Break the political deadlock on drought through an integrated policy approach
Abstract 
Globally, 80% of people are projected to be affected by drought by 2050, creating environmental, economic and societal risks that require urgent attention. The 16th United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) Conference of the Parties (CoP16) held in Riyadh in December 2024, brought drought to the political foreground through proposals for a separate framework or protocol specifically targeting drought. However, the CoP16 negotiations ended in a deadlock. As the UNCCD’s post-2030 framework discussions begin in mid-2025, the possibility for an integrated policy approach to desertification, land degradation and drought under the UNCCD emerges. This paper explores what such an approach could entail. We argue that an integrated policy approach should be internally coherent, facilitate alignment with the goals of and successors to the Paris Agreement, Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, and the Sustainable Development Goals, and enable drought to be addressed as a cross-cutting issue, in line with its biophysical manifestations. Interlinked global challenges need long-term integrated governance and action.   
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1. Introduction 
Globally, drought frequency and severity are intensifying (Walker & Van Loon, 2023) with their impacts increasingly felt by societies, ecosystems, economies and communities across continents (Toreti et al., 2024). Ethiopia is currently considered to be the most drought-stricken country in the world, with several other countries in the Horn of Africa (Somalia, Djibouti, Eritrea) ranking highly in terms of their drought risk scores (World Population Review, 2025). Nevertheless, drought is not confined to Africa. Recent devastating fires in early 2025 around Los Angeles in the United States were fuelled by a multi-year drought in California with exceptionally dry conditions (NOAA, 2025), with damages linked to these fires alone anticipated to reach billions of dollars. Similarly, in 2025, Europe has faced a particularly dry start to 2025 (Niranjan, 2025), with the European Drought Observatory reporting alert conditions in much of Southern and Central Europe, and watch conditions for several parts of the UK, Baltic Sea region and Scandinavia (JRC, 2025). By 2050, 80% of the world’s population is anticipated to be affected by drought, while today $307 billion USD of annual economic damage is attributed to the issue (Thomas et al, 2024). Scientists generally agree that an integrated, systems approach is required in addressing drought (Hagenlocher et al., 2023) but concerted, joined-up global policy attention is trailing behind the urgent need for action. 
During the last quarter of 2024, Conferences of the Parties (CoPs) convened for each of the three major multilateral environmental agreements on climate change (UNFCCC- CoP29), biodiversity (CBD- CoP16) and desertification (UNCCD- CoP16). While drought disrupts progress towards the goals of each of these treaties, hopes were pinned on UNCCD CoP16 to deliver ambitious and agile global drought action. Cautious optimism that agreement would be reached at UNCCD CoP16 in Riyadh in December 2024 had been fuelled by a number of preparatory actions that laid a strong foundation for discussions. For example, drought had been included as a key focus in the UNCCD science-policy interface’s third biennial work programme (2018-2019), the UNCCD Intergovernmental Working Group on Drought (2022-2024) had identified policy options on drought, while publication of a 2024 report on the Economics of Drought (Thomas et al, 2024), and parallel initiatives such as the International Drought Resilience Alliance (led by Spain and Senegal) had raised awareness of the challenges caused by drought, globally. Together, these activities provided an evidence base for action and suggested the political urgency to tackle drought was being recognised. Political agreement at UNCCD CoP16 nevertheless failed to materialise, despite unprecedented engagement in the Conference (>20,000 participants) and pledges of > $12 billion USD, largely to tackle drought. 
