Introduction
Land use, encompassing activities such as deforestation, agriculture, and soil management, is a cornerstone of global climate change dynamics. It accounts for approximately a quarter of global greenhouse gas emissions, primarily through deforestation and farming practices, yet it also holds immense potential for mitigation via carbon sequestration methods like reforestation and sustainable land management (Foresight, 2024). Consequently, land use has emerged as a critical focus within the Conference of the Parties (COP) under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The 29th Conference of the Parties (COP 29), held from November 11 to 22, 2024, in Baku, Azerbaijan, emphasized climate finance—a vital enabler for scaling land use initiatives (UNFCCC, 2024). This paper investigates how previous COP meetings have addressed land use commitments, evaluates their achievements and shortcomings, and explores the prospects for land use policies following COP 29 within the context of enhanced financial frameworks. The analysis begins by reviewing past COP efforts, highlighting key milestones like afforestation pledges and persistent challenges such as inadequate enforcement. It then examines COP 29’s outcomes on land use, integrating insights from related events like UNCCD COP 16. Finally, it assesses future opportunities and barriers to effective land use implementation, offering a balanced perspective on successes and failures to inform climate action strategies.
Assessment of Previous COP Meetings on Land Use
The Conference of the Parties (COP) meetings under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) have increasingly positioned land use as a cornerstone of global climate strategies. Over the decades, these meetings have aimed to address emissions from deforestation, promote sustainable land management, and integrate land-based solutions into climate frameworks (Höhne et al., 2007). This section provides a critical assessment of land use outcomes from key COP meetings, examining their successes, shortcomings, and the ongoing challenges that shape their effectiveness. Spanning from early negotiations to recent commitments, this analysis highlights the evolution of land use policies without overlapping discussions that might appear elsewhere in a broader report.
Initial Steps and Limited Ambition (COP 6 to COP 15)
Land use emerged as a topic of interest in the early 2000s, though its integration into climate agreements was tentative and often contentious (Pongratz et al., 2021). At COP 6 in 2000, held in The Hague, the United States pushed for carbon sinks such as forests and agricultural lands to be credited toward emissions reduction targets (Cassen & Caneill, 2025). This proposal sought to make land use a flexible tool for mitigation but met fierce resistance from the European Union and developing nations, who feared it would weaken accountability and divert funds from clean energy investments. The talks collapsed amid disputes over compliance and financial support, leaving land use policies unresolved (Özçelik, 2020).
A breakthrough came at COP 6 bis in 2001 in Bonn, where parties agreed to allow credits for forest and cropland management under the Kyoto Protocol. This decision acknowledged land use’s potential but lacked binding targets or caps, rendering it more symbolic than transformative (Grubb et al., 1999). Deforestation continued unabated in many regions, reflecting the absence of enforcement mechanisms. By COP 15 in 2009, held in Copenhagen, the focus shifted with the introduction of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) (Virgilio et al., 2010). This initiative incentivized developing countries to preserve forests through financial rewards for verified emissions reductions. While REDD+ was a step forward, its rollout faced hurdles like unclear land tenure, insufficient funding, and difficulties in accurately measuring carbon stocks. Global forest loss persisted, revealing the limitations of these early efforts (Corbera & Schroeder, 2011).
A New Framework: COP 21 and the Paris Agreement
COP 21 in 2015, held in Paris, marked a turning point by embedding land use within a comprehensive climate framework (Delbeke et al., 2019). The Paris Agreement’s Article 5 urged parties to conserve and enhance natural sinks, such as forests, while Article 4 linked land use to Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), voluntary pledges outlining each country’s climate actions (The Paris Agreement Forests and Land Use in the Paris Agreement Climate Focus Client Brief on the Paris Agreement I, 2015). This integration compelled nations to consider land-based emissions and sequestration in their strategies, elevating the role of sustainable land management.
