2022), UNCCD
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In the interviews for this independent assessment, many respondents emphasized that the secretariat
and GM handle their multiple tasks with great dedication. Many expressed their appreciation, while
also noting that the secretariat and the GM work with limited staff and budget resources. It was
mentioned that the regular budget for the activities under the UNCCD has been limited by zero nominal
growth, that means it has remained at the same level, for more than a decade, losing significant
purchasing power, while the scope of the Convention topics has significantly evolved.

Some respondents thought that the secretariat is not always clear about the need for and benefit of
additional budgetary resources when requesting them. It was said that assessing the potential budgetary
impacts of all UNCCD requests to the COP for additional funding needs for activities would enhance
transparency. Moreover, regular, proactive, communication from the secretariat and the GM about costs
associated with UNCCD activities, and responses to inquiries from Parties before and during the COPs
on potential costs, could develop more buy-in to secretariat activities from Parties.

It was also noted that lack of growth in the regular budget has resulted in an ever larger share of the
UNCCD activities being funded from extra-budgetary resources, which are outside the COP
governance. This limits the transparency of the resources and their use under the Convention. While
such extra-budgetary resources are welcome, too heavy reliance on them poses a major risk for the
continuity of the activities and staff posts that they fund.

The above findings concerning the performance and effectiveness of the secretariat and the GM seem
to confirm the results of the survey that were presented in the beginning of this chapter: the secretariat
and the GM are generally effective; they focus on the “right” topics and their work is considered
valuable. On possible improvements, many chapters in this independent assessment point to issues that
are relevant for the future work in implementing the 2018-2030 Strategic Framework, and any related
decision on those that may be made by the COP is likely to influence also the secretariat and the GM.
To ensure the continued extent and quality of services under the Convention, the UNCCD regular
budget should become commensurate with the tasks set to the secretariat and the Global Mechanism.

Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention

In the Strategic Framework, the CRIC was assigned specific tasks concerning assessing reports
submitted by Parties and other reporting entities; producing targeted recommendations and draft
decisions for consideration by the COP; and facilitating the exchange of information on measures
adopted by Parties through formal and informal interactive sessions and online platforms on topical
issues, including capacity-building, best practices and lessons learned relating to on-the-ground
implementation.

In the survey, 76% of the respondents assessed the CRIC work in producing targeted recommendations
and draft decisions for the COP as good or very good. The other two tasks were assessed slightly lower,
with approximately two-thirds considering CRIC work on them either good or very good. Some
respondents called for more time and follow-up for the national reporting review, and some others noted
that while the CRIC produces useful information, it is often not translated into concrete action by
decision-makers. Detailed information on the national reporting process that is closely related to the
CRIC is provided in chapter 3.4.2 concerning the efficiency of monitoring the Strategic Framework.

Committee on Science and Technology

In the Strategic Framework, the CST was requested to provide, with input from the Science—Policy
Interface, scientific advice for the assessment and implementation of the Convention and The Strategy
by:
(a) Contributing to improving the scientific understanding of and knowledge on the processes
leading to and solutions to address desertification/land degradation and drought;
(b) Contributing to addressing specific needs of local populations and helping to identify
solutions that improve the standards of living of people in affected areas;
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(c) Facilitating networking among scientific institutions related to DLDD and ongoing
activities through the Science—Policy Interface to provide recommendations for
implementation; and
(d) Assisting the CRIC through the timely provision of scientific advice on methodological
matters related to reporting.

The information presented in this chapter contains inputs from the external review of the SPI (report
expected to be published by May 2024).

In the survey for this independent assessment, point (c) above concerning the CST work (taking into
account SPI inputs) on facilitating scientific networking was rated most highly of the four points, with
68% of respondents considering it good or very good. Approximately two-thirds of the respondents
considered the CST work on points (a) and (d) above either good or very good. The lowest rating was
given to point (b) on addressing specific needs of local populations, with 55% of respondents assessing
the CST delivery on that either good or very good.

This independent assessment did not look at the SPI in detail, as there is an ongoing separate review of
the SPI that will report its findings and conclusions to COP 16. Nevertheless, it was considered useful
to have a general overview of how the SPI work is considered, and therefore the respondents to the
survey for this assessment were asked to rate five aspects related to the SPI effectiveness. Here are the
results:

e 70% of respondents consider that the SPI role is clear;

e 67% rate the SPI way of working as effective;

e 67% think that the SPI focuses its work on the most appropriate topics in the context of the Strategic
Framework;

e 60% consider the SPI work valuable for the DLDD work of their country/region/organization; and
*  51% use the SPI work in their country/region/organization.

The findings of these broad questions point to the same direction as those on the CST effectiveness: the
scientific advice provided under the UNCCD is of good quality and pertinent, but not very widely used
at the country level/on the ground.

In the interviews, many respondents commended the science-policy work under the UNCCD and
particularly the SPI for improved consideration of science-based information at the COP and CRIC
meetings, and for increased knowledge and awareness of the UNCCD topics within and beyond the
Convention stakeholders. Some also pointed to the need to reshape the SPI to better respond to the
knowledge needs or bottlenecks expressed by the Parties to the Convention. Many also noted that the
UNCCD science-policy oriented publications such as the GLO and the SPI reports and policy briefs
have generated visibility for the issues and for the Convention process. To further enhance the position
and prospects of science in the UNCCD context, many comments and proposals were made by the
interviewees. Their main points are summarized below.

Linking science and practice: The secretariat has produced various briefs and guides that combine
global information with regional or country level examples, and that combine both biophysical and
science inputs. Nevertheless, many respondents noted the need for ensuring that the science-policy
considerations under the UNCCD become more relevant for action on the ground. Some noted that
focusing on biophysical aspects and natural sciences is only one side of addressing DLDD and needs to
be accompanied by social science inputs and consideration of land governance/rights. Some called for
more attention to citizen science® and local indigenous knowledge.

91 «“Citizen science” refers to scientific research in which general public participates voluntarily. Citizen scientists may
design experiments, collect data, analyze results, and solve problems. Wide participation of people can be critically
important for many continuous environmental studies, such as tracking water quality or movements of migratory birds. For
more information, see for example: https://ec.europa.eu/research-and-innovation/en/horizon-magazine/citizen-science-

science-and-people
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Communicating science to policy and practice: Closely related to the above point, many respondents
considered that some UNCCD science-policy messages and tools are too complex for effective use and
advocacy. Some pointed out the need to improve SPI's capacity in terms of science writing and
communication, similar to IPCC and IPBES to improve its impact on policy and outreach, and
implementation measures. Though responses suggest that the SPI scientific conceptual framework on
LDN is one of the most commonly used SPI products, there is a need to “demystify” LDN by clarifying
that it essentially revolves around ecosystem restoration was mentioned by several interviewees as an
example of a simplification of language that would assist in reaching politicians, the media and the
general public. Some noted the importance of accessible science-based references, like the GLO reports,
to highlight the impact of land on climate change, biodiversity, and society.

Some respondents underlined the importance of enhancing communication between and within the
countries, through better use of various communication platforms and media channels. Effective
communication from the national focal point to different ministries, departments and institutions was
considered particularly important, as progress toward LDN will require actions across sectors and
offices at national and local levels. Currently, the SPI products are primarily targeted to policymakers.

Refining the UNCCD science reach: Many interviewees noted that although the UNCCD science-
policy bodies perform well, their impact tends to remain limited to the UNCCD stakeholders.
Broadening the participation of the scientific community could be an effective means for influencing
the commitment of governments and practitioners. Several emphasized the need to develop SPI’s
engagement with national focal points and science technology correspondents, and also engage with
partners at regional and national levels. For this purpose, the UNCCD could enhance its outreach to
existing networks involved in a broader scope of scientific research and analysis concerning DLDD
(economic and cost of inaction analysis, assessing the land value, etc.). Some respondents also said that
the secretariat could better leverage its role as the custodian of SDG 15.3 to involve scientific expertise.

Some respondents mentioned that regional scientific networks need to be more involved in the UNCCD,
and suggested that within the regions, the preparations and coordination for the two subsidiary bodies
(CST and CRIC) be made widely known, to improve the awareness and recognition of the UNCCD
among the regional expert networks and organizations. A coherent regional structure around the
UNCCD topics, with connections to key players and an effective communication approach, could
significantly improve the visibility and effectiveness of the Convention. Enhancing the participation of
(and support to) scientific institutions in the global South was considered particularly important for
future development of the UNCCD national reporting, as these institutions could effectively support
countries in collecting and analyzing the needed data while reducing reliance on external data. They
could also facilitate linking the UNCCD science-policy work, reporting and indicators with on-the-
ground experiences and activities.

Coordinating with IPCC and IPBES was considered by some interviewees to have high potential for
integrating land matters into the political agendas under the other two Conventions. Coordination was
also noted to provide a cost-efficient way to make available important science-policy information for
the UNCCD stakeholders. The current approach of SPI coordination activities involves a combination
of partnerships with other major intergovernmental panels and related scientific mechanisms (in
addition to IPBES and IPCC, also the Intergovernmental Technical Panel on Soils, UNEP-led
International Resource Panel, UN-Habitat Global Land Indicators Initiative, and the Integrated Drought
Management Programme by WMO and the Global Water Partnership) and leveraging the regional
membership of the SPI. While broadening the participation of the scientific community could be an
effective means for influencing the commitment of governments and practitioners, including the
expansion of this reach to regional scientific networks, more capacity would be needed to mobilize and
employ resources to expand beyond this.

Reforming the SPI: Many called for widening the selection of disciplines involved in the SPI to include
more social scientists and economists, to ensure a more comprehensive approach to DLDD. Some
considered that the SPI should enhance its efforts and expand its work to attain a level of influence
comparable to the IPCC, while others stated that the SPI should focus on reviewing existing research,

54



Independent assessment of the midterm evaluation
keeping in mind its limited resources. Some said that the GLO should be given more scientific input
and be linked with the SPI publications or placed under the SPI. The temporary nature of the SPI,
currently to be renewed after a certain period of time, the unclear financial framework within which it
operates as well as currently limited technical support were considered to affect its work and, thus,
reducing its current impact and recognition, and some proposed that the SPI be continued until the COP
determines an alternative course of action, including suggestions to formalize the status of the SPI.

Some interviewees noted that many SPI members are political nominations, which is different from the
IPCC and IPBES that rely only on scientific merit in their expert nomination and selection processes®.
The IPBES nomination calls also seek for expertise of practitioners, and provide a list of required
expertise.” Currently ten of the 25 SPI members are independent globally selected scientists confirmed
by the CST Bureau, while five members are nominated by the regions, five are CST Bureau members
and the last five are observers from various agencies. In view of their small number, the SPI members
obviously don’t have the same resources as the 270 authors from 67 countries who wrote the 6th IPCC
assessment report. The recently created Multidisciplinary Expert Panel of the IPBES also consists of
25 members, with five selected by each of the five regions, but they oversee various expert groups and
task forces. On land degradation and restoration alone, there are eight chapters or task forces with nearly
100 scientists as members.

