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The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), which 
entered into force in 1996, is a unique convention, linking environment and 
development to sustainable land management in support of poverty reduction 
and environmental sustainability. Some 195 nations have ratified the convention 
in support of the people that ultimately depend on and maintain the biodiversity 
and ecosystem services provided by drylands, making it an essential part of the 
post-Rio+20 agenda, as well as the post-2015 sustainable development agenda.

Like any tool, the impact and progress of the 
Convention needs to be measured to allow for better 
and swifter action and policy, and as such its reporting 
and review system has evolved down the years. The 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), in 
its capacity as one of the implementing agencies for 
the Global Environment Facility (GEF), has supported 
the Convention in this process. In particular the 
Performance Review and Assessment of 
Implementation System (PRAIS) project developed an 
indicator-based reporting system a vital way of 
tracking progress in achieving the poverty reduction 
and environmental sustainability objectives of the 
Convention.

This document was prepared by UNEP-WCMC to 
inform the mid-term review of The Ten-Year Strategic 
Plan and Framework to Enhance the Implementation 
of the Convention for 2008-2018, which incorporates 
the new system of evidence and results-based 
management. The Parties to the UNCCD have also 
embarked on a process to further develop and adapt 
the review system on the basis of their experience, best 
practices and lessons learned. Of particular 
importance is the linking of national reporting to the 
alignment of National Action Programmes (NAPs) in 
light of the Ten-Year Strategy, similar to the current 
reviewing and updating of National Biodiversity 

Strategies and Action Plans under the Convention 
Biological Diversity and the Strategic Plan for 
Biodiversity 2011-2020.

UNEP stands ready to assist the UNCCD, its bodies 
and Parties, and seeks to learn from the Convention’s 
experience, which is relevant for other processes and 
conventions—not least its two sister Rio Conventions, 
which cooperate through the Joint Liaison Group.

Ahead of the 2013 World Day to Combat 
Desertification, the theme of which is creating 
awareness about the risks of drought and water 
scarcity in drylands and beyond, this document 
provides a stepping stone to improved systems of 
evidence and results-based management that will 
allow the Convention to better fulfill its mandate and 
ultimately improve lives in a sustainable manner.

Achim Steiner
United Nations Under-Secretary General
and Executive Director
United Nations Environment Programme
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At the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in June 2012 world 
leaders recognized land degradation, desertification and drought as serious global 
challenges, impeding sustainable development of all countries and committed to 
“strive to achieve a land-degradation neutral world” by restoring land and 
avoiding further land degradation. 

They also reaffirmed their resolve under the United 
Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD) to take coordinated action nationally, 
regionally and internationally, to monitor land 
degradation globally and further develop and 
implement scientifically based and socially inclusive 
indicators for monitoring and assessing the extent of 
desertification, land degradation and drought.
  
This has been a great achievement for the UNCCD, which 
was born following the first Earth Summit in Rio de 
Janeiro two decades ago. UNCCD is the sole legally 
binding international agreement, which links 
environment and development to sustainable land 
management. Parties to the Convention work together to 
improve the living conditions in the drylands, to restore 
and maintain land productivity and to mitigate the 
effects of drought.

In 2001, the Parties to the UNCCD started a process to 
improve the review of the implementation of the 
Convention with the establishment of a second subsidiary 
body (the Committee for the Review of the 
Implementation of the Convention) and progressed well 
thanks to the outcomes of a working group to improve the 
quality and format of the reports submitted to the COP. 
But it was only in 2007, with the adoption of the 10-year 
Strategy, that a review of the implementation of the 
Convention and evidence-based decision making became 
possible. The performance review and assessment of 
implementation system (PRAIS) and its methodological 

tools (performance and impact indicators), as well as the 
new terms of reference of the CRIC adopted by the COP 
in 2009, opened the door to the current reporting and 
review process, which is now at its second cycle. 

The PRAIS project has been instrumental in piloting 
the new quantitative monitoring, assessment, reporting 
and review system requested by Parties, and marked 
the kick-off of a system that is now delivering the 
results that Parties expected. This is especially true with 
regards to information available for decision making 
towards the implementation of the 10-year Strategy and 
consequently poverty reduction and the protection of 
the ecosystems in drylands.

I welcome this publication by the UNEP World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre as an important 
contribution to the work of the UNCCD. 

UNCCD’s move towards evidence and results-based 
management by means of PRAIS system has paved the 
way for an important shift in global monitoring of land 
degradation, desertification and drought and preserving 
our valuable land resources for future generations.

Luc Gnacadja
Executive Secretary
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
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1. Introduction 

The United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD) is a significant international 
agreement tackling an important environment and 
development issue that affects the well-being of 
billions of people around the world. It promotes 
improved land management, particularly in dryland 
areas, in order to support poverty reduction, food 
security and sustainable development worldwide. The 
United Nations Environment Programme World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC) is a 
supplier of environmental information, increasingly 
concerned with mainstreaming biodiversity and 
ecosystem-related information into development 
processes. The Centre supports partners to set up 
systems that generate their own continuous sources of 
management information on these topics.

Following a review of the Convention’s effectiveness, 
combined with wider changes in policy and donor 
approaches in the preceding years, the UNCCD laid 
out a plan in 2008 to strengthen its evidence base and 
move further towards results based management. 
UNEP-WCMC has been active particularly in 
supporting the Performance Review and Assessment 
of Implementation System (PRAIS) during its initial 
phase in 2010-2011, bringing its experience with and 
lessons from other comparable processes, and building 
on the growing body of knowledge on evidence- and 
results-based management. 

This document aims at informing the process of the 
Ten-Year Strategy mid-term evaluation by exploring 
and synthesising the experiences of the UNCCD in the 
move to more results-based management and the 
introduction of PRAIS. It will be of particular interest 
to Parties and the bodies of the Convention, including 
the Committee for the Review of the Implementation 
of the Convention and the Committee on Science and 
Technology. 

1.1 Better data, better decisions
International environment and development processes 
have faced increasing scrutiny in recent years, 
particularly as donor governments have faced pressing 
domestic economic challenges. Evidence that 
interventions do indeed make a difference, and the 
ability to report on tangible results on an ongoing 
basis, are therefore increasingly called for within 
international processes. Such moves are very much in 
line with the mandate of UNEP-WCMC, who has been 
a provider of environmental information systems for 
more than 30 years. Through ever more sophisticated 
metrics and monitoring, accurate and timely 
information available to the appropriate targets 
audiences, evidence-informed decision-making can be 
supported. 

1.2 The UNCCD case
The negotiation of the Convention faced criticism that 
desertification policy was not adequately underpinned 
by scientific evidence. A situation assessment of the 
Convention undertaken in 2007 showed that the 
evidence base and results-based management 
approaches were perceived weaknesses of the 
Convention, hampering its ability to attract the 
necessary levels of support. An opportunity to improve 
through a clear set of performance and impact 
indicators, linked to the Convention’s new set of 
strategic and operational objectives, was identified. 
The new strategic plan set out a framework to review 
the monitoring, assessment, reporting and review 
processes of the Convention. The country Parties to 
the Convention agreed to a continuous review and 
refinement of the system, and would be able to use the 
insights that it generates in navigating towards the 
achievement of their new strategy.
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2. The introduction of PRAIS

The new reporting and review system (PRAIS) was 
established by Parties in late 2009 and resulted in shift 
towards evidence and results-informed management for 
the UNCCD. UNEP agreed to support the Convention in 
putting the system into practice, with financial support 
from the Global Environment Facility (GEF), the 
European Commission (EC) and others, and identified 
UNEP-WCMC to support the introduction phase. PRAIS 
changed the way countries reported and reviewed, 
initially and significantly by providing a baseline of the 
Convention’s performance and by moving the entire 
reporting process from narrative paper reports to an 
online information management system. The project 
worked quickly, in coordination with a network of 14 
sub-regional technical partners who provided front-line 
support and training in the regions where they were 
already engaged.