Negotiations stalled over the type of instrument to be developed and its legal status: a legally binding protocol or a non-legally binding framework. While the African Group made strong calls for a protocol, the US, EU and some Latin American countries made clear that while business-as-usual is not feasible, neither is a drought protocol (IISD, 2024). Proponents of a drought protocol argued that it would elevate the issue within the UNCCD and other international agendas, hold governments accountable, unlock new finance, set clear targets for action and confirm political commitments (Nyagi, 2024). Objectors however, argued that a drought protocol would take years to negotiate and involve significant costs, whereas a non-legally binding framework would be less costly and directly operational. Some also argued that since droughts have local causes and impacts a one-size-fits-all global policy is not the best solution (You, 2024), despite nationally differentiated approaches. UNCCD CoP16 concluded with only a procedural decision agreeing to continue discussions on drought at UNCCD CoP17 in 2026. Hardened political positions and a globally challenging context for multilateralism offer little indication that views will radically alter by then. 
In this paper, we argue that drought needs to be tackled through a systems approach under the UNCCD’s Post-2030 Framework that will succeed the current UNCCD 2018–2030 Strategic Framework from 2030 onwards, and not in a separate framework or protocol. This is in keeping with Article 4 of the Convention, which encourages Parties to “adopt an integrated approach for addressing the physical, biological and socio-economic aspects of the processes of desertification and drought” (UNCCD, 1994). While a protocol or framework separate from the UNCCD’s post-2030 framework may initially increase visibility of drought, fragmenting the global governance of these challenges is not conducive to action and would likely exacerbate collaboration gaps and inefficiencies (Hamilton et al, 2021). We further consider the need for alignment with the UNFCCC’s Paris Agreement and the CBD’s Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) and their successors, as well as the post-2030 development agenda (SDGs+) given the cross-cutting nature of drought and the effects of desertification, land degradation and drought on progress toward the goals of all these agreements. 
2. The present governance landscape for addressing desertification, land degradation and drought 
In terms of the present governance of desertification, land and drought as both separate and interlinked issues, several legally binding and non-legally binding global policies and other policy efforts exist at multiple levels. The key legally binding international agreement remains the UNCCD. The UNCCD covers each of desertification, land degradation and drought, as reflected in the Convention’s full title: the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in those countries experiencing serious drought and/or desertification, particularly in Africa. While academic debates continue over definitions, for operational purposes we employ those in the UNCCD (Article 1). Here, desertification is ‘land degradation in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas’ with land degradation referring to reduction or loss of ‘biological or economic productivity and complexity of rainfed cropland, irrigated cropland, or range, pasture, forest and woodlands.’ This definition makes it clear that desertification is closely linked to soil, water, vegetation and climate. Drought occurs ‘when precipitation has been significantly below normal recorded levels, causing serious hydrological imbalances that adversely affect land resource production systems’ (UNCCD, 1994).  
The UNCCD’s implementation is currently guided by its 2018-2030 Strategic Framework, in which strategic objectives 1 and 2 particularly focus on land degradation and desertification, with objective 3 tackling drought. Desertification and land degradation are also addressed through voluntary goal‑oriented frameworks (e.g. the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) targets and SDG target 15.3, and the Bonn Challenge), cross‑sectoral funding and resourcing mechanisms (the programmes of the Global Mechanism, Global Environment Facility, and the LDN Fund), as well as regional initiatives (e.g. Great Green Wall, Terrafrica, Green Middle East Initiative), and cross-sectoral policies (e.g. EU policies, UK agri-schemes, China’s National Environment Programmes). Many of these efforts, including the UN Decade of Ecosystem Restoration, nevertheless focus on land aspects and landscape restoration (2021-2030), with less emphasis placed on integrating and tackling drought. 
[bookmark: _Hlk206099407]While Article 4 of the UNCCD encourages an integrated approach to desertification, land degradation and drought, Parties have interpreted it in different ways over the past 30 years, with some making progress towards drought management and others lagging behind. UNCCD Decision 29/COP.13 on ‘policy advocacy on drought’ in 2017 initiated a process for the Global Mechanism and UNCCD Secretariat to support Parties to develop national drought plans (UNCCD, 2017), following which, >70 countries are engaged in the development of national drought plans, with the 35 national drought plans available in English, French or Spanish showing that at least 33 national plans clearly pursue integrated approaches to addressing drought, yet differentiated according to their specific national circumstances. 