While recognizing that to date, the SPI has had unanimity on all recommendations which end up in
technical reports and official documents, it was said that changing the SPI composition to increasing
the number of independent scientists would give it more room to openly address topics that hinder
implementation, for the consideration of the CST. This would also give the STCs, which tend to be
politically nominated scientists participating in the CST, a more relevant role than many of them have
now, in converting the SPI messages into decisions that the COP can adopt in consensus. This approach
seems to align with the relatively common perception that the STCs should remain at the COP during
its entire two-week duration, not only during the first week of CST, to provide science-policy support
to the more politically focused focal point.

Some respondents called for increased cooperation and joint discussions between the STCs and the
CRIC participants, and some also said that while the SPI needs to maintain its scientific autonomy, its
work could be better aligned with the agendas and priorities of the CRIC and the COP, which would
require a corresponding COP decision. Some such meetings have already been carried out.

Budgetary matters: Many respondents proposed different variations to increasing the number of SPI
members, some for increasing the number of independent scientists and others for adding more social
scientists and economists. SPI members are not paid, similarly to the practice followed for IPCC and
IPBES, thus the increase of members would increase only the cost of the SPI meetings. Some
interviewees said that the other panels are provided more technical support and resource persons for
their work than is the case for the SPI, and called for additional secretariat staff or technical support
units for the SPI. Some noted that the STCs should be supported to be available to inform the COP
throughout its two-week duration; currently the eligible STCs are funded to participate only in the CST
during the first week of the COP.

Roster of experts: The Convention text calls for the establishment of a roster of independent experts
with expertise and experience in the relevant fields, based on nominations received from Parties. This
roster exists, but with the availability of the internet and online professional and research networking
platforms, it has far less utility today than it had when the Convention was drafted. Its maintenance has
also a high cost for the secretariat. Some respondents suggested that it is abolished or replaced by a
more useful approach.

92 For IPCC, see: https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/202 1/07/AR6_FS_select.pdf

For IPBES, see an example of expert selection: https://www.ipbes.net/business-impact/experts

93 For IPBES call for nominations for experts: Call for nominations for experts for the methodological assessment on
monitoring biodiversity and nature’s contributions to people assessment | IPBES secretariat
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Effectiveness of the Convention institutions and bodies: Assessment and possible
improvements

Although the secretariat and the GM plan and monitor their work according to results-based
management principles, the nature of their operations — advocacy, policy guidance, technical assistance,
partnership building... — makes it difficult to credibly assess how effective these operations have been
vis-a-vis the work done by others working on similar topics. The feedback received for this independent
assessment indicates that the work of the UNCCD institutions is appreciated and their products and
services are generally welcomed. Nevertheless, there is room for improvement particularly in ensuring
that the UNCCD products and services become better reflected at the national level, which corresponds
with the findings under various SOs. To ensure the continued extent and quality of services under the
Convention, the UNCCD regular budget should become commensurate with the tasks set to the
secretariat and the Global Mechanism.

Regarding the two subsidiary bodies, the feedback received for this independent assessment indicates a
high level of satisfaction with the functioning of the CRIC, with just a few remarks on further
development of the process of reviewing national reports.

The level of satisfaction with the CST seems to be slightly lower than that of the CRIC, but still quite
high. The many comments received on the CST, SPI and the role of translating science into policy under
the UNCCD in general tend to be about further improving effectiveness, rather than criticizing the
delivery so far. Related suggestions echo those made under different SOs: enhancing the relevance of
the UNCCD products and services for activities on the ground through improved communications
(clarity and channels), broadening the substantive scope, and engaging better the regional institutions
and structures.

Raising the profile of the SPI through making it a standing UNCCD body of independent scientists and
increasing the technical support provided to its work could result in new impetus to the UNCCD
science-policy inputs. An independent SPI could serve also in refining the role of the CST toward a
policy-oriented “filter” that considers/negotiates the SPI products and translates them into COP
decisions.

3.3.7. Civil society involvement

Civil society organizations (CSOs) play a significant role in the UNCCD, both as a voice to be heard in
the decision-making process and as an implementation partner on the ground. More than 600 CSOs are
accredited as an observer to the COP, and CSOs are also involved in the SPI and in various
intergovernmental working groups. Many of them actively contribute to the Convention debates and
events, enriching the discussions within these official UNCCD groups by bringing in knowledge on
realities of women, youth, local communities and indigenous peoples. One recent example of the
influence of the CSOs was the inclusion of land tenure into the UNCCD agenda and priorities, which
started from a CSO study and statements at the COP. This topic has evolved into a UNCCD-specific
tenure guidance and technical support for integrating secure tenure and particularly women’s land rights
into projects and programmes to implement the Convention.*

Many CSOs that are active in the UNCCD process support women, youth, local communities and
indigenous peoples on inclusive and sustainable governance of natural resources, rural development,
agroecology and environmental protection. CSOs facilitate information knowledge exchange between
local practices and policy processes in international, national and subnational processes, are well
informed about realities of women, youth, local communities and indigenous peoples, and have

% The CSO advocacy within the UNCCD started in 2013, one year after the adoption of the Voluntary Guidelines on the
Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security by the CFS and
UN in 2012. It was included in the Conceptual Framework for LDN by the SPI in 2017 At COP13 in Ordos, CSOs
advocated for land tenure. At COP14 in Delhi, the implementation of the VGGTs in LDN was a specific advocacy message
of the CSO community.
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knowledge and experiences on community-based initiatives. These are very relevant for the
implementation of the Convention.

As a good example of the cooperation between the UNCCD secretariat and the CSOs, the
Desertif'actions Summit that has been supported by the secretariat since 2006 (5 editions) was
mentioned. It allows for an open multi-stakeholders dialogue including a large number of CSOs, in the
context of the UNCCD.

The CSO panel, consisting of one CSO representative from each UN region, is the main body for
bringing together the civil society involved in the Convention. It aims to promote coordination,
communication, and collaboration among accredited CSOs. The five CSO Panel members are mandated
to liaise with their constituencies and bring the voices of civil society to the exchanges and processes
under the Convention. For the secretariat and other stakeholders, they serve as the “CSO focal points”
that are easy to reach and that can effectively deliver information further.

In the survey and interviews for this independent assessment, the UNCCD was acknowledged for its
active involvement of CSOs, and even considered to serve as a positive example for other international
conventions. The interviewees stated that the UNCCD provides to the CSOs valuable networking and
collaboration opportunities and empowers them to influence the Convention agenda. The Open
Dialogue Sessions during the COPs were specifically mentioned in this context, as they allow the CSOs
to bring up topics that are important to them in an open exchange with decision-makers. Using similar
approaches in other global processes could assist in increasing the CSO participation and influence. The
important role of the CSO Panel for structuring and facilitating the CSO inputs, and the financial support
provided by the secretariat to the CSO participation in the UNCCD official meetings were also
recognized.

Some noted that better continuity of the work of the CSO panel could be built, as it is currently renewed
every two years. The panel could, for example, nominate alternate members as is done for the CSO
representation in the SPI. Another option could be an asynchronous change, with each member being
nominated for four years in a way that not all members change at the same time.

Some interviewees noted that unlike the previous UNCCD Strategy, the text of the current Strategic
Framework 2018-2030 does not mention CSOs. Others considered that the Strategic Framework is
limited in its attention to regional organizations, institutions, and partners, as it focuses on governmental
actors. Many CSOs and regional entities have central roles in implementation on the ground, and their
inclusion in the key UNCCD approaches like the Strategic Framework could enhance the UNCCD
effectiveness. Encouraging participatory planning and inclusivity was seen as a potential approach to
enhance progress toward the Strategic Objectives. Closer cooperation with CSOs on the ground could
be particularly useful for the secretariat and the GM, as they do not implement projects themselves but
could effectively facilitate coordination and information exchange among various stakeholders involved
in implementation. The GGW was mentioned as an example of how the UNCCD can serve as such a
convening platform for different stakeholders, especially at national and subnational level. The
facilitation of CSO involvement within UNCCD processes inspired CSOs to get involved and
recognized in the GGW, which in some countries resulted in improved engagement and dialogues
between governmental GGW actors and CSOs.

Some interviewees said that many CSOs working on DLDD issues are not familiar with the CSO
representation and cooperation in the UNCCD context, and called for further awareness raising and
partnership building to involve more CSOs. There are many CSO networks that are relevant for the
UNCCD agenda and could become more engaged, including Drynet, ReSaD, Evergreening Alliance,
1000 Landscapes 1 Billion People, and Global Network for Disaster Reduction.®®

9 Links to the CSO network websites: www.dry-net.oreg, www.resad-sahel.org, www.evergreening.org,
www.landscapes.global, and www.gndr.org
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3.4. Efficiency

The evaluation criterion efficiency is defined as the extent to which the intervention delivers, or is likely
to deliver, results in an economic and timely way. A traditional approach of looking at efficiency in an
evaluation is about a cost-benefit analysis, preferably against some defined benchmarks or in
comparison to other similar activities, accompanied by a check of whether the results were delivered in
the given timeframe. Using the approach for this independent assessment would be challenging as there
are no benchmarks or processes that can be meaningfully compared with, and the basis for establishing
timeliness is lacking. Therefore, this report will focus on selected aspects of operational and
management efficiencies related to the Strategic Framework, namely its usefulness for resource
mobilization, and the way that it is monitored, both of which are important in the delivery of its
objectives.

This independent assessment looks at the following evaluation questions and sub-questions for
efficiency:

To what extent does the Strategic Framework support resource mobilization efforts?

- Have the Framework and Strategic Objectives been useful tools for resource mobilization by
Parties, regions and UNCCD institutions?

- What resource mobilization strategies have been most successful, and why?

Is the Strategic Framework being monitored efficiently?
- Have the Strategic Objectives proven to be clear, appropriate and realistic?

- How efficient and effective are the Framework’s monitoring processes? Does PRAIS monitor
actions and results towards meeting the Strategic Objectives in a timely and economic manner?

- How useful are the national reports and the underlying data to Parties themselves?
3.4.1. Efficiency of resource mobilization efforts

As mentioned under the chapter on SO 5, the GM has worked on developing the capacity of country
Parties to improve intersectoral coordination with relevant sectors, policies and plans, such as those
relating to biodiversity, climate change, agriculture, energy, water, infrastructure development and
disaster risk management, and others where larger pools of funding are often available. This included
efforts to strengthen the internal national coordination between UNCCD focal points and those national
focal points responsible for endorsing projects such as finance and planning officials, GEF operational
focal points, GCF national designated authorities as well as focal points for bilateral funding. Additional
work will still be required for improving such coordination and it remains a major bottleneck in many
countries.

Following the launching of a Partnership for Project Preparation, the GM has been working with a range
of relevant technical partners to support the preparation and funding of projects addressing DLDD, land
tenure, land governance and other land-based issues, encouraging gender responsiveness and assisting
the most vulnerable populations.®

The main emphasis has been on strengthening existing partnerships with funding agencies and
technically or politically mandated institutions and formalizing new strategic partnerships to support
the preparation of good quality project proposals with accredited agencies and technical partners with
solid project preparation experience. Significant efforts were made in formalizing and/or strengthening
partnerships to support project preparation with the following:

o Multilateral and bilateral funding agencies including the GCF , the GEF , the Adaptation Fund,
the African Development Bank (AfDB), the World Bank, the Inter-American Development

9 See overview report by the GM to CRIC21: Implementation of the voluntary land degradation neutrality targets and
related implementation efforts, p. 6, ICCD/CRIC (21)/8, (2023) UNCCD
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Bank, the United States Agency for International Development, the European Commission and
Afreximbank. A key success is the signing of a Fiduciary Principles Agreement with AfDB;

o Strategic partners supporting project preparation include the United Nations Forum on Forests,
the Commonwealth Secretariat, IRENA and the Global Water Partnership;

o Strategic Partnerships on specific projects with agencies accredited with funding agencies and
project developers like UNDP, FAO, UNEP, WWF, UNIDO, The Nature Conservancy, The
DeserTech Community, and the World Food Programme;

o Strategic Partnerships with mandated institutions — Asian Forest Cooperation Organization,
SADC, the African Union Development Agency, Intergovernmental Authority on
Development in Eastern Africa, The Pacific Community, and the Partnership Initiative for
Sustainable Land Management.

