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Soil is a finite resource which is vital for producing food, sequestrating carbon, regulating
water and nutrients, filtering contaminants, enhancing biodiversity, storing heritage, and
regulating climate (Arshad and Martin 2002). Global soils are continuously degraded because
of population growth, economic development, and climate change (Montanarella et al. 2016).
Soil erosion is a major form of soil degradation as more than 1 billion hectares globally are
affected by some form of erosion (e.g., water, wind, and gully) (Lal 2003). Human activity and
the related land use changes (deforestation and cropland increase) are the main reasons for a
2.5% increase of soil erosion by water between 2001 and 2012 (Borrelli et al. 2017).

The Status of the World’s Soil Resources Report (FAO and ITPS 2015) found that soil
erosion represents the greatest global threat to soil functions (Montanarella et al. 2016), risking
food security, water quality, and climate change mitigation. New estimates indicate the annual
loss to global GDP at ~ $8 billion, reducing yields by 33.7 million tonnes, and increasing water
abstraction by 48 billion m3 (Sartori et al. 2019). In its recent policy report, the Intergovern-
mental Panel for Climate Change (IPCC) highlights the impact of global mean temperature
increase on desertification, land degradation (soil erosion, vegetation loss), and food security
(IPCC 2019). While the problem of soil erosion is acknowledged by such international bodies
(IPCC, UNCCD, and IPBES), political action at a global level is still missing (Panagos et al.
2016).

In one response, the United Nations brought together a group of more than 500 participants
with scientists from over 100 countries calling for a community global soil erosion assessment.
The call was made at the FAO Global Symposium on Soil Erosion in May 2019 (FAO 2019);
organized by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, the Global Soil Partner-
ship and the Inter-governmental Technical Panel on Soils (ITPS). The aim is to connect science
and policy to tackle the challenges of soil erosion mitigation.

The symposium was organized under 3 themes with the objective to bring science into
action, based around the following: (1) use of data and assessment tools in soil erosion control;
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(2) policy in action to address soil erosion; and (3) the economics of soil erosion control and
restoration of eroded land. This effort marks a substantial step toward the implementation of
the Voluntary Guidelines for Sustainable Soil Management and advances progress toward the
sustainable development goals.

The future actions which will be spread over the next 3 years (2019–2021) and organized
around the 3 themes (FAO 2019). An expert group has developed a methodology to prepare
global soil erosion sensitivity datasets and then incorporates national scale maps for vegetation
coverage and management practices with the objective to produce a global soil erosion map.
Another working group will develop a database of best management practices for soil erosion
control and will propose an implementation plan at different levels. Finally, the costs of soil
erosion control and benefits for applying best management practices will be assessed in a cost-
benefit analysis.
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