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- Agriculture is an important strategic sector for the economic development of the Western Balkans.

- Although agricultural land makes for around 40% of the surface of the region, productive
agricultural land is very limited.

- The influence of the human factor in WB countries is crucial in relation to changes in the structure
of land use. Serious threats to soil throughout the region have been identified. However, more
evidence is needed to support stronger soil protection policy and to target and monitor its
implementation.

- Soil is a very vulnerable natural resource in the Western Balkan region and it is necessary to
carefully design and apply good management practices. Natural based solutions are a way towards
protection and improvement of the soil and its production capacities, thus increasing crop yield and
intensifying measures countering climate change.

Important notes
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- Increased erosion, reduction of the land availability and of the organic matter
content in the soil are the main expected impacts of climate change and extreme
weather phenomena that contribute towards vulnerability of agricultural land in
the Western Balkans.

- Organic production is one option for optimization of soil management with
applying measures aimed towards sustainable use of agricultural land.

- Investing in land restoration in all WB countries is critical for improving livelihoods,
reducing vulnerabilities, and reducing risks for the economy.

Important notes
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- Forest and semi natural areas have the largest share of the land in the region (55.5%), followed by Agricultural 
areas with 40.04%. 
- Montenegro has the largest share of Forest and semi natural areas in the region (79.17%), and Serbia has the 
largest portion of Agricultural areas (55.13%).
- More than 2.8 % of WB land is used as Artificial areas which includes built-up areas and unbuilt surfaced areas 
such as transport networks and associated areas.

General assessment of the data availability
1 - Artificial 

surfaces
2 - Agricultural areas 3 - Forest and semi 

natural areas
4 - Wetlands 5 - Water bodies Total

km2 % km2 % km2 % km2 % km2 % km2

Total 5,925 2.8525 83,182 40.0457 115,293 55.5049 609 0.2932 2,708 1.3037 207,717

Albania 842 2.9237 7,985 27.7337 19,173 66.592 117 0.4062 675 2.3443 28,792

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

890 1.7373 16,964 33.1222 32,965 64.3649 53 0.1033 344 0.6725 51,215

Kosovo* 517 4.7415 4,157 38.1156 6,208 56.9171 1 0.0117 23 0.2141 10,907

Montenegro 272 1.9607 2,231 16.0688 10,991 79.1688 125 0.8983 264 1.9035 13,882

North 
Macedonia

467 1.837 9,129 35.8906 15,278 60.0654 21 0.0836 540 2.1234 25,435

Serbia 2,937 3.7904 42,716 55.1285 30,679 39.5931 292 0.3768 861 1.1112 77,484

*This designation is without prejudice to positions on the status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.

Table 1. CLC 2018
by country in WB
(km2 and %)
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- All countries reported that Land use and Land cover data existed in GIS 
format.

Land use and Land 
Cover in the countries 

Figure 1. CLC 2018 by country in WB (km2) Figure 2. CLC 2018 by country in WB (%)
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CONCLUSIONS

General assessment of the data availability

- The existing soil data sets in most cases are outdated and need to be updated and
extended.

- There are no standard formats and protocols for data exchange.
- There is no unified land and soil information system in any WB countries.
- The problem also arises due to differences in analytical and field procedures.
- In most cases soil monitoring programs are not present.
- Interpretation of the results from the studies aimed to examine the chemicals that

act as environmental contaminants in soil and which potentially cause risks on
human health and the environment are presented in annual State of environment
reports in Serbia and Montenegro.
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RECOMENDATIONS

General assessment of the data availability

- There is an urgent need for drafting of the legal act related to soil protection, establishing of inter-
institutional arrangements, setting in place of a functional monitoring, reporting and verification 
(MRV) system for soils, as well as of a long-term program of work for supporting the implementation 
of SSM practices in all sectors acting as a drivers of land degradation.

- It is recommended to identify contaminated areas and define a protocol in the process of exchange 
of existing databases between institutions. 

- The need for training in data management in public institutions was identified. 
- It is necessary to obtain more comprehensive data on applied agro-technical measures.
- It is necessary to simplify the Field Book, and put it into a user-friendly form as a transitional model 

in order to collect at least the basic data of importance.
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CONCLUSIONS

Legal framework for sustainable soil management

- There is not a country in the region with a comprehensive legal framework that includes monitoring, protection, 
restoration and sustainable land use.