Meetings were convened to strengthen inter-sectoral collaboration and capacity to prepare projects
aligned with the requirements of funding sources include workshops for UNCCD national focal points
and other sectoral focal points such as authorities on finance and planning, GEF operational focal points
and GCF national designated authorities for West African countries in May 2022, Southern African
countries in August 2022, and East African countries in June 2023. The GM is also strengthening
engagements with Ministries of Finance by participating, promoting and making the case for
investments in projects and programmes addressing DLDD and achieving LDN at key meetings such
as the World Bank Spring Meetings.

74 countries have requested support to develop national and/or regional concept notes leading to 65
concept notes in total since 2018. As reported by GM in June 2023, the project pipeline is comprised
of:

a) Fifty-nine national projects involving 55 countries (23 national project concept notes have been
developed, 10 are under development and 26 are still to be developed);

b) Six regional or multi-country projects involving 41 countries (three regional concept notes have
been developed, two are under development and one is still to be developed).

¢) Gender responsiveness is one of the main criteria of the LDN TPP features checklist as well as a
key requirement of most funding sources targeted by countries. Particular attention has been
provided to mainstreaming gender into the project concept notes and proposals through a Gender
Project Officer supported by the Canadian Government. Furthermore, 12 TPPs (two regional
projects and 10 national projects) have benefited from additional support to prepare gender specific
studies such as Gender Gap Analysis and Gender Action Plans.

d) Following a land-based approach, most of the project proposals have the potential to generate
multiple benefits to tackle issues related to drought (six proposals, e.g. in Bolivia, Dominican
Republic, Madagascar), biodiversity loss (20 proposals, e.g. in Colombia, Bolivia, Peru,
Nicaragua, Ghana, Guinea), climate change adaptation and mitigation (31 proposals, e.g. in
Colombia, Peru, Eswatini, Ghana, Malawi) and proposals contributing to creating green jobs (22
projects, e.g. in Tunisia, Nigeria, Malawi, Nicaragua). This multiple-benefits approach will be a
mainstay of UNCCD operations moving forward.

The cumulative total number of concept notes that have been approved and selected for financing is 14.
This is comprised of 12 national concept notes and two regional concept notes involving 24 countries
in total. This includes three projects that are now under implementation.

The GM has made significant progress is supporting countries to translate national LDN plans into
investment-ready projects. There is, however, need for continued support to national focal points to
strengthen collaboration with other sectors and further develop capacity to translate plans and targets
into bankable projects and programmes suitable for domestic or international financing at scale,
including from the private sector.

At the same time, the process of accessing funding from major international funders, or the design and
mobilization of funding for new investments or investment vehicles continues to take a few years. The
lack of investment-ready projects continues to slow down access to finance and the overall
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implementation of the Convention, impacting developing country Parties and development partners and
potential private sector investors alike.

Flagship programmes

As mentioned under the chapter on SO 5, GGW involves eleven African countries and multiple partners.
Following the pledges amounting to 19 billion US dollars that were made at the 2021 One Planet
Summit®” and its aftermath, 80% of the funding has been programmed. The GGW Accelerator unit,
located in the UNCCD, has promoted the establishment of a pipeline of eligible and bankable projects,
which has helped to identify and match funding for 150 projects, covering all countries involved in the
GGW. USD 2.5 billion of the funding pledged has been disbursed, with the remaining funding expected
by the end of 2025.

Inspired by the GGW in the Sahel, the SADC countries and the African Union Commission (AUC)
have launched the SADC GGW. GEF funding is sought to support the further development and
coordination of the initiative. Projects and programmes supported by the GM through the partnership
for project preparation, which are contributing to the implementation of the SADC GGWI, include the
Programme for Integrated Development and Adaptation to Climate Change (PIDACC Zambezi Zone I)
funded by the AfDB, the Zambezi Programme funded by the Climate Investment Fund, and the Gender
and Drought project funded by the AfDB.

The GM is also involved in the development of a multi-country programme, to be funded by the GCF,
to support LDN implementation in the Caribbean Small Island Developing States (SIDS). Other
flagship initiatives include the development of a multi-country Dry Corridor Initiative in Mesoamerica,
a regional programme aimed at combating land degradation and drought in the Pacific SIDS, and a
global programme on rangelands.

Assessment and possible improvements

The GM has made significant progress in supporting countries to translate national LDN plans into
investment-ready projects. There is, however, need for continued support to national focal points to
strengthen collaboration with other sectors and further develop capacity to translate plans and targets
into bankable projects and programmes suitable for domestic or international financing at scale,
including from the private sector.

Accessing funding from many major donors and implementing partners is complex, and many UNCCD
focal points and other stakeholders were said to lack the required capacity. The need for improved
awareness of funding sources and their working modalities as well as project preparation requirements
and methods were recognized.

Some respondents noted that the GM staff is very helpful and reactive, but that its staff resources are
very stretched. Positioning of staff to the UNCCD to service specific projects and initiatives, such as
the recently created entities for GGW, the G20 Initiative and IDRA, covered via extra-budgetary
resources, is a very useful approach for the secretariat and the GM and should be continued.

3.4.2. Efficiency of monitoring the Strategic Framework

The adoption of the 2018-2030 Strategic Framework at COP 13 in 2017 necessitated a reconsideration
of the national reporting, replacing former emphasis on operational aspects with focus on measuring
progress through quantitative indicators and related metrics. Most SOs in the Strategic Framework
remained identical to those of the previous UNCCD Strategy, but SO 3 on drought brought in a new

97 For more information, please see https://oneplanetsummit.fr/en/one-planet-summit-results-170
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content area for which no national reporting framework existed. In addition, COP 13 requested the
secretariat to simplify the reporting templates and other reporting tools for future reporting processes.%®

The first national reporting using the revised tools (“PRAIS 3”) took place in 2017-2018. This was the
first attempt by Parties to report on land-based indicators under SO 1, using a standardized methodology
and standardized data. At the request of Parties, the secretariat provided default data from existing data
sources for those indicators, which could be used by Parties that had difficulties in collecting and
compiling their own data. Overall, the reporting was based on twelve indicators and the tools included
country-specific reporting templates (pre-filled with default data for SO 1), a reporting manual and a
glossary of terms. Regional workshops and an online helpdesk were provided for guidance and capacity
building on reporting. All reports submitted within the given deadline went through a quality assurance
process for accuracy check.*

The second national reporting under the 2018-2030 Strategic Framework (“PRAIS 4”) took place in
2022-2023. In line with the guidance received from Parties after PRAIS 3, the secretariat and the GM
had further developed the reporting tools, including some new indicators, a revised online portal, refined
country-specific templates with default data for each respective metric for all indicators, and an updated
reporting manual and good practice guidance. Due to the COVID 19 pandemic, capacity-building was
provided only through online services including e-learning tutorials, webinars, technical assistance and
a helpdesk.1%

For both reporting rounds, eligible countries were provided financial support through a GEF Enabling
Activity project “The Global Support Programme”, which was implemented in partnership with UNEP.
This project assisted countries in the use of standardized tools, data collection and quality assurance for
their national reports and covered the costs of technical assistance and an online help desk system. It
also provided support in updating methodological guidance and upgrading the reporting.

In the 2017-2018 reporting, 141 country Parties submitted their report, while during the 2022-2023
reporting process the submission rate was slightly lower, with 126 reports received. The pandemic
called for adjustments at national level and necessitated a shift to online capacity-building, which put
constraints on Parties to comply with the reporting obligations. Another factor that reduced the reporting
rate in 2022-2023 were the delays in the applications for, processing and timely disbursements of GEF
funds via UNEP for consultants to support national reporting for a number of countries.***

Most countries provided data on only part of the indicators. In general, countries that have defined
themselves as affected under the UNCCD provide data on all SOs, while the so-called non-affected
countries (mostly the global North) tend to report only on SOS5. In the 2022-2023 reporting process,
over 100 countries provided data for each SO, although not all of them provided all the required data.
All reports used the reporting template.

Taking into account the complexity of indicators and the limited backstopping that could be availed
during the pandemic, having more than half of Parties provide data on all SOs can be considered an
achievement. Nevertheless, with so many countries’ data missing, establishing credible world-wide
trends is near impossible. As the secretariat notes: “The solidity of the global/regional analysis
presented in official documentation at sessions of the CRIC is dependent on the number of reports
submitted, the coverage of national territory of submitted data and the balance of reports submitted by
regions. The 2022 UNCCD reporting process has shown that it is difficult to produce a global analysis
unless default data for countries that did not submit reports can fill gaps in the analysis.”'%

9% For more information, see the related CRIC 16 document: Improving the procedures for communication of information as
well as the quality and formats of reports to be submitted to the Conference of the Parties , ICCD/CRIC (16)/5, (2023),
UNCCD

9 ibid.

100 Improving the procedures for communication as well as the quality and formats of reports to be submitted to the
Conference of the Parties , ICCD/CRIC (21)/7, (2023), UNCCD

101 jbid.

102 ibid.
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The notion of owning the data to be used in the UNCCD context has been an important one for the
UNCCD Parties, as resistance against using data that is not validated nationally. This may change in the
future, since Parties are now used to using default data, while being able to use their own if they wish
to do so. If Parties decide to approve that default data may be used for those Parties that did not submit
a national report, future the CRIC documentation on national reporting will have global coverage.

The key findings of the national reports submitted in 2023 can be found under each SO in chapters 3.3.1
to 3.3.5. Most indicators used in the national reporting focus on providing general trends relevant to the
UNCCD - for example, trends in land cover, poverty/income equality, proportion of land under drought,
protected area coverage, and various (financial) resources. Many of them measure changes that are
likely to require long periods of time and developments in many different areas (policies, capacities,
practices...) to occur. Some indicators provide data that is directly relevant for the expected impacts
under the SO in concern (for example, expected impact 1.1 and indicator SO1-21% are fully aligned),
while some others have very limited connection with the respective expected impacts'®.

For this independent assessment, very diverse feedback on the national reporting process was received
through the survey and the interviews. On the positive side, in the survey, a large majority of the
respondents (83%) assessed the national reporting indicators as relevant to their country’s approach to
DLDD. Almost the same number considered that the national reports provide an accurate reflection of
their country’s progress towards addressing DLDD (79% of the respondents). Also, the national
reporting process was generally considered useful for the countries, with 83% stating that the process
of preparing a national report supports national coordination and cooperation on DLDD matters, and
78% noting that they continue to use the national reports and the associated data for their own purposes
after the report submission to the UNCCD.

