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Executive Summary 

The FAO first global assessment, Trees, forests and land use in drylands (2019), highlighted that 
the different zones of drylands combined cover an area of around 6.1 billion hectares, or 41 percent 
of the world’s land if presumed drylands are not included. According to a new FAO report entitled 
"Valuing, restoring and managing presumed drylands", which will be launched at the 2nd Session of 
the COFO Working Group, presumed drylands include 322 million hectares of forest, of which 
more than half has a closed tree canopy with a tree cover of more than 70 percent. 

The new report adds to the larger global drylands assessment by providing an overview of 
characteristics of presumed drylands and then focusing on the areas where presumed drylands are 
most abundant, i.e. the Cerrado in South America, the Miombo–Mopane woodlands in southern 
Africa and the Qinghai–Tibetan Plateau in South Asia, Central Asia and East Asia.  

Queries on the substantive content of the document may be addressed to: 

Ms Fidaa Haddad  
Forestry Officer 

Forestry Division                                                             
Fidaa.Haddad@fao.org 

I. Introduction 

1. At its inaugural session in 2019, the FAO Committee on Forestry (COFO) Working Group on 
Dryland Forests and Agrosilvopastoral Systems agreed in its work plan (2019-2021) to support FAO 
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in producing a report on "presumed drylands" as a follow-up to the first global assessment, Trees, 
forests and land use in drylands (2019)1.  

2. Covering about 41 percent of the Earth’s land surface, the percent of dryland areas is much 
larger (48 percent) if “presumed drylands,” are included. The United Nations Environment Programme 
World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP–WCMC) defines "presumed drylands" as areas that do 
not meet the criteria of low annual precipitation levels, but are characterised by dryland features, 
including an aridity index greater than or equal to 0.65.  

3. The assessment applied an innovative approach using satellite imagery, biophysical modelling 
and economic valuation methods, combined with documented evidence on the many benefits of 
sustainable land management. Economic scenarios for the Cerrado in South America and the 
Miombo–Mopane woodlands in Southern Africa were developed to highlight the costs and benefits of 
business-as-usual (BAU) and land degradation neutrality (LDN) in decision-making. For the Qinghai–
Tibetan Plateau, available evidence was analysed to better understand the impacts of grazing 
management towards improving the livelihoods and resilience of the local communities.  

4. The present report "Valuing, restoring and managing presumed drylands" aims to support 
decision-makers prioritize restoration and sustainable management interventions in presumed drylands 
that lead to more resilient dryland landscapes. The key findings of the report are listed below. 

II. The state of presumed drylands 

5. Globally, forests cover around 30 percent of presumed dryland areas, while other land 
accounts for 60 percent, other wooded land for 8 percent, and inland water bodies for 2 percent. Many 
trees in presumed drylands grow outside forests; 57 percent of grasslands and 34 percent of croplands 
have at least some tree cover. When forests, other wooded land, and trees outside forests are all 
considered, trees are present in half of the presumed drylands. 

6. In the Cerrado, presumed drylands cover 174 million hectares, most of which are found in 
Brazil, especially in the federal states of Goiás, Minas Gerais, Mato Grosso do Sul, Tocantins and 
Maranhão.   

7. The Miombo–Mopane woodlands is a transboundary region extending from the west coast in 
Angola to the east coast in Mozambique and Tanzania. It is divided into six ecoregions and covered by 
a combination of different types of open, seasonally dry deciduous woodlands, as well as grasslands 
and bushlands. Presumed drylands on the Miombo–Mopane woodlands cover 265.6 million hectares. 

8. The Qinghai–Tibetan Plateau lies in the southwest of China and covers around 25 percent of 
the country’s entire territory. Presumed drylands on the Qinghai–Tibetan Plateau cover 152.9 million 
hectares.  

9. The pursuit of land degradation neutrality can lead to significant societal benefits in the 
Cerrado Presumed drylands biome. Continued clearing of native Cerrado vegetation for crop 
production involves significant losses to society, notably due to changes in the micro-climate. This 
leads to losses in agricultural productivity estimated at USD 105 billion by 2050, as well as climate 
related damage costs that are estimated to reach USD 133 billion by 2050. In particular, reduced 
precipitation - and therefore the profitable soy cropping techniques under "Business as Usual" - will 
lead to an average annual loss of USD 115/ha in present value terms (assuming constant prices and 
using the real interest rate of 2 percent) relative to the pursuit of LDN for the 2021-2050 time horizon. 
For the whole of the presumed drylands area in the Cerrado, the benefit of avoiding further land 

 
1 Trees, forests and land use in drylands: the first global assessment – Full report. FAO Forestry Paper No. 184. 
Rome. https://www.fao.org/3/ca7148en/ca7148en.pdf  
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degradation in terms of avoided losses between 2021 and 2050, would estimate to USD 105 billion in 
present value terms.2 

10. Increasing tree densities within cropland should be viewed as an essential component of 
healthy and productive farmlands in the Miombo–Mopane presumed drylands. Taking Tanzania as an 
example, the regeneration of tree canopy cover to year 2000 levels would increase maize yields by an 
average of 250 kg/hectare, while a stabilisation of canopy cover would increase yields by 150 
kg/hectare relative to the business-as-usual (BAU) trajectory. The present value benefits are in the 
order of EUR 159 to EUR 324 per hectare at the real interest rate of 12 percent. 

11. Agroforestry and Farmer Managed Natural Regeneration approaches should be promoted in 
both the Cerrado and the Miombo–Mopane woodlands, so as to sustain livelihoods and ecosystem 
services, while mitigating climate change and protecting biodiversity. Likewise, across the Qinghai–
Tibetan Plateau, more sustainable pasture management approaches should be explored, including the 
reduction of livestock density, and the introduction of rotation schemes.  

12. In response to the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, there is a need to identify areas in 
need of restoration and to monitor progress of restoration efforts. To this end, there is a need to 
continue strengthening and harmonizing the mapping and monitoring tools that combine socio-
economic and biophysical data from field surveys and remote sensing for local to global applications. 
The analytical approach used in this assessment applies environmental economics to understand the 
costs and benefits - and trade-offs - of planned interventions to halt and reverse dryland degradation. 
Thus, it promotes informed decisions and prioritization of activities based on the consideration of 
complex social, economic and environmental dimensions.   

 

 

 
2 These figures do not incorporate any potential increase in the fixed costs of production, associated with 
acquiring pastures over native cerrado land. 