- Despite the fact that there are certain legal and strategic documents that address soil issues, it can be said that 
they are insufficient, that they were adopted quite a long time ago and do not meet global challenges related to 
climate change and the increasing importance of land.

- There is a number of problems in the implementation of legislation, primarily in terms of jurisdiction shared by 
different ministries and institutional entities, and secondly due to a lack of funding for the implementation. 

- The implementation and enforcement of the Law on Agricultural land is very complex and does not have 
complete mechanisms for implementation and control of prescribed measures and activities to achieve defined 
goals.

- The current legislation does not address the issue of reporting on the use of leased state agricultural land.
- There is a lack of more intensive coordination and cooperation between the ministries of agriculture and 

environmental protection.
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RECOMENDATIONS

Legal framework for sustainable soil management

- Law on Agricultural Land needs to be revised, in order to transpose the best European practice especially
related to degradation processes, conservation, protection, sustainable land management and provide
mechanisms for its implementation and control.

- It is especially important to harmonize the implementation of legal provisions related to the environmental
protection system and agriculture in the context of climate change.

- Trainings and workshops for municipal and government staffs should also be provided in order to acquaint
decision-makers with the current EU regulations, the EU Soil Strategy for 2030 and the Green Agenda.

- The assessment should be made on whether the legislation in force should be updated or the Law on the soil
protection should be prepared.

- Due to the non-implementation of existing legislation, a concept paper related to Land and Soil Protection
needs to be drafted.

- An immediate action is needed to gather all key stakeholders in order to define: the needed institutional
arrangements, working groups and action plans which will reflect the recently defined goals and requirements
within the new EU Soil strategy.
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The main soil degradation processes: gaps related to the
assessment and management of degradation processes

Land cover change statistics 2000-2018 in Western Balkans - Key facts and figures

Figure 3. Land and Ecosystem Accounts for Western Balkans in the period 2000-2018.

- Most prevalent are Forest internal land cover 
changes, mostly in Serbia (present in km2) and 
Northern Macedonia (505.9 km2).  

- In Montenegro, Changes of Land Cover due to 
Natural and multiple causes are present in 73.6 
km2. 

- Agriculture internal conversions are the most 
present in Serbia, followed by Kosovo*. 

- Of all countries in the region Urban residential 
expansion is the most prevalent in Albania in an 
area of 263.9 km2, followed by Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, with changes present in 62.3 km2
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Consumption (C) and formation (F) 
of land cover in Land Cover Flows (LCF) 
2000-2018 Level 1 in WB (km2)

Forests and 
transitional 

woodland shrub

Artificial 
surfaces

Open space with 
little or no 
vegetation

Arable land & 
permanent 

crops

Pastures & mosaic 
farmland

Natural grassland, 
heathland, 

sclerophylous 
vegetation

Water 
bodies Wetlands

C F C F C F C F C F C F C F C F
TOTAL 2,362 2,228 73 700 211 484 394 341 719 185 316 100 38 82 17 13

lcf1 Urban land 
management 24 24 0 0 0

lcf2 Urban residential 
expansion 8 378 2 77 276 15 0 0

lcf3 Expansion of 
economic sites and 
infrastructures

74 1 298 4 80 113 24 1 1

lcf4 Agriculture internal 
conversions 207 304 204 129 27 4

lcf5 Conversion from 
other land cover to 
agriculture

42 23 70 37 37 10 83 5 9

lcf6 Increase in forest 
land cover and other 
semi-natural areas

306 22 100 4 20 92 10 80 5 2

lcf7 Forest internal land 
cover changes 1,922 1,922

lcf8 Water body and 
wetland creation and 
management

22 3 10 0 7 30 6 0 78 4 4

lcf9 Changes of Land 
Cover due to natural and 
multiple causes

294 0 27 479 2 5 8 155 12 28 3 1 9
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Agri-environmental indicators
(a) farm management practices, 
(b) agricultural production systems, 
(c) pressures and risks to the environment and 
(d) the state of natural resources.

Land and soil
Land use change, soil cover, soil quality and soil 
erosion 

Progress is being made in many places, but, overall, action to meet the Goals is not yet advancing at the speed or 
scale required. Certain countries of Western Balkans have shown progress in SDG reporting related to land. 
However, only Bosnia and Hercegovina reported on SDG 15.3.1. indicator: the share of degraded land in the total 
area was 4.0%.

