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Abstract
Area-based conservation is essential to safeguard nature’s diversity. In view of expand-
ing human land use, increasing climate change and unmet conservation targets, area-based 
conservation requires efficiency and effectiveness more than ever. In this review, I identify 
and relate pressing challenges to promising opportunities for effective and efficient pro-
tected area governance and management, to enhance research, decision-making and capac-
ity building in area-based conservation under uncertain future developments. I reveal that 
protected area management is particularly challenged by human land use, climate change, 
invasive species, and social, political and economic limitations. Protected area management 
often lacks the continuous availability of data on current states and trends of nature and 
threats. Biocultural conservation, climate-smart management and biosecurity approaches 
help to overcome challenges induced by human needs, climate change and invasive spe-
cies, respectively. Economic valuation and shifts in funding priorities can boost protected 
area effectiveness and efficiency. In-situ monitoring techniques, remote sensing and open 
data infrastructures can fill data and information gaps for protected area planning and man-
agement. Moreover, adaptive management is an auspicious concept in the framework of 
systematic conservation planning to ensure the enduring effectiveness of protected areas 
despite unpredictable future developments. Post-2020 international biodiversity and sus-
tainable development goals could be met earlier if protected areas were more effective. 
I consequently conclude with the need for a global information system that is to support 
area-based conservation by synthesizing challenges and opportunities for protected area 
management effectiveness and efficiency at the local to global level.
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Introduction

Area-based conservation offers key perspectives to reach post-2020 global biodiver-
sity and sustainability targets (Bhola et  al. 2021). Area-based conservation comprises 
protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures (OECM). A pro-
tected area is a ‘clearly defined geographical space, recognized, dedicated and managed, 
through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long term conservation of nature 
with associated ecosystem services and cultural values” (Dudley 2008). An OECM is a 
‘geographically defined area other than a protected area, which is governed and man-
aged in ways that achieve positive and sustained long-term outcomes for the in situ con-
servation of biodiversity, with associated ecosystem functions and services and, where 
applicable, cultural, spiritual, socioeconomic, and other locally relevant values’ (IUCN 
WCPA 2019). The distinction between protected areas and OECMs is thereby not obvi-
ous. Both protected areas and OECMs imply land or sea that is protected by legal or 
other means. Examples for OECMs are areas managed by private initiatives, local com-
munities or indigenous people, or water reserves. According to Maxwell et al. (2020), 
protected areas are primarily for conservation, whereas in OECMs conservation is a sec-
ondary effect. This might be the reason why conservation science and practice discov-
ered the value of OECMs only recently (Dudley et al. 2018), while protected areas have 
always been considered jewels in the crown of conservation (Watson et al. 2014). In this 
review, I consequently focus on protected areas although findings could be applied to 
OECMs as well.

Both protected areas and OECMs are principal components of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) 2050 Vision for Biodiversity “Living in harmony with 
nature”, i.e. Aichi Biodiversity Target 11 (CBD 2021), and the United Nations 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, i.e., the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
14 ‘Life below Water’ and 15 ‘Life on Land’ (United Nations 2015). Especially, meeting 
Aichi Target 11 requires that ‘at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and inland water areas 
and 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance 
for biodiversity and ecosystem services, are conserved through effectively and equitably 
managed, ecologically representative and well-connected systems of protected areas and 
OECMs, and integrated into the wider landscape and seascape’. However, the increas-
ing extent of the global protected area estate is not necessarily an indicator for either 
effective or efficient conservation (Visconti et  al. 2019; Geldmann et  al. 2019). The 
global protected area coverage is growing, but biodiversity is still declining (Watson 
et al. 2014). One reason for this is the bias of protected area coverage towards remote 
and residual places with low biodiversity (Joppa and Pfaff 2009) minimizing costs and 
conflicts with extractive uses (Vieira et al. 2019). However, the discrepancy mentioned 
has also led to the development of measurements for protected area management effec-
tiveness, i.e. the degree to which conservation targets are met by protected area manage-
ment (Hockings et al. 2006). Management efficiency reflects the ratio between the man-
agement result and the management effort to reach the result. Measuring management 
effectiveness and efficiency are important constituents of adaptive management within 
the concept of systematic conservation planning (Sarkar and Illoldi-Rangel 2010). 
The assessment of management effectiveness requires conservation goals, but not all 
protected areas aim at measurable conservation targets, e.g. protected areas that ena-
ble nature to develop without human land use. For those protected areas, management 
effectiveness needs to be assessed in different ways, such as by assessing the degree of 
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human disturbances inside the protected area. Given that conservation targets need to be 
quantifiable, estimating management effectiveness also requires monitoring data from 
protected areas.

Even the most influential conservation goals can be heavily criticized as a recent debate 
about Aichi Target 11 discloses (Visconti et  al. 2019). This controversy revolves around 
arguments for and against setting protected area coverage as a conservation target. Pro-
tected area coverage is a measure easy to apply and to understand for policy-makers but 
does not account for biodiversity, ecosystem services and social equity within and around 
protected areas, nor for the connectivity between them. Therefore, management and gov-
ernance effectiveness needs to be considered in the context of conservation targets at all 
times.

