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1. Origins of the 30% Target for protected areas 

 

1.1 The critical condition of biodiversity 

The negative impact of human activities on biodiversity is now well understood and has been 

extensively detailed in the reports of the IPBES, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. The IPBES is an independent international organisation established in 

2012, with 130 member states and participating scientific delegations. On the one hand, the population 

numbers of many species are in decline (an average 20% decrease for land-dwelling species; IPBES: Díaz et 

al. 2019), leading to a decrease in genetic variability and thus a decline in their potential to adapt to large-

scale change (Thormann and Engels 2015). On the other hand, an estimated 1 million species are at risk of 

extinction in the short term (of the estimated 8 million species which exist within our biosphere; IPBES 

2019). In descending order of significance, the most damaging forms of anthropic pressure affecting 

biodiversity are (1) changing uses of land and marine environments (agriculture, urbanisation etc.), (2) 

direct exploitation of biodiversity (logging, hunting, fishing), (3) climate change, (4) pollution, (5) invasive 

alien species (Maxwell et al. 2016, IPBES 2019). 

At time of writing, 84% of the world’s landmass is subject to multiple anthropic pressures and 48% 
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of this surface area has been significantly modified by human occupation (Dinerstein et al. 2020). The 

creeping anthropization of the planet has resulted in a collapse of insect, bird, plant and fish populations, 

on land and in the oceans (cf. the FRB study day on protected areas, 3 November. 2020, 

https://www.fondationbiodiversite.fr/evenement/journees-frb-2020-les-aires-protegees-peuvent-elles-

sauver-la-biodiversite-au-xxie-siecle/). Studies have established a clear link between accessibility enabled 

by road-building and deforestation (Laurance et al. 2014), as well as the decline in biodiversity (Ahmed et 

al. 2014). Ecosystems such as primary forests and mangroves, along with directly exploited species such as 

fish (marine resources) are in decline, particularly those ecosystems and species which are accessible to 

humans (Cinner et al. 2013, Barber et al. 2014).  

The destruction of biodiversity raises numerous problems, since life – including human life – on 

Earth depends upon the effective functioning of the biosphere. Humans are particularly dependent upon 

the ecosystem services provided by biodiversity and the ecosystems that support it: supply services (water, 

soil, food, medicines, wood, fibres etc.), regulating services (climate regulation, water flow regulation etc.) 

and socio-cultural services (leisure, tourism, heritage value, aesthetic value etc.) connected with the 

delicate relationship between humans and nature. Within this context, damage to biodiversity poses a 

threat to the effective functioning of the biosphere and, as such, to human societies.  

The causes and consequences of the deterioration in biodiversity and the functional decline of 

ecosystems are not the same in all parts of the world. The resulting issues at stake therefore differ. The 

richest ecosystems in terms of biodiversity are generally found in the Global South (tropical forests which 

are home to 50% of the planet’s total biodiversity, coral reefs etc.). These ecosystems are also the most at 

risk, at least partly because the ecosystems of the Global North have already been heavily anthropized for 

a long time. In the tropics, where many countries remain predominantly rural, people depend directly upon 

the local biodiversity for their continued survival (agriculture, hunting, fishing, gathering), all the more so 

since some of these groups have little access to technologies capable of substituting for ecological 

processes (few inputs used in agriculture, wood used as a source of energy etc.). Biodiversity conservation 

is therefore a crucial priority for the South, but also for the North, both for its intrinsic value and for the 

important role it plays in human survival. Conservation and the use of biodiversity can often appear to be 

contradictory aims, and this tension has been at the heart of interactions between the Global North and 

South over the past thirty years, as witnessed by the various international conventions signed at the Rio 

Earth Summit in 1992, not least the Convention on Biological Diversity. 
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1.2. Political origins of the target  

According to the IUCN, a protected area is “a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, 

dedicated and managed, through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of 

nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural values.” Protected areas are viewed by the scientific 

community and public authorities as a very important tool for the protection of biodiversity. 16% of the 

world’s landmass and 8% of its oceans currently enjoy protected status, and many scientists and political 

figures are now calling for the total surface area of protected areas to be expanded in order to achieve a 

target of 30% by 2030, and subsequently increased again to reach 50% (see for example E. Wilson’s “Share 

half, share the rest” project:  https://www.half-earthproject.org; cf. Sala et al. 2021: “Protecting the global 

ocean for biodiversity, food and climate”). According to Sala et al. (Sala et al. 2021), a meagre 2.7% of the 

world’s oceans are truly protected.  

In theory, vastly increasing the extent of protected areas would serve to protect currently 

endangered species, bearing in mind that large areas will need to be protected in order to preserve all of 

the world’s biodiversity and adapt to the displacement of species’ habitats as a result of climate change. 

