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ABSTRACT

Those developing the forthcoming UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration stress the importance of ecosystem
conservation whilst addressing the need to reverse ongoing losses to biodiversity and ecosystem services that have
serious impacts on human livelihoods. We suggest six ways in which area-based conservation (protected areas and
other effective area-based conservation measures) could play a key role in the decade: 1. Best practice in restoration
within protected areas and OECMs; 2. Using area-based conservation as a component in specific restoration
approaches; 3. Maintenance of reference ecosystems and important species; 4. Bringing experience to ensure that all
biomes are adequately represented in restoration; 5. Inclusion of a focus on species restoration; and 6. Support for
restoration of ecosystem services. It is therefore important to ensure that area-based conservation is fully integrated
into the planning and implementation of the Decade.
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INTRODUCTION

On 1 March 2019, the UN General Assembly declared
2021–2030 to be the UN Decade on Ecosystem
Restoration, aligning with the last decade of the
Sustainable Development Goals, with the objective of
massively scaling up the restoration of degraded or
destroyed ecosystems. The Decade aims to use
restoration to address issues related to the climate
crisis, food and water security, biodiversity loss and
others integral to the SDGs. Efforts during the decade
will accelerate existing restoration goals, particularly
the Bonn Challenge and associated forest initiatives and
will also support wider efforts at ecosystem restoration
across terrestrial and marine biomes. Planning is
underway, but there is already debate about what can be
achieved (e.g. Young & Schwartz, 2019). This paper
identifies ways in which area-based conservation can
play a positive role in the Decade on Ecosystem
Restoration.
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BACKGROUND

Multiple studies highlight the urgent need for upscaling
restoration efforts. In 2018, the New York Declaration of
Forests concluded: “… natural forests continued to
disappear at an increasing rate. Relative to 2001–13,
the average gross annual rate of global tree cover loss
was 42 percent higher in 2014–17” (Forest Declaration,
2018). Natural grasslands and savannahs may well be
disappearing even faster than forests (UNCCD, 2017).
Where data are available, wetlands have declined by 35
per cent since 1970 (Ramsar Convention, 2018). And
marine areas face massive pressures; for example, ocean
acidity has increased by 30 per cent since the Industrial
Revolution (UNEP, 2010). The Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services found that land degradation has reduced
productivity of 23 per cent of the global land surface
(IPBES, 2019). Ecosystem loss and degradation has
multiple knock-on effects, with massive losses to

PARKS VOL 26.1 MAY 2020 | 111

Dudley et al.

Restora on of reedbeds, Trent Valley, UK © Nigel Dudley

ecosystem services. Even where ecosystems are left
largely intact, selective removal of economically or
socially valuable species can lead to less visible impacts,
such as the “empty forests” syndrome (Redford, 1992).
The following discussion includes both protected areas
and
“other
effective
area-based
conservation
initiatives” (OECMs) (IUCN-WCPA Task force on
OECMs, 2019), which together represent a major
proportion of the world’s area-based conservation. The
conservation community brings a range of tools and
skills to maintain protected areas, and dedicated areas
of land and water to help advance the aims of the
Decade. We identify six general areas of work for the
protected area and restoration communities.
1. Best practice in restoration in and around
protected areas and OECMs. Although designed to
protect areas of high biodiversity value, many protected
areas require restoration themselves, either to reverse
changes that took place before establishment or due to
continuing degradation pressures, from illegal use, from
more complex causes such as climate change and other
pollution, or due to ecological isolation. Some countries
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or regions have few undegraded ecosystems left and
therefore restoration is needed as a key stage in
establishing protected areas. The first imperative is
therefore to provide leadership in restoration
approaches in and around protected areas (Keenleyside
et al., 2012) and highlight the role of restoration in
protected area management.
Along the continuum of restorative activities from
remediation to ecological restoration, restoration offers
the best outcomes for ecological health and biodiversity
and the greatest potential to enhance ecosystem services
(Gann et al., 2019). Restoration practitioners apply the
most appropriate and effective treatment given the
ecological, social and financial conditions of their sites.
Complete recovery (ecological restoration) is most likely
to be achieved in protected areas where there is
technical expertise and typically less ecological damage.
The conditions provided by area-based conservation
initiatives can provide lessons in restoration applicable
to the wider landscape and seascape and expertise
developed in protected areas can be applied more widely
to other area-based conservation measures.
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2. Using area-based conservation as a
component in specific restoration approaches.
Strategically placed, sometimes quite small, protected
areas can help facilitate restoration over a much larger
area in a number of ways. Examples include protecting
slopes or maintaining dryland forests to stabilise soils
and prevent soil erosion and desertification over a wider
area (Dudley et al., 2014); protecting areas of coastal
waters to allow damaged coral reefs to regrow (Abelson
et al., 2016); protected areas to restore continuity along
migration flyways; and protection and reforestation of
steep slopes (McShane & McShane-Caluzi, 1997) and
coastal mangroves (e.g. Vuik et al., 2016) to reduce
flooding risks. Managed use of traditional agriculture in
IUCN category V protected landscapes and in many
OECMs can help to recover degraded rangeland and hill
pastures (Phillips, 2002).
3.
Maintaining
and
linking
reference
ecosystems and species. Although profound climate
change impacts are likely, reference ecosystems
continue to be needed as sanctuaries for and sources of
species, including important socioeconomic resources

like wild relatives of crop plants, and to provide
restoration specialists with data on the composition and
ecological processes in ecosystems. Many such places
are on indigenous, traditional and sometimes privatelyowned lands, so that their conservation requires a range
of approaches. Although there have been attempts to
form alliances of strict forest reserves serving as
reference ecosystems, for instance in Europe
(Parviainen et al., 2000), there is no global database
that distinguishes protected reference ecosystems
around the world. Developing such a network could be a
valuable contribution to the Decade.
4. Bringing experience to ensure that all biomes
are adequately represented in restoration. One
risk of a global restoration movement is the promotion
of simplistic approaches. Many of the commitments to
restoration efforts such as the Bonn Challenge are for
plantations (Pearce, 2019), with only very limited
ecosystem benefits; while afforestation of natural
grassland can have negative impacts on many ecosystem
services and is increasingly identified as a problem with
generalised forest restoration targets (e.g. Brancalion &