The Paris Agreement’s strength lay in its broad scope, but its reliance on voluntary commitments led to uneven outcomes. Countries like Brazil and Indonesia outlined plans to curb deforestation, yet many NDCs lacked detail or enforceability. The agreement’s self-reporting system, coupled with peer review rather than mandatory oversight, meant that land use goals often depended on domestic priorities and resources (Tacconi et al., 2019). While COP 21 established a robust foundation, its impact on reducing land degradation hinged on individual nations’ willingness to act, exposing a gap between global policy and local execution.
Bold Commitments at COP 26
COP 26 in Glasgow in 2021 brought renewed focus on land use with the Glasgow Leaders Declaration on Forests and Land Use. Signed by over 100 countries representing 85% of the world’s forests, the declaration aimed to halt and reverse deforestation by 2030 (UNFCCC, 2021a). It was bolstered by significant financial pledges, including $9 billion from the United States for forest conservation and $1 billion from the LEAF Coalition to protect tropical forests (Seymour, 2022). The declaration also addressed systemic issues, advocating for sustainable trade, agricultural reform, and the inclusion of Indigenous Peoples in decision-making.
Despite its ambition, progress has been slow. Data from 2021-2022 showed a 4-7% rise in deforestation, with 5.8-6.6 million hectares of forest lost annually far from the trajectory needed to meet the 2030 target. Many signatory countries failed to embed specific deforestation goals in their NDCs, and capacity constraints hindered policy enforcement. The Glasgow Declaration underscored a growing political will, but its early results highlighted the difficulty of translating pledges into measurable change (Forest Declaration Assessment, 2023).
Refining Efforts at COP 28
COP 28 in 2023, hosted in Dubai, sought to reinforce previous commitments through the Forest and Climate Leaders’ Partnership (COP 28: What Was Achieved and What Happens Next? | UNFCCC, 2023). This initiative saw 140 leaders recommit to ending deforestation, backed by $242 million in funding for forest protection in nations like the Democratic Republic of Congo and Ghana. Brazil introduced bold proposals, including the Tropical Forest Forever Fund, targeting $250 billion annually, and the Arc of the Restoration, allocating $200 million for Amazon reforestation (Paraguassu, 2023). These efforts aimed to address both conservation and restoration, broadening the scope of land use strategies.
Yet, the outcomes remain mixed. Deforestation rates in critical areas like the Amazon have fluctuated, often rebounding due to economic pressures or policy shifts (Levy et al., 2023). While COP 28 maintained momentum, the lack of immediate, verifiable reductions in land degradation suggests that financial pledges and political promises have yet to fully bridge the implementation gap. The meeting emphasized collaboration and innovation, but tangible progress remains elusive.
The table below summarizes key land use outcomes from previous COPs:
	COP Year
	Location
	Key Land Use Outcome
	Challenges

	2000
	The Hague (COP 6) 
	Proposal for carbon sinks in forests and agriculture
	Talks collapsed, no agreement

	2001
	Bonn (COP 6 bis)
	Agreement on carbon sinks, no cap on credits
	Limited implementation details

	2021
	Glasgow (COP 26)
	Glasgow Leaders Declaration, halt deforestation by 2030
	Deforestation increased post-commitment

	2023
	Dubai (COP 28)
	Forest and Climate Leaders’ Partnership, $242m for forests
	Ongoing deforestation, funding gaps



Key Obstacles Across COP Meetings
Several recurring barriers have undermined land use commitments across COP meetings:
· Insufficient Funding: Experts estimate that $100 billion annually is needed to tackle deforestation and land degradation effectively. Pledges, though substantial, consistently fall short, and disbursing funds to grassroots levels where they can support sustainable practices remains challenging (Levy et al., 2023).
· Economic Conflicts: National priorities often favor short-term gains from agriculture, mining, or infrastructure over long-term climate benefits. In Brazil, for instance, pro-agribusiness policies have driven deforestation spikes despite international commitments (Ferreira Filho & Hanusch, 2022).
· Governance Weaknesses: Many countries lack the tools to monitor land use changes or enforce regulations. Issues like corruption, weak land tenure, and limited technical expertise amplify these difficulties, particularly in developing regions (Eshetie et al., 2024).
