
Frontiers in Sustainable Development Volume 5 Issue 3, 2025

ISSN: 2710-0723 

 

267 

Land Use and Carbon Emissions: A Comprehensive Review 
Liheng Xia1,2,3,4, *, Haishang Wei1,2,3,4 

1 Shaanxi Provincial Land Engineering Construction Group Co., Ltd, Xi’an 710075, China 
2 Institute of Land Engineering and Technology, Shaanxi Provincial Land Engineering 

Construction Group Co., Ltd, Xi’an 710075, China 
3 Key Laboratory of Degraded and Unused Land Consolidation Engineering, Ministry of 

Natural Resources, Xi’an 710075, China 
4 Shaanxi Agricultural Development Group Co.,Ltd., Xi’an 710075, China 

Abstract 
This comprehensive review examines the intricate relationship between land use and 
carbon emissions, highlighting the critical role of land use changes in global carbon 
cycles and climate change. The paper explores three main aspects: the impact of 
deforestation and afforestation on carbon emissions, agricultural practices and their 
carbon footprints, and urbanization's effects on land use and carbon dynamics. Through 
an extensive analysis of existing literature, the study reveals significant findings 
regarding carbon sequestration potentials, emission patterns, and mitigation strategies. 
The review emphasizes the importance of sustainable land management practices in 
addressing climate change challenges and provides valuable insights for policymakers 
and researchers working towards carbon neutrality and environmental sustainability. 
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1. Introduction 

The relationship between land use and carbon emissions has become a focal point in climate 
change research, as human activities continue to alter terrestrial ecosystems at an 
unprecedented rate. Land use changes, particularly those associated with urbanization, 
agriculture, and forestry, have significant implications for global carbon cycles and greenhouse 
gas emissions. This paper aims to provide a comprehensive review of the current 
understanding of how different land use practices influence carbon emissions and 
sequestration. 
The importance of studying land use-related carbon emissions stems from the critical role these 
emissions play in global climate change. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), land use changes account for approximately 23% of total anthropogenic 
greenhouse gas emissions. Understanding the dynamics of carbon fluxes associated with 
various land use practices is essential for developing effective climate change mitigation 
strategies and achieving global carbon neutrality goals. 
This review focuses on three key aspects of land use and carbon emissions: the impact of 
deforestation and afforestation on carbon dynamics, the carbon footprint of agricultural 
practices, and the effects of urbanization on land use patterns and associated carbon emissions. 
By examining these interconnected topics, the paper aims to provide a holistic understanding 
of the complex relationship between human land use activities and carbon emissions, while 
identifying potential pathways for sustainable land management and climate change mitigation. 
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2. Deforestation and Afforestation: Impacts on Carbon Emissions 

Deforestation, primarily driven by agricultural expansion, logging, and urban development, has 
been a significant contributor to global carbon emissions. When forests are cleared, not only is 
the carbon stored in vegetation released into the atmosphere, but the soil carbon pool is also 
disturbed, leading to further emissions. Tropical deforestation, in particular, has been 
identified as a major source of carbon emissions, with estimates suggesting that it accounts for 
approximately 8-10% of global annual CO2 emissions. 
The loss of forest cover not only releases stored carbon but also eliminates future carbon 
sequestration potential. Mature forests act as significant carbon sinks, continuously absorbing 
CO2 from the atmosphere. The destruction of these ecosystems, therefore, has dual negative 
impacts on the global carbon balance: immediate emissions from biomass burning and 
decomposition, and the long-term loss of carbon sequestration capacity. 
Conversely, afforestation and reforestation initiatives have shown promising potential for 
carbon sequestration. Planting trees on previously non-forested land or restoring degraded 
forests can significantly enhance carbon uptake. Young, fast-growing trees are particularly 
effective at absorbing CO2 from the atmosphere, with some studies suggesting that 
afforestation projects could sequester up to 1-2 gigatons of carbon annually by mid-century. 
However, the effectiveness of afforestation as a carbon mitigation strategy depends on various 
factors, including tree species selection, soil conditions, and long-term management practices. 
Additionally, the carbon sequestration potential of afforestation projects must be balanced 
against other land use needs, such as food production and biodiversity conservation. Recent 
research has also highlighted the importance of considering albedo effects and other 
biophysical factors when assessing the climate impact of large-scale afforestation projects. 