Methods to evaluate management effectiveness are manifold due to the diversity of pro-
tected area designations, their management and conservation targets (Leverington et  al. 
2010; Rodrigues and Cazalis 2020). The IUCN World Commission for Protected Areas 
established a renowned approach in which management evaluation includes the definition 
of evaluable conservation goals, the estimation of applied resources, the selection of target 
indicators, the measurement of those indicators, and the analysis, interpretation and com-
munication of results (Hockings et al. 2006). Such a standardized method is essential to 
monitor and improve management effectiveness over time.

Several databases were launched to assess protected area management effectiveness. 
The World Database on Protected Areas (WDPA) is the foundation for most of them by 
storing basic spatial and attribute data of protected areas (IUCN and UNEP-WCMC 2021). 
The Digital Observatory of Protected Areas (DOPA) is a web based information system 
developed by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC 2021) that moni-
tors and reports the state of and the pressures on protected areas by using global reference 
data sets, which reflect a multitude of indicators at country, ecoregion and protected area 
level. These indicators measure progress towards Aichi Target 11, and SDG 14 and 15. The 
Global Database on Protected Area Management Effectiveness (GD-PAME) (Coad et al. 
2015) reveals that only 21% of the countries reach the management effectiveness target, 
which is to evaluate at least 60% of their national protected area coverage. The manage-
ment effectiveness tracking tool (METT) is related to PAME and records the quality of 
protected area management over time (Mascia et al. 2014). The PAME metrics are, how-
ever, criticized for insufficiently considering biodiversity outcomes (Visconti et al. 2019). 
Another civil society’s effort to monitor legal changes to protected areas is the Protected 
Area Downgrading, Downsizing, and Degazettement Tracker (PADDDtracker.org) (Kroner 
et al. 2019). Furthermore, the Conservation Evidence is a promising initiative to summa-
rise documented evidence for the effectiveness of conservation action (Conservation Evi-
dence 2020).

These databases can be used to demonstrate protected areas’ effectiveness in conserv-
ing biodiversity. Protected areas can decrease habitat degradation and maintain biodiver-
sity better than other conservation measures (Geldmann et al. 2013). At the local extent, 
biodiversity can be higher inside protected areas than in their surroundings (Gray et  al. 
2016). Consequently, protected areas are able to decelerate the decline of biodiversity, even 
though they cannot halt the loss completely (Geldmann et al. 2019). Protected areas can 
be especially effective for biodiversity conservation if they are located in biodiversity hot-
spots (Joppa et al. 2013), actively managed and well-funded (Geldmann et al. 2018). Pro-
tected areas can remain effective in preserving species despite climate change (Lehikoinen 
et  al. 2019). In addition, protected areas can effectively provide ecosystem services, e.g. 
climate regulation (Soares-Filho et al. 2010), natural catastrophe control and the provision 
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of habitat and natural resources (Xu et al. 2017), tourism and recreation (Balmford et al. 
2009) and poverty reduction (Andam et  al. 2010). Protected areas that show no positive 
difference compared to their surroundings, miss their conservation targets completely, or 
undergo habitat degradation are called ‘paper parks’ (Joppa et al. 2008).

Here, I sought to stimulate research, decision-making and capacity building in area-
based conservation under uncertain future developments. Hence,  I identify and relate 
knowledge on critical challenges and auspicious opportunities for protected area manage-
ment effectiveness in the face of global change. I conclude with the proposal for a global 
information system that synthesizes challenges and opportunities for area-based conser-
vation. Databases and digital observatories such as the WDPA, DOPA, GD-PAME and 
PADDD Tracker can be the foundation for such a global information system that is to sup-
port area-based conservation in reaching the post-2020 biodiversity and sustainability tar-
gets at the local to global level.

Challenges of area‑based conservation

Human land use

Human land use is the main threat to biodiversity (Tilman et al. 2017). About 75% of the 
terrestrial habitats have been significantly modified or destroyed by humans (Díaz et  al. 
2019). Anthropogenic land use impacts on threatened terrestrial vertebrates occur world-
wide (Allan et  al. 2019). Crop and livestock production are the main reasons for losing 
habitat (Sanderson et al. 2002), followed by commercial developments, water projects, rec-
reational activities, environmental pollution, human infrastructure, anthropogenic disrup-
tion of fire ecology and logging (Stein et al. 2000; Wilcove and Master 2005). The loss of 
tropical forests and wetlands is particularly alarming because they are extremely rich in 
biodiversity and act as carbon dioxide sinks counteracting global warming. Protecting 50% 
of the Earth’s land surface could prevent further biodiversity loss, CO2 emissions from 
land conversion, and increase natural carbon removal (Dinerstein et al. 2020). Protecting 
remaining wilderness areas could reduce the extinction rate of terrestrial biodiversity by 
50% (Di Marco et al. 2019). However, for the preservation of some taxa, protecting less 
than 50% of the Earth’s terrestrial surface is sufficient (Pimm et  al. 2018); for instance, 
85% of plant taxa occur in circa one-third of terrestrial land.