Ideally, a species which needs to move in order to find climate conditions to which it is adapted should be 

able to move from one protected area to another: this highlights the importance of ensuring connectivity 

between protected areas. Nevertheless, climate change is not yet regarded as an overwhelming threat to 

biodiversity, and protected areas, even localised ones, can help species adapt to the changing climate 

(Roberts et al. 2017, Lehikoinen et al. 2021). Furthermore, establishing protected areas can help to 

maintain the carbon capture services provided by soils and vegetation, while limiting the emissions caused 

by changing land uses (Smith et al. 2020). Expanding protected areas would thus help to ensure the 

effective functioning of ecosystems and associated ecosystem services and contribute to mitigating climate 

change. 

Protecting natural environments from human activity, at least partially, is the oldest instrument in 

the arsenal of conservation policies deployed by Western governments. Announcing the creation of new 

protected areas seems to be the preferred method of states seeking to fulfil their international 

engagements with regard to biodiversity. As a result, the surface area of protected zones has doubled since 

the 1992 Earth Summit. At the tenth Conference of Parties to the CDB, the Global Strategy on Biodiversity 

2011-2020, also known as the Aichi Targets, proposed designating 17% of the world’s land and inland 

waters and 10% of marine and coastal waters as protected areas. This target (No. 11) is one of the six 

targets which have been “partially” achieved. This initiative has thus been a relative success, but it is not 
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at all clear that the target has actually been met, if we consider the actual conservation measures in place 

in key, ecologically representative zones, and the realities of the management systems in place for 

protected areas.  

Expanding protected areas will be discussed at COP 15, and the target of assigning protected status 

to 30% of the earth’s surface featured prominently at the One Planet Summit in January 2021, with the 

announcement of a new High Ambition Coalition for Nature led by France and Costa Rica.  

2. Protected areas have a role to play 

 

2.1 For certain aspects of biodiversity, protected areas are an effective solution 

Strictly protected zones such as national parks and biological reserves have often proved to be 

more effective methods of reducing deforestation in the Amazon than the creation of protected zones, 

since the latter still allow for controlled logging and extraction of other natural resources. Furthermore, 

protected areas created primarily to protect the rights and means of subsistence of indigenous peoples 

have proved to be particularly effective in areas where the pressures of deforestation are especially acute 

(Nolte et al. 2013).  

Protected areas, if endowed with a sufficiently strong protective status, play an important role in 

protecting biodiversity, particularly when it comes to protecting species which do not cohabit well with 

humans and struggle to survive in anthropized landscapes. These may include apex predators who need 

an extensive area to find sufficient quantities of food, long-living and slow-breeding species vulnerable to 

hunting and fishing, or other species vulnerable to disruptions. Furthermore, protected areas, depending 

on the specificities of their legal status, can make it possible to preserve entire ecosystems (animal and 

plant communities, vegetation structures, systems of ecological interaction), even if the majority of 

ecosystems have been and continue to be, to varying extents, modified by human activity (at the very least 

as a result of climate change, which affects all ecosystems and which is caused by human activity)(Ellis et 

al. 2021). On land and at sea, developing a sufficient network of protected areas (and carefully planning 

their spatial distribution) will be important in order to accommodate the movements of living beings 

throughout the different stages of their life cycle, movements which will be all the more crucial as climate 

change may displace many species’ climate niches (further north or south, depending on the hemisphere).  

For example, philopatric aquatic species such as salmon, groupers, sharks and rays, sea birds and 

turtles reproduce in specific breeding grounds year after year, generation after generation. These breeding 

grounds bring together whole populations in relatively small spaces, whereas outside of the breeding 
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season they are scattered across vast expanses of ocean. Poaching, or simple disruption to breeding 

colonies, may compromise successful reproduction for an entire year. These essential, vulnerable habitats 

must be protected during the breeding and rearing periods, particularly from the introduction of predators 

(humans in particular, but also cats, pigs, rodents etc.). Without such protection, the population numbers 

of these species will begin to collapse, putting the species themselves at risk of extinction (IUCN Red List: 

https://www.iucn.org/resources/conservation-tools/iucn-red-list-threatened-species). 

This is also the case for certain species subject to overfishing, and others known as “bycatch” 

species (undesirable species caught unintentionally), with fishing representing the biggest risk to their 

survival. In such cases, the creation of a marine protected area may be the most simple and effective 

manner of preventing the bycatching phenomenon. This is a crucial problem for many high-profile, at-risk 

species including the leatherback sea turtle (Dermochelys coriacea), the Mediterranean monk seal 

(Monachus monachus), the vaquita (Phocoena sinus) and several species of albatross (Spotila et al. 2000, 

Karamanlidis et al. 2008, Pardo et al. 2017, Taylor et al. 2017). More selective fishing by trawlers would, in 

theory, limit the bycatching problem, but the truth of the matter is that very few selective trawlers are 

currently in activity, and it seems difficult to implement a strategy which depends entirely on the selective 

capacities of the fishing fleet. In these circumstances, protected areas must clearly be part of the raft of 

solutions to be put in place. 