These obstacles highlight a disconnect between high-level agreements and their practical application, a theme consistent across decades of COP negotiations.
Evaluating the Trajectory
The evolution of land use policies in COP meetings reflects a growing recognition of their climate significance. Early efforts at COP 6 and COP 15 laid conceptual groundwork, COP 21 provided a structural framework, and COP 26 and COP 28 delivered ambitious, actionable pledges. Successes include the global adoption of REDD+, the Paris Agreement’s mainstreaming of land use, and the unprecedented scale of the Glasgow Declaration. However, the persistent rise in deforestation and land degradation driven by funding gaps, economic pressures, and governance issues reveals a stark implementation shortfall.
As the COP process continues, the lessons from these meetings point to the need for binding targets, robust funding mechanisms, and enhanced support for national capacities. Without addressing these systemic flaws, land use commitments risk remaining aspirational rather than transformative. This assessment, spanning key milestones and their outcomes, underscores both the potential and the pitfalls of leveraging land use for climate action.
Prospects for Land Use After COP 29
The 29th Conference of the Parties (COP 29), held from November 11–22, 2024, in Baku, Azerbaijan, was a pivotal moment for global climate policy, with a strong emphasis on climate finance as a means to drive action across sectors, including land use (Carbon Brief, 2024). While land use was not the central focus, its integration into broader climate strategies, coupled with outcomes from related events like the UNCCD COP 16, shapes its future trajectory. This section critically evaluates the prospects for land use post-COP 29, exploring opportunities, challenges, and the broader context influencing sustainable land management. It draws on COP 29 outcomes, national commitments, and complementary global efforts, ensuring no overlap with prior analyses of past COP meetings while offering a forward-looking perspective grounded in current developments as of April 30, 2025.
COP 29 Outcomes and Their Implications for Land Use
COP 29, often termed the “finance COP,” prioritized mobilizing resources to meet the Paris Agreement’s goals, with land use indirectly benefiting from these efforts (Moosmann et al., 2024). A key outcome was the New Collective Quantified Goal on Climate Finance (NCQG), which set a target of at least $300 billion annually by 2035 for climate action in developing countries. This financial framework is critical for land use, as initiatives like reforestation, agroforestry, and soil restoration require substantial investment (UNCTAD, 2024). The NCQG’s focus on grants and concessional financing could enable vulnerable nations to scale up land-based projects, addressing chronic underfunding that has hindered progress (World Economic Forum, 2024).
Another significant achievement was the operationalization of Article 6 of the Paris Agreement, which establishes mechanisms for carbon trading. This includes provisions for nature-based solutions, such as afforestation and reforestation, allowing countries to generate and trade carbon credits for land-based emissions reductions (Stua et al., 2022). The agreement builds on existing clean development mechanism projects, transitioning them to a new Paris Agreement Crediting Mechanism. This development could incentivize private-sector investment in land use projects, particularly in tropical forest regions. However, the absence of finalized tools for setting baselines and ensuring safeguards such as protecting Indigenous rights raises concerns about equitable implementation. Without rigorous oversight, carbon markets risk prioritizing profits over environmental or social benefits (Böttcher et al., 2022).
COP 29 saw limited direct commitments to land use, with no new global pacts specifically targeting deforestation or land degradation (Moosmann et al., 2024). Instead, the UAE Dialogue on Global Goal on Adaptation and other nature-related decisions were deferred to COP 30, scheduled for 2025 in Belém, Brazil (IDMC, 2024). This deferral reflects a strategic pause, potentially allowing for more robust land use frameworks but risking delays in urgent action. The UK announced funding packages totalling £383 million for forest programs, including support for the Congo Basin and Amazon (GOV.UK, 2020), but these were drawn from existing budgets, limiting their transformative potential. These outcomes suggest that while COP 29 laid groundwork for land use, its immediate impact is modest, relying on future conferences to crystallize commitments.
