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Foreword

This document is the first part of a two part manual on local level assessment of land 
degradation and sustainable land management:

•	 Part	1	–	Planning	and	Methodological	Approach,	Analysis	and	Reporting
•	 Part	2	–	Field	Methodology	and	Tools	

The two parts should be used together as Part 1 provides the background information 
for the conduct of the methods and tools that are provided in Part 2. 

The manual incorporates inputs and feedback from many individuals involved in 
piloting the local level land degradation assessment tools and methods in the six 
countries that participated in the Land	Degradation	Assessment	in	Drylands	project	
(LADA) supported by the Global Environment Facility (GEF) and executed by FAO 
during the period 2006-2010. It draws on tools developed with the World	Overview	
of	 Conservation	 Approaches	 and	 Technologies	 (WOCAT) for the assessment of 
sustainable land management (SLM). It also incorporates feedback from a series of 
national and inter-country workshops conducted during the period 2007-2010. 

The development process was guided by the LADA team in the Land and Water 
Division of the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, Rome, 
Italy, with substantial contributions from the School of International Development, 
University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK, under the overall technical supervision of 
Freddy Nachtergaele, LADA Coordinator and Riccardo Biancalani, LADA Technical 
Advisor. 

Lead authors of the manual were:
•	 Sally Bunning (sally.bunning@fao.org), FAO Land and Water Division (NRL)
•	 John McDonagh (j.mcdonagh@uea.ac.uk), School of International Development, 

University of East Anglia, UK
•	 Janie Rioux (janierioux@gmail.com), Consultant FAO/NRL

The participatory testing and adaptation of the tools and methods was an iterative 
process, with the LADA country teams building on a series of inter-country training 
and review workshops, namely: 
•	 Initial workshop hosted by the University of East Anglia (Norwich, June 2007); 
•	 Pilot Training of Trainers session hosted by Tunisia (Béja, November 2007);
•	 Mid-term review workshop hosted by Argentina (Mendoza, January 2009);
•	 Final review workshops hosted by the Universities of Amsterdam and Wageningen 

respectively (the Netherlands, August 2010).
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The final peer review and editing was conducted by Anne Woodfine, independent 
expert in natural resources management (FAO consultant). 

The support of the host and partner institutions in the six LADA pilot countries, 
which provided policy, technical and co-financing support for the local assessment 
piloting and workshop venues, is gratefully acknowledged. Insights, experiences and 
suggestions were provided by LADA country teams in developing this local assessment 
methodology, notably by: 
•	Argentina: Elena Abraham (Mendoza Region), Stella Navone (Puna Region), 

Donaldo Bran and Hugo Bottaro (Bariloche) and Esquel (Patagonia), who 
coordinated the local assessment teams with the institutes of IADIZA, FAUBA and 
INTA in the regions; supported at national level by Vanina Pietragalla, Maria Laura 
Corso and Andres Ravelo, Secretaría de Ambiente y Desarrollo Sustentable; 

•	China: Wang Guosheng, Jiping Peng and Kebin Zhang, with inputs during training 
by Lishui Nie and Tien Huan et al.; and overall guidance by Yang Weixi of the 
National Bureau to Combat Desertification;

•	Cuba: Candelario Aleman, N. María Nery Urquiza and Fermin J. Peña Valenti, 
supported by the Agencia de Medio Ambiente, Ministerio de Ciencia, Tecnología 
y Medio Ambiente;

•	 Senegal: Déthié Soumare Ndiaye, Gora Beye, Abdoulaye Wele, and other team 
members, Centre de Suivi Écologique, Ministère de l’Environnement, de la 
Protection de la Nature, des Bassins de rétention et des Lacs artificiels;

•	 South	 Africa: Liesl Stronkhorst, Agricultural Research Council and Lehman 
Lindeque, Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, with support from their institutions;

•	Tunisia: Hattab Ben Chaabane, Rafla Attia, Leila Bendaya, with technical support 
of IRA (Institut des Régions Arides), Médenine and CRDA (Commissariats 
Régionaux au Développement Agricole) de Médenine, Siliana and Kasserine,guided 
at national level by Hédi Hamrouni, LADA Coordinator, with support of the 
Direction Générale de l’Aménagement et de la Conservation des Terres Agricoles, 
Ministère de l’Agriculture et des Ressources Hydrauliques.