Establishing 30% of marine reserves with a more robust protection status also appears to be a key 

priority in order to prevent the collapse of fish populations and maintain the basic functionality of ocean 

ecosystems in the face of global changes. An optimal conservation strategy conducive to the best interests 

of biodiversity, food production and carbon capture would require us to protect not 30% but 45% of the 

planet’s marine surface area. Research findings suggest that by protecting 71% of the world’s oceans, we 

could preserve as much as 91% of their biodiversity and 48% of their carbon storage capacity, without any 

change in fishing quotas (Sala et al. 2021). 

 The cost of establishing and supervising marine reserves with a high level of protection covering 

30% of the earth’s oceans has been estimated by E. Sala at 15 billion US dollars per annum, with a return 

on this investment of $75 billion/year in terms of marine resources and ecosystem services. Even if this 

price is partly artificial, since the services rendered are not necessarily monetized, it represents a net 

“profit” of $60 billion/year compared to the scenario in which no marine protected areas are created. 

Extending high-level protection on a vast scale appears to be the only way of guaranteeing the long-term 

future of various forms of fishing. In similar fashion, Waldon et al. (Waldon et al. 2020) have estimated the 
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costs (surveillance of protected areas) and benefits (economic benefits and ecosystem services) associated 

with protecting 30% of the world’s landmass, and here again the benefits far outweigh the costs. 

 The example of protected ocean reserves located far away from continental landmasses is a special 

case, since the impact of such protection (or the lack of it) on coast-dwelling human societies and coastal 

states cannot be directly assessed. The deterioration of marine ecosystems and the decline of biodiversity 

are, however, keenly felt by the coastal communities and industries left to deal with the consequences 

(pollution, collapsing fish stocks, biological aberrations such as the build-up of toxic algae etc.). The 

arguments in favour of creating protected marine areas, along with their viability, vary according to 

whether the zones in question are sovereign or international waters. Constraints placed on the free usage 

of the sea and its resources affect fewer people than similar restrictions on land and in coastal areas. Those 

most directly affected are commercial and recreational shipping companies, fishing boats, offshore oil and 

drilling companies, and occasionally amateur sailors, scientific researchers and military operations (which 

are almost always covered by special rules). These activities are relatively new compared with coastal and 

land-based activities, which have developed over the course of several millennia, and yet, these modern 

activities are capable of causing a remarkable decline in biodiversity over a very short timescale. 

International waters and seabeds, which were previously not eligible for the creation of comprehensive 

marine protected areas (i.e. not purely pelagic or benthic), will also suffer from these changes in the long 

term. A new UN agreement is currently being negotiated (with the intention of creating a legally binding 

instrument of international law, based on the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and 

covering the conservation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity in zones not covered by national 

jurisdictions), which will allow states to agree upon which zones to protect. This raises the question of 

exactly where these future protected areas will be located.  

2.2. In some cases another form of protection would be preferable, but this alternative seems 
unrealistic 

In some cases, even if creating a protected area is not necessarily the ideal solution (see the 

arguments presented below), it still seems simpler and more effective, at least in the short term, to pursue 

this strategy because the other solutions on offer appear to be unrealistic. For example, in order to protect 

an endemic species whose distribution range is relatively small, creating a protected area encompassing 

part of that range may be an easier undertaking than attempting to reform the human activities that pose 

the threat, e.g. radically remodelling the prevailing agricultural system. Obviously, the creation of a 

protected zone should not distract from the need to think seriously about possible alternatives for users 
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of the zones in question and, more broadly, about our relationship to biodiversity (Maris 2018) and the 

systemic underlying causes of our impact on biodiversity and the biosphere (see below). 

2.3. Protected areas as instruments for scientific research 

Reserves providing a high level of protection are also useful on account of the research that can be 

conducted within them. They may be used, for example, to study ecosystems and plant and animal 

communities which have been relatively undisturbed by human activity. This may be necessary in order to 

fully understand the effects of human activity in the area and the impacts of climate change that influence 

the dynamics and the functioning of these ecosystems. Such research may involve sites with rich 

biodiversity that provide points of reference, or, on the contrary, degraded sites whose development or 

restoration needs to be monitored. Long-established, stable protected areas allow for long-term ecological 

monitoring. Examples include the nature reserves of Banyuls–Cerbère (Forcada et al. 2009), Cabo Pulmo 

in Mexico (Saldívar-Lucio and Reyes-Bonilla 2011) and the Strait of Bonifacio in Corsica. This makes it easier 

to assess the benefits to biodiversity of protected areas. Such evidence is increasingly demanded by public 

authorities, when it comes to extending new protections to a territory or justifying the continuation of 

protected status. 