Anthropogenic habitat loss is lower in protected areas, especially in those managed by 
local communities and indigenous people (Díaz et  al. 2019). Indigenous people manage 
at least 25% of the global land. This area includes over one-third of the world’s protected 
areas, as well as many other remote and unprotected regions of low human footprints. 
Protected areas contain the last remaining habitats of many species (Jackson and Gaston 
2008). However, anthropogenic land use is expected to expand into protected areas due to 
increasing human demand for resources (Geldmann et al. 2019). The human pressures on 
protected areas are increasing and expansions of human land use and protected areas often 
conflict (Montesino Pouzols et al. 2014; Jones et al. 2018). Approximately one-third of the 
global protected area estate is already under intense human pressure (Jones et al. 2018).

Human land use does not only induce habitat loss and degradation but also fragmen-
tation. Habitat fragmentation means habitat is reduced in size and divided into frag-
ments, e.g. by transportation infrastructure. Fragments are isolated from each other due 
to degraded habitat in-between. Habitat fragments are like habitat islands surrounded by 
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human-dominated landscapes. Globally, about 90% of protected areas can be perceived as 
habitat islands as they are not connected via intact land (Ward et al. 2020). Habitat frag-
mentation limits movement, dispersal and colonization of species, restricts species’ access 
to resources, reduces population sizes, and supports species invasion through disturbed 
habitat (Gibson et al. 2013; Fahrig 2017; Tucker et al. 2018). Habitat edges are at higher 
risks of threats such as wind throw or invasion (Murcia 1995; Porensky and Young 2013). 
Many of these fragmentation impacts on biodiversity are indirect (Wilson et  al. 2016). 
Fragmentation is expected to proliferate in the future as about 25 million km of new paved 
roads are foreseen globally by 2050 (IPBES 2019). In contrast, some species depend on 
small and isolated habitat patches (Wintle et al. 2019).

Human land use inside protected areas has increased worldwide (Geldmann et al. 2019) 
but anthropogenic activities are typically less inside larger protected areas (Wiersma et al. 
2004). Hunting, recreation and anthropogenic modifications of the fire regime are threats to 
protected area effectiveness (Schulze et al. 2018). Such activities also induce habitat frag-
mentation, which prevents biotic dispersal, increases extinction threat and supports inva-
sive species (Wilson et al. 2016). However, a high degree of biodiversity can also depend 
on human intervention. A classic example for this is the dependence of grassland diversity 
on mowing (Jacquemyn et  al. 2011). Vice versa, there are many people that depend on 
biodiversity and associated values of nature (Cardinale et  al. 2012). It can consequently 
be sensible to integrate human activities into protected area management. However, such 
management activities can also significantly alter ecosystems. When top predators are 
controlled to increase game species, game population can dramatically increase resulting 
in overgrazing and habitat degradation (Primack and Sher 2016). The extraction of dead 
wood leads to the removal of resources for many species, which eventually reduces eco-
system functioning (Keeton et  al. 2007). The active suppression of natural fires changes 
ecosystems fundamentally (Nimmo et  al. 2013). Fire-dependent species disappear and 
unintentional wildfires can then become more intensive due to an increased fuel-load. Fur-
thermore, illegal deforestation can foster local climatic changes (Silvério et al. 2015).

Climate change

Anthropogenic climate change is an unavoidable future challenge for protected areas 
worldwide. Climate change induces uncertainty in protected area management and plan-
ning. Protected areas are exposed to climate change effects, such as rising temperatures, 
melting of snow and ice, more severe droughts and storms, seasonal shifts, rising sea level 
and increased environmental acidification (Gross et al. 2017). Climate change impacts may 
have already affected protected areas to a degree that makes it impossible to achieve their 
conservation targets (Scheffer et al. 2015). In any case, the risk of protected area down-
grading, downsizing and degazettement (PADDD) will grow if protected areas lose the 
conservation values they were intended to protect (Thomas and Gillingham 2015).

Already in 1985, Peters and Darling warned of the fact that protected areas may lose 
conservation value if species move out of protected areas due to climate change (Peters 
and Darling 1985). Climate change can modify habitats inside protected areas in a way that 
they are no longer suitable for many species (Thomas and Gillingham 2015). Consequently, 
many species shift their ranges and timing of seasonal behavior, which may disrupt inter-
specific relationships. However, climate change can also positively affect biodiversity in 
protected areas. For example, in the Kruger National Park, the population size of elephants 
is predicted to grow under climate change due to increasing plant productivity (Scheiter 
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and Higgins 2012). Such positive effects must be considered by the protected area manage-
ment as well, because the capacities of protected areas to maintain growing populations are 
limited. Species occurring within protected areas covering large elevational and latitudinal 
gradients are likely to find suitable habitat within the same protected areas under climate 
change (Thomas and Gillingham 2015). Protected areas at high northern latitudes are pre-
dicted to become refugia for species migrating polewards under climate change (Berteaux 
et al. 2018). Nevertheless, the predicted climate-induced redistribution of biodiversity sug-
gests that many protected areas will not retain their current biodiversity (Holsinger et al. 
2019). Biodiversity loss within protected areas is rarely compensated for by incoming biota 
(Fuentes‐Castillo et al. 2019).