African countries are developing national policies for integrated water resources management and climate resilience, with national drought plans in place or under development (e.g. in Ethiopia, Kenya, South Africa, Senegal, Ghana, Morocco). Early warning systems are being developed for drought using satellite technology, while other efforts are intensifying around climate-smart agriculture and soil conservation as well as fostering regional cooperation for watershed and water resource management. Asian efforts are focusing on national and regional policies for risk management and climate adaptation (with national drought management plans in place or under development in e.g. India, China, Pakistan, Iran, Indonesia), investments in water infrastructure and access, community training in water conservation, and the use of advanced technologies for climate prediction and monitoring. In Latin America and the Caribbean, progress is being made through legal frameworks and national strategies for climate adaptation focused on drought, promotion of agroforestry and sustainable agriculture, local water governance with community participation and regional cooperation for watershed management. Drought management plans have been developed or are in process in e.g. Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Peru and Colombia. Beyond this, international organisations (e.g. the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) together with the Global Water Partnership’s Integrated Drought Management Progamme) have established initiatives to build drought resilience, but these lack the binding legal backdrop of multi-lateral environmental agreements. Overall, desertification and land degradation are relatively better covered in policies at a global and regional level and have stronger legal backing, while drought is underrepresented and has been highlighted as a major shortcoming in the UNCCD implementation process since its adoption in 1994 (Akhtar-Schuster et al., 2022). Together, the current situation points towards important but fragmented efforts to address drought, and the need for an integrated approach to desertification, land degradation and drought. 
3. The case for an integrated approach to desertification, land degradation and drought under the UNCCD
Globally, at least 3.2 billion people and an area of 1.5 billion hectares are affected by land degradation (IPBES, 2018), while >75 % of the Earth’s terrestrial area is drier today than it was three decades ago (Vicente-Serrano et al., 2024). Consequently, drylands have expanded by >3 %, or an area of about 4.3 million km2, (Vicente-Serrano et al., 2024). In 2022 and 2023 alone, almost 25% of people worldwide (>1.8 billion people) were drought-affected, of whom 85 % were in low- and middle-income countries (Toreti et al., 2024). These statistics demonstrate that each of these issues alone is important. Yet, from a biophysical and environmental process perspective, even when examined at the most basic level, desertification, land degradation and drought cannot be separated. 
Water inputs balance surface evaporation from land and vegetation surfaces, with dry areas prone to desertification facing a higher sensitivity to water input and output dynamics (Stringer et al., 2021). With prolonged drought, aridity and reduced rainfall, soil loses moisture, making it difficult for plants to grow. Resulting vegetation die-off weakens the soil structure (Gazol et al., 2018), reducing its water holding capacity, leaving it exposed to erosion. Erosion contributes to soil fertility losses, leaving the land unproductive (Xiong et al., 2024), feeding a vicious cycle that exacerbates water scarcity and the impacts of future droughts. Both individually and together, desertification, land degradation and drought act as important threat multipliers for climate change and biodiversity losses (Mirzabaev et al., 2022), with the potential  for impacts to extend far beyond the geographical areas in which the drought occurs. Maladaptive responses to drought can also cause land degradation and desertification. For example, inter-basin water transfer projects offer a potential solution that involves the redistribution of water resources to ensure water stability and reduce drought risks. However, alongside the benefits from such efforts, the literature shows a diverse range of undesirable environmental, economic and social impacts from water transfer schemes (see e.g. Morote et al., 2017; Faúndez et al., 2023). Other drought adaptations such as water use restrictions are typically short-term but offer little to enhance long-term resilience and can create new vulnerabilities. These linkages suggest that any approach under the UNCCD should focus on all three topics within the scope of the Convention (desertification, land degradation and drought), maintaining its internal coherence, and offering an appropriate fit between system governance and the environmental processes that governance is seeking to manage (Young, 2002). 
