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This map shows the world’s grasslands characterized by using the land cover 
classification scheme of the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme 
(IGBP).  The map distinguishes six grassland types: non-woody grasslands, open 
shrublands, closed shrublands, savannas, woody savannas, and tundra. 

According to the information presented here, approximately 13.8 percent of the 
global land area (excluding Greenland and Antarctica) is woody savanna and 
savanna; 12.7 percent is open and closed shrub; 8.3 percent is non-woody 
grassland; and 5.7 percent is tundra.  Thus, approximately 40.5 percent of 
terrestrial area is grassland.  This estimate of 52.5 million km² for total grassland 
area falls within the range of previous estimates: 40.5 to 55.5 million km².

The IGBP uses 1-km Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer (AVHRR) 
satellite imagery to produce a land cover classification (GLCCD 1998) for 
grasslands.  Map 1 makes two modifications to the global IGBP land cover 
classification.  First, tundra is distinguished from areas classified by the IGBP as 
shrubland, barren land, and snow or ice using Olson’s Global Ecosystem 
Classification (Olson et al. 1983).  Second, urban area was subtracted from 
grassland area.  Urban areas were identified by using the Nighttime Lights of the 
World database, a 1-km resolution map derived from nighttime imagery 
provided by the Defense Meteorological Satellite Program, Operational Linescan 
System of the United States (NOAA-NGDC 1998). This database identifies the 
locations of stable lights that indicate built-up areas.   To calculate the total area 
of grasslands, the area of these urbanized locations were subtracted from the 
total area of grassland according to the IGBP dataset.  This calculation decreased 
the total global grassland area by approximately 1 million km².
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