In the interviews, many respondents mentioned difficulties in meeting the reporting requirements. Some
noted that the indicators are complex, and data collection for some of them is costly and requires
capacity that they do not have. Others mentioned technical issues, difficulties in sourcing the data from
different ministries and, in the 2022-2023 reporting process, complex procedures for applying for the
GEF funding via UNEP. Some said that the default data does not reflect the real situation in the country,
but they do not have the means to correct it.

Efficiency of monitoring the Strategic Framework: Assessment and possible
improvements

The current system, PRAIS 4, has been substantially upgraded from PRAIS 3, especially regarding its
use of default data from geospatial data providers and its online processing and storage functions. It
seems that the system has become more user-friendly and the focal points have welcomed its
introduction. While this facilitates the preparation of the national reports, further conversion of the data
into relevant information for national/regional/local decision makers could be envisaged.

This independent assessment found it challenging to use the information collected through the national
reporting. While the findings on the trends under each SO provided interesting insights, it was
impossible to establish causal linkages between many of them and the expected impacts or the UNCCD
in general, or to attribute any observed progress to the UNCCD, which would have been the type of
information that an evaluation process could use. While it will always be very difficult to identify the
concrete impact of UNCCD’s activities on the ground, the more consistent alignment of indicators with
intended impacts would certainly help in that effort.

103 Expected impact 1.1: Land productivity and related ecosystems services are maintained or enhanced.

Indicator SO1-2: Trends in land productivity or functioning of the land.

104 For example, SO 4 expected impacts and indicators are connected indirectly: the expected impacts are

4.1 Sustainable land management and the combating of desertification/land degradation contribute to the conservation and
sustainable use of biodiversity and addressing climate change and

4.2 Synergies with other multilateral environmental agreements and processes are enhanced;

while the indicators deal with trends in carbon stocks above and below ground (SO 4-1), trends in abundance and
distribution of selected species (SO 4-2), and trends in protected area coverage of important biodiversity areas (SO 4-3).
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The indicators on SO 1 focus on biophysical data that correspond with the expected impacts. The
national reporting process would benefit from other relevant data that shows the economic and social
implications of land degradation, in particular the impact on food production and security. This could
fit well under SO 2 that currently has very broad indicators on trends in poverty, access to safe drinking
water and exposure to land degradation but shows no demonstrated causal linkages with the work of
the UNCCD. Further consideration should be given also to the indicators under SO 4, in consultation
with the other two Rio Conventions.

Looking at the documentation on the 2022-2023 national reporting findings to CRIC 21, it seems that
the reports are about synthesizing statistics and thus difficult to absorb in terms of identifying key points
for future action.

Possible improvements

For the current national reporting, a dashboard displaying PRAIS results would be valuable for
identifying global and regional data and trends and assisting Parties and other stakeholders to use the
reporting results in their own activities. The UNCCD secretariat is working on such a dashboard, with
the aim to launch it during CRIC 21.

The national reporting process would benefit from other relevant data that shows the economic and
social implications of land degradation, in particular the impact on food production and food security.
An in-depth evaluation into the PRAIS 4 reporting model and its results should be made before a
decision on its further development. The SPI should be involved in that exercise which should be
concluded long enough before the expiry of the current Strategic Framework to be taken into account
for designing the monitoring and reporting mechanisms of the subsequent one, using the established
mechanisms such as the joint contact group between CST and CRIC at the COP.

Improving the accuracy and practical use of the monitoring of progress and assessment of impact under
the Strategic Framework can involve a variety of measures. The current indicators and metrics could be
revised or complemented to include information of results that are more directly relevant for the work
carried out under the UNCCD. New approaches for collecting and availing information could be taken
into use to complement the national reporting, such as conducting periodic cross-cutting assessments
or studies focusing in-depth on a specific aspect of selected SOs. This does not necessarily need to
increase the workload of the UNCCD, if expert partners that are working on the topics in question can
be engaged to support. The emerging UNCCD collaboration with the FAO-led framework for ecosystem
restoration monitoring platform that was mentioned under the chapter on SO 1 serves as an example of
such potential partnerships.

Taken into consideration the considerable time needed to conceive a new Strategic Framework and
associated monitoring and reporting system it would be beneficial that a process be established already
by COP 16 that ensures a smooth transition from the current Strategy to the next one. The CST/SPI
could provide important input into this process.

3.5. Progress to impact

This chapter looks at the progress to impact from two perspectives: (1) the status of each SO, as assessed
against its expected impacts, and (2) the extent of progress made on specific aspects, as commented in
the survey and interviews.

Progress made toward the Strategic Objectives

Under chapter 3.3 on effectiveness, the status of each SO was assessed based on the findings of the

national reporting, performance data concerning the activities carried out under the UNCCD, and
feedback received through the survey and interviews. This assessment was applied to the expected
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impacts under each SO, as they serve in specifying the type of achievements that would demonstrate
progress toward the SO.

Below is a table that lists all expected impacts and presents the status assessments that were made in
the context of each SO. The table also shows how the survey respondents assessed the eventual impacts
of the Strategic Framework, based on their own professional knowledge and experience. In the survey,
the respondents were asked to state to what extent they personally think progress will have been made
against each of the expected impacts by 2030, when compared to the current situation in 2023. The table
below presents the percentages of those respondents that considered that either good or very good
progress will be made.

Expecting good

Expected impact Assessment progress
1.1 Land productivity and related ecosystems services are Limited information 5004
maintained or enhanced available 0
1.2 The vulnerability of affected ecosystems is reduced and the Limited information 43%
resilience of ecosystems is increased available
1.3 National voluntary LDN targets are set and adopted by countries
wishing to do so, related measures are identified and implemented, . 54%
o . Progress is made
and necessary monitoring systems are established
1.4 Measures for sustainable land management and the combating of
desertification/land degradation are shared, promoted and Progress is made 55%
implemented
2.1 Food security and adequate access to water for people in Limited information 53%
affected areas is improved available
2:2 Th_e_llvellhoods of people in affected areas are improved and Progress is made 46%
diversified
2.3 I__qcal p_eople,_e_spemally women and youth, are _empowered and Progress is made 5206
participate in decision-making processes in combating DLDD
2.4 Migration forced by desertification and land degradation is Limited information
. : 26%
substantially reduced available
3.1 Ecosystems’ vulnerability to drought is reduced, including Limited information
. - . 41%
through sustainable land and water management practices available
3.2 Communities’ resilience to drought is increased Limited information 45%
available 0
4.1 Sustainable land management and the combating of Proaress is made
desertification/land degradation contribute to the conservation and g 60%
sustainable use of biodiversity and addressing climate change
4.2 Synergies with other multilateral environmental agreements and Progress is made 64%
processes are enhanced
5.1 Adequate and timely public and private financial resources are
further mobilized and made available to affected country Parties, Progress is made 39%
including through domestic resource mobilization
5.2 International support is provided for implementing effective and
targeted capacity-building and “on-the-ground interventions” in Progress is made 45%

affected country Parties to support the implementation of the
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Convention, including through North—South, South—South and
triangular cooperation

5.3 Extensive efforts implemented to promote technology transfer,
especially on favorable terms and including on concessional and
preferential terms, as mutually agreed, and to mobilize other non-
financial resources

Progress is made 45%

It should be noted that this table is not an ideal reflection of the progress made in the context of the
2018-2030 Strategic Framework, as the way the expected impacts are formulated does not support
precise progress assessment. Similarly, lack of information for assessing progress does not mean lack
of achievements — it talks more about the monitoring tools than the state of results. Nevertheless, even
with this limited information, it can be safely stated that progress toward the Strategic Framework is
being made around all of its objectives.

With regard to the survey results, for most expected impacts half or less than half of the respondents
expect that good progress will be made by the expiry of this Strategic Framework in 2030. This may be
also partially due to the way that the expected impacts are formulated, but more likely it reflects the
widespread uncertainty concerning the achievement of the formulated targets at country level. While
the majority of countries by now have plans with LDN targets and for addressing drought, their actual
successful implementation remains to be seen, depending to a large extent on additional national and
international funding to come forward.

Progress in specific cross-cutting areas

Increased visibility and political commitment: A large majority of survey respondents representing
countries and organizations (78% and 80% respectively) considered that the visibility and awareness of
the importance of addressing DLDD is increasing. The political/strategic commitment towards
implementing the UNCCD was also widely seen as increasing (for countries 60% and organizations
74% of respondents).

In the last years, many more commitments to advancing healthy land have been made. Among them are
the Global Biodiversity Framework adopted in December 2022, by which Parties to the CBD commit
to ensuring that by 2030, 30 per cent of degraded land and ecosystems are under effective restoration,
and that 30 per cent of critical biodiversity habitats are protected and conserved. Moreover, the G20
Initiative was launched in November 2020; these countries committed to prevent, halt and reverse land
degradation and reduce degraded land by 50 per cent by 2040.

The 2020 report on land restoration commitments'® found that 115 countries had put forward
quantitative, area-based commitments under various international cooperation processes, estimated to
result in close to 1 billion hectares in total. Almost half of the restoration commitments were found in
Sub-Saharan Africa, followed by Central and South America, China and South Asia. Relatively few
commitments had been announced by countries in North America and Europe, Russia, countries in
Central Asia, the Middle East and North Africa. Since then, the commitments under CBD and the G20
initiative have substantially increased the coverage described in the report.

Achieving LDN by 2030, as aimed in the Strategic Framework, still seems to be difficult. While global
data on land degradation in terms of total land surfaces affected and the severity of degradation vary
considerably and need to be further refined, it seems clear that all pledges for restoration need to be
implemented on time and new degradation avoided, if LDN is to be achieved by 2030.

105 Goals and Commitments for the Restoration Decade (2020), PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency
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Improved understanding and knowledge-sharing: Many respondents mentioned the growth of
understanding of how land is interconnected with other topics, from infrastructure development to
gender equality, and the influence of that understanding to national planning and policies, as an
emerging impact of the Strategic Framework . Many considered the launch of systematic country level
monitoring of land matters through the UNCCD national reporting to be an important step ahead.
Furthermore, sharing of best practices and lessons learned among different stakeholders, including
communities, businesses, and researchers, as well as efforts to engage specific stakeholder groups such
as parliamentarians, were referred to as good outcomes.

3.6. Sustainability

Under this criterion, the independent assessment aims to find out the extent to which there are sufficient
commitments, capacities and resources in place to deliver the Strategic Objectives, and to maintain any
associated impacts beyond 2030. The guiding evaluation sub-questions are as follows:

- Since the start of the Strategic Framework, has there been a notable change in the extent of national,
regional and international political commitment and momentum behind the Convention?

- Whatresources and capacities (technical, institutional) are Parties and regions allocating to support
delivery of the Strategic Objectives? What are the main resourcing and capacity gaps?

- How are Parties and regions working with other UNCCD partners (multilateral funders and
agencies, CSOs, private sector, other Rio Conventions) to support delivery of the Strategic
Objectives?