The introduction of the online reporting system was 
successful with only a small number of countries 
submitting their report using an offline format. The 
regional approach piloted by the project, especially the 
training-of-trainers using existing regional technical 
centres, successfully promoted cooperation and capacity 
building. One of the most important lessons learnt is 
that coordination mechanisms at many levels play a 
fundamental role in the success of the introduction of 
such a new process, particularly one conducted so 
rapidly. Most national focal points reported that data 
collection was the most challenging task within the new 
system. A number of recommendations were developed 
on the basis of the experience in 2010, notably that more 
time is needed for reporting, regional technical support 
is critical to success, and countries need support in 
managing their data.

2.1 What PRAIS can reveal
The first analysis of PRAIS data indicates substantial 
progress in the implementation of the Convention in 
some areas and highlights the need for improvements in 
other areas, particularly the alignment of national action 
programmes to reflect the new strategic orientation of 
the Convention. A global target on awareness-raising for 
desertification, land degradation and drought has nearly 
been met, ahead of schedule, however a target to ensure 
Parties to the Convention have adequate land 
management investment frameworks in place is behind 
schedule. Together the results point to some major 
successes and other areas where efforts need to be 
concentrated in order to meet the strategic plan of the 
Convention including its targets, some of which are due 
as early as 2014. 

3. Data and information management

A big challenge in assuring the quality of the evidence, 
and the consequent value of the information generated 
by the system, is how data are validated at source, 
managed and then aggregated into a whole. The 
introduction of PRAIS also brought with it a whole new 
way of thinking about managing the Convention’s 
information systems. It introduced profound challenges 
to the system in terms of validity, reliability, bias, 
comprehensiveness and gaps in the reporting. The 
comprehensiveness and reliability of the data is expected 
to improve following subsequent iterations of the 
reporting exercise. Specific recommendations were 
developed to improve the system in this regard, 
including steps for data validation and greater access to 
the data to enable enhanced analysis. Data management 
challenges are particularly important to address in the 
system given that the next round of reporting introduces 
impact indicators, which are more varied and complex, 
for example, collecting data can be spatial as well as 
temporal in nature. 
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4. Introducing the impact indicators 

The major value of PRAIS for decision-making reveals 
itself when evidence on the efforts of stakeholders can be 
linked to its on-the-ground impacts. The UNCCD’s set of 
impact indicators span a range of land and livelihood-
related priority concerns. Introducing these indicators to 
the system in 2012 truly unlocks the value of the system 
for decision-making by showing what investments are 
working and where, and pointing out areas for further 
attention by the international community. It is an 
ambitious and challenging task to collect this 
information and therefore the system needs to be flexible 
to the wide range of realities worldwide. In order to 
identify indicators and modalities that are fit for purpose 
yet rigorous enough to meet quality requirements, a 
scientific refinement process was complemented by a 
piloting of the indicators reporting by 11 countries 
representing all the UNCCD’s regions. 

The piloting exercise found that reporting on the 
majority of these indicators would be feasible, however, 
issues of data availability and accessibility exist, and 
terminology between scientists and policy-makers varies 
enormously. The experience led to a number of 
recommendations, notably that the development of 
common operational criteria for the identification of 
affected areas and regional training would be essential to 
success, and a minimum of six months would be required 
for reporting, for Parties to be able to negotiate across 
Ministries. The impact indicators have been rolled out 
worldwide from 2012, but the first round of synthesis of 
this data is not available yet. 

5. Horizons 

The information derived from PRAIS is designed 
primarily for Parties to review the Convention’s 
implementation at global level and to monitor progress 
in action programmes implementation at national level, 
and the system is continually evolving and improving. As 
a secondary use, this information complements and can 
feed into scientific assessments and other policy 
processes on land degradation and related issues, 
including the emerging initiative on the Economics of 
Land Degradation and debates on the appropriate 
mechanism for science-policy advice on land and soil. 
Having sound performance and impact information 
available from the PRAIS can only strengthen these other 
initiatives, and in turn be strengthened by them. UNCCD 
Parties will be continually improving the PRAIS, until it’s 
a seamless science-policy-management system that 
delivers on the Convention’s mandate for the vulnerable 
in the world’s drylands and areas at risk from land 
degradation. UNEP-WCMC is eager to continue 
supporting UNCCD in its transition, and working with 
partners to tackle the important issues which are 
revealed through this new and continuous information 
source. The Centre is also eager to bring its knowledge 
and experience working with UNCCD on these issues to 
its work within IPBES and other international processes 
relating to biodiversity and ecosystems which it supports. 
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Two young boys help their parents to harvest the potato crop, 
Bamyan, Afghanistan.
© Helena Mulkerns / UN photo
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Desertifi cation, land degradation and drought 
(DLDD – see text box 1) is increasingly considered a 
global problem, as their extent and impacts continue 
to aff ect environmental and social stability beyond 
their geographic extent (Reynolds et al. 2007; Nkonya 
et al. 2011). Over 40% of the earth’s land surfaces are 
dry, encompassing arid, semi-arid, and dry sub-
humid climatic zones that are home to approximately 
2.5 billion people who are particularly vulnerable to 
DLDD (MA 2005b; Reynolds et al. 2007; Reynolds et 
al. 2011). Many of these people are already amongst 
the poorest in the world, and Africa contains the 

largest area of drylands in the world, totalling 13 
million square kilometres. The Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment (MA) of the state or condition 
and trend of the world’s drylands conservatively 
estimated that 20% of drylands are seriously 
degraded (MA 2005b). However, estimates of degra-
dation vary from as low as 10% to a high of 80% 
(Washington-Allen and Ravi 2011). Seventeen percent 
(17%) of drylands are already desertifi ed and 24 
billion tonnes of topsoil are lost every year as a result 
of desertifi cation (BMZ 2011). The MA (2005) 
predicted an increase in desertifi ed areas. 

The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation (UNCCD) is a 
signifi cant international agreement tackling a critical environment and 
development issue.

Box 1

Land degradation refers to the reduction in the capacity of the land to provide ecosystem goods and services over 
a period of time (Nachtergaele et al. 2010). This approach emphasises the maintenance of basic system functions 
that include human uses (Baartman et al. 2007). More recent defi nitions extend land degradation to spatial and time 
dimensions, as is refl ected by the UNCCD, which defi nes land degradation in the context of its focus on drylands: 
‘the reduction or loss in arid, semiarid, and dry sub humid areas, of the biological or economic productivity and 
complexity of rainfed cropland, irrigated cropland, or range, pasture, forest, and woodlands resulting from land uses 
or from a process or combination of processes, including processes arising from human activities and habitation 
patterns’ (UNCCD, Article 1f). Land degradation threatens the long-term biological and/or economic resilience and 
adaptive capacity of the ecosystem (Holling 1986; Dean et al. 1995; Kasperson et al. 1995; Holling 2001; IPCC 2001; 
Baartman et al. 2007; Nkonya et al. 2011). 

Desertifi cation refers to land degradation in the arid and semiarid zones. However, the term conveys the idea of land 
being converted into deserts, which is not true for all land degradation processes. Desertifi cation can be seen as a 
specifi c type of land degradation, occurring mainly, but not exclusively, in dryland regions (Reynolds et al. 2007). The 
more inclusive term of land degradation is preferred, as it implicitly includes desertifi cation (Nkonya et al. 2011). 

Drought describes a naturally occurring phenomenon in which precipitation is signifi cantly below normal recorded 
levels that have been established through long-term observations. UNCCD defi nes drought as ‘the naturally 
occurring phenomenon that exists when precipitation has been signifi cantly below normal recorded levels, causing 
serious hydrological imbalances that adversely affect land resource production system’ (UNCCD, Article 1c). 
Droughts are generally considered a temporary event (Kemp 1994). From an agricultural and economic viewpoint, 
a drought is characterised as adversely affecting land resource production systems (Akhtar-Schuster et al 2010) by 
leading to reduced crop yields or even crop failure. 

