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Land: definition

A unique asset that “delineates the space in which economic 

activities and environmental processes take place and within 

which environmental assets and economic assets are 

located” (SEEA CF)

Land is a priority account in the SEEA (along with physical energy flow, 

air emissions, material flow, water) and national land cover maps are 

fundamental stepping stone for compiling ecosystem accounts .



Land, land cover, land use maps 

National land cover and land use maps constitute a core 

input information for national ecosystem accounting 

However:

• such products are 

rarely produced by 

countries on a 

regular basis and 

using a standardized 

approach

• there are several 

existing global land 

cover databases, but 

these databases 

often do not make 

use of available 

country data



Land, land cover, land use maps 

National land cover and land use maps constitute a core 

input information for national ecosystem accounting 

The lack of in situ data:

• poses a major 

challenge to the 

establishment of an 

efficient and 

sustainable land 

cover mapping 

solution at the 

national level 

Therefore the lack of in 

situ data is an important 

limiting factor for the 

National Statistics 

Offices in the production 

of official land cover 

statistics



Land, land cover, land use maps 

National land cover and land use maps constitute a core 

input information for national ecosystem accounting 

At the same time:

• Earth Observation 

methods used to produce 

national land cover maps 

• These land cover maps 

can significantly differ from 

country to country and 

even within the same 

country depending on the 

reporting year

Ad hoc, non articulated, 

Earth Observation methods 

can be an important limiting 

factor for the uptake of EO 

approaches by National 

Statistics Offices in the 

production of official land 

cover statistics



Land, land cover, land use maps 

As a result, the majority of countries globally are not able to 

report on ecosystem services accounts using national land 

cover maps.

Global Assessment on Environmental Economic Accounting 

(2022) informs that 29 countries have compiled land 

accounts (either land cover or land use) at least once over 

the past five years.



@UNCCEA

11th UNCEEA meeting (2016)

Agreed to establish a global databases for a small set of priority 

accounts, including land (Area C working group)



@UNCCEA

15th UNCEEA meeting (2020)

Agreed that for global SEEA databases available country data 

should be used to the extent possible, that any estimation 

methodology is to be put forward to the Technical Committee, and 

that countries are to be involved in the validation of estimates

(similar as SDGs process)

Technical Workshop on Global Database for National Land 

Cover Accounts (19.12.2022)

Led by OECD/FAO/UNSD where it was agreed to launch a new 

process (drawing upon existing work) to move forward with 

developing and articulating a global database with national SEEA 

land cover accounts. 



OECD, UNSD and FAO

At the light of the UNCEEA Area C working group, the 3 agencies: 

FAO, OECD, UNSD are proposing to lead a 

Nationally Articulated/Participative 

Global Land Cover Data Collection and Validation

The goal is to collect land cover data and metadata produced and 

validated by countries at the global level. 



OECD, UNSD and FAO

Such trilateral work promotes the technical collaboration between 

Earth Observation and Statistical Science groups, tailoring Earth 

Observation methods to the EEA Statistical community. 

(Science to Science dialogue) 

The dialogue involves another  stakeholder: National 

governments (and not only NSO but also other governmental 

agencies). Why?



OECD, UNSD and FAO

Such trilateral work promotes the technical collaboration between 

Earth Observation and Statistical Science groups, tailoring Earth 

Observation methods to the EEA Statistical community. 

(Science to Science dialogue) 

The dialogue involves another  stakeholder: National 

governments (and not only NSO but also other governmental 

agencies). Why?

First because this exercise aims at alleviating data collection 

burden for each country. At the same time, countries play a 

crucial role in the validation of data at the national level. Such 

ground thruthing exercise is fundamental for the accreditation of 

the data.



OECD, UNSD and FAO

Such trilateral work promotes the technical collaboration between 

Earth Observation and Statistical Science groups, tailoring Earth 

Observation methods to the EEA Statistical community. 

(Science to Science dialogue) 

The dialogue involves another  stakeholder: National 

governments (and not only NSO but also other governmental 

agencies). Why?

Second, this is not an art pour art exercise, but an exercise to 

provide reliable and relevant data for informing policy makers and 

investors. 

(Science to Policy dialogue) 



Move away from the comfort zone

Opportunities

• Increase countries data ownership

• Promote and incentive data validation which is often missing in 

global sources

• Promote data cross check, e.g. the possibility to include 

existing national land cover classification in the FAO Land 

Cover Legend Registry.

Elements to take into account

• Consistency with existing international initiatives, avoiding 

overlaps/confusion

• Limit response burden from countries as much as possible

• Feasibility, lack of data

• Manage potential data inconsistencies across countries
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@SEEA4Policy: demand driven



Inform policy action and investment

How land is covered and used, how it changes over time, and the 

extent of land degradation is key to monitor progress (and 

therefore inform on the return of investment) across a wide set of 

global/regional policy initiatives such as:
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How land is covered and used, how it changes over time and the 

extent of land degradation is key to monitor progress (and 

therefore inform on the return of investment) across a wide set of 

global/regional policy initiatives such as:



Inform policy action and investment

The economic valuation of the negative impact from land 

degradation on ecosystem extent, condition and services and the 

relation with national economies has relevant policy implications.



Inform policy action and investment

Unless action is taken to put the correct framework in place and to 

measure how much countries are losing from land degradation, 

these costs risk to remain invisible (hidden costs from inaction), 

also know in the literature as the Cost of Policy Inaction
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Inform policy action and investment

The economic valuation of the negative impact from land 

degradation on ecosystem extent, condition and services and the 

relation with national economies has relevant policy implications.

Unless action is taken to put the correct framework in place and to 

measure how much countries are losing from land degradation, 

these costs risk to remain invisible (hidden costs from inaction), 

also know in the literature as the Cost of Policy Inaction

20 trillion US about the GDP of USA!!



Moving forward

Nationally Articulated/Participative 

Global Land Cover Data Collection

Activities include:

(i) Develop questionnaire

(ii) Set up process, including to review coherence among 

countries and with existing international data sets 

(iii) Testing in selected accounts  (a respective countries)

(iv) Agree on estimation methodology for countries with 

data scarcity (proposing prefilling of the questionnaire ?)

(v) Start data collection 

(vi) Support countries with capacity development 

Action Plan
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