3 Protected areas and their expansion also pose numerous problems 

 

3.1.  Protected areas are not all that protected  

The purpose of protected areas is to limit or eliminate, within a delimited habitat zone, pressures 

(which may be more or less direct) that are considered to be harmful to ecosystems. Ecosystems which are 

inaccessible or not at risk should therefore not be included, since these programmes come at a cost (at the 

very least, the cost of organising and funding a surveillance system). Furthermore, areas that contain at-

risk ecosystems are, by definition, areas in which humans are present. In such cases, protected status aims 

to limit or prohibit certain human activities, introducing restrictions which may or may not be welcome to 

users of the territory. This poses two major difficulties. The first concerns the balance of power between 

the former occupiers/users of the zone and the administrative authorities responsible for establishing and 

running the protected area (cf. 4.2.); the second concerns the fact that the ecosystems of this new 

protected area are not “natural,” “pristine” or “primary,” since they have already been artificialized to 

varying degrees. The idea of “unspoilt nature” is now understood to be a myth, thanks in no small part to 

recent research in historical ecology (Levis et al. 2012). Such zones are often patchworks of ecosystems 
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which have been disturbed to varying extents and are sometimes home to a large number of exogenous 

species introduced from elsewhere. Generally speaking, due to a lack of scientific research, the initial 

condition and level of disturbance of these zones are not sufficiently considered when establishing the 

management strategy for a new protected area. This can lead to problems further down the line, when it 

comes to managing and evaluating the effectiveness of conservation measures. How indeed should we 

preserve the ecological functions of a forest which has been disturbed by human practices for millennia 

(25,000 years in the case of the South American rainforests), but which nonetheless has a major role to 

play in the conservation of biodiversity? Preliminary conservation studies are nonetheless crucial in order 

to (1) establish differentiated management approaches tailored to the different zones within protected 

areas, (2) design restoration policies, (3) understand the impact of conservation measures on the users of 

protected ecosystems, (4) assess the consequences after several decades. 

Moreover, the creation of areas which are protected “in name only,” i.e. exist only in the form of 

statutes but without the human and financial resources required to enforce their protected status, can 

have very harmful consequences. There is every reason to fear that the number of such protected areas in 

name only will increase if we attempt to achieve the politically dictated target of 30% too quickly. Areas 

protected in name only are not effective when it comes to actually protecting ecosystems and biodiversity, 

and can in fact be counter-productive, as the example of Madagascar demonstrates (Carrière-

Buchsenschutz 2006). The creation of such zones may in fact exacerbate the pressures place on ecosystems 

by users and inhabitants (an increase in hunting, for example), who fear that the area will one day be 

genuinely protected and monitored (behaviour of this kind has been observed in the Campo reserve in 

Cameroon). It may also shift the balance of power in favour of a small number of unscrupulous users, or 

even criminals, who place greater pressure on the ecosystems at the expense of those who abide by the 

rules, heightening social injustice in the process. Finally, as with genuine protected areas, areas protected 

in name only are often not backed up by preliminary studies and coherent management strategies. As a 

result, it is rare for the undesirable effects they may engender to be properly monitored, assessed and 

reported (Amelot X. 2011). 

3.2 Increasing the surface area of protected areas can lead to conflict between users of these 
zones 

Without effective guarantees of the involvement of local people in the running of their territories, 

management by the central government or local government authorities may be perceived as a step 

backwards, or a form of legalised pillaging. We can easily understand the reservations expressed by those 
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working to defend the rights of indigenous peoples, such as Survival International, who are concerned 

about the risk of land appropriation and “green colonialism.” The sparsely populated zones which are home 

to indigenous peoples and local communities are also home to the greatest concentration of biodiversity 

and are therefore prime candidates to become protected areas. Scientific studies have shown that the 

Amazon rainforest is by no means a “virgin forest,” but has in fact been cultivated for millennia (Levis et al. 

2017). International bodies such as IUCN, IPBES and FAO have highlighted the importance of traditional 

populations in the conservation of ecosystems, biodiversity and agrobiodiversity. Rather than sanctuarising 

these territories as protected areas, the priority should be to protect the rights of these groups on their 

land, and draw inspiration from their relationships with nature. 

The creation of new protected areas is often designed to compensate for the destruction of 

biodiversity caused by infrastructure development (new roads, hydroelectric dams etc.), industrial 

agriculture and mining. The idea is to create protected areas in regions where the biodiversity is still 

considered to be noteworthy. Nevertheless, it is worth reflecting upon the factors that have allowed this 

biodiversity to continue to thrive (favourable agricultural practices, for example), and consider alternative 

approaches to maintaining biodiversity which do not necessarily involve protected areas. The risk is that 

creating protected areas will be perceived as land grabbing by the people living in the affected regions. 

3.3 Protected areas are not a panacea for the problem of zoonoses 

The COVID-19 pandemic and, on a more general level, the frequency of zoonotic outbreaks, 

highlight the importance of giving serious consideration to the health implications of our relationship to 

biodiversity (Keesing et al. 2010, Khetan 2020). In this respect, expanding protected areas and protecting 

biodiversity might be viewed as ways of favouring the “dilution effect”: the greater the diversity found 

among animals which acts as hosts for pathogens, the less widely those pathogens will circulate within the 

host community because some species will be less sensitive and, ultimately, the chances of animal-human 

transmission will be low. Nevertheless, the results of the dilution effect and its broader applicability are 

still debated, and alternative methods of biodiversity conservation which do not involve protected areas 

also exist (see above). We might argue that protected areas provide a means of reducing contact between 

humans and biodiversity, thus reducing the risk of zoonoses. However, as a result of their history and status, 

many protected areas continue to be inhabited by humans, and the risk of pathogen transmission from 

animals to people is often exacerbated by processes which exist (at least partly) independently of protected 

areas, such as the local and international trade in biodiversity-related products, the development of 

farming, urban expansion etc. In these circumstances, we will surely be obliged to rethink our approach to 
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biodiversity conservation and management with reference to zoonoses and human health, but it would be 

a mistake to believe that expanding protected areas could provide a comprehensive solution to the 

problem. 