Many survey respondents and interviewees mentioned conditions and necessary steps for assuring the
sustainability of the results achieved in the context of the implementation of the Strategic Framework.
In addition, many chapters in this report provide information that is relevant for the consideration of
commitments, capacities and resources to deliver the Strategic Objectives, and to maintain any
associated impacts beyond 2030. These points are summarized below. It may be noted that no thorough
assessment of sustainability is possible at this stage when implementation of the LDN targets, the
national drought plans, and many projects have only recently or not yet started. Thus, the following
explanations remain tentative, rather than presenting clear findings. In any case, it is apparent that
assuring future sustainability will require actions at three levels: commitments, capacities and resources
as well as increased coordination efforts.

Commitments:

¢ Sustainability of activities and projects to reach UNCCD objectives relies on their integration
into national policy frameworks and legal systems, in particular the incorporation of land
restoration, sustainable land management, and agro-ecology into environment bills and national
plans.

e This requires clear political will and commitment by political decision-makers and budget
processes, and continuous enforcement of related bills across sectors.

e LDN targets and national drought plans need to become more concrete and operational.

e Active participation by media, academia, and CSOs is critical to foster public discourse,
research, and advocacy.

e Recent commitments to land restoration in the context of UNDER, the Global Biodiversity
Framework and G20 Initiative indicate that there will be global interest in matters relevant to
the UNCCD in the coming years, which is likely to positively influence commitments at the
national level

Capacities:

e Empowering local communities with essential skills and understanding of sustainable land
management practices is key to the sustainability of the work done under the UNCCD. This
involves also the leveraging of traditional and indigenous knowledge.

e Farmers need to be provided with knowledge about co-benefits of sustainable land management
and guidance on how to achieve those benefits. To lower the pressure on land and engage youth
particularly in rural areas, diversifying rural income is important.
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e Securing land tenure and fostering gender action plans are crucial for communities to actively
participate in land restoration efforts.
¢ Ongoing investment in institutional capacity building as well as better coordination of efforts
among the Rio conventions are also essential.

Resources:

o Further development of catalogues of best practices is important to foster knowledge sharing
and learning from successes and challenges across different regions, like is actively promoted
by WOCAT.

e Proactive approaches to addressing drought, with focus on building resilience and mitigating
drought effects, are necessary. They include building early warning systems and developing
disaster reduction plans as well as insurance schemes.

e Mobilization of funding for capacity building across different levels is needed. This includes
support to capacities for preparing ‘bankable’ project proposals.

e Increased engagement of the private sector to investing in LDN efforts and drought
preparedness is crucial.

In brief, increased commitments from the different stakeholders, environment bills including LDN and
drought resilience, more concrete and enforced LDN and national drought plans, capacity building to
empower communities and further resource mobilization are crucial for achieving sustained impacts.

3.7. Gender responsiveness

This evaluation criterion aims to find out the extent to which the Strategic Framework is gender-
responsive. It seeks to respond to three sub-questions:
e Is the Framework aligned with the UNCCD Gender Action Plan?
e To what extent are gender dimensions considered during implementation of the Framework?
e How do any results or trends emerging from implementation of the Framework contribute to
gender equality?

The information and assessment presented in this chapter derives in its entirety from the Independent
Evaluation of the UNCCD Gender Action Plan (report will be available in November 2023).

Although the text of the Strategic Framework does not contain provisions specifically addressing gender
equality, in the accompanying decision'® the COP recognizes the importance of women in the
implementation of the Convention and decided that, while implementing the Strategic Framework, all
UNCCD stakeholders and partners should take into account the need for gender-responsive policies and
measures; ensuring the full and effective participation of both men and women in planning, decision-
making and implementation at all levels, and enhancing the empowerment of women, girls and youth
in the affected areas.

The COP adopted!®’ the UNCCD Gender Action Plan (GAP) in 2017, at the same time as the Strategic
Framework. The GAP aims to make the implementation of the Strategic Framework gender-responsive
and transformative, and thus more effective, efficient and successful. It provides guidance to Parties
and other actors to mainstream gender on policies and measures (e.g., key principles, objectives,
priorities for action and mechanisms for implementation).

The contribution of the GAP to the Strategic Framework is partly recognized in SO2 through expected
impact 2.3 (local people, especially women and youth, are empowered and participate in decision-
making processes in combating DLDD) and one related indicator (i.e., trends in the proportion of the
population exposed to land degradation, disaggregated by sex). No other SO, expected impact or

106 The future strategic framework of the Convention, ICCD/COP (13)/21 / Add.1, (2017), UNCCD
107 Gender Equality and women's empowerment for the enhanced and effective implementation of the convention,
ICCD/COP(13)/21/Add.1, 2017, UNCCD
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indicator explicitly recognize women or gender. For example, despite SO3 focus on vulnerable
populations, only “communities” are mentioned at the level of the expected impacts and “total
population” in the related indicators.

In accordance with the entry points delineated within the Scientific Conceptual Framework for LDN, it
is noteworthy that several accomplishments under the Convention, as well as activities contributing to
the advancement of the Strategic Framework, have indeed integrated aspects of gender equality.

UNCCD-developed measures for gender responsiveness

To support Parties in their efforts to implement the GAP, the secretariat and the GM have carried out a
variety of activities, including capacity development, research for advocacy and policy guidance,
facilitate women’s participation in the UNCCD intergovernmental meetings, develop tools and
guidelines and mainstreaming gender in projects and flagship publications. These activities can be
grouped into three broad categories: (i) technical support and capacity development, (ii) knowledge
products and publications, and (iii) advocacy, awareness raising and women participation, and an
overview of their contents is presented in the chapter concerning SO 2.

By implementing these activities, the secretariat and the GM have played an important role in
facilitating collaboration and strengthening partnerships (e.g., IUCN, UN Women, FAO, UNDP,
Landesa'®, Mirova, etc.). Of particular importance is the collaboration with the other two Rio
Conventions, mostly in terms of advocacy for a synergistic implementation of the Conventions,
harmonization of policies and targets related to gender quality.

The 2017-2018 reporting process was seen as an opportunity to launch a structured collection and
sharing of information on gender-responsive implementation of the UNCCD. For this purpose, the
reporting manual included specific suggestions on gender issues under both the SOs and the
implementation framework. Reporting on gender matters was voluntary yet encouraged by providing
related complementary information under the qualitative assessment of all SOs and two areas of the
implementation framework (i.e., policy and planning and action on the ground).

According to UNCCD’s study on the differentiated impacts of DLDD on women and men*®, only 63%
of the national reports submitted during the first reporting process under the Strategic Framework (39
out of 49) responded to at least one of the gender-related questions. 37% did not respond to any of the
three questions. Four reports included targets relevant to objectives 1 and 2 of the GAP.*46 out of the
48 reviewed national drought plans included references to gender. Four distinct strategies were utilized
by countries to address and promote gender equality in the national drought plans: (i) gender normative
framework in relation to drought management; (ii) use of sex-disaggregated data or a methodology to
collect such data; (iii) gender as a transversal axis or theme; and (iv) explicit mention of the national
mechanism for the advancement of women.

In the same line, the report on the performance of the Convention institutions and subsidiary bodies
during 20202021 noted that progress was made towards advancing the involvement of women, and
supporting land rights in the context of UNCCD implementation. It was highlighted that the secretariat
and GM ’s support to Parties in the integration of gender responsiveness into plans and programmes to
address DLDD was successful, with nearly all LDN target country profiles and national drought plans
mentioning gender. However, the extent to which gender responsiveness was operationalized varied
from country to country.

108 https://www.landesa.org/

109 Study on differentiated impacts of desertification, land degradation and drought on women and men, (2022), UNCCD

110 55 countries were selected for the gender profiles under this study. Six of them did not have PRAIS reports available.

111 Report on the performance of the Convention institutions and subsidiary bodies (2020—2021), ICCD/CRIC(20)/3, (2020),
UNCCD
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In the latest national reporting in 2022-2023, the secretariat has included new sex-disaggregated
indicators and a new set of questions relating to gender and women’s empowerment in the narrative
section of the report template (implementation framework).The two new indicators aimed at tracking
trends in the proportion of population exposed to land degradation and drought disaggregated by sex
provide information about the proportion of male and female populations exposed to land degradation
and drought (first step towards addressing the gender data gap within the UNCCD reporting
framework). Additionally, a third indicator, the Drought Vulnerability Index, has the potential to be
disaggregated by sex, thereby providing specific information on which sex within the population is
more vulnerable to drought. However, there seem to exist important limitations in terms of data
availability and technical capacity to currently support the necessary level of additional sex
disaggregation.

As for the narrative section contained in the reporting template, gender-responsive questions were added
in order to capture the nature of interventions implemented at national level and how these impact the
affected population, i.e. men and women. It is important to note that reporting on the implementation
framework is voluntary, and therefore it was up to Parties to choose whether they use the 2022 UNCCD
reporting process to showcase their activities in relation to gender mainstreaming and the empowerment
of women.

Feedback received through the survey and interviews

On GAP priorities, it was argued by some stakeholders that gender should be integrated throughout the
UNCCD processes, and specific measures might not be necessary as they are already provided by UN
conventions and tools. Nevertheless, there is broad recognition of the GAP’s added value in guiding
gender mainstreaming within the implementation of the Strategic Framework, thereby enhancing its
effectiveness. For instance, the results of the survey conducted for the GAP evaluation have confirmed
the relevance of the GAP priority areas in the following ways:

*  70% of the respondents found the GAP priority areas relevant to their countries' approaches.
*  69% of organizations considered the GAP priority areas relevant to their approaches.
* Regarding real, on-the-ground aims and needs, 66% found the GAP priority areas relevant.

Furthermore, a significant majority of respondents believed that the GAP priority areas are coherent
and responsive to the gender priorities of countries (59%) and organizations (67%) as well as well-
aligned with other ongoing gender plans and policies (64%). These findings underscore the GAP's
effectiveness and alignment with the goals of various stakeholders.

On GAP results, the findings indicate that successful efforts were made by the secretariat and the GM
to integrate gender responsiveness into plans and programmes to address DLDD, with nearly all LDN
target country profiles and national drought plans mentioning gender. However, the extent to which
gender responsiveness was operationalized varied from country to country and there is still room for
improvement. For example, the results of the survey indicate that more than half of the countries (51%)
were not involved in integrating gender equality into UNCCD implementation (24 out of 47 responses).
Of those that were involved, 13 countries received support (28%) and 10 provided support (21%).

There was, though, a high recognition of the UNCCD-supported work on gender among the 13 countries
that received it. The vast majority acknowledged that the support contributed to (i) improve
understanding and awareness (85%); (ii) increase capacity to integrate gender equality into
national/local policies and strategies (78%) or projects and programmes (92%); (iii) improve
responsiveness of the project proposals to donors requirements (61%); and (iv) increase national
commitment to gender equality (90%). A lower involvement was recognized by countries in developing
land governance and tenure rights with 27 out of 45 countries not involved (60%). 11 countries received
support (24%) and 7 provided support (16%).
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On GAP impact, many stakeholders are optimistic about the progress made against the GAP objectives.
The portion of respondents that believe there will be good or very good progress by 2030 is presented
below:
» Addressing gender inequalities and enhancing the role of women as agents of change (48%).
* Improving women and girls capacity to access the resources they need (47%).
* Improving technical capacities of UNCCD stakeholders to design and implement gender-
responsive plans and programs (56%).
* Developing a UNCCD baseline on gender-related issues and regularly monitoring progress
(53%).
*  Mobilizing adequate resources to achieve the GAP objectives (39%).