National Commitments and Regional Momentum
National pledges submitted during COP 29 offer a mixed outlook for land use. Brazil’s updated Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) committed to reducing emissions by 59–67% by 2035 and achieving zero illegal deforestation, a bold step given the Amazon’s global significance (GOV.BR, 2024). The UAE pledged 47% emissions cut, with a 39% reduction in agriculture-related emissions, signalling a focus on sustainable land practices (Lintang et al., 2024). These ambitious targets could drive land use improvements, particularly if supported by domestic policies and international funding. For instance, Brazil’s leadership in hosting COP 30 and its push for Amazon restoration align with these goals, potentially amplifying regional efforts.
However, the success of these pledges hinges on implementation. Brazil’s history of fluctuating deforestation rates, driven by political and economic shifts, underscores the challenge of sustaining progress. Similarly, the UAE’s agricultural emissions targets require significant investment in technologies like precision farming, which may face barriers in scaling. Other countries, such as India and Nigeria, included land use in their NDCs through afforestation and agroecology, but vague timelines and funding gaps limit their immediate impact. The variability in national ambition and capacity suggests that while COP 29 catalyzed commitments, their realization depends on tailored support and accountability mechanisms.
UNCCD COP 16: A Complementary Catalyst
The 16th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD COP 16), held from December 2–13, 2024, in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, significantly bolsters land use prospects (UNCCD, 2024). Unlike COP 29’s broad climate focus, UNCCD COP 16 directly targeted land degradation, desertification, and drought (DLDD), aligning closely with land use objectives. Key outcomes included over $12 billion in pledges for land restoration and drought resilience, with the Riyadh Global Drought Resilience Partnership committing $12.15 billion to support 80 vulnerable countries (United Nations Sustainable Development, 2024). This initiative prioritizes sustainable land management, enhancing soil health and water retention in arid regions.
The table below outlines key COP 29 and UNCCD COP 16 outcomes relevant to land use:
	Conference
	Date
	Key Outcome
	Impact on Land Use

	COP 29
	Nov 11-22, 2024
	Article 6 operationalized, nature-based removals
	Potential for carbon credits, implementation pending

	COP 29
	Nov 11-22, 2024
	National NDCs (e.g., Brazil, UAE)
	Possible emission cuts, deforestation halt

	UNCCD COP 16
	Dec 2-13, 2024
	USD 12 billion for DLDD, Riyadh Partnership
	Enhanced restoration, drought resilience

	UNCCD COP 16
	Dec 2-13, 2024
	Great Green Wall funding, VACS initiative
	Landscape restoration, resilient food systems



Critical Analysis
The outcomes of COP 29, held in Baku, Azerbaijan, from November 11–22, 2024, alongside the complementary achievements of UNCCD COP 16 in December 2024, represent a pivotal moment for land use in global climate strategies (IISD, 2024). Land use, encompassing deforestation, agriculture, and soil management, is both a significant source of emissions and a vital solution for carbon sequestration and resilience. This section critically evaluates the successes and failures of land use commitments post-COP 29, synthesizing opportunities, systemic barriers, and strategic imperatives to advance sustainable land management. It ensures no overlap with prior analyses of past COP meetings or future prospects, focusing instead on a high-level assessment of the current state of land use policies, their effectiveness, and the broader implications for climate action as of April 30, 2025.
Opportunities and Achievements
COP 29’s emphasis on climate finance has created a robust framework for land use initiatives. The New Collective Quantified Goal on Climate Finance (NCQG), committing $300 billion annually by 2035, prioritizes grants and concessional financing for developing nations, where land degradation is most severe (World Economic Forum, 2024). This financial influx could support large-scale reforestation, agroforestry, and soil restoration, addressing the chronic underfunding that has constrained progress. For instance, restoring degraded lands in sub-Saharan Africa could enhance food security and sequester carbon, aligning with both mitigation and adaptation goals (Koutika et al., 2025).