Global-scale studies on the climate change impact on protected areas revealed that PAs 
in the temperate and northern high-latitude biomes will likely experience largest shifts of 
climatic zones by the year 2070 (Hoffmann et al. 2019a), while the magnitude of climate 
change at a given location, the so-called local climate anomaly, is predicted to be highest 
inside PAs of the tropical, subtropical and polar countries (Hoffmann and Beierkuhnlein 
2020). Both studies suggest that PAs at both extremes of gradients are most exposed to 
climate change; small PAs at low elevation, with low geodiversity, high human pressure 
and low irreplaceability for threatened species; and large PAs at high elevation, with high 
geodiversity, low human pressure and high irreplaceability for threatened species.

Climate-induced changes interact with other threats to biodiversity inside protected 
areas, e.g. habitat degradation and fragmentation, or the spread of invasive species (Schulze 
et  al. 2018). These threats can accumulate (Bowler et  al. 2019). Consequently, climate 
change hinders protected area management effectiveness by modifying and potentially 
decreasing biodiversity, with cascading effects on ecosystem functioning and services.

Invasive alien species

The introduction of non-native species to protected areas is enhanced by climate change, 
human land use, infrastructure, tourisms, habitat modification such as through fire man-
agement, and a loss of native populations (Foxcroft et  al. 2013). Invasive alien species 
decrease native species diversity through predation, disease, competition and hybridisation 
(Clavero and Garciaberthou 2005; Downey and Richardson 2016); and by altering eco-
system structure and functioning (Eldridge et  al. 2011). Invasive non-native species can 
even lower human well-being provided by protected areas (Shackleton et al. 2019). In some 
cases, non-native species induce a gain of taxonomic, genetic and functional diversity in 
native communities (Olden et al. 2004). Non-native species can also prevent erosion, and 
provide nectar and nesting ground (Kendle and Rose 2000; Shackelford et al. 2013). How-
ever, in most cases, non-native species cause a loss of biodiversity and ecosystem function-
ing (Perrings et al. 2005). The impacts of invasive species have already caused substantial 
economic costs (Diagne et al. 2021). The threats of biological invasions to protected areas 
are challenging protected area management worldwide (Liu et al. 2020).

Human conflicts

The establishment of protected areas can conflict with human rights, equity, develop-
ment needs and poverty reduction, if local people are displaced or their access to natural 
resources of livelihood is restricted by protected area regulations. Local communities and 
indigenous people may oppose the protected area concept and management staff, provoking 
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conflicts at the expense of achieving conservation goals (Andrade and Rhodes 2012). Top-
down approaches have particularly caused negative social impacts on local people, disrupt-
ing traditional ways of living (García-Frapolli et al. 2009). For example, local communities 
burnt 5% of the Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, Uganda, after it was designated as national 
park (Hamilton et al. 2000).

To avoid human conflicts, the local political, economic, social and cultural issues should 
be considered by management plans (Redpath et  al. 2013). Protected area management 
consequently needs to describe, explain and communicate conservation targets and related 
management implications as well as benefits to local people clearly, which also reveals 
whether management plans match with conservation targets (Schmidt et al. 2019). How-
ever, assessing the social impacts of protected areas is often perceived as hostile to con-
servation (Brockington et al. 2006). Nevertheless, facing a growing human population and 
conservation needs alike, conservationists must increasingly guide human interactions with 
nature in cultural landscapes of which humans are an integral part.

Financial requirements

Protected area planning and management are not only based on conservation effectiveness 
but also biased by conservation costs and the demands of stakeholders such as local people, 
landowners, governments, policymakers, managers, practitioners and scientists (Braunisch 
et al. 2012). International sustainability agendas have therefore proposed balancing global 
conservation targets and socio-economic development. However, a lack of spending and 
information about where funding flows come from are the main factors hindering reaching 
these goals (Reed et al. 2020).

Although global conservation spending has increased (Waldron et  al. 2017), funding 
from (inter-)national conservation organisations and governmental agencies must still grow 
to meet global conservation goals (Watson et al. 2014). About US $3.4 to 4.8 billion are 
indispensable to improve the IUCN conservation status of all endangered Red List spe-
cies by one level (McCarthy et al. 2012); the protection and management of areas harbour-
ing those species are estimated to cost about US $76 billion annually. The World Bank is 
the largest international donor to protected areas, biodiversity conservation and develop-
ment initiatives, spending about US $300 million annually (Hickey and Pimm 2011; Miller 
2014). Once the protected area plan is adopted politically, its practical implementation is 
yet another challenge. The financial requirements of implementing protected area plans are 
often underestimated (Watson et al. 2016).