As well as being inseparable from one another, desertification, land degradation and drought are closely entwined with challenges of climate change and biodiversity loss. Climate change affects precipitation and temperatures, increasing aridity in many of the world’s drylands and acting as a drought risk multiplier (Stringer et al., 2021). Declines in plant species richness and critical shifts in their composition are triggered by drought, land use change, poor land management and reduction or fragmentation of habitats, as well as decreased soil biodiversity. Desertification, land degradation and drought, both individually and in combination, also have stark social and economic impacts that cut across geopolitical boundaries. For example, desertification, land degradation and drought can each play a role in fuelling human migration and displacement across a range of societal and economic settings (Hermans et al., 2023), in combination with multiple other drivers that exacerbate livelihood vulnerability (Birkmann et al., 2022; Stringer et al., 2021). Researchers are seeking to unravel the complex relationships between desertification, land degradation, drought and conflict (Mirzabaev et al., 2022), as well as their interplay with other development challenges, e.g. lack of clean water and sanitation, hunger, poverty, gender equality, health, education (Pradhan et al., 2017). Ensuring that the UNCCD’s post-2030 framework recognises the interface between drought and development will also be important given the importance of tackling drought in achieving the SDGs (Zhang et al., 2019) and in reducing disaster risks in line with the Sendai Framework on Disaster Risk Reduction, and because sustainable development can reduce the risk of future impacts from drought (Tabari and Willems, 2023). 
Given the shared challenges that drought creates for the environment and human development, we emphasise the potential for co-benefits and synergy across the Rio Conventions in tackling drought under the UNCCD, appreciating that an appropriate interface will also be needed with the post-2030 development agenda, as well as successors to the other agreements for which progress is impeded by drought (Figure 1). Setting targets, measures, and desired outcomes including the interventions mentioned in the center of the Figure that can deliver co-benefits and synergy across the Rio Conventions, will benefit significantly from considering the achievements and shortcomings of ongoing international frameworks.
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Figure 1: Key interfaces that need consideration in the UNCCD’s post-2030 strategic framework. Many frameworks and agreements have an end date of 2030, so their successors will also need consideration to harness synergy and co-benefits.  

4. Integration pays
From an economic standpoint, evidence demonstrates cost-effectiveness in an integrated policy approach where related issues and the interventions to address them are well aligned to deliver co-benefits and synergy. In Rwanda, coordinated land restoration leveraging synergies across the three Conventions and their respective national implementation plans can save implementation costs of approximately 45.6 million USD per year, largely by reducing transaction costs by >50 % (Mirzabaev et al., 2023). Coordinated action in Central Asia can save up to 7.9 billion USD or 24 % of the total land restoration investments needs of 33 billion USD between 2020 and 2050 (Mirzabaev et al., 2024). This evidence demonstrates that transaction costs for implementation are significant and substantial: 25 % of total costs in the case of land restoration in Rwanda. Fragmented implementation multiplies these costs, while integrated action has significant cost reduction potential. 
Research further demonstrates the need to match ecosystem properties (and their biophysical relationships) with the characteristics of the institutions that govern them, recognising that the governance of sustainability challenges cannot be distinct from their social and environmental contexts (Bergsten et al., 2019). Addressing this requires assessment of the consequences of interactions across spatial and temporal scales (recognising that actions at one scale affect others), considering the linkages and coordination between institutions (Young, 2002). 
Decision 4/COP.16 committed Parties to the UNCCD to establish an Intergovernmental Working Group on the Future Strategic Framework of the Convention. Decisions on the UNCCD post-2030 framework that will build from the work of this group are expected to support an effective framework to guide UNCCD implementation at the national level. Given the relationships and evidence presented above, we argue that future drought negotiations under the UNCCD could be brought back on track by focusing on the interactions between desertification, land degradation and drought, while recognising their relationships to biodiversity loss, climate change and development. Such an integrated approach would be both prudent and less resource intensive for all the Rio Conventions. It could be scientifically informed by the UNCCD’s science-policy interface (SPI), which is already mandated to collaborate with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). Indeed, scientific evidence provided by the SPI has already supported the UNCCD's integrated and differentiated approach to addressing drought by encouraging Parties to consider the physical, biological and socio-economic aspects, while also encouraging further collaboration with strategic partners on drought (UNCCD, 2024). 

