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In 2015, the United Nations member states adopted the 2030 Agenda, within which the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were established, with many of these goals calling for further research into sustainability. In particular, systematic issues with data, monitoring and accountability were underlined, especially as these issues concerned the provision of support for developing countries. Because Earth observation methods can provide the means for timely and accurate monitoring of the Earth’s surface and atmosphere, progress in research and technology can help improve the amount and quality of data recorded for supporting the achievement of the SDGs.



The Paris Agreement, adopted in December 2015 within the framework of the UN’s Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), aimed to limit the increase in global temperature to less than 1.5 °C. To help accomplish this goal, the framework for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) was established with the aim of assisting national governments in reducing human pressure on forests—one of the key causes of the increase in greenhouse gas emissions. REDD+ activities undoubtedly present opportunities for synergies between those who aim to achieve a range of SDGs [1,2].



This Special Issue is linked with the 38th Annual Symposium of the European Association of Remote Sensing Laboratories (EARSeL) and the concurrent 3rd Joint EARSeL Land Use Land Cover and NASA Land-Cover/Land-Use Change Workshop, which took place on 9–12 July 2018. It contains 13 peer-reviewed papers, most of which were originally presented at the symposium and workshop. Relevant subsequent external submissions are also included here. The authors of these papers are from various countries, including Austria, Belgium, Brazil, China, Costa Rica, Germany, Kenya, Papua New Guinea, Poland, Switzerland and the USA. Research areas range from the entire globe to large regions (Europe, East Africa) to specific countries (Ghana, Malawi, Nigeria).



The conversion of forest cover to agricultural land or urban areas has significant climate change impacts. Forest removal releases carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, adding to the global warming process and resulting in changes to the local and regional climate. Hewson et al. [3] have developed a global dataset with a 1 km resolution that helps to assess the risks of tree cover loss between 2000 and 2014, and have made projections for up to 2029. This work helps identify the areas with a higher threat of deforestation, and provides a useful tool for climate change mitigation, biodiversity conservation and achieving the SDGs. In a study by Hirschmugl et al. [4], Sentinel-1 and -2 data time series are combined to focus on forest cover monitoring in Malawi as part of the aims of the UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) and REDD+. Forest cover has been under significant pressure from both agricultural land expansion and urban sprawl in many developing areas of the world, studied both at a local scale [5,6,7], as well as at a regional scale [8]. Population growth in developing countries results in increasing demand for urban space and agricultural land for food production [5]. Long-term time-series data are used in both the developing and more developed countries as a tool for analyzing land use and land cover change [9,10,11], often combined with other data to increase the monitoring accuracy [12,13]. Spatial analysis is also used to help identify other factors that contribute to forest cover change, such as cultural factors [14], or to monitor the impact of other implemented measures that are geared towards the increase of vegetative cover [15].



As technology developments bring forward more advanced sensors and platforms for monitoring land use and land cover change, with the process of data acquisition and processing becoming more affordable, Earth observation data and information will facilitate even further the planning efforts by authorities, both in developed and developing countries, bringing us closer to achieving the SDGs globally.
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