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Improving and maintaining land health – the capacity of land to sustain 

delivery of ecosystem services – is a prerequisite for wise ecosystem 

management and sustainable development. However there is a lack of 

objective, quantitative and cost-efficient methods for assessment of land 

health to justify, target and prioritise investments.

This report presents the concepts of land health surveillance – a science-

based approach to land health assessment and monitoring. The approach 

is modelled on evidence-based approaches used in the public heath 

sector, where surveillance is the main mechanism for determining 

public health policy and practice. The approach is operationalized using 

latest advances in earth observation from space, in the field, and on the 

laboratory bench, combined with geographic information systems and 

hierarchical statistical methods.

The report illustrates the land health surveillance concepts with a case study 

in the West Africa Sahel, presenting results on regional remote sensing 

studies of historical changes in vegetation growth and rainfall patterns and 

on field level assessment of land degradation in Mali. Implications of the 

methods and results for development policy and research are given.
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