 

4. Towards a more integrated vision of biodiversity conservation and the relations between 
humans and biodiversity 

 

4.1 The importance of achieving a more general understanding of conservation, taking non-
protected areas into consideration 

The target of protecting 30% of the world’s surface is inextricably linked to the ‘‘land sharing vs. 

land sparing’’ debate (Fischer et al. 2014). Broadly speaking, should we pursue a policy of segregation 

between human activities and natural ecosystems, or rather seek to establish a form of cohabitation? 

Pushed to its logical conclusion, ‘‘land sparing’’ could see parts of the Earth’s surface entirely devoid of 

human activity (and humans), while the rest of the planet hosts all human activities in an intensive, 

concentrated form which severely limits the prospects of biodiversity surviving in those areas. “Land 

sharing,” on the other hand, would result in the creation of more anthropized landscapes which also leave 

room for biodiversity. These two complementary models of conservation both have their supporters within 

the scientific community. The former aims to preserve biodiversity through spatial separation, with 

different functions for different zones. This implies further intensification of agriculture, with high-volume 

production of cheap produce made possible by chemical inputs and technology. The latter model is 

diametrically opposed to this thinking, believing instead in the possibility of reconciling nature and society, 

conservation and production, within the same space. This is an ecology of reconciliation (Rosenzweig 

2003), taking into consideration all of the human/non-human interactions that occur within complex 

agrosystems which require vast amounts of manpower and space. Agriculture can thus help to preserve, 

at least partially, biodiversity and the services provided by ecosystems. These models have undergone 

various evaluations, with results which are heavily dependent on our dietary choices (meat is a major 

issue), governance structures and relationship to nature. 

Although spatial specialisation and separation between production and conservation remains the 

most widely-held position in conservation circles, many researchers believe that this approach is flawed 

and perhaps even doomed to failure (Norris 2008, Perfecto and Vandermeer 2008). We must not forget 

the functional connections which exist between species living within and outside protected areas (Janzen 
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1983): individuals move in order to live and reproduce (following prey, fruit, pollen etc.), and in the process 

they perform ecological functions which are essential to the agroecosystem, a notion that sees human 

activities as inextricably bound up with the ecosystems in which they exist (seed dispersal, pollination etc.). 

This means that a territory consisting of pockets of protected land surrounded by homogenous, 

artificialized landscapes would see its biodiversity disappear in the medium term (Hanski and Gilpin 1991). 

As a result, no effective conservation strategy (including strategies based on protected areas) can afford to 

ignore the existence and role of anthropized areas. To put it slightly differently, faced with the current 

ecological crisis, focusing exclusively on the conservation of “wild” biodiversity will not suffice; what we 

need is a more comprehensive conservation strategy (Perfecto and Vandermeer 2008). 

Scientists are increasingly coming to recognise that the issues of biodiversity conservation in the 

Global South and the future of our food supply are closely linked, firstly because conservation must not 

come at the expense of those environments used by small-scale farmers to produce food, and also because 

the processes at play include the ecosystem services on which people in tropical regions depend, e.g. the 

presence of pollinating insects. People living in zones characterised by intense human activity, such as 

agricultural regions, also need biodiversity. As such, instead of drawing contrasts between human societies 

and the natural environment, biological processes and social processes, wild and cultivated spaces, we now 

urgently need to pursue a policy of reconciliation, focusing on their complementarity (Lepart and Marty 

2009, Carrière 2013).  

There are questions to be asked about the effectiveness of protected areas, particularly the idea 

of separating nature and humanity, with the latter continuing to pursue economic growth based on the 

overuse of resources. Are protected areas outdated, in light of the host of studies arguing for the co-

viability of social and ecological systems? This debate has a major bearing on the future of agriculture 

(including aquaculture and fishing): if we protect 30% of the world’s land and oceans, what should we do 

with the remaining 70%? To feed an estimated global population of 10 billion by 2050, the FAO estimates 

that food production will need to increase by 60%. There are two competing models for achieving this: 

agroindustry v. agroecology. On a general level, it is important to bear in mind that not all agricultural 

systems have the same impact on biodiversity conservation – far from it. Monoculture is an extreme 

example (exclusive planting of pineapple trees, rubber trees, oil palms etc.), leading to a drastic reduction 

in the number of species or even totally eliminating the presence of mammals, birds etc. This is in stark 

contrast to certain forms of slash-and-burn agriculture, which allow for the cyclical reconstitution of tree 

and plant cover (Carrière 2003). These cover crops compare very favourably with old-growth forests when 
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it comes to the number of animal species they host, although the precise composition of the fauna may be 

different (due to the disappearance of some species and the arrival of others) (Martin et al. 2009, Martin 

et al. 2012). At the very least, this should encourage us to no longer consider protected areas as somehow 

separate from anthropized milieus. 