The operationalization of Article 6 of the Paris Agreement is another milestone, enabling carbon trading for nature-based solutions like afforestation and reforestation. By integrating land-based projects into global carbon markets, Article 6 incentivizes private-sector investment, potentially unlocking billions for forest conservation in regions like the Amazon and Congo Basin. The transition of existing clean development mechanism projects to the Paris Agreement Crediting Mechanism ensures continuity, building on decades of experience in land-based carbon accounting (Stua et al., 2022).
UNCCD COP 16, held in Riyadh, significantly bolsters these efforts with targeted commitments. The $12.15 billion pledged for the Riyadh Global Drought Resilience Partnership supports 80 vulnerable countries, focusing on drought-resistant agriculture and land restoration. Initiatives like the Vision for Adapted Crops and Soils (VACS), backed by nearly $70 million, promote resilient farming systems, while €14.6 million for the Great Green Wall Initiative advances landscape restoration across Africa. The establishment of caucuses for Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities ensures their inclusion in land governance, addressing historical inequities and enhancing the social sustainability of land use policies (The United Arab Emirates’ Third Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC 3.0) Accelerating Action Towards Mission 1.5C, 2024).
National commitments further strengthen the outlook. Brazil’s updated Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC), targeting a 59–67% emissions reduction by 2035 and zero illegal deforestation, leverages the Amazon’s global significance. The UAE’s pledge to cut agricultural emissions by 39% emphasizes sustainable land practices, such as precision farming. These commitments, if realized, could drive regional transformations, setting precedents for other nations (GOV.BR, 2024).
Systemic Barriers and Failures
Despite these advancements, significant challenges threaten to undermine land use outcomes. The deferral of key decisions, such as the UAE Dialogue on Global Goal on Adaptation and other nature-related frameworks, to COP 30 in 2025 introduces uncertainty (IDMC, 2024b). Political shifts, particularly with upcoming elections in major economies, could dilute priorities, delaying urgent action on land degradation. This postponement reflects a broader issue in the COP process: a tendency to prioritize short-term consensus over immediate, binding commitments.
Article 6’s carbon markets, while promising, face risks due to incomplete safeguards. Without standardized methodologies for baselines and monitoring, projects may overestimate carbon benefits or exacerbate social inequities, as seen in some REDD+ initiatives where Indigenous communities were displaced (Carbon Market Watch, 2023). The potential for greenwashing where companies use carbon credits to offset emissions without reducing their footprint further complicates the mechanism’s credibility. Robust governance is essential to ensure that land-based carbon projects deliver genuine environmental and social benefits.
Funding remains a critical bottleneck. While UNCCD COP 16’s $12 billion and COP 29’s $300 billion target are substantial, they fall short of the estimated $100 billion needed annually for comprehensive land restoration. Disbursing funds effectively to local levels is equally challenging, with bureaucratic delays and corruption often diverting resources from grassroots initiatives. For example, past forest conservation programs in the Congo Basin have struggled to reach local communities, limiting their impact.
Implementation gaps, a recurring issue, continue to hinder progress. The failure to curb deforestation despite ambitious pledges, such as COP 26’s Glasgow Declaration, underscores weak national capacities for monitoring and enforcement. In Brazil, deforestation rates have fluctuated with policy changes, reflecting the influence of economic pressures like agribusiness. Similarly, many developing nations lack the technical expertise or data infrastructure to track land use changes, undermining accountability.
Coordination across global frameworks presents another hurdle. Land use is addressed by the UNFCCC, UNCCD, and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), yet these bodies often operate in silos. The lack of a unified strategy risks duplicating efforts or leaving gaps in implementation, such as inconsistent standards for biodiversity protection in land restoration projects. This fragmentation dilutes the impact of otherwise promising initiatives (UNFCCC, 2017).
Socioeconomic drivers, such as demand for agricultural land and mining, further complicate land use goals. In developing countries, economic growth often takes precedence, with policies favoring short-term gains over long-term sustainability. For instance, Indonesia’s palm oil industry continues to drive deforestation, despite international commitments, highlighting the tension between development and environmental priorities (Eggen et al., 2024).
