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Gaps in the global framework for biodiversity conservation:

The Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) is an international non-governmental organization that has been working 
across the globe for more than 120 years to save wildlife and wild places. One of our key conservation strategies has 
been assisting governments and communities to create, expand, and manage more than 245 protected areas. 
Today, WCS works in more than 60 countries to manage, co-manage, or assist with the conservation and 
management of more protected areas than any other conservation NGO. We focus on those nested within the 
world’s most intact, biologically diverse terrestrial and marine ecosystems — the broader landscapes and seascapes 
with the greatest chance of conserving species and natural ecosystems in the face of increasing global change.
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Even though protected areas are a core conservation strategy for WCS, we recognize the challenges they face and 
acknowledge that their designation is only the first step. We welcome the recent increases in the extent of the 
protected area estate, driven in part by the Aichi Targets. However, existing peer-reviewed scientific research, often 
led or supported by WCS scientists, has shown that coverage of high conservation value sites is still extremely poor, 
and many existing protected areas have been ineffective at preventing anthropogenic disturbance due to 
inadequate siting (for biodiversity values) or size, and/or insufficient resources for management. Our trajectory is 
leading toward greater rates of species extinction and degradation of natural systems that underpin our wellbeing.
 
Unlike the Paris Agreement’s goal to limit the overall increase in global temperature, the Convention on Biological 
Diversity currently lacks a global, measurable, overarching target that can be used to hold ourselves accountable for 
the effective conservation of biodiversity and broader natural systems — as governments, non-governmental 
organizations, private industry, local and indigenous communities, and other stakeholders. An agreement on such 
an overarching objective is required before we can determine the appropriate level of ambition with respect to 
national actions and resource mobilization. The CBD is well placed to provide this target, and we believe it will be 
essential to build such a global goal, or target, into the CBD’s post-2020 framework for biodiversity. Like the Paris 
Agreement, there must be enough flexibility that Parties can achieve it according to the principle of Common But 
Differentiated Responsibilities. It must also welcome, and provide for, the participation of governments, indigenous 
peoples and local communities, civil society (including the private sector), and other stakeholders.
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WCS believes that as part of the post-2020 framework for biodiversity to be adopted at CBD CoP15 in 2020, Parties 
must set a global target or goal that focuses on the long-term retention of biodiversity; functional, natural 
ecosystems; and, as a result, the services those ecosystems provide. A global target for nature retention must:
 
● Provide a science-based, measurable and verifiable, quantitative target state (or states), and not a desired 

rate of change (like the Paris Agreement, or a more ambitious Aichi Target 11);
● Serve as a framework that provides flexibility for Parties and encourages the development of multiple 

sub-targets that address specific aspects of natural systems (e.g. species populations, intact and functional 
ecosystems, carbon storage, watershed protection, etc.) that in aggregate amount to a much more ambitious 
target for conservation than we have currently; and

● Focus on developing metrics that will allow us to evaluate the effectiveness of global conservation efforts 
and determine required levels of ambition and funding at the national and international levels.

 
We believe that any goal to increase protected area coverage (e.g. 50% by 2050), without clear objectives for siting 
protected areas in those landscapes and seascapes that most need it, is insufficient. We believe that only a 
multi-faceted approach that includes, but does not exclusively rely on, increasing strict protected area coverage of 
the most important areas -- including intact, functional ecosystems -- can achieve the many different goals of 
conserving biological diversity and the natural systems that provide for sustainable development.

We need a global target for nature retention: 

Regarding progress against the Aichi Targets, we urge Parties to recognize that the quality of what is conserved is 
just as important, if not more so, as how much area is designated for conservation. For example, there is emerging 
evidence in the scientific literature that the remaining intact forest ecosystems support a much higher confluence of 
globally critical environmental values than degraded forests, including carbon sequestration and storage, water 
provision, refuges for imperiled species and indigenous cultures, and the maintenance of human health. These 
remaining intact landscapes and seascapes are those that are the most resilient to the impacts of climate change 
and increasing development pressures, and offer some of the greatest potential for protecting biological diversity for 
future generations. Intactness is a key aspect of quality, so maintaining and monitoring the highest possible levels of 
intactness should be a core goal for any future framework for conservation.
 
A key element of our recommendations for the post-2020 framework is that any nested target, or set of targets, 
must have a specific sub-target or aspect addressing ecological intactness. A sub-target or other means to evaluate 
intactness will help us realize the long-term retention of nature and ecosystem services, and will address the fact 
that this concept is unfortunately overlooked in policy frameworks at present. In order to help identify, evaluate and 
monitor the intactness of forest habitats, WCS has been working with a scientific consortium that includes the 
University of Queensland, University of Oxford and University of Maryland, as well as the World Resources Institute 
and WWF, to develop a global framework metric for measuring intactness. The forthcoming “forest intactness metric” 
will facilitate the inclusion of forest ecosystem quality in policy frameworks, as well as financial mechanisms and 
land-use decisions. While initial detailed work has focused on forests, we believe strongly in expanding the 
approach to other terrestrial ecosystems, as well as the marine realm for critical coral reef ecosystems. 

 

Intactness is an essential metric for conservation success:  

 This is a preview of a longer paper to be circulated by WCS in advance of CBD CoP14, which will include references and more detail. 
 In the meantime, we look forward to discussing this further with interested Parties, Observers and other stakeholders. 
 To learn more, and connect with key experts, contact Alfred DeGemmis, WCS International Policy Coordinator, at adegemmis@wcs.org.
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