Nonetheless, a notable percentage of respondents, ranging from 38% to 50%, perceive either no
progress or limited progress in attaining these objectives, with resource mobilization appearing to be
the least likely to be realized.

Regarding the progress towards the gender related impacts expected by 2030 within the SO2 of the
Strategic Framework, the survey yielded mixed results. 52% of the respondents considered that there
was good (28 out of 75) or very good (11) progress in terms of empowerment and participation in
decision-making processes of local people, especially women and youth. On the other hand, 43%
thought there was limited (29) or no (3) progress.

On_ GAP challenges, stakeholders have underscored several challenges primarily linked to
operationalizing the GAP. These challenges encompass the following key points:

* Enhancing the alignment of work processes, including the formulation of a detailed work plan
and the planning of specific activities.

* Advocating for a heightened focus on the GAP and its practical implementation, emphasizing
the need for increased commitment to on-site projects.

* Encouraging ongoing strengthening of the GAP incorporating lessons learned from on-the-
ground implementation and through continuous updates of outputs and outcomes as necessary.

* Requesting more capacity-building support to achieve GAP objectives and underscoring the
importance of helping countries in establishing baseline data and monitoring progress, with a
special emphasis on capacity building programs related to the GAP.

» Stressing the significance of adapting and applying the GAP with sensitivity.

*  Amplifying the role of CSOs in advancing gender equality, particularly through activities like
capacity building and resource mobilization.

During the interviews, the necessity for training emerged as a significant point for both UNCCD staff
and other important stakeholders. In this context, national focal points have expressed their most
pressing training requirements as follows:

* A comprehensive understanding of gender-related issues to effectively report to UNCCD and
other Conventions.

* Proficiency in crafting project proposals for entities such as the GEF and GCF, or other funding
sources.

* To a certain extent, the development of national gender policies was also identified as an area
requiring training.

Possible improvements
The following measures to enhance the implementation of the GAP could be considered:

Further mainstreaming gender into SO3 by acknowledging the distinct impacts on men and women,
instead of the current generalization regarding vulnerable populations and communities. This
integration should involve the inclusion of gender-specific indicators. At a minimum, the indicators
tracking the trends in the proportion of the total population exposed to drought and the degree of drought
vulnerability should be disaggregated by sex.
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Increasing efforts to monitoring gender-related matters. Place greater emphasis on facilitating and
encouraging countries to report on gender-related matters, including targeted training to national focal
points to bolster their comprehension of gender-related matters and improve reporting in this regard.
Identify and acknowledge the key challenges that countries face in gathering and analyzing gender-
specific data, including sex-disaggregated indicators. Work on developing solutions to overcome these
obstacles to ensure better data collection.

Enhance support to country-level implementation of gender-responsive policies. This may include, for
example practical guidance for conducting gender analyses, various toolkits, and E-Learning courses,
supporting national gender focal points to be leaders in advocating for gender mainstreaming in the
UNCCD structure through regular meetings and ongoing training, and further enhance the integration
of a gender perspective into UNCCD flagship initiatives like the LDN Target Setting Programme
providing specific guidance and assistance to countries.

Further strengthen collaboration with the other Rio Conventions to harmonize targets, indicators, and
goals related to gender equality. Seek synergies in gender-related initiatives and share best practices
among the conventions to create a unified approach to addressing gender issues in the context of
environmental conservation.

Allocate sufficient resources, including securing funding for at least one permanent position within the
UNCCD staff through regular budget funds. This will help ensure a sustained focus on gender
mainstreaming and policy implementation.

4. Conclusions and recommendations

The findings under the seven evaluation criteria used in this independent assessment suggest that the
UNCCD and the Strategic Framework are perceived as highly relevant for addressing synergies and
policies, plans and projects around land, and well aligned with the priorities of the international
community and major partners. They indicate that progress is being made toward the Strategic
Framework and its Strategic Objectives - the UNCCD work on LDN has been useful and beneficial for
the involved countries and holds a significant potential and an important role in advancing land
restoration globally. The Convention is also recognized as one of the key players in global advocacy,
policymaking and cooperation concerning drought, and this role is further growing as droughts are
becoming more widespread and severe. Gender matters are increasingly integrated into all UNCCD
activities, as a cross-cutting topic.

With regard to the Convention secretariat and the GM, the findings concerning their performance and
effectiveness indicate that these two entities are generally effective; they focus on the “right” topics and
their work is considered valuable. The secretariat is particularly commended for bringing critically
important topics such as land governance to the mainstream of the UNCCD debates, while the GM
support to translating LDN targets into bankable projects through broad-based partnerships is widely
appreciated.

While progress is being made, this independent assessment found also many areas in need of more
effort; some of which are critically important for the sustainability of the results made so far and for
further achievements. They are presented below, along with related recommendations.

Political and financial commitments

Although the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework are generally seen as relevant, the actions taken by
countries tend to be guided by other frameworks that are either more specific/suitable to their situation
or considered politically more important. The status and recognition of the UNCCD is consider lower
than those of the other two Rio Conventions — in most countries, the UNCCD does not influence much
national budgetary processes, and in general, it has less political and media attention and weaker
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science-policy influence. Accessing funding from major external donors and implementing partners is
complex, and many UNCCD focal points and other stakeholders lack the needed capacity for that.

The UNCCD secretariat and the Global Mechanism are small and while their hard work is recognized,
their limited resources are also acknowledged. The regular budget for the activities under the UNCCD
has been limited by zero nominal growth, that means it has remained at the same level for more than a
decade, losing significant purchasing power, while the scope of the Convention topics has significantly
evolved. Assessing the potential budgetary impacts of all UNCCD requests to the COP for additional
funding needs for activities would enhance transparency. Moreover, regular, proactive, communication
from UNCCD about costs associated with UNCCD activities, and responses to inquiries from parties
before and during the COPs on potential costs, could develop more buy-in to Secretariat activities from
parties. Lack of growth in the regular budget has resulted in an ever larger share of the UNCCD
activities being funded from extra-budgetary resources, which are outside COP governance, resulting
in limitations to the transparency of the budget of the Convention. While such extra-budgetary resources
are welcome, too heavy reliance on them poses a major risk for the continuity of the activities and staff
posts that they fund.

Political commitment/visibility and the availability of resources are intertwined in many ways — if one
is missing, the other one is not likely to be there either. To strengthen the political and financial
commitments to advance the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework, the following recommendations are
made:

1. Establishment of one or more global targets. The LDN concept serves well as the basis for national-
level programming and for global reporting, such as for the SDG monitoring. Nevertheless, as said by
many respondents, it is not ideal for convincing political decision-makers or the general public. An
explicit target, such as the “30 by 30” in the Global Biodiversity Framework or “50 by 40” in the G20
initiative, would be useful for the UNCCD as well, even if it would be used (at least for the time being)
as an umbrella concept for LDN. A broad global target could also be useful for addressing drought,
gender equality, land tenure or other suitable topics under the UNCCD.

Many respondents to this independent assessment considered that quantitative targets or explicit
obligations would be needed as tools to ensure that countries take the implementation of the Convention
more seriously. They could prompt the governments (and the ministries within countries) to take the
needed actions and facilitate the assessment of needs and provision of resources for implementation.

2. Closing the divide between who is affected and who is not: The UNCCD places its Parties into
two main categories: those that are affected and need UNCCD support, and those that are not; the latter
consisting mainly of countries in the global North. This is in contrast to the commitments, initiatives
and strategic/legislative measures that many of these “non-affected” Parties are taking to protect and
restore their land and soil, including for addressing droughts which are becoming more common also
in the global North. The UNCCD and the tools and services it offers are targeted largely to affected
developing countries; so far, the Convention process has paid only limited attention to integrating into
its agenda and operations substantive considerations outside the countries belonging to the five
Regional Implementation Annexes. Although most of the “non-affected” countries do not need the type
of capacity building, partnership facilitation and operational guidance that the UNCCD offers to
affected countries, their own work could greatly benefit from the global exchanges, networks and
visibility provided by the Convention. For the UNCCD, closing the divide between the affected and
non-affected Parties would enrich the substantive basis, and deepen political commitment and
cooperation worldwide.

3. Enhancing the effectiveness of resource mobilization: The UNCCD national focal points and other
country level key stakeholders for the Convention implementation need continued support to strengthen
collaboration with other sectors and capacity to translate plans and targets into bankable projects and
programmes suitable for domestic or international financing at scale, including from the private sector.
To meet those needs, access to information about a variety of funding sources and their working
modalities could be further developed. Developing business cases to demonstrate the economic and
social benefits of addressing DLDD would be useful also for promoting the engagement of private
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sector. Partnerships and initiatives like IDRA and the G20 initiative hold great potential in bringing
together different countries and organizations around a shared concern, and influencing the mobilization
of related resources. Furthermore, the regular budget of the Convention should become commensurate
with the tasks set to the secretariat and the Global Mechanism.

Action at bigger scale on the ground

One of the most common comments received in the survey and interviews was about finding effective
ways and means for the UNCCD to foster action on the ground. It was noted that land degradation is
still perceived as an environmental issue, and its critical role in farming, infrastructure and urbanization,
among others, is not adequately understood. Consequently, LDN and related aims are not
institutionalized into governmental policies and regulations to the extent that their implementation
would entail, although there are exceptions to this. Many respondents also mentioned difficulties in
linking the UNCCD concepts with sustainable land management activities on the ground and the need
for information that is better tailored to that purpose. To strengthen action at bigger scale on the ground,
the following recommendations are made:

4. Improving the availability and targeting of information: The economic aspects of land and
drought, including land value and cost-benefit analysis of restoration measures, should be better
integrated into the UNCCD process, as they can effectively influence political decision-making. On the
other hand, there is a need for guidance on concrete approaches that can be applied locally as long-term
solutions toward the objectives of the UNCCD and its Strategic Framework. These information needs
could be at least partially covered by leveraging existing expert networks involved in scientific research
and broader land aspects. For the provision of action-oriented support aiming to generate progress at
local level, the following measures could be considered:

- Development of practical guides for stakeholders at different scales to transform LDN into an
operational agricultural framework (e.g. agro-ecological and regenerative agriculture practices),

- Promotion of science-based learning for regional and local levels, possibly through a framework
prepared by the SPI,

- Tailoring communication strategies to farmers and local use, which may include capacity building
through media,

- Engaging with farmers and local communities to gather best practices and lessons learned,
including also approaches that are not scientifically validated, but based on citizen science and local
indigenous knowledge, and

- Emphasizing participatory management by giving equal attention to biophysical and governance
aspects, in particular land tenure and women and youth empowerment.

5. Building a “restoration industry”: Achieving LDN will require farmers to change their practices,
businesses to improve their sourcing and urban planners to rethink the infrastructure, to outline just a
few examples of the magnitude of the needed measures. The UNCCD can play an important role in
advancing political decision-making that can make LDN happen, and providing and promoting
measures that are necessary for implementation, from thematic guidance to resource mobilization.
However, to achieve impact on the ground at scale, the support and efforts of the UNCCD and others
aiming to achieve the same targets would need to lead to a global “restoration industry” — a compilation
of normative frameworks, scientific expertise, targeted financing, skillful practitioners and committed
land users — that can deliver LDN. For the UNCCD process to be an effective catalyst for such a
movement, it may need to reconsider its substantive focus. Such reconsideration could include, for
example, new UNCCD measures aiming to promote norms or legislation that encourages public sector
and private companies to protect and restore land, or advancing expert training on specific topics
through partnerships.