DLDD – what does it mean?
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International recognition of the importance of DLDD as a 
major economic, social and environmental problem can be 
traced back to 1977 when the United Nations Conference 
on Desertification (UNCOD) adopted a Plan of Action to 
Combat Desertification (PACD). Despite these efforts, land 
degradation in drylands continued to intensify (UNCCD 
2011d) and during the 1970s, approximately 3.6 billion 
hectares, about 70%1 of the total area of the world’s 
drylands, or nearly one quarter of the global land area, were 
affected by DLDD (UNCED 1992). Realising the urgency of 
the situation, strategies for addressing DLDD were 
discussed as a key item at the United Nations Conference 
on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992. The Conference supported a new, 
integrated approach to the problem – resulting in the 
adoption of the UNCCD in 1994. 

At the Rio Summit, two other Conventions that were 
adopted a few days before the Summit featured highly: the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD). These two and the UNCCD became later 
collectively called the ‘Rio Conventions’. While there are 
extensive synergies between the three conventions, the 
UNCCD is the one that focuses most directly on live
lihoods, development and poverty alleviation, and arose 
from the prominent demands of developing countries, 
notably from African countries (Johnson et al. 2006).

1	 This figure was criticised, as there were no valid tools to 
estimate the actual extent of desertification and as of 2012 Parties 
have not agreed on a common definition for affected areas. The 
MA (2005B) stated an extent of land degradation of some 10–20% 
with medium certainty, replacing the figure of 70%. However, all 
four scenarios of the MA (2005B) predict a likely increase of 
desertified areas.

Despite local successes in addressing DLDD between 
1981 and 2003 substantial challenges remained. The 
effects of DLDD are most strongly felt in developing 
countries; however, the processes are taking place 
globally and in all ecosystems (Adeel et al. 2009). Yet 
citizens and governments of industrialised nations 
seldom perceive DLDD as an immediate concern, let 
alone as a global issue affecting resource availability. 
Early on, during the establishment of the Convention, 
they raised concerns about considering desertification 
as an international environmental problem, rather 
than a developmental issue. This situation is 
exacerbated by the fact that the UNCCD focuses on 
drylands, despite humid areas and wetlands 
increasingly being at risk of degradation, particularly 
as a result of climate change. The past narrow focus on 
the symptoms of DLDD, such as loss of top soil and 
decreased food production, oversimplified the issue 
and resulted in a lack of understanding of how societal 
and economic factors, including poverty, child 
malnutrition and population growth, can drive DLDD 
processes (Gilbert 2011). Global trends, including 
devastation of agricultural land as a result of climate 
change, the stress on land from agro-fuel production, 
rising food prices, and the growing food needs of a 
global population projected at nine billion by 2050, all 
drive resource use at the local level, which needed to 
be reflected in the UNCCD. 

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
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advice, and recommended reforms. A new Group of 
Experts to support existing advisory processes was 
established (Martello 2004). Despite such efforts there 
was a lack of demonstrable progress and increasingly 
climate change diverted attention. . Parties responded 
to this challenge by establishing the Intersessional 
Intergovernmental Working Group (IIWG) to conduct 
a multi-stakeholder consultation with strong 
involvement of UNCCD Parties leading to the 2007 
Situation Analysis. The findings of the consultative 
Situation Analysis (see text box 2) highlighted the lack 
of evidence-based decisions as the key underlying 
cause for the shortcomings of the Convention and 
effective DLDD mitigation. 

Chapter 1 Introduction

Attempts to address these shortcomings began as the 
UNCCD entered its second decade and 
implementation phase. During the first decade, the 
UNCCD’s focus had been on the development of an 
international governance system to assist countries, 
particularly affected developing countries, in shaping 
policies to achieve the Convention’s objectives 
(Unisféra & IECN, 2007). As these systems were put in 
place, it became apparent that their effectiveness in 
facilitating countries’ efforts needed to be assessed, 
resulting in growing awareness about incongruities 
between knowledge and policies. Consequently, 
Parties to the Convention questioned the effectiveness, 
and even the relevance of the UNCCD scientific 

Figure 1
The GLASOD estimate of global land degradation 1997 
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Box 2

There is a lack of relevant knowledge and a reliable science foundation for decision making. 

Problem: the CST failed in its tasks to ‘bring together scientists from around the world to address the most 
pressing and relevant research questions and generate relevant knowledge that would lay a reliable 
foundation for decision making’2. The lack of scientifi c data was particularly concerning, since assumptions 
crucial to the establishment of the Convention were challenged (Adeel et al. 2009). 

Suggested solution: the CST should focus on the scientifi c and technological needs of Parties, and focus on 
gathering and disseminating scientifi c fi ndings to Parties and other stakeholders working on DLDD (Bauer 
& Stringer 2009; Grainger 2009; Akhtar-Schuster et al. 2011; Chasek et al. 2011; Gilbert 2011; Verstraete et al. 
2011). Special consideration should be given to the important role of indigenous knowledge within the 
context of DLDD and eff orts must be made towards its integration with academic expertise (DNI 2011; 
Thomas et al. 2012). 

Linkages between DLDD, poverty and ecosystem services are not suffi  ciently taken into account.

Problem: the direct and reinforcing relationship between poverty and land degradation is not suffi  ciently 
recognised by the Convention. The valuable contribution of ecosystem services on poverty alleviation and 
subsequent reduction of pressure on the land are not suffi  ciently considered.

Suggested solution: develop an enabling environment with decision making based on evidence. Develop an 
evidence base for the costs of land degradation, including direct costs from declining agricultural 
productivity, and social costs due to the weakening of local capacities and institutions. Generate knowledge 
about the economic benefi ts of preventing DLDD and rehabilitation measures. Opportunities to create and 
use synergies between the Rio Conventions should be strengthened.

Insuffi  cient use of evidence is limiting access to fi nancial resources.

Problem: the implementation of the Convention is hampered by insuffi  cient funding for addressing DLDD. 
The lack of clear evidence on DLDD and its linkages to national priorities (e.g. poverty alleviation) limits the 
Parties’ success in mainstreaming UNCCD objectives into national development plans, and in mobilising 
national resources.

Suggested solution: need for a stronger evidence base to support mainstreaming and allocation of resources 
to DLDD mitigation strategies.

Inadequate reporting weakens cooperation and eff ective implementation of the Convention.

Problem: reporting is a key strategy to encourage compliance with the provisions of an international 
instrument, yet the absence of an eff ective framework with clear reporting guidelines has hampered the use 
of reporting for implementation of the Convention.

Suggested solution: focus on a performance-based approach with reporting as a key strategy to encourage 
Convention implementation. This requires robust guidelines and performance indicators, adequate capacity 
and fi nancing.

Source: Unisféra and IECN, 2007

2 Articles 17-19 of the Convention.

Summary of the 2007 Situation Analysis

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Insufficient scientific groundwork hampered successful 
DLDD governance, with strong negative implications 
on poverty eradication goals, the understanding and 
awareness about dryland ecosystem services, and 
financial issues. This called for more evidence-based 
decision making. Communication of scientific evidence 
in policy-friendly formats is only a recent development, 
and ways must be found to incentivise data and 
information generators to communicate their work at 
the policy level. In addition, performance and results 
based management was seen as crucial for effective 
DLDD policy implementation of the UNCCD. Effective 
DLDD mitigation management and policies require 
efficient monitoring and assessment processes to assess the 
performance of management strategies and inform 
planning processes (Unisféra & IECN 2007, Grainger 2009). 