It seems important, above and beyond the target of expanding the world’s legally recognised 

protected areas, to think more carefully about what level of protection is actually desirable and attainable 

for these zones, and to take into account the sheer diversity of the areas earmarked for protection. Strict 

protected status is not acceptable in many cases, while in other cases fine-tuning of the rules governing 

protected areas may allow for cohabitation between biodiversity and human activities. Our entire 

approach to biodiversity conservation needs to be designed in an integrated fashion, taking into 

consideration the diversity of protected areas and the biodiversity that exists outside protected areas. 

At the very least, all of these arguments highlight the importance of not considering protected 

areas in isolation from anthropized milieus, and they might also prompt us to reflect upon the conditions 

which determine whether or not the creation of a protected area is a pertinent solution, both ecologically 

and socio-politically. Any opportunity to conserve biodiversity without creating a protected area is also an 

opportunity to avoid conflict between conservationists and farmers. On a more general level, resolving the 

environmental crisis we currently face is not simply a matter of protecting biodiversity, it is about finding a 

sustainable future model for relations between biodiversity and humans. That will require us to find 

solutions to the social, economic and political problems which are interwoven with environmental issues. 

Last but not least, since the majority of the world’s human population now live in cities, it is a 

pressing priority to consider how we can maintain biodiversity outside protected areas, and particularly in 

urban areas, in order to enable this biodiversity to provide the ecosystem services which city-dwellers need 

(Barot et al. 2019), from water flow regulation to cultural and recreational services. 

4.2 Specificities of the Global South 

Governments use various names to designate the protected areas they create on land or in their 

estuaries, coasts and maritime waters, but the legal process underpinning them is largely the same: a 

territory is designated as no longer being subject to the same rules which apply in the neighbouring, non-

protected territories. Nevertheless, the quantitative expansion of protected areas belies the considerable 

diversity of approaches adopted by different countries. The circumstances encountered in developing or 

emerging nations in tropical regions are very different from those that prevail in countries with more 

temperate climates, for economic and geographical reasons but also on account of the highly variable 
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extent to which national and local economies depend upon the territories with protected status. Protecting 

these territories means making them off-limits for regular usage, in the interest of more long-term 

considerations. In most cases, governments do not offer any compensation for the immediate losses thus 

sustained by local people. On the shores of the Mediterranean, on the other hand, the situation is very 

different: the creation of protected areas (national and regional parks, various forms of coastal and marine 

wildlife reserves) has driven property prices up and considerably enriched landowners, homeowners and 

others with an economic interest in the environs of these protected areas (Galletti 2021). Regions which 

were poor fifty years ago are now considerably richer, thanks in large part to their aesthetically 

advantageous, well-preserved natural riches. The financial benefits associated with these protected 

territories (e.g. parts of France’s PACA and Occitanie regions) help to boost the acceptability of the legal 

constraints put in place to keep visitor numbers at reasonable levels, whereas unprotected territories are 

becoming increasingly unattractive and devalued. It is thus entirely possible for protected areas, as tools 

of public policy, to be warmly accepted. They are not immune to opposition, but criticism is often aimed 

not at the protected area itself, but instead at the measures taken to control visitor numbers when they 

threaten to cause unacceptable levels of pollution or biological disturbance, or compromise the visitor 

experience. Another major difference between national contexts is whether entry to protected areas is 

free (under French law, for example) or subject to an entrance fee (often the case in developing countries). 

This raises questions as to who benefits from the redistribution of wealth brought about by protected 

areas.  

Emerging and developing nations could also pay more attention to the functions and the resources 

allocated to protected territories, to ensure that they are capable of fulfilling these functions. Of course, 

supporting biodiversity is often considered to be the primary function of a protected area. But there may 

also be other official functions which are not immediately apparent when a protected area is created, 

especially in coastal zones. The proliferation of such zones may provide a form of insurance for the 

developing nations or institutions behind their creation (Galletti and Chaboud 2015), ensuring that they 

are free to continue exploiting the biodiversity that provides a source of income to their citizens and 

businesses. A significant change has been observed since 2015, with many coastal nations in the Global 

South changing their approach, encouraged by regional mechanisms. This change has been clearly 

apparent since 2017, when the Ocean Conference strongly urged countries to pursue SDG 14-2 (less 

frequently mentioned) and SDG 14-5 (more widely known, since it is directly linked to the CDB), both of 

which involve protected coastal areas. For example, over the past five years a large number of protected 
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areas have been created in the western Indian Ocean, where around 60 million people live within 100km 

of the coastline. The geographical contours of these areas vary considerably from one country to the next, 

but the trend has been for a proliferation of small, locally managed marine areas (or LMMAS). In 2021 

there are now 300 such areas, spread across the region’s 9 countries, with Madagascar home to many of 

them.   

