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Abstract:

Early warning, late response: Plato warned about the dramatic degradation of uplands in
Attica already 2500 years ago. Significant afforestation to restore degraded lands and
protect watersheds only started in the last quarter of the 19th century,  in Europe. The
issue  reached  global  dimension  for  the  first  time  in  1977,  with  the  United  Nations
Conference on Desertification (UNCCD), where an action plan to combat desertification
was adopted. UNCCD was adapted in 1994. Right now, we are trying to enhance the
implementation of the Convention through the ten-year strategic plan (2008-2018).  It
takes very  long since  the identification of the effects  of large scale disturbances,  the
attribution of causes, and the human reaction to mitigate them. The consequence is that
the impacts become too large to be counteracted (e.g. land degradation/desertification) or
the inertia of the system makes mitigation ineffective in the short to medium term (IPCC
AR5).  Human activities  have  degraded around  2000 Mha in  the  planet  (15% of  land,
UNEP).   The  “Bonn  Challenge”  global  initiative  aims  at  restoring  150  Mha  forest
worldwide by 2020, with 50 Mha already underway. Also, the European Union’  2020
Biodiversity strategy establishes the target of restoring 15% of EU degraded ecosystems
by  2020.  These  are  really  very  ambitious  targets.  RIO+20  conference  launched  the
concept of “land-degradation neutral world” with the aim to achieve a global zero net land
degradation as a sustainable development goal. This is again a real challenge, but it is
arguable that degradation and restoration can be balanced, both in energy and economic
terms.

Restoration should be adaptive to cope with changing, uncertain condtions, both in the
ecosystems complexity and in their response to climate and land use change. Restoration
is, essentially, a local activity, that should respond to the site biophysical degradation 



state  and  to  the  local  socio-economic  demands  and  perceptions.   The  priorities  for
restoration  have  to  be  higher  than  the  priorities  for  the  exploitation  (often
overexploitation) of natural resources, and potential tradeoffs are of course a function of
the populations’ dependence on local natural resources. The challenge is how solving this
dilemma from a global perspective. 
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