As a result of the above shortcomings, the Convention 
did not forge the necessary strategic partnerships, 
disseminate authoritative information to its Parties 
and overcome financial shortages through increased 
awareness about the urgency of DLDD at the national 
level. There was thus a lack of improved 
mainstreaming of DLDD into national policies. The 
resulting shortage of investment in the mitigation of 
DLDD, as well as restoration efforts, is particularly 
striking, considering the growing evidence that DLDD 
will worsen with increased climate change impacts 
(IPCC 2007a), as all four Millenium Assessment (MA) 
scenarios (MA 2005a) predict.
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1.1 Better data, better decisions

While international environment and development 
processes have faced increasing scrutiny in recent years, 
particularly as donor governments have faced pressing 
domestic economic challenges, calls for better use of 
evidence in the management and development of 
policies and programmes have existed for decades. The 
concept gained prominence after the late 1990s through 
advanced application in the field of medicine. The value 
of the evidence base for decision making increases with 
the ‘robustness’ of the evidence (Spencer et al. 2003), 
defined by its 

•	 Credibility: high internal validity of information
•	 Generalisability: evidence can easily be transferred 

between purposes and contexts
•	 Reliability: high quality and easily replicable research 

processes, monitoring, evaluation or impact 
assessments used to build evidence

•	 Objectivity: low bias and unambiguous 
interpretations of information.

Despite the benefits, evidence-based decision making is 
no panacea and has various limitations. Evidence is an 
important requirement for decision making, but other 
factors, such as development, implementation, 
monitoring and revision of policies are continuously 
influencing the wider social and political contexts. Thus, 
it may be argued that the term ‘evidence informed’ is 
more applicable, since policy is affected by a wide range of 
factors and not research evidence alone (Packwood 2002). 

Growing demands for better and more responsive 
services, and better accountability for achieving results 
with taxpayers’ money has been a major trend in the past 
two decades (Binnendijk 2000). Public sector reforms 
took place in OECD countries, such as the 1993 
‘Government Performance and Results’ in the United 

States or the 1995 ‘White Paper on Better Accounting for 
the Taxpayers’ Money’ in the United Kingdom which led 
to new approaches in defence, education and health, but 
also in international environment and development. This 
sector also needed to respond to ‘aid fatigue’, the public’s 
perception that aid programmes are failing to produce 
significant development results, which it could 
accomplish to some degree by establishing more 
evidence- and results-oriented management systems 
(Binnendijk 2000). These approaches can now be found 
throughout the UN system, with the UN Development 
Group as a prime example. Evidence that interventions 
do indeed make a difference and the ability to report on 
tangible results on an ongoing basis are called for within 
all international processes as a matter of routine today.

Like most other Multilateral Environmental Agreements 
(MEA), the UNCCD was developed at least to some 
degree in response to scientific analysis that provided 
both the impetus and the evidence on which the MEA is 
built. Accordingly, many MEAs have a form of in-built 
evidence-based approach, given that they are designed to 
address evidence-based issues. The common format is:

•	 Targets
•	 Indicators 
•	 Reporting
•	 Assessment

Country Parties report to the MEAs as one mechanism to 
contribute to their evidence process. Table 1 provides 
examples of the efforts of some MEAs on evidence-based 
approaches. It distinguishes between quantitative and 
qualitative reporting, and a mix of both. Several 
Conventions make use of indicators, or plan to do so, 
while several Conventions collaborate on indicators 
through the Biodiversity Indicators Partnership (UNEP-
WCMC 2012). The indicators in most cases measure 
progress made towards set targets.

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
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A notably successful example of an evidence-based 
approach is the fight against stratospheric ozone 
depletion. The international, peer-reviewed ozone 
assessments (Watson et al. 1988), conducted as part of an 
intergovernmental process, provided the scientific and 
technical basis for the Vienna Convention to Protect the 
Ozone Layer and the Montreal Protocol on Substances 
that Deplete the Ozone Layer, to eliminate the 
production and use of ozone-depleting chlorine- and 
bromine-containing chemicals (UNEP 1999). The 
findings of these assessments linked human activities to 
ozone depletion, resulting in increased levels of 
ultraviolet radiation at ground level, which in turn leads 
to an increase in the incidence of skin cancer (UNEP 
1999). The solid scientific evidence resulted in 
governments being willing to make stringent decisions to 
eliminate the consumption and production of ozone-
depleting substances (Watson 2005). This is very similar 
to the process of review undertaken under the UNFCCC 
with regards to Greenhouse Gas (GHG) inventories and 
National Communications. UNFCCC’s GHG inventories 
are based on guidelines approved by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 
thus representing best available scientific knowledge at 
certain points in time. Such examples offer useful lessons 
for the UNCCD, and it is worthwhile that these processes 
share not only their outcomes but also their lessons 
learned in terms of continually improving their evidence 
management systems. 

The United Nations Environment Programme World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC) is 
the biodiversity assessment and information arm of 
UNEP. UNEP-WCMC is a supplier of environmental 
information, increasingly concerned with 
mainstreaming biodiversity and ecosystem-related 
information into development processes. The Centre 
supports partners to set up systems that generate their 
own continuous sources of management information 
on these topics. One notable example is the 
Biodiversity Indicators Partnership, which has 
provided information to track the achievement of 
targets set by the CBD and is assisting countries to set 
their own nationally-relevant targets to combat 
biodiversity loss. Acknowledging that the loss of 
biodiversity and degradation of ecosystems persists 
despite the established evidence base documenting 
this trend, UNEP-WCMC is increasingly concerned 
with mainstreaming, or integrating, information 
about biodiversity and ecosystem management into 
other kinds of information and decision making 
systems, for example in the land, development and 
agricultural sectors.

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
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1.2 The case of the UNCCD 

The introduction mentions that negotiation of the 
Convention faced criticism that desertification policy 
was not adequately underpinned by scientific 
evidence, and a situation assessment of the 
Convention undertaken in 2007 showed that the 
evidence base and results-based management 
approaches were perceived weaknesses of the 
Convention, hampering its ability to attract the 
necessary levels of support. The UNCCD reporting 
system employed during the first three reporting 
cycles (1999, 2002 and 2004) used largely descriptive 
national reports from country Parties as the primary 
source of information on the implementation of the 
Convention. These reports provided a qualitative 
assessment of activities and progress at the national 
level, and have proved useful, to some extent, for 
assessing the capacities of individual countries in 
responding to DLDD. However, the irregular 
interpretation of the questions countries needed to 
answer in their reports, and modifications to the 
report templates between reporting cycles, have meant 
that comparisons between years and across countries 
have been difficult – such challenges in monitoring the 
implementation and effectiveness are common to 
many environment-related conventions (Balmford et 
al. 2005, Davidson & Finlayson 2007). 

In recognition of the urgent need for improving the 
implementation of the UNCCD and introducing an 
indicators and results-based management system, 
Parties to the UNCCD made two important decisions 
in 2008. First, Parties adopted the 10-year Strategic 
Plan and Framework to Enhance the Implementation 
of the Convention for 2008-2018 (10YSP) during the 
eighth session of the COP in Madrid (2007) (see text 
Box 3 and UNCCD 2007b). The 10YSP aims to devise a 
global partnership to reverse and prevent DLDD, and 
to mitigate the effects of drought in affected areas to 
support poverty reduction and environmental 
sustainability. An opportunity to improve through a 
clear set of performance and impact indicators, linked 
to the Convention’s new set of strategic and 
operational objectives (detailed in text box 3), was 
identified. The new strategic plan set out a framework 
to review the monitoring, assessment, reporting and 
review processes of the Convention. Second, the 
establishment of the PRAIS (COP 9, Buenos Aires) a 
quantitative, indicator-based reporting and review 
system, with targets linked to the operational 
objectives of the Strategy, specific reporting 
requirements for all stakeholders and a schedule for 
the reporting and review process for both operational 
and strategic indicators, financial flows for the 
implementation of the convention and best practices. 