The global tropics face particularly high poverty, food insecurity, climate change and 
biodiversity loss, and experience especially high economic, political and environmental 
pressures which means that the tropics are among the most pressing regions of the global 
conservation and development agenda (Barlow et al. 2018). However, in tropical countries, 
there is a mismatch between funding flows and need of joint conservation and develop-
ment, with highly biodiverse, low development countries receiving no more funding than 
other countries (Reed et al. 2020). Reed et al. (2020) conclude that other factors seem to 
be more influential in funding allocation than biodiversity and human development sta-
tus. Such factors may be governance stability, socio-political conflicts, inequality, political 
or military alliances, colonial legacies, or even other conservation targets such as climate 
change mitigation. Future research is needed that explores how funding is linked to such 
factors as well as to conservation and development outcomes.
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Insufficient data and monitoring

Filling conservation knowledge gaps and improving conservation forecasts are persistent 
scientific challenges. Growing conservation knowledge evolves from increasing quality 
and quantity of data (Wüest et al. 2019). However, despite an increasing amount of biodi-
versity data, several shortfalls in biodiversity knowledge remain. Hortal et al. (2015) pre-
sent seven key knowledge gaps for species taxonomy (Linnean), distribution (Wallacean), 
abundance (Prestonian), evolutionary patterns (Darwinian), abiotic tolerances (Hutchinso-
nian), traits (Raunkiæran) and biotic interactions (Eltonian). Relationships between these 
shortfalls vary with spatial, temporal and taxonomic coverage as well as scale. Taxonomic 
knowledge gaps (Linnean shortfall) particularly hinder progress on any other shortfall. The 
Wallacean, Prestonian, and Darwinian shortfalls impede knowledge gain about ecological 
functioning, i.e. the Raunkiæran, Hutchinsonian, and Eltonian shortfalls. The latter three 
shortfalls prevent progress on all other shortfalls. Moreover, most big biodiversity data is 
biased towards readily identifiable and valuable taxa from temperate regions of the north-
ern hemisphere that are easily accessible (Hortal et al. 2015).

Deficits and bias of knowledge about nature’s diversity induce uncertainties in conser-
vation planning and management but are especially problematic to conservation because it 
is challenging to convince citizens and politicians of conservation action and funding via 
insufficient data. Since conservation funds are needed to collect data, conduct monitoring 
and fill knowledge gaps, this poses a dilemma. Making conservation data and information 
publicly available at no costs is a first step to solve this dilemma.

Anthropogenic pressures are quickly altering nature, which requires protected area plan-
ning and management to consider up-to-date data on the state of nature and the forces influ-
encing it. Monitoring is needed to measure management progress towards conservation tar-
gets (Larson et al. 2013). Some authors argue that national-level monitoring is essential to 
reach global conservation goals (Collen et  al. 2013). However, long-term monitoring of 
biodiversity is currently rare (Ondei et  al. 2018). Monitoring requires technical capacity 
that is costly. The Global Environmental Facility is one of the largest financial backers of 
nature conservation but barely supports monitoring programmes (Primack and Sher 2016). 
Monitoring techniques require both, higher efficiency and funding.

Opportunities of area‑based conservation

Biocultural and people‑centered conservation

The growing ecological knowledge has enabled conservationists to state sophisticated con-
servation targets, but understanding of how to achieve these goals in complex social-eco-
logical systems is still missing (Margules et al. 2020). Human decision-making and gov-
ernance determine conservation outcomes. Thus, conflicts will arise if nature conservation 
contradicts human needs, such as poverty reduction (Minteer and Miller 2011) and subsist-
ence (de Matos-Dias et al. 2020).

In protected area management, two main philosophies can be differentiated, the exclu-
sionary “people‐free” protected area approaches and the approaches that integrate biodi-
versity conservation with local peoples’ needs. Ignoring political factors, socio-economic 
demands and well-being of the people within and adjacent to protected areas can erode 
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progress towards biodiversity and sustainability targets. Management approaches are 
thereby needed that consider human demands and offer solutions to human-induced con-
servation problems.

Biocultural conservation accounts for cultural diversity and biodiversity alike (Gavin 
et al. 2018). Co-management (Gavin et al. 2015), integrated conservation development pro-
jects (Roe et al. 2013), community-based conservation (Brooks 2017) and protected area 
management incorporating social equity according to Aichi Target 11 (Zafra-Calvo et al. 
2019) are biocultural management approaches that integrate local peoples’ needs into pro-
tected area management. For instance, De Matos-Dias et al. (2020) developed a method to 
identify poaching hotspots in protected areas to prevent poaching beyond the limits of food 
subsistence. Such protected area management allows indigenous communities and local 
people to sustainably use biodiversity for their livelihoods, which simultaneously supports 
biodiversity conservation.

People-centered conservation governance is a promising biocultural conservation 
approach to ensure both ecological and social conservation outcomes in the long term, 
by applying collaborative relationships, equity, reconciliation and redress in response to 
injustices, community rights, autonomy and traditional adaptive management for the stew-
ardship of nature (Armitage et  al. 2020). Community-centered management is to merge 
nature conservation with economic development and natural resource rights agendas. In 
community-managed forests, positive outcomes of community management across all 
three dimensions are, however, rare (Hajjar et al. 2021). Hajjar et al. (2021) show that envi-
ronmental conditions, effective tenure rights, national context, user-group characteristics 
and intervention types are key predictors of joint positive outcomes. Margules et al. (2020) 
describes five scientific and transdisciplinary practices to build relationships between 
all stakeholders in landscapes and influence their behavior to integrate conservation and 
development success.