3. Agricultural Practices and Their Carbon Footprint 

Agriculture plays a dual role in the carbon cycle, acting as both a source and sink of carbon 
emissions. Conventional farming practices, particularly those involving intensive tillage, 
synthetic fertilizer use, and monoculture cropping systems, have been associated with 
significant carbon emissions. Soil disturbance through tillage accelerates the decomposition of 
organic matter, releasing stored carbon into the atmosphere. Additionally, the production and 
application of synthetic fertilizers contribute to greenhouse gas emissions, particularly nitrous 
oxide, which has a global warming potential 298 times greater than CO2 over a 100-year period. 
The expansion of agricultural land, often at the expense of natural ecosystems, further 
exacerbates carbon emissions. Conversion of forests, grasslands, and wetlands to cropland or 
pasture not only releases stored carbon but also reduces the land's future carbon sequestration 
potential. Livestock production, particularly ruminant animals like cattle, is another significant 
source of agricultural emissions, primarily through enteric fermentation and manure 
management. 
However, sustainable agricultural practices offer promising opportunities for carbon 
sequestration and emission reduction. Conservation tillage, cover cropping, and agroforestry 
systems can enhance soil organic carbon storage while maintaining or improving crop yields. 
These practices not only reduce carbon emissions but also improve soil health, water retention, 
and biodiversity. Recent studies have shown that widespread adoption of these practices could 
sequester significant amounts of carbon, potentially offsetting a substantial portion of 
agricultural emissions. 
Precision agriculture technologies, including variable-rate fertilization and satellite-guided 
field management, are emerging as powerful tools for reducing the carbon footprint of farming 
operations. By optimizing input use and minimizing waste, these technologies can significantly 
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reduce greenhouse gas emissions associated with agricultural production. Additionally, the 
integration of renewable energy sources into farming operations and the development of 
biochar systems offer further potential for carbon mitigation in the agricultural sector. 

4. Urbanization and Land Use: Carbon Emission Dynamics 

Urbanization represents one of the most significant and rapid forms of land use change, with 
profound implications for carbon emissions and sequestration. The expansion of urban areas 
typically involves the conversion of natural or agricultural lands into built environments, 
resulting in the loss of vegetation and soil carbon stocks. This process not only releases stored 
carbon but also creates impervious surfaces that alter local carbon cycles and reduce the land's 
capacity to sequester carbon in the future. 
The carbon footprint of urban areas extends beyond direct land use changes. Cities are hubs of 
energy consumption and economic activity, accounting for a disproportionate share of global 
carbon emissions. The concentration of population and infrastructure in urban areas leads to 
high levels of energy use for transportation, building operations, and industrial activities. 
Additionally, the urban heat island effect can increase energy demand for cooling, further 
exacerbating carbon emissions. 
However, urban areas also present unique opportunities for carbon mitigation through 
innovative land use planning and green infrastructure. Urban green spaces, including parks, 
street trees, and green roofs, can serve as important carbon sinks while providing numerous 
co-benefits such as improved air quality, temperature regulation, and enhanced biodiversity. 
Recent research has highlighted the potential of urban forestry and green infrastructure to 
offset a significant portion of urban carbon emissions. 
Smart growth strategies and compact urban development can reduce carbon emissions by 
minimizing urban sprawl and promoting energy-efficient transportation options. The 
integration of renewable energy systems, energy-efficient buildings, and sustainable 
transportation networks into urban planning can further enhance the carbon mitigation 
potential of cities. Additionally, the concept of circular urban metabolism, which emphasizes 
resource efficiency and waste reduction, is gaining traction as a framework for creating low-
carbon cities. 
Emerging technologies such as vertical farming and green building systems offer new 
possibilities for reducing the carbon footprint of urban areas while maintaining food security 
and quality of life. These innovations, combined with effective land use policies and community 
engagement, can transform cities from carbon sources to carbon sinks, playing a crucial role in 
global climate change mitigation efforts. 

5. Conclusion 

This comprehensive review underscores the critical role of land use in global carbon dynamics 
and climate change. The analysis of deforestation and afforestation, agricultural practices, and 
urbanization reveals both the challenges and opportunities associated with land use-related 
carbon emissions. Key findings highlight the significant carbon sequestration potential of 
sustainable land management practices, while also emphasizing the urgent need to address 
emissions from land use changes and intensive agricultural activities. 
The review demonstrates that integrated approaches to land use planning and management 
are essential for achieving meaningful carbon mitigation. Strategies that balance the competing 
demands of food production, urban development, and ecosystem conservation while 
maximizing carbon sequestration potential offer the most promising pathways towards 
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sustainability. The importance of technological innovation, policy interventions, and 
community engagement in driving these changes cannot be overstated. 
Future research should focus on developing more accurate methods for quantifying land use-
related carbon fluxes, particularly in complex urban environments and rapidly changing 
agricultural landscapes. Additionally, there is a need for more comprehensive studies on the 
long-term impacts of different land management practices on carbon sequestration and 
ecosystem services. The integration of remote sensing technologies, big data analytics, and 
machine learning approaches could significantly enhance our understanding of land use-
carbon dynamics and inform more effective mitigation strategies. 
Ultimately, addressing land use-related carbon emissions requires a holistic approach that 
considers the interconnectedness of ecological, social, and economic systems. By prioritizing 
sustainable land management practices and fostering collaboration among researchers, 
policymakers, and stakeholders, we can work towards a more sustainable future where land 
use contributes to climate change mitigation rather than exacerbation. 
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