Chapter 1 Introduction
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Box 3

Key elements of the UNCCD              
Ten-year Strategy

Full title:           
10-year Strategic plan and framework to enhance the implementation of the Convention 
(Decision 3/COP 8, 2007)

Vision: The aim for the future is to forge a global partnership to reverse and prevent desertifi cation/land 
degradation and to mitigate the eff ects of drought in aff ected areas in order to support poverty reduction 
and environmental sustainability. 

Mission: To provide a global framework to support the development and implementation of national and 
regional policies, programmes and measures to prevent, control and reverse desertifi cation/land 
degradation and mitigate the eff ects of drought through scientifi c and technological excellence, raising 
public awareness, standard setting, advocacy and resource mobilisation, thereby contributing to poverty 
reduction.

Strategic Objectives

1.  To improve the living conditions of affected populations

2.  To improve the condition of affected ecosystems

3.  To generate global benefi ts through effective implementation of the UNCCD

4.  To mobilise resources to support implementation of the Convention through building effective partnerships 
between national and international actors

Operational Objectives 

1.  Advocacy, awareness raising and education: to actively infl uence relevant international, national and local 
processes and actors in adequately addressing desertifi cation/land degradation and drought-related issues.

2.  Policy framework: to support the creation of enabling environments for promoting solutions to combat 
desertifi cation/land degradation and mitigate the effects of drought.

3.  Science, technology and knowledge: to become a global authority on scientifi c and technical knowledge 
pertaining to desertifi cation/land degradation and mitigation of the effects of drought.

4.  Capacity-building: to identify and address capacity-building needs to prevent and reverse desertifi cation/land 
degradation and mitigate the effects of drought.

5.  Financing and technology transfer: to mobilise and improve the targeting and coordination of national, bilateral 
and multilateral fi nancial and technological resources in order to increase their impact and effectiveness.

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation
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Displaced Darfuris Farm in Rainy Season, Tawila, Sudan.
© Albert Gonzalez Farran / UN photo
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A young girl of the nomadic Ngok Dinka tribe of the Sudan leads 
cattle to water and food, Abyei, Sudan.
© Fred Noy / UN photo
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Chapter 2 
The Introduction of PRAIS

The roles and responsibilities involved in implement-
ing the 10YSP were distributed to the various UNCCD 
bodies, partners and stakeholders. While the 
Committee for the Review of implementation of the 
Convention (CRIC) has the overall task to assist the 
COP in monitoring the implementation of the 
Convention against the information provided by 
parties and other reporting entities, the Committee 
on Science and Technology (CST) was given primary 
responsibility to fulfil a newly defined objective on 
science, technology and knowledge, and therefore 
plays a key role for evidence-based decision making 
within the Convention. In order to fulfil this 
mandate, the CST was to ‘be strengthened to assess, 
advise and support implementation, on a compre-
hensive, objective, open and transparent basis, of the 
scientific, technical and socio-economic information 
relevant to understanding the causes and impacts of 
DLDD, and shall inform COP decisions’(UNCCD 
2007b, p.20). The Committee for the Review of 
Implementation of the Convention (CRIC) was to 
play a central role in improving feedback loops to 
measure progress, and support continuous improve-
ment in implementing the strategic plan.  

PRAIS was envisaged as a revolution in evidence and 
results- informed management for the UNCCD. UNEP 
assisted the Convention’s institutions in putting the 
system into practice, with financial support from the 
Global Environment Facility (GEF), the European 
Commission (EC) and others, and identified UNEP-
WCMC to support the introduction phase. PRAIS 
changed the way countries reported and reviewed, 
initially and significantly by providing a baseline of the 
Convention’s performance and by moving the entire 
reporting process from narrative paper reports to an 
online information management system. The PRAIS 
process was seeded through the UNEP/GEF project 
‘Enabling a Paradigm Shift on Monitoring and 
Assessment within the UNCCD’ (the PRAIS Project), 
which was to assist Parties to undertake monitoring, 
assessment, reporting and review by putting in place 
the capacity to roll-out this new approach (see text box 
4 and figure 1). The project worked quickly in coordi-
nation with a network of 14 sub-regional technical 
partners who provided front-line support and training 
in the regions where they were already engaged. 

COP9 in 2009 decided to establish the Performance Review and Assessment of 
Implementation System (PRAIS) to effectively review the implementation of the 
10YSP based on a new reporting approach based on indicators.   
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Box 4

The PRAIS Project

The UNEP/GEF project          
‘Enabling a Paradigm Shift on Monitoring and Assessment within the UNCCD’ 

The short and medium-term capacity development needs, particularly in the fi eld of monitoring & evaluation (M&E) 
and knowledge management that were raised by the introduction of the new system have been addressed by the 
UNCCD mainly through the PRAIS Project. The project was implemented by UNEP and executed by UNEP-WCMC 
under the guidance of and close collaboration with the UNCCD Secretariat and the Global Mechanism.

The main purpose of the PRAIS Project was to assist UNCCD Parties by building capacities for the 2010 Fourth 
Reporting and Review process of the implementation of the Convention. Implemented from January 2010 until June 
2011, the PRAIS Project focused on: 

1.  development of reporting tools based on the approved set of performance indicators established under the new 
Monitoring and Assessment Framework of the Convention, i.e. PRAIS 

2.  building capacities of affected Parties for the preparation of their fourth national reports 

3.  establishment of an on-line reporting platform to facilitate the reporting process and improve knowledge 
management within the Convention 

4.  and contributing to the additional strengthening of the monitoring framework of the UNCCD through the 
documentation and dissemination of lessons learnt. 

Taking into consideration that at that time no allocations were made by GEF to support enabling activities, the 
secretariat facilitated catalytic funding in order to kick-start data compilation and validation at national level.

The PRAIS Project was implemented with the active participation of a network of 14 sub-regional and regional 
institutions, the Reference Centres (RCs), with recognised expertise in the fi eld of SLM and experience in 
implementation of the UNCCD in their respective regions. RCs worked closely with the Regional Coordination 
Mechanisms of the UNCCD. During the implementation of the project, the RCs facilitated the reporting and ensured 
adequate support throughout the process in the respective regions and sub-regions by providing training, capacity 
building and continued technical backstopping to country Parties. In order to inform the global analysis prepared by the 
project, the RCs were tasked to document and consolidate key lessons from the reporting process of their respective 
region and sub-regions and on the supporting activities they provided within the framework of the PRAIS project.

The introduction of the online reporting system was 
successful with only a small number of countries 
submitting their report using an offl  ine format. The 
regional approach piloted by the project, especially 
the training-of-trainers using existing regional 
technical centres, successfully promoted cooperation 
and capacity building. One of the most important 

lessons learnt (see text box 5 for detail) is that 
coordination mechanisms at many levels play a 
fundamental role in the success of the introduction 
of such a new process, particularly one conducted so 
rapidly. Most national focal points reported that data 
collection was the most challenging task within the 
new system. 

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation
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the new framework is useful not only for monitoring 
the Convention, but also for national planning 
purposes. Parties have called for an in-depth analysis 
of all the information that PRAIS generates and for a 
process to enable them to benefi t from this new 
knowledge and use it to more eff ectively implement 
the Convention. 

Chapter 2 The Introduction of PRAIS

The UNCCD’s 10YSP cycle and the PRAIS system
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The introduction of PRAIS, most notably its use of 
online reporting of indicators, was well received by 
Parties, who found the approach to be a major step 
towards improving evidence based-management 
systems within the UNCCD and confi rmed their 
strong commitment to the full implementation of 
PRAIS. Importantly, many Parties highlighted that 
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Box 5

Recommendations from the PRAIS 
reporting on performance indicators

Adequate time needed for reporting         
A realistic timeframe for the reporting process, and the related enabling and capacity building activities, should be a 
major consideration for future reporting processes.