Linkages between the three Rio Conventions

The interlinkages of addressing land restoration, climate change adaptation and mitigation, and
biodiversity protection are becoming increasingly recognized but more effort is needed for getting the
attention of major decision-makers like ministers of finance, agriculture and energy. Improved
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awareness and understanding of the benefits of synergies in implementing the Rio Conventions is
needed globally, in both poor and wealthy countries, and for domestic planning/ implementation as well
as international cooperation. Of particular importance is to enhance joint planning and implementation
among the three Rio Conventions at the national level, starting with improved cooperation among the
three national focal points which often sit in different ministries, for ensuring effective and efficient
delivery of results that benefit all of them.

6. Committing to joint implementation of the three Rio Conventions: Countries will need to develop
a variety of national coordination and cooperation improvements to promote synergies between the

three Conventions at national level, and the Convention secretariats, together and separately, should
support their efforts with technical assistance and guidance, among other means. However, an explicit
commitment to joint implementation through COP decisions under all three Conventions could
significantly speed up such national processes.

7. Enhancing information-sharing: To further promote synergies at national level, countries could
benefit from access to case studies and lessons learnt from projects and programmes that link the
objectives of the three Rio Conventions. This could be a shared repository serving all Conventions.

Science-policy update

More effective use of science to influence political decision-making and guide implementation on the
ground came up frequently during this independent assessment. The respondents commended the
science-policy work under the UNCCD and particularly the SPI for improved consideration of science-
based information in the UNCCD process and for the visibility that SPI reports have generated for the
Convention topics. Nevertheless, many noted the need for enhancing the relevance of the UNCCD
products and services for activities on the ground through improved communications, broadening the
substantive scope, and engaging better the regional institutions and structures. The upcoming review of
the SPI, to be conducted at COP 16, will look at the improvements to the science-policy work under the
UNCCD in detail. In the context of this midterm evaluation process, the following recommendations
are made:

8. Enhancing the clarity of science-policy messages: There is a need to simplify the UNCCD science-
policy messages and tools, if they are to be effectively used for advocacy and communications targeting
policymakers. For enhancing communication between and within the countries, various communication
platforms and media channels could be used. Of particular importance is to develop science-policy
communication tools to be used by the science technology correspondents and national focal points at
the country level, for informing different ministries, departments and institutions and thereby promote
actions across sectors and offices at national and local levels.

9. Broadening the substantive scope: The selection of SPI members should be reconsidered in the
light of the results of the SPI review at COP 16, to correspond with its focus and priorities. New
disciplines such as economics could be included, and/or the SPI could also include expert practitioners,
like IPBES has done. Establishing the SPI as a body of independent scientists that are not nominated
by Parties but selected according to their merits could give it more room to openly address issues that
hinder implementation, for the consideration of the CST. Furthermore, the SPI work could be better
aligned with the agendas and priorities of the CRIC and the COP.

10. Refining the UNCCD science reach: Broadening the participation of the scientific community in
the UNCCD process could be an effective means for influencing the commitment of governments and
practitioners. This could include engaging with regional scientific networks and other expert partners
at regional and national levels, from producing and compiling information on specific science-policy
topics to supporting data collection for the national reporting.

Monitoring and reporting

As the implementation of the Strategic Framework and the five SOs advances, tools for measuring
achievements beyond output delivery will be needed, not only for accountability toward donors but also
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for demonstrating the benefits for political decision-makers and thereby enhancing the political
momentum. This is particularly critical for the LDN results in the UNCCD context, but considering the
numerous land restoration commitments made outside the UNCCD, at least some monitoring of impact
at the global level will be needed in the coming years as well. It will be important to ensure that even if
the UNCCD would not take the central role in such monitoring, it will have access to the information
that others produce.

In many countries, the monitoring systems on DLDD are weak, baselines are often not clearly
established and/or there are varied estimates for the total size of degraded lands and the severity of their
degradation and the effects of drought.

The current reporting system, PRAIS 4, has been substantially upgraded from PRAIS 3, especially
regarding its use of default data from geospatial data providers and its online processing and storage
functions. It seems that the system has become more user-friendly and the national focal points have
welcomed its introduction. While this facilitates the preparation of the national reports, further
conversion of the data into relevant information for national/regional/local decision makers could be
envisaged.

This independent assessment found it challenging to use the information collected through the national
reporting. While the findings on the trends under each SO provided interesting insights, it was
impossible to establish causal linkages between many of them and the expected impacts under the
Strategy, or to attribute any observed progress to the UNCCD, which would have been the type of
information that an evaluation process could use. While it will always be very difficult to identify the
concrete impact of UNCCD’s activities on the ground, a more consistent alignment of indicators with
intended impacts would certainly help in that effort.

To enhance the UNCCD monitoring and reporting framework, the following recommendations are
made:

11. Enhancing the current reporting system: The indicators on SO 1 focus on biophysical data that
correspond to the expected impacts. The national reporting process would benefit from other relevant
data that shows also the economic and social implications of land degradation, in particular the impact
on food production and food security. Co-benefits from land restoration such as poverty reduction,
youth employment and diversification of rural incomes should also be systematically monitored and
reported, such data would help to mobilize further support of donors. The same applies to good land
governance, including land tenure decisions and active gender actions, which are recognized by the
COP as necessary for achieving the LDN targets while their implementation progress is uneven among
countries.

Such data collection and reporting could fit well under SO 2 that currently has very broad indicators on
trends in poverty, access to safe drinking water and exposure to land degradation but shows no
demonstrated causal linkages with the work of the UNCCD. Further consideration should be given also
to the indicators under SO 4, in consultation with the other two Rio Conventions.

For the current national reporting, a dashboard displaying PRAIS results would be valuable for
identifying global and regional data and trends and assisting Parties and other stakeholders to use the
reporting results in their own activities. The UNCCD secretariat is working on such a dashboard, with
the aim to launch it during CRIC 21.

An in-depth evaluation into the PRAIS 4 reporting model and its results should be made before a
decision on its further development. The SPI should be involved in that exercise which should be
concluded long enough before the expiry of the current Strategic Framework, to be taken into account
for designing the monitoring and reporting mechanisms of the subsequent one, using the established
mechanisms such as the joint contact group between CST and CRIC at the COP.
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12. Measures to revise or complement current national reporting: Improving the accuracy and
practical use of the monitoring of progress and assessment of impact under the Strategic Framework
can involve a variety of measures. The current indicators and metrics could be revised or complemented
to include information of results that are more directly relevant for the work carried out under the
UNCCD. New approaches for collecting and availing information could be taken into use to
complement the national reporting, such as conducting periodic cross-cutting assessments or studies
focusing in-depth on a specific aspect of selected SOs. This does not necessarily need to increase the
workload of the UNCCD, if expert partners that are working on the topics in question can be engaged
to support. The emerging UNCCD collaboration with the FAO-led framework for ecosystem restoration
monitoring platform that was mentioned under the chapter on SO 1 serves as an example of such
potential partnerships.

Toward the post-2030 UNCCD agenda

Building on the findings on the performance and progress made in the context of the 2018-2030
Strategic Framework during its first half, this independent assessment offers many ideas and
suggestions for future work. Some of them may be taken into use, if Parties so wish, immediately, while
others will require much more effort and time.

One option of looking at those longer-term proposals in this report is to consider them as possible
milestones for the post-2030 UNCCD agenda. From that perspective, this report would serve in
launching a process to reconsider and possibly revise several key elements under the Convention, which
would be completed in the form of the next UNCCD Strategic Framework, starting in 2030 or as Parties
decide. That reconsideration process could, in line with this report, entail:

» Consideration of an overall target or targets that set clear and simple objectives for the UNCCD

» Revision or complementing monitoring and reporting for the UNCCD purposes (and beyond, if
needed), with more attention to data on results that reflect the UNCCD work and can be collected
and verified more easily

» Consideration of ways and means to ensure the UNCCD implementation at bigger scale on the
ground, which would include linking science with policy and practice and catalyzing large-scale
action to support country level capacities and actions

» Consideration of further measures to enhance the joint implementation of the three Rio
Conventions.
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Annex 1: Survey response statistics

Survey respondents by affiliation Survey respondents by region
44

National Focal Point 42.4% 56 Africa 33.8%

Science and Technology Correspondent (STC) 15.9% 21 Asia 16.9% 22
Other national representative to UNCCD 8.3% 11 Central and Eastern Europe 12.3% 16
Regional / sub-regional implementation 3.0% 4 Latin America and the Caribbean = 20.8% 27
Current or former member of the Science-Policy  9.1% 12 Western Europe and other States = 16.2% 21
Interface

Representative of a scientific institution 7.6% 10 Total 100% 130
Representative of a UN system organizationora = 3.0% 4

multilateral donor entity

Representative of a Civil Society Organization / 16.7% 22

Network

Representative of a Private Sector Company / 1.5% 2
Network

Other 12.9% 17
Total 100% 130
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Country representatives
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Abd El-Ati, Ahmed
Constantino, Luis Domingos
Fortas, Saliha

Houskova, Beata

Jungyo, Lee

Kilibarda, Biljana

Muwaya, Steven

Reilly, Patrick

Rodriguez, Cristina
Rodriguez, Jorje Luis Garcia
Schroder, Kauna B
Stepanek, Premysl

Van Assche, Daniel

Viegas, Pablo

WANG, Hua

Weeks, Hayley
Wiesenhuetter, Juliane

Other representatives

Egypt
Angola

Algeria
Slovakia
Republic of Korea
Montenegro
Uganda

USA

Peru

Mexico
Namibia

Czech Republic
European Union
Argentina
China

Cook Islands
Germany

Name Affiliation

Albagnac, Manon
Balogoun, Charles Oyeoussi
Bouhari, Adamou
Burlace, Tillem
Custovic, Hamid
Herrick, Jeffrey
Kgomotso, Phemo Karen
Lifeng, Li

Magero, Chris
Mirzabaev, Alisher
Neureuther, Ann Kathrin
Robinson, Doreen
Stefanski, Robert
Thibon, Maxime

Ulrich Apel

Van Haren, Nathalie
Violetti, Daniele

CARI

Afrique Espéranca

UNEP

WEF

University of Sarajevo

USDA Agricultural Research Institute
UNDP

FAO

IUCN

ELD Initiative

UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration
UNEP

WMO

IFAD

GEF

Both ENDS

UNFCCC
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UNCCD staff

Name

Alexander, Sasha
Andreeva, Olga

Baker, Louise
Chaulagai, Ganesh
Kharika, Johns

Medel, Miriam

Meza Andrea

Minelli, Sara
Mutambirwa, Catherine
O’ Connor, Brian

Orr, Barron
Thummarukudy, Muralee
Thust, Anja

Tsegai, Daniel

Van Dalen, Jeroen
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Annex 3: Provisional theory of change for the Strategic Framework

IMPACTS

OUTCOMES /
PROGRESS TO IMPACT

ACTIVITIES / OUTPUTS / PROCESSES

A future that avoids, mi izes, and reverses desertification/land degradation and mitigates the effects of
drought in affected areas at all levels and strive to achieve a land degradation-neutral world consistent with
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, within the scope of the Convention

