SDG 15: Life on Land
Contribution of life in soil ‘remains largely underestimated’, says UN agriculture agency
UN News (Dec. 4, 2020)
Even though soil organisms play a crucial role in boosting food production, enhancing nutritious diets,
preserving human health, and combating climate change, the real contribution of these tiny life forms remains
largely underestimated, the UN agriculture agency (FAO) said on Friday.
Ahead of World Soil Day, marked on 5 December, FAO launched its first ever report on "The State of
Knowledge of Soil Biodiversity". The report examines the potential of soil organisms in ensuring sustainable
agri-food systems and mitigating climate change.
"Soil biodiversity and sustainable soil management is a prerequisite for the achievement of many of the
Sustainable Development Goals", said FAO Deputy Director-General Maria Helena Semedo. "Therefore, data
and information on soil biodiversity, from the national to the global level, are necessary in order to efficiently
plan management strategies on a subject that is still poorly known", she added.
Biodiversity below
According to the report, despite the fact biodiversity loss is at the forefront of global concerns, biodiversity
below ground is not being given the prominence it deserves and needs to be fully considered when planning
how best to boost sustainable development.
"We hope that the knowledge contained in this report will facilitate the assessment of the state of soil
biodiversity as an integral part of national- and regional-level biodiversity reporting and any soil surveys", Ms.
Semedo advanced.
Being one of the main ‘global reservoirs’ of biodiversity, soils host more than 25 percent of the world's
biological diversity. In addition, more than 40 percent of living organisms in terrestrial ecosystems are
associated with soils during their life cycle.
The report defines soil biodiversity as the variety of life belowground, from genes and animal species, to the
communities they form, as well as the ecological complexes to which they contribute and to which they belong;
from soil micro-habitats to landscapes.
These include a wide range of organisms, from unicellular and microscopic forms, to invertebrates such as
nematodes, earthworms, arthropods and their larval stages, as well as mammals, reptiles, and amphibians that
spend a large part of their life belowground, and a great diversity of algae and fungi.
Keep soil alive, protect biodiversity
Plants nurture a whole world of creatures in the soil, FAO notes, that in return feed and protect the plants. It is
this diverse community of living organisms that keeps the soil healthy and fertile, which constitutes soil
biodiversity, and determines the main biogeochemical processes that make life possible on Earth.

This year, by addressing the increasing challenges of soil management, the Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) campaign "Keep soil alive, protect soil biodiversity" aims to raise awareness of the importance of
sustaining healthy ecosystems and human well-being. By encouraging people around the world to engage in
proactively improving soil health, the campaign also aims to fight soil biodiversity loss.
Threats to soil biodiversity
Although soils are essential for human well-being and the sustainability of life on the planet, they are threatened
by human activity, climate change and natural disasters.
The overuse and misuse of agrochemicals remains one of the major drivers to soil biodiversity loss, thus
reducing the potential of soil biodiversity for a sustainable agriculture and food security.
Other threats include deforestation, urbanization, soil structure degradation, soil acidification, pollution,
wildfires, erosion, and landslides, among other issues, the agency alerts.
Soils and climate action
Nature-based solutions involving soil microorganisms have a significant potential to mitigate climate change.
They play a key role in carbon sequestration and reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The report also found that
farming activities are the biggest source of carbon dioxide and nitrous oxide gases emitted by soils, which
derive from the overuse or misuse of nitrogen-containing fertilizers.
Future steps
Generally, there is a lack of detailed data, policies and actions on soil biodiversity at local, national, regional,
and global levels.
The report highlighted the need to promote the necessary shift to include biological indicators of soil health
along with physical and chemical ones.
According to the report, the adoption of sustainable soil management practices by farmers, as a basic premise
for preserving soil biodiversity, remains low due to the lack of technical support, provision of incentives and
enabling environments, and needs to be scaled up.
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