Hanspach et  al. (2020) suggests that biocultural conservation for sustainability has 
to shift focus “from describing how nature and culture are co‐produced to co‐producing 
knowledge for sustainability solutions, and in so doing, better account for questions of 
power, gender and transformations, which has been largely neglected thus far.” The IUCN 
Green List of Protected and Conserved Areas are a first and global certification programme 
for protected areas that are effectively managed and fairly governed (IUCN et  al. 2019). 
There is evidence that the inclusion of local stakeholders into protected area management 
is crucial for successful conservation (Oldekop et al. 2016).

Climate‑smart conservation

The uncertainty in future climate projections limits climate-smart management planning 
(Michalak et al. 2017). Climate-smart conservation planning and management depend on 
many factors, e.g. the predicted climate change impacts (Gillson et al. 2013), the predic-
tions’ uncertainties (Belote et al. 2018), nature’s intactness (Watson et al. 2013), prevailing 
conservation objectives (Belote et al. 2017), the conservation capacity of the land (Gillson 
et al. 2013), the management resources available (Wintle et al. 2011) and the risks of man-
agement actions (Ando et al. 2018). The recommended management strategies are associ-
ated with management interventions that vary from low intensity, e.g. monitoring, to high 
intensity, e.g. assisted migration and restoration (Gillson et al. 2013). Management prac-
tice may thus be conservative, innovative, flexible, reversible or experimental (Belote et al. 
2018). In general, each climate-related management guideline aims either at the persistence 
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and resistance of biodiversity despite climate change (Lawrence et  al. 2021), or at the 
adaptation of biodiversity to climate change (Gross et al. 2017). The persistence strategy 
is primarily used for intact ecosystems under low to moderate pressures. If the threat is 
imminent and conservation objectives are of utmost importance, the resistance strategy 
can be applied. In the face of rapid climatic changes, the resistance course can be used to 
save time while preparing strategies to handle the inevitable change of ecosystems. Man-
agement strategies that accommodate to unavoidable changes are required for ecosystems 
that will be heavily and rapidly affected by climate change. ‘No-regret’ strategies intend to 
achieve conservation benefits irrespective of climate change (Hallegatte 2009). However, 
climate-smart management approaches are derived from conservation literature that is 
biased towards specific species, ecosystems and regions (Felton et al. 2009). Consequently, 
those climate-wise management recommendations can involve contextual drawbacks. In 
addition to these climate-smart strategies, protected area management is also expected to 
mitigate climate change by compensating greenhouse gas emissions, e.g. through foresta-
tion (Kintisch 2013).

Ecological restoration is recommended for ecosystems that are characterized by high 
climate change vulnerability (Gillson et al. 2013) or low conservation value (Belote et al. 
2018). Restoration is an intense management intervention to recreate an ecological state 
prior to degradation (Cairns et al. 2012). Restoration targets include the re-establishment of 
individual species, communities, ecosystem functions and services or other landscape fea-
tures. Conservationists apply passive and active restoration. In passive restoration, ecosys-
tems restore without human intervention. In protected areas, restoration increases habitat 
extent, quality and connectivity (Cairns et al. 2012). Restoration is, however, only mean-
ingful when the threats to restoration targets have been mitigated or removed (Venevsky 
and Venevskaia 2005). Hence, restoration is difficult under persistent climate change 
impacts.

A special type of restoration is rewilding. Rewilding is about decreasing human inter-
vention and increasing the self-regulatory ability of ecological and evolutionary processes 
focusing on the reestablishment of former species assemblages (Svenning et  al. 2016). 
Rewilding can be applied to large extents in contrast to other conservation practices that 
require intensive human control. Nevertheless, rewilding is also controversial since a lack 
of control may lead to ecological consequences over large extents that are not intended 
(Corlett 2016). Because ecological restoration and rewilding cannot compensate for the 
loss of biodiversity, sustaining pre-existing biodiversity takes priority (Moreno-Mateos 
et al. 2015). There is, moreover, evidence that restoring degraded habitats is much more 
expensive than protecting intact habitats (Wilson et al. 2014).

Assisted migration refers to the translocation of species and populations to safeguard 
those that cannot keep track with climate change velocity (Hendricks et al. 2016). Assisted 
migration programmes prefer rare and endangered species, but the assisted colonization of 
pre-adapted ecotypes of keystone species can be more effective for biodiversity conserva-
tion in general (Kreyling et al. 2011). Nevertheless, assisted migration between protected 
areas includes the ecological risks of introducing non-native species (Olden et al. 2011). If 
assisted migration does not work, ex-situ conservation can be the last chance for some spe-
cies to persist under climate change.

There is, however, a huge discrepancy between restoration theory and practice (Chaz-
don et al. 2017). Restoration programs often use top-down approaches and are applied to 
small scales using methods that are neither cost-effective nor designed to achieve multiple 
benefits and long-term sustainable outcomes at larger scales (Holl 2017). Ecological resto-
ration requires a more holistic approach considering the local social, cultural and economic 
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context, needs and dynamics to achieve multiple benefits at larger scales such as climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, socio-economic benefits, food security, and ecosys-
tem services (Chazdon and Brancalion 2019). If we consider restoration as a holistic sys-
tem, this can allocate resources in cost-effective ways. One such approach is to intersect 
best available spatial information to locate areas where the most beneficial and feasible 
restoration outcomes overlap (Brancalion et al. 2019).