5. Foundational requirements for the UNCCD’s post-2030 framework
The UNCCD post-2030 framework will need to move away from project-based approaches that focus on single domains, instead taking a systemic, landscape view (Hagenlocher et al., 2023; Young 2002). This requires promoting coordinated decision-making and action at multiple temporal and spatial scales to align practices and policies that integrate ecological, social, and economic dimensions. Sustainable convergence will require continuous and stringent national coordination and the continuous development of capacities at all levels. Instruments such as integrated land use planning and integrated landscape management are already discussed within UNCCD fora and support national frameworks and process developments at multiple spatial levels, to anchor sustainable land use systems and thus to achieve and maintain land degradation neutrality.
The UNCCD post-2030 framework needs to maintain a set of core targets and a communicable focus, alongside more action-oriented targets specific to each of the dimensions of desertification, land degradation and drought, that would also map onto the targets and goals in the Paris Agreement and the GBF (Akhtar-Schuster et al., 2017; Chasek et al., 2019) with durations and deadlines that are aligned with successor agreements. In determining these targets and touch-points, the UNCCD will need to harness innovative and inclusive approaches that address the complexity of desertification, land degradation and drought in a nexus setting and which support the longer-term transformations needed to harness potential economic and resource efficiencies (Grumbine & Xu, 2021). This requires courageous, interconnected and durable governance at all levels, supported by proactive provisions that translate global targets into nationally appropriate actions. Efforts can be supported by monitoring systems that operate at multiple temporal and spatial scales, delivering information on shared targets and indicators across the Rio Conventions (Hughes et al., 2022; Gichuki et al., 2019). 
Societal readiness may need to be built (van Loon et al., 2024), accepting that e.g. some areas currently used for agricultural production cannot be supported indefinitely to remain productive and profitable under increasing drought, given the strength of feedback between land, biodiversity and climate. It will likely demand livelihood transitions, planned and managed in an inclusive way (Fisher et al., 2022), to lessen the negative impacts of change on social and cultural values associated with agricultural land use (Parris et al., 2022; Reimer et al., 2013). This requires national level decision-makers to listen to local concerns, take a whole-of-society approach and ensure opportunities for all voices and knowledge types to contribute, including Indigenous and local knowledge (Akhtar-Schuster et al., 2024; Stringer et al., 2017). At the same time, an integrated approach will need to harness evidence-based transdisciplinary science alongside opportunities offered by new technologies, to mobilize awareness, provide critical inter-operable information and share data, as well as to effectively capture the potential efficiencies from integration (Bagstad et al., 2025). These foundational requirements are synthesized in Figure 2.  Science and research will need to play an important role in supporting the generation, validation, and implementation of national and subnational data and knowledge to harmonize standards and promote participatory approaches to support the context-specific design, implementation, monitoring, and reporting of measures (Akhtar-Schuster et al., 2024). 
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Figure 2: Foundational requirements for the UNCCD’s post-2030 framework to take an integrated approach to tackling desertification, land degradation and drought 
6. Conclusion
Without policy integration to tackle drought, the world will persist in committing resources to produce more of the same. The need for action has never been greater or more urgent. Transformation is no longer optional but a necessity, otherwise the vicious cycle of desertification, land degradation and drought will continue to amplify biodiversity loss and climate change, undermining human wellbeing and development. Current political discussions and CoP17 need to mobilize transformative action on drought by improving efficiency and effectiveness in its governance, unlocking investment through a global, ambitious, actionable UNCCD post-2030 framework in which drought is a core component. Calls for a separate protocol or framework on drought should be set aside. 
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