Adequate resources need to be provided       
In order to enable country Parties to meet the demands of the new system, all UNCCD stakeholders need to 
make the effort to provide suffi cient resources initially, and then to a lesser degree in the medium- and long-term 
maintenance of the system. 

Communication needs to be improved
Improved communication and coordination of the reporting process is required in order to increase effi cient 
reporting at all levels. This includes a more streamlined Helpdesk service, as well as a more proactive role for the 
National Focal Points and improved cooperation of stakeholders.

Wider and more frequent consultation of stakeholders
Increased consultation with and participation of UNCCD stakeholders during all phases of the reporting process is 
fundamental to ensure better quality and ownership of the reporting process, particularly at the national level. 

We must continue to learn from experience
The refi nement of the PRAIS system on the basis of best scientifi c knowledge available and lessons learnt from 
experience is crucial to make the reporting and review process more fi t-for-purpose, realistic and fl exible. 

More solid and rigorous data needs to be collected 
While certainly representing a major step forward, the 2010 experience of indicator-based reporting has shown a 
number of limitations in terms of data availability and collation that need to be resolved in order to obtain more solid 
and rigorous data that can be unequivocally compared across countries, including protocols for quality checks.

The PRAIS Portal needs to evolve
The PRAIS Portal is an effective tool, which requires upgrades through subsequent reporting cycles, including the 
development of analytical tools and a public area.

Reporting for the diff erent Conventions needs to be more integrated
Country Parties frequently asked for improved integration and harmonisation of reporting among Rio Conventions 
and other MEAs. The long-term monitoring framework represented by PRAIS, with its quantitative and online 
reporting systems, represents opportunities for improved sharing of environmental information and potential 
integration, and another UNEP/GEF project implemented by UNEP-WCMC (Piloting Integrated Processes and 
Approaches to Facilitate National Reporting to Rio Conventions) has explored further steps to achieve this. 

Countries need assistance to manage their data 
Continued national-level capacity building on monitoring systems and managing data is required to strengthen 
and refi ne assessment within the UNCCD. This should particularly focus on the establishment of integrated and 
adequate databases, environmental information systems, data-sharing protocols, and mechanisms. 

There is a need to continue to work at the regional level 
The regional approach piloted by the PRAIS Project has already built cooperation in and among regions, and 
should be used for any follow-up project. Despite some challenges, the RCs have proved to be effective partners 
for supporting the implementation of the Convention at the regional and sub-regional level. 

Resources need to be made available for capacity building  
The partnership with the GEF and other donors should be expanded into a structured, long-term capacity-building 
engagement for the implementation of the UNCCD.

There is a need to continue and improve training events 
The training events delivered under the PRAIS Project have been a useful tool for sharing knowledge on the 
new reporting system, supporting the preparation of the reports, and establishing regional and sub-regional 
‘communities of practice’ which have a common understanding of requirements, and of roles and responsibilities. 

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation
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Chapter 2 The Introduction of PRAIS

This highlights that while DLDD is a global problem it 
is manifested nationally and locally resulting in a 
need to utilise the data gathered through the new 
reporting schemes across scales (UNCCD, 2011e). 
Furthermore, experiences demonstrate that the full 
benefits of the new system are still to be realised, and 
that this will largely depend on both improving the 
system itself, and on the ability of the UNCCD and its 
stakeholders to effectively use the information it 
generates for policy-making and communication. A 
number of recommendations were developed on the 
basis of the experience in 2010, notably that more 
time is needed for reporting, regional technical 
support is critical to success, and countries need 
support in managing their data (see text box 5). 
 
A fundamental characteristic of the new PRAIS 
system is its inbuilt learning mechanism through the 
concept of an ‘iterative process’ (UNEP-WCMC 2011c). 
This acknowledges the need to continuously refine 
and improve indicators and reporting requirements 
based on the best scientific knowledge available at the 
time, and lessons learnt from experience. As a result, 
the PRAIS system is expected to become ever more 
fit-for-purpose, realistic and flexible. Such an 
extensive and continuous feedback process on a 
national reporting exercise is rather unique among 
MEAs and is expected to contribute to improving 
monitoring, assessment, reporting and review 
processes generally.

2.1 What PRAIS can reveal

PRAIS allowed the establishment of a solid, 
quantitative baseline for monitoring progress towards 
the implementation of the Convention, and more 
specifically the achievement of the objectives of the 
Strategy. This achievement was fully recognised by 
Parties during CRIC 9 and CRIC10. GEF support 
through UNEP and the efforts of the UNCCD 
Secretariat and its Global Mechanism were seen to have 
facilitated this paradigm shift in the implementation of 
the Convention. The first analysis of PRAIS data 
indicates substantial progress in the implementation of 
the Convention in some areas and highlights needs for 
improvements in other areas. 

Analysis of PRAIS data (ICCD/CRIC(9)/3-7 – see also 
figure 3 for a summary) indicate substantial progress in 
the implementation of the Convention in some areas 
and highlights needs for improvements in other areas. 
Particularly encouraging is the high level of awareness 
about DLDD globally. The level of joint planning of the 
three Rio conventions (UNCCD, CBD, UNFCCC) and 
DLDD capacity building undertaken by Parties indicates 
near compliance with UNCCD targets. Substantial 
progress has been made in the implementation of 
DLDD monitoring, especially since most countries 
without a dedicated DLDD monitoring system utilize 
monitoring systems partially covering DLDD indicators. 
Challenges have been encountered in the alignment of 
NAPs and the development of integrated investment 
frameworks, yet most countries indicated fulfilling 
targets before the respective due date. 
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Chapter 2 The Introduction of PRAIS

The response rate (101 out of 194 Parties submitted 
their reports within the deadline) was beyond 
expectations, particularly because this was the first 
reporting cycle of its kind. The results are already 
providing a representative global summary. Reporting 

against Operational Objectives allows the assessment 
of the level of progress in 2010 towards achieving the 
targets (UNEP-WCMC 2011b; figure 3). Text box 6 
highlights some interesting findings from the first 
round of this new reporting approach.

Recession of Aral Sea dried up, Muynak, Uzbekistan.
© Eskinder Debebe / UN photo
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Box 6

Illustration of the fi ndings from the 2010 
reporting and review cycle

Advocacy, awareness-raising and education        
The aim for the future is to forge a global partnership to reverse and prevent desertifi cation/land. Successful 
campaigns in national and local media have achieved a relatively high level of awareness - 25% of population 
aware about DLDD against a target of 30% by 2018 - among the populations of country Parties (see fi gure 4). 
The majority of countries (90%) undertook concrete action to increase the participation of Science and 
Technology Institutes and Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in DLDD-related activities. Furthermore, 81% 
of reporting countries undertook action to increase the delivery of DLDD education initiatives. 

Policy framework      
The percentage of aff ected countries which have aligned their National Action Plans (NAPs) under the 
UNCCD with the Strategy is currently only 3%, despite a target of 80% by 2014, though 63% of country 
Parties have a NAP, albeit not aligned, and 75% of reporting countries are planning to have their NAP 
aligned by the end of 2013. These results should be of concern since NAPs are not only important for 
managing the ecological and socio-economic eff ects of DLDD, but their participatory approach in 
development also encourages buy-in and on-going commitment from a broad range of stakeholders, both 
within and outside government agencies. When asked why countries have not aligned NAPs to the 10YSP, 
most Parties cited the lack of fi nancial resources as the most important factor, while further reasons were a 
lack of capacity, poor internal coordination and understaffi  ng. 

Science, technology and knowledge 
Just over a third (38%) of all country Parties have implemented a DLDD monitoring system, the target for 
which is 60% by 2018. Encouragingly, the majority of countries with DLDD monitoring systems in place 
ensure that the system is both functioning (81%) and regularly updated (69%). Of the countries without a 
DLDD monitoring system, 76% (38/50) have a monitoring system that partially covers DLDD. 