Biosecurity interventions and surveillance

The assessment and monitoring of invasion pathways such as through hikers (Hemp 2008), 
ornamental plantings (Foxcroft et al. 2008) and transported goods are required for effective 
biosecurity interventions and surveillance (Toral-Granda et al. 2017) and can be very use-
ful to guide effective and efficient management of invasive species (Foxcroft et al. 2019). 
Transported goods and tourists’ equipment could, for instance, be disinfected and planting 
of non-native species inside protected areas prohibited. Particularly, open remote sensing 
products and species distribution models help to map and predict the spread of invasive 
species over large spatial and temporal extents (Devkota et al. 2020).

Economic valuation

Economic valuation and instruments are helpful to reveal the monetary benefits of pro-
tected areas to people. Market-based incentives such as environmental certifications, 
Payments for Ecosystem Services and multi-lateral approaches such as United Nations 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD) are to give deci-
sion-makers financial reasons for conservation. For instance, environmentally sustainable 
products from protected areas can be promoted by organizations and businesses that share 
their profit with the local producer (Edwards and Laurance 2012).

Financial conservation incentives might especially support developing countries 
because they contain high biodiversity but tend to societal poverty and injustice, and over-
consumption of natural resources for the sake of their development. This is why conser-
vation-oriented organizations and governments financially and technically invest into con-
servation within developing countries in order to build the countries’ self-reliance in the 
conservation context (Paknia et al. 2015). Many businesses that enter protected areas and 
harm nature are only profitable due to governmental subsidies such as tax breaks, direct 
payments, price supports, cheap fossil fuel, road infrastructure and the free provision of 
common-property resources (Myers 1998). The discontinuation of perverse subsidies to 
environmentally harmfully businesses is one target of the CBD (Merckx and Pereira 2015).

It is, however, challenging to assess all environmental costs and benefits and incorporate 
them into cost–benefit analyses and impact assessments. Until now, most economic assess-
ments underestimate nature’s values or do not even include the entire range of nature’s 
values such as option or intrinsic values (Maron et  al. 2013). Moreover, marketing the 
natural capital of protected areas can also conflict with conservation. The reason for this 
is how natural capital is conventionally considered. Natural capital is usually viewed as 
an input into producing outputs of benefits to people that is not different from any other 
types of capital. However, natural capital is very different from other forms of capital, if 
it can be perceived as a type of capital at all. Natural capital holds irreversible, renewable, 
restorative, biotic and evolving properties; option values for coming generations; and was 
not made by humans (Mayer 2019). It is therefore risky to apply conventional economic 
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approaches to managing natural capital. In contrast to the economic valuation of nature, 
a purely intrinsic valuation is not compatible with market-based conservation approaches 
either. This is why Mayer (Mayer 2019) advocates a dual approach of using accounting 
approaches to maintaining and restoring existing natural assets, and economic valuations 
to additional natural investments because the dual approach avoids the risks of degrad-
ing natural assets inherent in economic valuations and of preventing people from using 
nature’s benefits inherent in accounting approaches. Furthermore, monetary conservation 
incentives can restrict the traditional use of natural resources, which can modify the human 
perception of nature’s values from subsistence to money related (Chervier et al. 2019). This 
can cause non-compliance with conservation regulation when payments stop.

Funding

Protected area management requires financial resources for staff, equipment and infrastruc-
ture. Funding from (inter-)national conservation organisations and governmental agencies 
still needs to increase (Watson et al. 2014), even though conservation funds have signifi-
cantly grown over the last four decades (Zaradic et al. 2009). The World Bank spends, on 
average, US $275 million annually to protect areas in developing countries (Hickey and 
Pimm 2011). As a comparison, the United States spent threefold the amount for military 
purposes in 2014 (Primack and Sher 2016). Shifting priorities of large funding bodies to 
conservation issues would boost conservation effectiveness globally (Rands et  al. 2010). 
Funds can usually produce greatest conservation benefits if they are concurrently spent on 
management enforcement and protected area expansion (Adams et al. 2019b). Neverthe-
less, misalignment between funding flows, conservation and development needs is fre-
quently observed, particularly in the tropics, where hotspots of biodiversity meet human 
pressures and development needs (Reed et al. 2020). Hence, future research is required on 
how funding is linked to governance stability, socio-political conflicts, inequality, political 
or military alliances, colonial legacies, or even other conservation targets such as climate 
change mitigation as well as conservation and development outcomes.

Data and monitoring advances

A lack of information and knowledge limits effective and efficient conservation. Open 
access publications, open data and open-source software help to gather and share conserva-
tion data and knowledge. Global information systems, data repositories, databases and sin-
gle data sets play a central role in sharing global conservation data and knowledge. Many 
such data systems even enable citizen scientists to contribute to data collection, monitoring 
and analysis, i.e. crowdsourcing (McKinley et al. 2017). Such open-access initiatives can 
thus foster conservation effectiveness and efficiency.