Taking a step back, it also becomes clear that protected areas are an invention of modern, Western 

societies. The concept is based upon a dichotomous understanding of human beings and the rest of life on 

earth, a subject-object relationship in which everything that is not human is external, belonging to the 

environment or nature. The very notion of “nature” can be traced back to the Ancient Greek term “physis” 

(to engender, nurture), conflated in the modern era (Latour 1991) with “natura” (Ducarme & Couvet, 

2020). The practice of “ringfencing” natural parks is thus symptomatic of a prevailing anthropocentrism 

which, when exported to Africa, Latin America, Asia and the Pacific, takes on an undeniably ethnocentric 

dimension. Our different manners of existing, thinking and being define the nature of our societies’ 

relationship with the living world (Escobar 2018, Morizot 2020). Different cosmologies imply different 

degrees of connection with the biosphere. “Believing that putting nature into parks will allow us to better 

protect the planet is a trap… or worse.” (Blanc 2020) 

Putting nature behind glass, or into parks, is symptomatic of the global dominance of modern 

societies and liberal economies, attempting to establish an impermeable separation between humans and 

the functioning of the biosphere. Protected areas give formal status to a “nature” which exists separately 

from human society. The target of protecting 30% of the world’s surface thus represents a global expansion 

of this ontology of (naturalist) separation, redolent of creeping Westernisation. Underpinning this 

phenomenon is a cultural (ontological) colonisation of all non-human life, objectified as “nature.” Across 

all of the world’s continents there are human societies that do not recognise this approach to living on 

Earth. This colonisation also has a legal dimension, backed by international environment law and the UN’s 

faith in humanity’s “sustainable development” on a planet that is utterly exhausted. In this way, the name 

of the game becomes the protection of biodiversity from human societies, based on the assumption that 

our dominant economic systems and the dogma of “development” will only destroy it if they are allowed 

to (Rist 2013). And yet this approach has proved to be unproductive. The involvement of humans (in the 

Global North) in the conservation of ecosystems has helped to reshape our understanding of what 

constitutes a protected area, culminating in the concept of biosphere reserves (UNESCO-Mab). 

In order to resolve the dilemma of what place humans should occupy within protected areas, we 
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need to depart from the dichotomous thinking that holds sway in modern societies. The case of the Guiana 

Amazonian Park is instructive in this regard. The Park’s Charter was adopted in 2013 (official order dated 

28th October) and sets out a system of protection based on a series of restrictions on human activity, which 

are then immediately tempered by a string of exceptions. These are primarily concerned with local 

populations and indigenous groups “living traditionally.” Paradoxically, the text aims to promote the 

development of these populations (adjoining areas, sustainable development zones) through the 

introduction of an alien system of land management – based on ownership – and the introduction of new 

restrictions on their rights to access the land and its resources (agriculture, hunting, fishing, gathering etc.), 

limiting them to specific “right of use zones.” There is something highly ambivalent about this collision 

between social groups who are integrated into ecosystems and our dualistic, Western way of thinking 

which insists upon the dichotomy of man and nature (nature is to be protected from man). It would also 

be remiss of us not to mention the existence of unauthorised gold prospecting and clandestine fishing and 

hunting operations, using banned vehicles which can be particularly harmful to the natural milieus 

involved. One way of moving beyond the “top-down” management of national marks would be to turn 

instead to a negotiated form of legal framework which establishes “a syncretism of values and behavioural 

models of ‘being’ and ‘duty’, based upon consultation between local, regional and national stakeholders, 

resulting in an intercultural legal perspective which is accepted as legitimate by both the community and 

the nation.” (Barrière and Faure 2012) This does indeed hint at a potential way forward in which the future 

of our societies is inextricably linked to the future of our ecosystems, and in which humans are associated 

with other living beings. 

Conclusion 

Protected areas currently play an important role in biodiversity conservation at both the local and 

global levels. Expanding protected areas could well be advantageous to biodiversity, but it is nonetheless 

important to take the following precautions: (1) we must ensure that protected areas are properly 

managed and evaluated, maintaining a genuine protected status and resisting the temptation to create 

new protected areas which offer no real protection for biodiversity; (2) As far as possible, and particularly 

when creating new protected areas, we must avoid conflict with the people living within and around these 

zones, doing more to co-construct shared and accepted forms of management for these protected areas; 

(3) We must take into account, and draw inspiration from, local knowledge, practices and traditional uses 

of biodiversity and ecological processes, which often contribute to the survival or enrichment of 

biodiversity; (4) We must also respect the choices of local people regarding the future of their territories 
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and, where possible, ensure that they are recognised as key stakeholders in conservation. 