Capacity-building  
About three-quarters of countries are implementing DLDD-specifi c capacity-building projects (see fi gure 5) 
—this is close to reaching the target of 90% by 2014. 

Financing and technology transfer  
15% of aff ected country Parties, sub-regional and regional entities have developed integrated investment 
frameworks (see fi gure 5), compared to a target of 50% by 2014. This is particularly interesting because the 
lack of fi nancial resources was cited as the main reason for diffi  culties in NAP development and alignment. 
It has been recognised that there is a need to have a Strategic Plan and integrated investment framework in 
place before funds from international aid agencies, such as the GEF, fl ow to support action on DLDD. 

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation
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Figure 4  

Percentage of population informed about DLDD and/or synergies with climate change and biodiversity 

Figure 5  

Number of affected countries with DLDD-specific
capacity-building initiatives by region 

Figure 6  

Number of affected country Parties that 
established Integrated Investment Frameworks
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A farmer gathers wheat, Bamyan, Afghanistan.
© Eric Kanalstein / UN photo
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Chapter 3
Data and information management

These need to be addressed, in order to harvest the full 
potential of the scientifi c analyses. A big challenge in 
assuring the quality of the evidence, and the consequent 
value of the information generated by the system 
(recalling section 1.1), is how data are validated at source, 
managed and then aggregated into a whole. The intro-
duction of PRAIS therefore also brought with it a whole 
new way of thinking about managing the Convention’s 
information systems. It introduced profound challenges 
to the system in terms of validity, reliability, bias, 
comprehensiveness and gaps in the reporting. 

Good data management results in higher data quality 
than can be expected in the absence of such processes 
and hence provides greater confi dence in the 

outcomes of analyses. Furthermore, data that is in 
‘good shape’ is cost-eff ective: it can be easily analysed 
and harmonised, and products can be developed 
quickly (Schulte-Herbrüggen et al. 2011). The CRIC 
instructed the Secretariat to improve the quality of 
data in national reports and data management 
systems (Decision 17, UNCCD 2011b). As a response, 
UNEP-WCMC carried out a review to identify ‘best 
practices’ for data management relevant to the 
UNCCD and how these can assist in addressing some 
of the new challenges introduced by PRAIS (Schulte-
Herbrüggen et al. 2011). The review found that 
management of the PRAIS data by the Secretariat is a 
complex process involving diff erent stakeholders and 
management steps (Figure 7).

While the introduction of indicator-based reporting poses an enormous potential for 
assessing status, trend and drivers of DLDD, the new reporting process and the vast 
amount of data it generates also create new challenges for the management of data.    

Figure 7  

Information management framework applicable to the PRAIS process
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Both the Parties and the Secretariat play important 
roles in ensuring high data quality. It is the Parties’ 
responsibility to submit national reports of high 
quality and data validity in the first instance. However, 
the Secretariat can help Parties achieve this by 
creating an ‘enabling environment’ – an environment 
that facilitates the process of high quality data 
submission by Parties. Following the submission of 
the national reports by the Parties, data quality 
assurance by the Secretariat has two components: data 
verification and maintaining data quality. The 
verification process of national reports should be 
simple, well-documented and feasible within the time 
available. To maintain a consistently high level of data 
quality, written working documents (procedures) 
outlining activities and working steps related to 
specific tasks are essential.

Besides data quality management the access to data is 
a very important issue to achieving the ultimate 
objectives of the system. The principle of access to 
information is embedded in the text of many 
environmental conventions (UNEP 2006) and is 
essentially a form of international ‘governance by 
disclosure’ (Gupta 2008). National reporting is a key 
compliance mechanism that is used to examine the 
difficulties Parties may face in implementing the 
Convention, and to help determine measures to 
improve compliance. The adoption of indicator-based 
online reporting goes some way towards making it 
feasible for the Secretariat to make data available in 
database format in addition to summary text 
documents. Open access data sharing offers a broad 
range of benefits for DLDD mitigation management: 

•	 Making data in national reports publicly available 
could assist stakeholders (e.g. intergovernmental 
agencies, specialist non-governmental and civil 
society organisations as well as scientific bodies) in 
developing strategies, programmes and projects to 
assist Parties, individually or collectively, with 
implementation of the Convention.

•	 Access to the PRAIS database would enable the 
public to assess the data and inform the Secretariat 
of inaccuracies in the dataset. Such a cost-effective 
peer-review system has been highlighted as an 
important quality control measure for the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) Trade 
Database.

•	 It can also assist individual Parties, groups of 
Parties and/or regions to identify common issues 
that need to be addressed under the Convention. 
This can help facilitate the development of cost-
effective and mutually-supportive regional 
initiatives to assist with and/or improve 
implementation. It should also lead to 
strengthened decision making in relation to 
environmental governance. 

•	 Improving interoperability and providing open 
access to the data and information in the national 
reports could lead to improved decision making 
and serve to strengthen understanding of the 
global environment. It could also help identify 
areas of synergy across Conventions and reduce 
duplication in data collation.

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
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Chapter 3 Data and information management

Data management challenges are particularly 
important to address in the system, given that the 
next round of reporting introduces impact indicators 
which will compound challenges. Here as well 
policies on data access would be needed to engage 
the scientific community in delivering the reports 
and reviewing the results. Scientists are widely eager 

to be involved in analysing data, and many 
institutions would be at-hand to contribute to 
improving the system if it was more open. The 
successful use of the impact indicators also requires a 
strong level of scientific competency as they are more 
varied and complex, for example in that data can be 
spatial as well as temporal in nature.

Children collect water at a well, Western Sahara, Algeria.
© Evan Schneider / UN photo
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A Peruvian Woman in the Sacred Valley, Peru.
© Joel Shawn / Shutterstock.com
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Chapter 4 
Introducing the impact indicators 

The major value of PRAIS for decision-making reveals 
itself when evidence on the efforts of stakeholders can 
be linked to its on-the-ground impacts. The UNCCD’s 
set of impact indicators span a range of land and 
livelihood-related priority concerns. Introducing 
these indicators to the system in 2012 truly unlocks 
the value of the system for decision-making by 
showing what investments are working and where, 
and pointing out areas for further attention by the 
international community. It is an ambitious and 
challenging task to collect this information and 
therefore the system needs to be flexible to the wide 
range of realities worldwide. The scientific peer review 
of the impact indicators (Orr 2011) stresses the 
importance of their adaptability. 

In order to identify indicators and modalities that are 
fit for purpose yet rigorous enough to meet quality 
requirements, the scientific refinement process was 
complemented by a piloting of the impact indicators 
reporting by 11 countries representing all UNCCD 
regions. The piloting exercise found that reporting on 
the majority of these indicators would be feasible, 
however, issues of data availability and accessibility 
exist, and the different terminology between scien-
tists and policy-makers would need to be addressed. 
The experience led to a number of recommendations, 
notably that the development of common operational 
criteria for the identification of affected areas and 
regional training would be essential to success, and a 
minimum of six months would be required for 
reporting, for Parties to be able to communicate 
across departments (see text box 7 for detail).

The major value of PRAIS for decision-making reveals itself when evidence on the 
efforts of stakeholders can be linked to its on-the-ground impacts. The UNCCD’s set 
of impact indicators span a range of land and livelihood-related priority concerns.   
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Box 7

The piloting exercise with 11 representative countries (Algeria, Argentina, Armenia, China, Colombia, Mexico, 
Portugal, Senegal, Spain, South Africa and Tunisia) delivered the following messages to feed back into the 
development of the system:

•  The UNCCD impact indicator set is widely applicable, even when using alternative metrics.

•  Reporting the majority of the UNCCD Impact Indicators was feasible using available data sets, however issues of 
data availability and accessibility exist.

•  Appropriate and commonly understood terminology is essential to facilitate communication between scientists 
and policy-makers.