A number of technical specialists and other staff in their institutions made significant 
contributions to the development of this manual.  In particular, the valuable 
contributions of three key individuals Malcolm Douglas, Yuelai Lu and Michael 
Stocking are acknowledged and also two key partner institutions, namely:
•	Centre	for	Development	and	Environment, University of Berne, host of WOCAT 

(World Overview of Conservation Approaches and Technologies) Secretariat; 
•	United	Nations	University (UNU) which supported inputs by UEA and use of an 

early rapid version of the local assessment manual through its SLM project in the 
Pamir Alai Mountains in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.

vi LAND DEGRADATION ASSESSMENT IN DRYLANDS (LADA) PROJECT



viiLAND DEGRADATION ASSESSMENT IN DRYLANDS (LADA) PROJECT

Finally, this work was accomplished thanks to the following institutional support: 
•	Technical	and	policy	 support	of	 the	Food	and	Agriculture	Organization	of	 the	

United	Nations	(FAO) which executed the LADA project, in particular by Parviz 
Koohafkan, Director, Land and Water Division, and the interdisciplinary Project 
Task Force; and 

•	 Funding	and	implementation	support	of	the	Global	Environment	Facility	(GEF)	
and	United	Nations	Environment	Programme	(UNEP) respectively to the LADA 
project.

The manual draws, in particular, on the following references:
CDE/WOCAT, FAO/LADA, ISRIC (2011) A Questionnaire for Mapping Land 

Degradation and Sustainable Land Management. Eds.: Liniger, H., van Lynden, G., 
Nachtergaele, F., Schwilch, G., Biancalani, R. and Woodfine, A. 

Department of Agriculture, Government of South Africa (2009). The core indicators 
for pasture / range condition scoring in LADA-Local were adapted from the 
pasture (veld)/ rangeland quality and vegetation assessment used in South Africa. 
(A list of visual indicators for assessing veld condition trend on farms and extensive 
grazing areas used with farmers, extension staff and researchers and repeated yearly. 
Ref. Roberts,1970; Roberts, et al. 1975; Fourie & Roberts, 1977, as described by 
Jordaan, 1991). 

Douglas, M., (2008; unpublished). Assignment Report from China LADA Local 
Assessment Training Workshop, 10 -15 October 2008 including Guidelines criteria 
for the prioritisation of watersheds for improved management; 

FAO. (2009a) Towards defining forest degradation: comparative analysis of existing 
definitions, Forest Resources Assessment Working paper, 154, Food and Agriculture 
Organisation, Rome, Italy. 

FAO (2009b) Measuring and Monitoring Forest Degradation through National 
Forest Monitoring Assessment (NFMA).  Eds. Tavani, R.; Saket, M.; Piazza, M.; 
Branthomme, A.; Altrell, D., Forest Resources Assessment Programme Working 
Paper 172, Food and Agriculture Organisation, Rome, Italy. 

FAO / TerrAfrica (2011) Sustainable land management in practice: Guidelines and 
best practices for sub-Saharan Africa (authors Liniger, H., Mekdaschi Schuder, R., 
Hauert, C. and Gurtner, M.), Food and Agriculture Organisation, Rome, Italy. 

McGarry, D. (2006). A Methodology of a Visual Soil - Field Assessment Tool “VS-
Fast” to support, enhance and contribute to the LADA program; 

Stocking, M. and Murnaghan, N. (2001). Handbook for the field assessment of land 
degradation. Earthscan Publications Ltd, London, UK. 
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The participatory tools for Sustainable Rural Livelihoods’ approaches/analysis draw 
from several publications, including:
Ellis, F. (1998). Survey article: Household strategies and rural livelihood diversification. 