More broadly, protecting biodiversity requires a more integrative vision which cannot be limited 

to the creation of new protected areas and the segregation of humans and biodiversity. We must 

acknowledge and optimise the diversity of different types of protected areas, with very different protective 

statuses which often involve coexistence with certain human activities. We need to think very seriously 

about how best to protect biodiversity outside protected areas, while acting quickly to counter practices 

that are harmful to biodiversity (intensive agriculture and fishing etc…), and taking into account the 

interactions between biodiversity in protected areas and biodiversity outside of protected areas (Carrière 

et al. 2013). Measures to protect biodiversity can only be effective in the long term if those human 

populations in immediate contact with biodiversity are able to enjoy satisfactory social, cultural and 

economic conditions conducive to their well-being and consistent with their norms, allowing them to 

participate directly in the protection of biodiversity and understand its importance to them. To achieve this 

goal, we need to ensure that preserving biodiversity is a more attractive option than destroying it. This is 

a particularly urgent priority in those parts of the Global South where the challenges of development are 

most salient and where local communities and indigenous peoples are often highly vulnerable to the 

effects of climate change, the decline in biodiversity, economic globalisation and the confiscation of spaces 

for reasons declared to be in the national or international interest. 

In this context, the MAB biosphere programme (www.unesco.org/mab/about), whose stated 

objective is to “live in harmony with nature” (COP15, CDB 1992 and various UN Resolutions since 2009, 

e.g. Resolutions 64/196 of 21 December 2009 and 66/204 of 22 December 2011) represents a promising 

opportunity. Whatever our understanding of the living world, whether we prefer to talk about nature or 

“non-human” life, it is time for all modern societies to accept that mankind is part of life in a broader sense 

(Lorenz 1981). As we finally challenge the constant quest for “sustainable development” (of capital, output, 

profit, the global market etc.), which has plunged the planet and much of humanity into ecological 

catastrophe, protected areas must serve as a model of joint viability for our social and ecological systems. 

This is the aim of the UNESCO-MAB biosphere reserves: reconciling and reconnecting human societies with 

ecosystems and biodiversity. In this respect, the planet’s entire biosphere needs to be viewed as a reserve 

defined by socio-ecological coviability (Barrière et al. 2019). 

Finally, delivering multi-faceted protection for biodiversity and building lasting interactions 

between humans and the biosphere will require much more than simply expanding protected areas, even 

if this is one aspect of the solution. We must now rethink all of our interactions with the living world and 
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profoundly transform the factors that exert direct pressure on biodiversity (our agricultural systems and 

food industry, for example, with far too much of the world’s agricultural land devoted to feeding the 

animals we eat), and indirect factors such as the economic system and its consumption of ecological capital, 

our legal structures, our modes of production and consumption, and our international economic and 

political relations. In pursuit of this ambition, interdisciplinary research must continue, expanding its scope 

to embrace humanities and the social sciences, as well as ecological sciences. 

Examples 

1 Does the management of protected areas offer effective protection against the risk of diseases 

originating in wild animals? The example of Ivory Coast’s national parks.  

https://www.ird.fr/la-gestion-des-aires-protegees-previent-elle-efficacement-les-risques-de-maladies-en-

provenance-de 

2 The hasty creation of protected areas in poor countries, solely on the grounds of an ecological 

connectivity that is poorly demonstrated and in zones where deforestation is not particularly intense, 

cannot be understood, shared or fair. It may also lead to strategic errors in conservation programmes. 

Carrière-Buchsenschutz S., 2006. The urgent need for scientific confirmation of the ecological role of the 

Fianarantsoa green corridor. Etudes Rurales, 178: 181-196 

3 Representations of nature may explain many of the divergent perspectives on the expectations and 

consequences of conservation. In Madagascar, the philosophico-scientific bases of conservation activities 

and the scientific knowledge mobilised for the development of nature-management approaches and tools, 

play an important role.  

Carrière S.M., Bidaud C., 2012, Chapter 1: In quest of naturality: scientific representations of nature and 

biodiversity conservation. In Rakoto-Ramiarantsoa H., Blanc-Pamard C., Pinton F. (Eds) « Géopolitique et 

environnement. Les leçons de l’expérience malgache », Marseille, IRD Editions: pp. 43-72. 

4 The COVPATH project is a collective scheme seeking to identify new modes of existence for modern 

societies in response to the ecological emergency 

https://www.ird.fr/une-nouvelle-voie-pour-relier-lhomme-la-biosphere-la-coviabilite-socio-ecologique 

5 Two continuations of the FFEM-IUCN project (2014-2018) “Conservation and sustainable management 

of marine biodiversity associated with deep sea ecosystems outside national jurisdictions in the south-

west Indian Ocean” concerning remote or coastal areas of the Seychelles, Mauritius, the Comoros, Kenya, 

Tanzania, Madagascar and Mozambique:  

F. Marsac, F. Galletti, J.-F. Ternon, et al. “Seamounts, plateaus and governance issues in the southwestern 
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Indian Ocean, with emphasis on fisheries management and marine conservation, using the Walters Shoal 

as a case study for implementing a protection,” 2020, Deep Sea Research Part II: Topical Studies in 

Oceanography, Volume 176, 104715  

IRD project 2021-2024 DIDEM “DIalogue science – Decision-makers and integrated management of coastal 

and marine zones in the western Indian Ocean,” website under construction 

https://www.ird.fr/projet-didem-dialogue-science-decideurs-pour-une-gestion-integree-des-

environnements-littoraux-et 
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