•  It is helpful to utilise sub-optimal (e.g. older) available data sets if that is the only option.

•  Some pilot countries found that national data collated for reporting to other Rio Conventions was diffi cult to 
access.

•  Sub-national data required for assessing affected areas is limited.

•  Some pilot countries found the UNCCD Impact Indicators had varying relevance at national and sub-national 
scales.

•  Regional training would improve indicator production and reporting capacity.

•  Reporting tools need to be improved, refi ned, and verifi ed in all UN languages.

•  A minimum of six months is required for reporting, to have suffi cient time to initially secure data access.

•  Cross-disciplinary (natural and social scientists, statisticians, economists) communication is important to build 
capacity.

Insight derived from the impact 
indicator piloting

Both the conceptual framework and the indicator set 
should be regularly re-evaluated for appropriateness as 
monitoring and evaluation eff orts mature, and because 
needs may change and scientifi c tools may improve 
(UNCCD 2011a). To this end (decision 19/COP 10) an 
Advisory Group of Technical Experts (AGTE) is tasked 
with continuing the iterative, participatory contribution 
from the science and technology community to the 
indicator refi nement process. One of the issues to be 
addressed as a priority by the group is the identifi cation 
of the best scientifi c approach to operationally delineate 
aff ected areas. Furthermore, as DLDD is a global 

problem that manifests locally, the AGTE is working on 
the development of a mechanism whereby the minimum 
set of globally harmonized impact indicators could be 
systematically complemented by regionally, nationally, 
and/or locally relevant and developed indicators. 

The impact indicators have been rolled out worldwide 
from 2012, but the fi rst round of synthesis of this data is 
not available yet. The results are eagerly anticipated as 
they will certainly be revealing, not least for the mid-term 
review of the UNCCD’s 10-year Strategy scheduled to take 
place in 2013. 

Improving measurement and reporting of progress for the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi cation
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Misseriya tribe girl migrates north on donkey, Todac, Sudan.
© Tim McKulka / UN photo
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Asian farmer raking soil and dry leaves, Thailand.
© Stephane Bidouze 
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Chapter 5 
Horizons 

As a secondary use, this information complements 
and can feed in to scientific assessments and other 
policy processes on land degradation and related 
issues. Adeel et al. (2009) emphasise major DLDD 
issues that require greater scientific attention such as 
the scope of the Convention, the need to enhance the 
use of valuation, better documentation of the rate of 
land use change, and a paradigm shift from exploiting 
the land to renewing the land, i.e. towards land 
restoration. To address these challenges, the authors 
argue that biophysical and social sciences must be 
brought together to support decision making. 
However, information still remains scarce regarding 
the big picture of DLDD causal chains, as well as best 
practices on the meso scale (countries, subcontinents 
and regions). Integrated approaches are essential to 
tackle the range of interdependencies regarding 
DLDD at different scales, since DLDD is a global 
problem that manifests locally. Mitigation efforts, 
even those associated with global or national initia-
tives, ultimately involve local decisions and actions 
designed to improve conditions. Also, the causes and 
consequences of desertification vary considerably 
between and within countries. To enable a globally 
effective monitoring system which is also useful 
within country Parties, national and sub-national 
information is essential (UNCCD 2011a).   

Given the urgency of addressing land concerns 
(Ostrom et al. 2007, Stringer et al. 2009, UNGA 2010, 
Oldeland 2010, MA 2005b), a timely science-policy 
response seems crucial. Since several of the feasible 
options require a long lead time and involve high 
uncertainties, such as the development of a 

specialised land agency (CoE 2005), or an independ-
ent land panel (Akhtar‐Schuster et al. 2011), an 
evolving process appears to be most feasible. 
Network-like options building on existing structures 
can function as a dynamic short-term solution to 
provide the groundwork and preparation for a subse-
quent, viable, and long-term platform. Moreover any 
type of land panel would be dependent on the prior 
spadework of a sound collaboration system of all 
stakeholders involved. 

Although no specific institution was agreed on at 
UNCCD COP 10 in October 2011, all UNCCD stake-
holders remained united behind the decision that 
policy advice and innovation must be based on sound 
science, and that the establishment of a credible 
scientific authority is crucial. The importance of an 
institutional arrangement to coordinate and foster 
knowledge, and make knowledge on DLDD more 
widely available, was duly recognised, since science 
backs up all three Rio Conventions, providing facts, 
analyses and recommendations for action. Delegates 
cleared the way for the UNCCD to consider establish-
ing a new mechanism. They decided to ‘set up an ad 
hoc working group ... to further discuss the options 
for the provision of scientific advice focusing on 
desertification, land degradation’ (Smith & Walpole 
2012, p.1). Other initiatives can also feed into any 
science-policy platform option, notably the  
emerging initiative on the Economics of Land 
Degradation. Having sound performance and impact 
information available from the PRAIS can only 
strengthen these other initiatives, and in turn be 
strengthened by them. 

The information derived from PRAIS is designed primarily for Parties to review the 
Convention’s implementation at global level and to monitor progress in action 
programmes implementation at national level, and the system is continually evolving 
and improving.  
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Discussion on science-policy options, as well as 
valuation of ecosystem services, hint at possibilities 
for increased synergies with the objectives of other 
multilateral environmental agreements. Cowie et al. 
(2011) argue that Sustainable Land Management is 
fundamental to achieving the goals of all three Rio 
Conventions. For instance, changes in land manage-
ment undertaken to address DLDD can, if carefully 
implemented, simultaneously reduce net greenhouse 
gas emissions and contribute to conservation of 
biodiversity. Vice versa, protection of biodiversity 
promotes stability and resilience of agro-ecosystems 
and increases the carbon storage potential of dryland 
systems. It becomes evident that there is a crucial 
need for more research on synergies, conflicts, 
trade-offs, interconnections, feedbacks and spill-over 
effects among multiple objectives, drivers, actions, 
policies and time horizons (Cowie et al. 2011). 
Evidence based decision making should be a way 
forward towards linking the climate change and 
biodiversity debate to DDLD, to ensure a common 
successful future for these endeavours. Such efforts 
can build on the existing cooperation and coordina-
tion between the three Rio Conventions. The lessons 
learnt from the PRAIS system, with its unique struc-
ture and numerous benefits, can function as another 
point of communication with other MEAs, and has 
the potential to further improve the exchange of data 
and policy-relevant information between them. 

UNCCD Parties will continually improve the PRAIS 
until it is a seamless science-policy-management 
system that delivers on the Convention’s mandate for 
the vulnerable in the world’s drylands and areas at risk 
from land degradation. UNEP-WCMC is at the ready 
to continue supporting UNCCD in its transition and 
working with partners to tackle the important issues 
which are revealed through this new and continuous 
information source. The Centre is able to bring its 
knowledge and experience working with UNCCD on 
these issues to its work within IPBES and other 
international processes relating to biodiversity and 
ecosystems which it supports. A continued and 
strengthened partnership will build on the numerous 
benefits already realised during the past years. Beyond 
that, dedicated finances and commitments are 
urgently needed to translate the insights gathered 
through the new management approach to the 
regional level, and enhance the implementation of 
good practices. This is certainly the most effective way 
to achieve lasting impacts on DLDD affected areas, as 
well as prevention measures in as yet unaffected 
regions, in order to contribute to ecological sustain-
ability, the conservation of water, soil and biological 
resources, agricultural production systems, and food 
security, and thus the welfare of hundreds of millions 
of people.
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Chapter 5 Horizons

Cattle receiving water drawn from a well in the drought-stricken area 
of Dali, Senegal.
© John Isaac / UN photo
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Women collect water from the only well in Kuma Garadayat,        
North Darfur.
© Albert Gonzalez Farran / UN photo
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Women collect water from the only well in Kuma Garadayat,        
North Darfur.
© Albert Gonzalez Farran / UN photo
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