SO1: Improve the condition of S03: Mitigate, adapt to, and SO5: Mobilize substantial and additional
affected ecosystems, combat manage the effects of financial and nonfinancial resources to
desertification / land drought in order to enhance support the implementation of the
degradation, promote SLM resilience of vulnerable Convention by building effective
and contribute to LDN populations and ecosystems partnerships at global and national level

S02: Improve the living conditions S$04: Generate global environmental benefits
of affected populations through effective implementation of the UNCCD

Increased financial resources allocated to addressing DLDD

Increased volume of projects, programmes addressing DLDD
DLDD considerations increasingly mainstreamed

into biodiversity and climate-focused interventions

Stronger national collaboration and coordination around DLDD

Stronger coordination in the Stronger national multisectoral, cross-Ministry
implementation of the Rio Conventions integration and collaboration to address DLDD

Stronger integration of UNCCD aims within

Strengthened technical and institutional partners’ and donors’ priorities and policies

capacities to address DLDD

Partnerships facilitated between Partnerships facilitated
investors / donors and national for capacity development
/ regional DLDD-focused work and transfer Improved monitoring and

measurement of DLDD

Increased national and international ) Improved knowledge
Development, testing and promotion of exchange around DLDD

options for addressing DLDD, including

policies, financing, technologies, capacities
Increased political profile and Strengthened knowledge

momentum to implement Convention and evidence base on DLDD
Improved understanding of DLDD-related

Increased visibility and financing, technology and capacity gaps Strengthened scientific
awareness of Convention understanding of DLDD

Project Preparation Partnerships
TSP National Reporting / PRAIS / UNCCD Data Centre External contributors
and influences
Drought Initiative IWGs on Drought Flagship Initiatives
Multilateral Funders Multilateral agencies
Knowledge management (e.g. GEF) (e.g. GEO, FAO, WMO)
FIEEREOREsdsions Capacity Bu"ding e
Marketplace
National Governments IPCC, IPBES, Academia, Research
(Parties to the UNCCD)

commitments relating to Convention

CRIC

Regional coordination

UNCCD events (workshops,
COPs, CRICs, CSTs) Public comms

and advocacy
Gender Action Plan
Technical Guidance Financial Needs Assessment

Global / regional process and
S initiatives on land and drought

Figure 1: Strategic Framework theory of change
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Annex 4: Key assessment questions and sub-questions

RELEVANCE

1. Does the Strategic Framework
continue to reflect the priorities
of the UNCCD as an
intergovernmental process?

1.1

To what extent does the Framework remain relevant to the priorities of
Parties to the Convention?

1.2

To what extent does the Framework remain relevant to the priorities of
UNCCD?’s partners, including multilateral donors, multilateral agencies,
and civil society?

COHERENCE

2. Is the Strategic Framework
coherent with — and responsive to
— related processes and
institutions?

2.1

To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with
Parties’ national approaches, and with regional approaches?

2.2

To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with
the approaches of UNCCD’s partners?

2.3

To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with
the SDGs, particularly delivery of SDG 15.3?

24

To what extent is the Framework and its implementation coherent with
the work of the other Rio Conventions?

2.5

Is the Framework sufficiently flexible and responsive to emergent
developments and unforeseen events, whether positive (e.g. UN
Restoration Decade, Global Biodiversity Framework, G20 Initiative) or
negative (COVID-19 and other global crises)?

EFFICIENCY

3. To what extent does the Strategic
Framework support resource
mobilisation efforts?

31

Have the Framework and Strategic Objectives been a useful tool for
resource mobilisation by Parties, regions and UNCCD institutions?

3.2

‘What resource mobilisation strategies have been most successful, and
why?

4. Is the Strategic Framework being
monitored efficiently?

4.1

Have the Strategic Objectives proven to be clear, appropriate and
realistic?

4.2

How efficient and effective are the Framework’s monitoring processes?
Does PRAIS monitor actions and results towards meeting the Strategic
Objectives in a timely and economic manner?

4.3

How useful are the national reports and the underlying data to Parties
themselves?

EFFECTIVENESS

5. What measures have been
developed through the UNCCD
process to support delivery of the
Strategic Objectives? How
effective are these measures?

51

To what extent are Parties and regions using UNCCD-developed
measures?

5.2

What have been the main strengths and weaknesses of UNCCD-
developed measures?

53

Beyond UNCCD-developed measures, what other measures are Parties
and regions using to support delivery of the Strategic Objectives?

5.4

How effective has support to Parties and regions been from the
UNCCD?’s institutions (including subsidiary bodies)?

5.5

How effectively are Parties and regions being supported by UNCCD’s
partners, including multilateral donors, multilateral agencies and civil
society organisations?
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PROGRESS TO IMPACT

6. What progress is being made
towards the Strategic
Objectives? To what extent can
any progress be attributed to the
UNCCD?

6.1

What impacts and trends (whether positive or negative) are apparent
from national reporting and PRAIS data?

6.2

Beyond PRAIS, what impacts and trends do other data sources suggest?

6.3

To what extent has the UNCCD contributed to impacts and trends?
What is the nature of those contributions?

6.4

To what extent is progress being made against the Strategic Objective
theories of change?

SUSTAINABILITY

7. To what extent are sufficient
commitments, capacities and
resources in place to deliver the
Strategic Objectives, and to
maintain any associated impacts
beyond 2030?

7.1

Since the start of the Strategic Framework, has there been a notable
change in the extent of national, regional and international political
commitment and momentum behind the Convention?

7.2

What resources and capacities (technical, institutional) are Parties and
regions allocating to support delivery of the Strategic Objectives? What
are the main resourcing and capacity gaps?

7.3

How are Parties and regions working with other UNCCD partners
(multilateral funders and agencies, CSOs, private sector, other Rio
Conventions) to support delivery of the Strategic Objectives?
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Annex 5: List of references

A multi-criteria assessment framework for national drought planning, (2022), FAO

Addressing the Land Degradation — Migration Nexus: The Role of the United Nations Convention to
Combat Desertification, (2019), IOM/UNCCD

Assessment of the implementation of the Convention against the strategic objectives of the UNCCD
2018-2030 Strategic Framework, ICCD/COP (14)/23/Add.1, (2019), UNCCD

Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the
Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2022), IPCC

Climate Change and Land: an IPCC Special Report on climate change, desertification, land
degradation, sustainable land management, food security, and greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial
ecosystems, (2019), IPCC

Collaboration with the Global Environment Facility, [CCD/COP (14)/23/Add.1, (2019), UNCCD
Collaboration with the Global Environment Facility, [CCD/COP (15)/23/Add.1, (2022), UNCCD
Drought in numbers 2022- restoration for readiness and resilience, (2022), UNCCD

Final report of the intergovernmental working group on effective policy implementation measures for
addressing drought under the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, [CCD/COP
(15)/20, (2022), UNCCD

Follow-up on policy frameworks and thematic issues: Drought, I[CCD/COP(14)/16, (2019), UNCCD
Follow-up on policy frameworks and thematic issues: Drought: ICCD/COP(15)/15, (2022), UNCCD

Follow-up on the work programme of the Science-Policy Interface for the biennium 2018-2019:
Objective 1, ICCD/COP(14)/23/Add.1, (2019), UNCCD

Fuchs, Gregory et al. The role of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD)
in the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, (2022), GIZ

G20 Global Land Initiative Implementation Strategy and Work Plan 2022-2024, (2022), UNCCD/G20
GLI

Global Land Outlook, First edition and Second edition, (2017 & 2022), UNCCD
Global Network of Civil Society Organisations for Disaster Reduction, website, (Accessed 11/09/2023)

Goals and Commitments for the Restoration Decade, (2020), PBL Netherlands Environmental
Assessment Agency

Gregory Fuchs et al, The role of the UNCCD in the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, (2022), GIZ

H. Elaydi, Food System Resilience and Land Restoration. UNCCD Global Land Outlook Working
Paper. GLO 2 working paper “Land under pressure — health under stress”, (2021), UNCCD

IDRA, website, (Accessed 17 February 2023)

Improving procedures for the communication of information as well as the quality and formats of
reports to be submitted to the Conference of the Parties ICCD/CRIC(20)/9, (2022), UNCCD

Improving the procedures for communication of information as well as the quality and formats of
reports to be submitted to the Conference of the Parties, ICCD/CRIC (17)/8, (2019), UNCCD

83



Independent assessment of the midterm evaluation
Improving the procedures for communication of information as well as the quality and formats of
reports to be submitted to the Conference of the Parties, CCD/COP (14)/23/Add.1, (2019), UNCCD

Improving the procedures for communication of information as well as the quality and formats of
reports to be submitted to the Conference of the Parties, ICCD/COP(15)/23/Add.1, (2019), UNCCD

Independent evaluation of the relevance and effectiveness of its investments in the African states (2023),
Green Climate Fund

Information on modalities for reporting on the UNCCD 2018-2030 Strategic Framework,
ICCD/COP(15)/CST/7-1ICCD/CRIC(20)/8, (2022), UNCCD

Integration of Sustainable Development Goal 15 and related target 15.3 into the implementation of the
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification and Land Degradation Neutrality,
ICCD/COP(14)/23/Add.1, (2019), UNCCD

Integration of Sustainable Development Goal 15 and related target 15.3 into the implementation of the
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification and Land Degradation Neutrality,
ICCD/COP(14)/2, (2019), UNCCD

Integration of Sustainable Development Goal 15 and related target 15.3 into the implementation of the
Convention and land degradation neutrality, ICCD/COP(15)/23/Add.1, (2022), UNCCD

Integration of Sustainable Development Goal 15 and related target 15.3 into the implementation of the
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification and Land Degradation Neutrality,
ICCD/CRIC(20)/7, (2022), UNCCD

Land Degradation and Ecosystem Services: Ecosystem Services and Carbon Sequestration in the
Biosphere, (2013), Springer,

Land Degradation Neutrality Transformative Projects and Programmes: Operational Guidance for
Country Support, (2019), UNCCD

Land, Life and Legacy Declaration, [CCD/COP(15)/23/Add.1, (2022), UNCCD

MacPherson, Ronnie, Evaluation of Land Degradation Neutrality Target Setting Project, (2019),
UNCCD

MacPherson, Ronnie, Evaluation of the Drought Initiative, (2022), UNCCD

MacPherson, Ronnie, UNCCD support to the development of transformative projects and programmes
for land degradation neutrality, (2021). UNCCD

Multiscale Approaches for the Assessment and Monitoring of Social and Ecological Resilience to
Drought, (2022), UNCCD

Nkonya, Ephraim, et al., Economics of Land Degradation and Improvement — A Global Assessment for
Sustainable Development, 2016, IFPRI /University of Bonn

Operationalization of the Land Degradation Neutrality Fund, ICCD/CRIC (19)/3,(2021), UNCCD/GM

Outcomes of the work of the Committee on Science and Technology on a monitoring framework for
the strategic objective on drought, [CCD/COP (14)/CST/7-ICCD/CRIC (18)/4, (2019), UNCCD

Participation and involvement of civil society organisations in meetings and processes of the United
Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, ICCD/COP (14)/13, (2019), UNCCD

Participation and involvement of civil society organisations in meetings and processes of the United
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