Soil Indicators for WB policy support 
Sustainable Development Goals 
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Threats, issues and indicators 
related to soil in WB countries

Threat/issue Indicator
Soil erosion Estimated soil loss by wind erosion

Estimated soil loss by water erosion
Estimated soil loss by tillage erosion

Decline in soil organic matter Topsoil organic carbon content (measured) 
Soil organic carbon stocks (measured)
Peat stock

Soil contamination Heavy metal contents in soils
Progress in management of contaminated sites

Soil sealing Land take [to urban and infrastructural development]
Decline in soil biodiversity Species diversity

Soil microbial respiration
Soil salinisation Salt profile 

Exchangeable sodium percentage
Desertification Land area at risk of desertification 

Land area burned by wildfire
Landslide Occurrence of landslide activity 

Volume/mass of displaced material 
Landslide hazard assessment
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CONCLUSIONS

Capacity assessment of the country 
to deal with sustainable soil management 

- Assessment of capacity of WB countries to deal with sustainable land management varies. Only certain
countries have reported that there are institutional and administrative capacities to adopt appropriate legal
solutions that would oblige all subjects for compliance with and implementation of SSM practices. However, it
seems that at this moment, there is not enough political will to adopt them.

- Other countries have assessed that there is a lack of human resources in relevant institutions and that inter-
institutional coordination needs to be strengthened in order to establish effective SSM. The academic
capacities and the actual syllabus related to soils in all levels of education is inadequate and outdated. The
research capacities (human and technical) are very limited and can hardly response to any eventual form of
monitoring and survey.

- Also a lack of a body has been identified, which would bring together all stakeholders and provide a platform
for a dialogue on sustainable land management, both horizontally and vertically.
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RECOMENDATIONS

Capacity assessment of the country 
to deal with sustainable soil management 

- Strengthen capacity, knowledge and experience through a participatory approach, as a precondition for
efficient integration of the concept of sustainable land management into the legislative framework and policy,
and meaningful implementation at the local level.

- Educate end users, farmers about all agro-technical and other measures, their benefits, how to apply these
measures, etc., all in order to achieve the ultimate goals that promote sustainable land and soil management.

- Academic capacities and the current educational programs should be strengthened with a new and up dated
programs, subjects and extra curricula, covering the most recent approaches in soil science, land degradation,
soil conservation, modelling etc.

- The institutional, individual and technical capacities of the soil research institutions should be fundamentally
strengthened.

- The cooperation of the state organizations, universities, research institutes, economy and civil society should
be achieved within the Soil Societies, as umbrella organizations.

- Develop the projects that promote soil advocates through customized trainings and educational materials for
elementary, secondary and post-secondary students could have long term effects in the future.
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The main conclusions and recommendations 
- There are insufficient data on the soil status in the WB countries. Investment is needed in soil 

monitoring.
- Land use change, erosion and the loss of organic carbon are serious threats to soil health. They affect 

agricultural production and the resilience to climate change.
- Soil has been overlooked in environment policy in recent decades. Enhancing policy coherence for 

development of soil management practices is needed.
- It is necessary to harmonise the goals set within the strategic documents of the Western Balkans 

countries with the requirements set in the new EU Soil Strategy for 2030.
- The low level of awareness is one of the issues that all national reports emphasized as one of the 

biggest obstacles for proper implementation of the SSM practices.

Assessment, conclusions
and recommendations
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The main conclusions and recommendations 
- Capacity building is the issue with highest consensus in the national reports. 

National experts and decision-makers agreed that this is a very important issue. 
Capacity development refers to human capacity and technical capacity. There was 
agreement that capacity building should be conducted for all stakeholders from 
policy makers to the farmers’ level.

- New chemical and waste management practices pose new regulatory challenges 
and environmental risks. The first step towards understanding the risks and 
challenges is soil monitoring and observing the ways in which it is changing.

- It is important to demonstrate the benefits of improved soil and land management.

Assessment, conclusions
and recommendations
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Guiding Questions for Discussion
Policy paper:
- Description of the context and importance
- Evidence
- Policy options
- Policy recommendation
What are the most important regional aspects that should be taken into consideration 
when addressing decision makers?
How to convey the message to decision makers?
Set of indicators to monitor the state of soil?



22

Discussion

Thank you!