Strategic Imperatives for Progress
To capitalize on COP 29 and UNCCD COP 16’s momentum, several strategic priorities emerge. First, COP 30 must establish binding land use targets, moving beyond voluntary NDCs to ensure accountability. These targets should include specific timelines for reducing deforestation and restoring degraded lands, with clear metrics for success. Second, Article 6’s carbon markets require robust regulations, including transparent baselines and safeguards to protect local communities. Third, funding mechanisms must prioritize efficient disbursement, channelling resources to local and Indigenous-led projects that deliver measurable outcomes.
Strengthening national capacities is critical. Investments in satellite monitoring, data analytics, and training can enhance countries’ ability to track land use changes and enforce policies. Clarifying land tenure rights, particularly for Indigenous Peoples, can prevent conflicts and ensure equitable benefits from restoration projects. Finally, integrating UNFCCC, UNCCD, and CBD efforts through a joint task force or shared framework could streamline policies, aligning biodiversity, climate, and land restoration goals.
Future Outlook and Strategic Considerations
The prospects for land use post-COP 29 are cautiously optimistic, driven by financial commitments, national pledges, and UNCCD COP 16’s targeted outcomes. To maximize these opportunities, COP 30 must prioritize binding land use targets, streamline carbon market safeguards, and integrate UNFCCC and UNCCD efforts. Capacity-building for monitoring and enforcement, especially in developing nations, will be crucial to translate pledges into measurable outcomes. Engaging Indigenous and local communities as stewards of land use projects can further enhance sustainability and equity.
Conclusion
The journey of land use within the framework of the Conference of the Parties (COP) under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) reflects both ambition and persistent challenges. COP 29, held in Baku, Azerbaijan, from November 11–22, 2024, alongside the complementary UNCCD COP 16 in December 2024, has laid a foundation for advancing land use as a critical component of climate action. This report has assessed the extent to which previous COP meetings delivered on land use commitments and critically evaluated the prospects post-COP 29, revealing a landscape of opportunities tempered by systemic barriers. As of April 30, 2025, the path forward hinges on transforming pledges into measurable outcomes to address the urgent climate crisis articulated by UN Secretary-General António Guterres (UN, 2025).
Previous COPs, from the early carbon sink discussions at COP 6 to the bold Glasgow Leaders Declaration at COP 26, have progressively integrated land use into global climate strategies. Initiatives like REDD+ and the Paris Agreement’s Article 5 have mainstreamed forests and sustainable land management, yet persistent deforestation 5.8–6.6 million hectares lost annually underscores a significant implementation gap (UNFCCC, 2021b). COP 29’s focus on climate finance, with the $300 billion New Collective Quantified Goal and Article 6’s carbon market operationalization, offers new avenues for funding land-based solutions. UNCCD COP 16’s $12.15 billion for drought resilience and restoration, coupled with national pledges like Brazil’s zero illegal deforestation target, further enhances prospects. These achievements signal a growing recognition of land use’s dual role in mitigation and adaptation .(GOV.BR, 2024; Stua et al., 2022; World Economic Forum, 2024)
However, failures in delivery driven by insufficient funding, weak governance, and socioeconomic pressures persist. The deferral of key land use decisions to COP 30 risks delaying action, while incomplete safeguards for carbon markets threaten inequitable outcomes. Fragmented coordination across UNFCCC, UNCCD, and CBD frameworks, alongside economic demands for agricultural expansion, complicates progress. These challenges highlight the need for systemic reform to bridge the gap between ambition and reality.
Looking ahead, COP 30 in Belém, Brazil, presents a critical opportunity to solidify land use commitments. Binding targets for deforestation reduction and land restoration, coupled with robust carbon market regulations, are essential. Streamlining funding to reach local and Indigenous communities, who are vital stewards of land, can ensure equitable and effective outcomes. Enhanced national capacities for monitoring and enforcement, supported by global data-sharing, will bolster accountability. Integrating UNFCCC, UNCCD, and CBD efforts through a unified framework can eliminate redundancies and align biodiversity and climate goals.
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