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- Agriculture is an important strategic sector for the economic development of the Western Balkans.
- Agricultural land makes for around 40% of the surface of the region, but 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.
- 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.
- 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 WB.

1. The importance of sustainable land 
and soil management at the national level 
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GAPS

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- The existing soil data sets in most cases are outdated and need to be updated and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

2. 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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GAPS

3. 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.

- Certain legal and strategic documents that address soil issues 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. 

- There is a lack of more intensive coordination and cooperation between the ministries of agriculture 
and environmental protection.
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RECOMENDATIONS

3. 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.
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4. The main soil degradation processes: gaps related 
to the assessment and management of degradation 
processes

Land take and soil sealing: Data on soil sealing are limited for the countries in the region. Data on soil sealing for 
the entire region can be obtained by the Corine Land Cover data analysis. 
Contamination: The number of sites where contamination takes place is impossible to estimate. Some countries 
have made preliminary estimates, but it is not possible to get aggregated data for the region. Inadequate waste 
management is still an important source of soil pollution. Diffuse soil contamination is one of the specific threats to 
soils in WB.
Erosion: Erosion is an important driver of land degradation in the region.
There are no official data for most of the WB countries as regards areas affected by erosion and no erosion 
monitoring system in place. (North Macedonia: 4,1 t/h, Albania 30 t/ha/year)
Landslides: There is no data on the total affected areas in the region, countries have reported landslides in their 
territories. The Republic of Serbia reports a threat from landslides in one-third of the country.
Organic matter decline is an important driver of land degradation in the region.

- Contaminants of emerging concern, such as microplastics, pharmaceuticals and personal care products, 
and PFASs, are still poorly studied in the region, and require further attention.
- Some WB countries have supported the initiative and implemented activities in the framework of UNCCD 
Land Degradation Neutrality Programme.
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Land take and 
soil sealing 

In densely populated 
parts of WB countries 
soil sealing is one of 
the most threatening 
phenomena. 

       

Contamination Soil contamination is a 
problem in some parts 
of WB countries. The 
most frequent 
contaminants are 
heavy metals and 
mineral oil. 
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Organic 
carbon change 

The loss of organic 
carbon is evident in 
most agricultural soils. 

= =      

Soil erosion Water erosion is active 
in all the cultivated 
mountainous areas 
and wind erosion in 
lowland areas. 

       

 

4. The main soil degradation processes: gaps related 
to the assessment and management of degradation 
processes
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GAPS

5. Capacity assessment of the country 
to deal with sustainable soil management 

- 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

5. 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.

6. Assessment, conclusions
and recommendations
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What is the next?
Policy paper/concept note:
- Description of the context and importance on soil health in the WB
- Evidence
- Policy options
- Policy recommendation

- From global/EU initiatives and strategies to the national approach.
- Follow the discussion on the development of a new EU soil legislation and 

contribute with our views.
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EU Soil Strategy for 2030
- VISION AND OBJECTIVES: ACHIEVING GOOD SOIL HEALTH BY 2050 
SOIL AS A KEY SOLUTION FOR OUR BIG CHALLENGES
- Soil for climate change mitigation and adaptation (limit  drainage of wetlands and organic soils and to 

restore managed and drained peatlands, Contribute to the assessment of the state of peatlands in the 
context of the Global Peatlands Initiative, Join the international initiative ‘4 per 1000’...) 

- Soil and the circular economy (a safe, sustainable and circular use of excavated soil , ‘passport for 
excavated soil’, limiting land take and soil sealing with a circular use of land, land take hierarchy’ ..)

- Soil biodiversity for human, animal and plant health (building knowledge on soil biodiversity , Step up 
efforts in mapping, assessing, protecting and restoring soil biodiversity...)

- Soil for healthy water resources 
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EU Soil Strategy for 2030
PREVENTING SOIL AND LAND DEGRADATION AND RESTORING HEALTHY SOILS
- Making sustainable soil management the new normal (assess requirements for the sustainable use of 

soil, prepare a set of ‘sustainable soil management’ practices, ‘TEST YOUR SOIL FOR FREE’, ...) 
- Preventing desertification (Establish a methodology and relevant indicators, adopt appropriate long-term 

measures to prevent and mitigate degradation....)
- Preventing soil pollution (Revise the Directive on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides and evaluate the 

Sewage Sludge Directive by 2022, Improve and harmonise the consideration of soil quality and soil 
biodiversity in EU risk assessments for chemicals, food and feed additives, pesticides, fertilisers...)

- Restoring degraded soils and remediating contaminated sites (soil health certificate for land transaction, 
EU priority list for contaminants of major and/or emerging concern that pose significant risks for European 
soil quality, and for which vigilance and priority action at European and national level is needed...)
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EU Soil Strategy for 2030

WE NEED TO KNOW MORE ABOUT SOILS
- Soil and the digital agenda
- Soil data and monitoring (consider provisions on monitoring soil and soil biodiversity and reporting on the 

condition of soil, building on existing national and EU schemes, including LUCAS soil module, consider, as 
part of the impact assessment, providing a legal basis for the LUCAS soil survey to legally anchor the 
objectives, conditions, funding, access to land, use of data and privacy issues, Provide through the LUCAS 
soil surveys EU-wide harmonised monitoring of the evolution in soil organic carbon content and carbon 
stocks...)

- Soil research and innovation (Horizon Europe and the Mission ’A Soil Deal for Europe’...)

ENABLING THE TRANSITION TO HEALTHY SOILS
- Private finance and EU funding
- Soil literacy and societal engagement
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HOW CAN WE PROCEED

- Preparing working papers/guidelines on:

• Objectives and definitions on soil protecion law
• Sustainable soil management
• Soil monitoring 
• Contaminated sites



18

CONTAMINATED SITES - DEVELOP LEGALLY BINDING PROVISIONS TO:

IDENTIFY CONTAMINATED SITES
- Definition: “sites where there is a confirmed presence, caused by man, of dangerous substances of such a level 
that Member States consider they pose a significant risk to human health or the environment”. 
- Contaminants
- Trigger for soil investigation and sampling (potentially contaminating risk activities)

REMEDIATE THE SITES THAT POSE A SIGNIFICANT RISK TO HUMAN HEALTH AND THE ENVIRONMENT
- Historical versus new contamination (Should the legal proposal differentiate between historical and new 
contamination, What should be the difference in approach? 
- Remediation objectives (What remediation operations need to achieve to be considered complete, Should the 
remediation objectives differentiate between the land use..)
- Liability (The Polluter Pays Principle, Who should assume the responsibility to remediate and manage historical 
contamination and orphan sites?...)
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CONTAMINATED SITES - DEVELOP LEGALLY BINDING PROVISIONS TO:

SET UP AN INVENTORY/REGISTER OF (POTENTIALLY) CONTAMINATED SITES 
- Mandatory reporting obligation 

- Register for (potentially) contaminated sites: Location, address and parcel (sometimes geospatial GIS format),
Owner and land user, History of the site, information from archives and permits, Potentially contaminating risk
activities, Current and future land use, Sampling results, Type of contamination and contaminants, Mobility
and risk of spreading, Risk assessment outcomes and prioritization classes, Investigation and remediation
obligations and liabilities, Remediation and aftercare measures, Investigation and remediation reports,
Presence of remaining residual contamination ...

- Transparency of the data
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Example: Management of contaminated sites

Legal framework for 
contaminated sites 
management in Serbia
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Discussion

Thank you!