The Journal of Development Studies. Vol.35, No.1, pp.1–38;
FAO Livelihoods Support Programme manuals and guidelines http://www.fao.org/es/

esw/lsp/manuals.html; and 
Scoones, I. (1998). Sustainable rural livelihoods: A framework for analysis. IDS 

Working Paper. No.72. Institute of Development Studies, Brighton, UK.

The soil and vegetation assessment methodology used in the local assessments in 
Argentina and South Africa also drew on the Landscape Functional Analysis (LFA) 
methodology, developed in Australia and adapted in Argentina as the MARAS system.  
While LFA has not been incorporated in the manual since it was used and validated 
for LADA Local in only 2 of the 6 LADA countries it presents, however, an acceptable 
alternative to the proposed LADA-Local VSA Fast soil and vegetation assessments and 
is posted on the LADA website. 
Tongway, D. and Hindley, N. (2004) Landscape Function Analysis: Methods for 

monitoring and assessing landscapes, with special reference to mine sites and 
rangelands. CSIRO Sustainable Ecosystems, Canberra, Australia. 

Oliva, G., et al, 2008 Manual para la instalación y lecturas de Monitores MARAS 
(Monitoreo Ambiental para Regiones Áridas y Semiáridas), INTA, Proyecto 
PNUD GEF07/G35.

Also posted on the LADA website is the following wetlands assessment tool that was 
developed in South Africa and used by LADA-South Africa to complement the LADA 
Local water resources tools. This would need to be validated in other countries for 
wider application.
Government of South Africa. (2007). Manual for the assessment of a Wetland Index 

of Habitat Integrity for South African floodplain and channelled valley bottom 
wetland types, Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, Pretoria, South Africa.
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Acronyms and abbreviations

 BoD biological oxygen demand
 DPSIR Drivers-Pressure-State-Impact-Response (D-P-S-I-R)
 ec electrical conductivity
 eS ecosystem services
 FAo Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
 FgD focus group discussion
 geF Global Environment Facility
 gIS  geographical information system
 gPS  Global Positioning System
 km  kilometre
 l  litre
 LADA  Land Degradation Assessment in Drylands 
 LADA-L LADA Local
 LD land degradation
 LSu livestock units 
 LuS land use system
 Lut land use type
 m metre 
 MDg Millennium Development Goal
 m minute
 ml millilitre
 mm millimetre
 Ngo non-government organisation
 N-LuS national-land use system
 SDc Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
 sec second
 SLM sustainable land management
 uNDP United Nations Development Programme
 uNeP United Nations Environment Programme
 WocAt World Overview of Conservation Approaches and Technologies





This section explains the purpose and use of the LADA-Local assessment, the 
guiding principles for the conduct of a local level participatory assessment and 
the potential target users. It also provides an overview of the scope and structure 
of the two part manual. 

1.1  Purpose of the assessment

This local	 level	 land	 resources	 assessment	methodology	 (LADA-Local) was 
produced within the Land Degradation Assessment in Drylands (LADA) 
project. See Box 1 for the LADA project objectives and outcomes and the website 
www.fao.org/nr/lada for further information.

The main purpose of LADA-Local is to provide a standard methodological 
approach and tool-kit for the assessment of land degradation processes, their 
causes and impacts at local1 level in collaboration with local stakeholders and 
communities. The focus is on human-induced land degradation; however, natural 
degradation processes are also addressed. For a more balanced and complete 
understanding, the approach also assesses the extent to which land resources 
(soil, vegetation, water) and landscapes/ecosystems are being conserved and/or 
improved by sustainable land management (SLM) practices. 

1 “local level” means at the level of the plot/field/ /farm-household/community. 
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