Restora on of Polylepis forests in a private protected area, Peru © Nigel Dudley
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Chazdon, 2017; Temperton et al., 2019). Restoration
programmes need to be based on more than site-based
analyses. Even landscape-scale forest restoration
planning tools such as ROAM (IUCN and WRI, 2014)
provide guidance on choosing optimal places for forest
restoration but little in the way of checks to avoid
unintended damage to other ecosystems. Approaches
developed for protected area planning, including gap
analysis (Dudley & Parrish, 2006), Key Biodiversity
Areas (IUCN, 2016), and systematic conservation
planning (Smith et al., 2018) could all usefully be
employed in landscape-scale restoration planning.
5. Focusing on species restoration as well as
ecosystem restoration. The main emphasis of the
Decade will probably be on restoration of ecosystems,
particularly forests, mangroves and possibly coral reefs.
However, restoration that focuses purely on vegetation
types without ensuring that constituent species are
present will risk creating an inherently unstable
ecosystem. Ensuring that the focus of the Decade
encompasses species, including both particular
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endangered species and threatened groups of species
such as amphibians and insects, is likely to increase the
resilience of the ecosystems restored. Experience within
protected areas and OECMs could be particularly useful
in terms of both case studies in understanding and
reversing long-term species decline, and in identifying
and developing indicator species to monitor how well
the overall ecosystem is recovering.
6. Supporting restoration of ecosystem services.
Although only a secondary protected area objective,
ecosystem service management is expected of many
protected areas. Protected areas are increasingly
established in part for ecosystem services (Stolton &
Dudley, 2010), which will also often be the main
objective in OECMs. All forms of area-based
conservation have the opportunity to contribute to
nature-based solutions, with a particular emphasis on
climate stabilisation, disaster risk reduction and food
and water security. For example, National Marine
Conservation Areas in Canada demonstrate how
protection and conservation practices can be
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harmonised with resource use in marine ecosystems.
Their management requires the development of
partnerships with regional stakeholders, coastal
communities, Indigenous peoples and different levels of
government (Parks Canada, 2017).

CONCLUSIONS

The UN Decade on Restoration could create a
fundamental shift in the way that humanity views
ecosystems and a much-needed impetus for renewal on
a global scale. But an overly narrow focus could
dissipate many opportunities and waste resources;
there have been many failed restoration projects. The
Decade needs to look at ecosystem restoration at the
broadest scale, considering all biomes and both natural
and cultural landscapes and seascapes. Building strong
links with area-based conservation is one important
way of ensuring these critical broader issues are fully
addressed.
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RESUMEN

Quienes participan en el desarrollo del próximo Decenio de las Naciones Unidas sobre la Restauración de los
Ecosistemas subrayan la importancia de la conservación de los ecosistemas al tiempo que abordan la necesidad de
revertir las pérdidas de biodiversidad y de los servicios de los ecosistemas que tienen graves efectos negativos en los
medios de subsistencia. Sugerimos seis formas en las que la conservación basada en áreas (áreas protegidas y otras
medidas eficaces de conservación basadas en áreas) podrían desempeñar una función fundamental en el decenio: 1.
Buenas prácticas en materia de restauración dentro de las áreas protegidas y OECM (otras medidas eficaces de
conservación basadas en áreas); 2. Utilizar la conservación basada en áreas como un componente en enfoques
específicos sobre restauración; 3. Mantenimiento de ecosistemas de referencia y especies importantes; 4. Aportar
experiencia para garantizar que todos los biomas estén adecuadamente representados en la restauración; 5. Énfasis
en la restauración de especies; y 6. Apoyo para la restauración de los servicios de los ecosistemas. De ahí la
importancia de garantizar que la conservación basada en áreas quede plenamente integrada en la planificación e
implementación del Decenio.

RÉSUMÉ

Les responsables de la prochaine Décennie des Nations Unies pour la restauration des écosystèmes soulignent
l'importance de la conservation des écosystèmes tout en s’attaquant au besoin d'inverser la décroissance continue de
la biodiversité et des services écosystémiques, qui ont de graves répercussions sur les moyens de subsistance
des populations humaines. Nous suggérons six façons par lesquelles la conservation par zone (aires protégées et
autres mesures efficaces de conservation par zone) pourrait jouer un rôle clé au cours de la décennie : 1. Appliquer
les meilleures pratiques de restauration dans les aires protégées et autres mesures efficaces de conservation par
zone; 2. Utiliser la conservation par zone comme composante dans les approches spécifiques de restauration; 3.
Maintenir des écosystèmes de référence et des espèces importantes; 4. Apporter de l'expertise pour garantir une
représentation adéquate de tous les biomes dans la restauration; 5. Mettre en avant le rétablissement des espèces; et
6. Soutenir la régénération des services des écosystèmes. Il est important donc de veiller à ce que la conservation par
zone soit pleinement intégrée dans la planification et le processus de mise en œuvre de la Décennie.

PARKS VOL 26.1 MAY 2020 | 116