Times-series data is particularly valuable for conservation planning (García‐Barón et al. 
2020). Monitoring can be realised by field stations, field surveys and remote sensing tech-
niques, and ideally combinations thereof (Haase et al. 2018). The International Long-Term 
Ecological Research network (ILTER) is one example of long-term environmental moni-
toring stations across four continents. Ideally, each protected area would contain such mon-
itoring stations that could be run by protected area staff. To compare results from different 
localities, such standardized monitoring methodology is needed (Haase et al. 2018).

Remote sensing is a quickly developing method for environmental data collection and 
monitoring that facilitates time- and cost-efficient biodiversity observations, which is 
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particularly important for conservation while nature is rapidly changing (Rocchini et  al. 
2019). Rose et al. (2015) have identified ten major opportunities on how remote sensing 
can support conservation, addressing e.g. the monitoring of species distributions, ecosys-
tem functioning and services, land use change, habitat degradation, climate change impacts 
and management effectiveness. Remote sensing products can also be used to plan protected 
area networks (Wegmann et al. 2014). Remote sensing data are used to monitor the status 
of protected areas, such as indicated by vegetation patterns (Hoffmann et al. 2019b), human 
disturbance and the distribution of native, non-native and migratory species (Gillespie 
et al. 2015). Since developments outside protected areas affect the interior qualities of pro-
tected areas (Hellwig et al. 2019), the surroundings of protected areas should be monitored, 
too. Such time- and cost-efficient biodiversity assessments support conservation planning 
and management across large geographical extents, where the collection of field data is 
not feasible (Devkota et al. 2020). Field observations are, however, inevitable to validate 
remotely sensed information about biodiversity and the environment (i.e. ground-truthing) 
(Horning et al. 2010).

If biodiversity is the conservation target, protected area planning and management will 
have to measure biodiversity. However, measurements mostly focus on biodiversity sur-
rogates at some agreed level such as diversity indices and combinations thereof since it 
is impossible to assess all dimensions of biodiversity from genetic to ecosystem diversity 
(Socolar et al. 2016). This might mislead planning and management since species richness 
changes are uncoupled from changes in other biodiversity metrics (Hillebrand et al. 2018). 
Once surrogates are chosen, systematic procedures should be applied to assess biodiversity 
priority areas for conservation. These procedures are predominantly based on the comple-
mentarity and irreplaceability of areas but persistence and vulnerability are increasingly 
addressed under global (climate) change as well (Margules et al. 2002).

The optimisation of sampling techniques is a hot topic in conservation, too (Serra‐Diaz 
and Franklin 2019). Optimisation means collecting more information in a shorter time and 
at lower costs. The ratio between the amount of information collected and sampling effort 
(i.e. time and costs) can be increased, particularly in vegetation surveys (Hoffmann et al. 
2019c). Opening and communicating this knowledge about optimised field sampling pro-
motes efficient protected area management. Advanced techniques are emerging to record 
biodiversity data, e.g. artificial intelligence-assisted remote sensing (Horning et al. 2010), 
automatic species identification (Barré et al. 2017), DNA barcoding (Hebert et al. 2003), 
compilations of phylogenetic information (Antonelli et  al. 2014), non-invasive methods 
for individual identification, crowdsourcing for species distribution data and sampling 
approaches for remote and low-technology areas, including traditional knowledge from 
indigenous communities (Pimm et al. 2015). Species can increasingly be fitted with data 
loggers that track their movements and activities since these devices shrink in size due 
to technological advancements (Allen and Singh 2016). Novel assessments of species 
diversity use acoustic data, e.g. the echolocation calls of bats, occupancy indices and even 
socio-economic data (Collen et al. 2013). The temporal development of threatened popula-
tions and species can, for instance, be reflected by the Red List Index (Butchart, Akcakaya 
et al., 2006) and the Living Planet Index (WWF, 2018). These indices integrate measures 
of genetic diversity, population abundance and range size to estimate extinction risk. These 
indices are used to prioritise species and populations for conservation efforts.

Estimates of biodiversity ignorance within databases will help identify knowledge 
gaps, design surveys and assess model uncertainties (Hortal et al. 2015). Data bias implies 
uncertainty in all applications of such data. Uncertainty may prevent decision-makers from 
acting. Therefore, uncertainty estimates need to be well considered and communicated. 
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There are approaches to decision-making in the conservation context that account for 
model uncertainties (Polasky et al. 2011). Model uncertainties can be minimized by con-
sidering past dynamics (Di Marco et al. 2015), sensitivity analysis and null-models (Feeley 
and Silman 2010), and by using as many relevant hypotheses, data and models as possible 
(Conroy et al. 2011). Forecasts are improved by refined theories as well as by the consid-
eration of scale-dependency, inadequacies of input data and sensitivity of projections to 
model structure and parameterisation (Whittaker et al. 2005).

Systematic conservation planning

Protected areas are the main tool for nature conservation. The global protected area estate 
has rapidly grown during the last few decades, which has been accompanied by stakehold-
ers that express increasing and more diverse expectations towards protected areas (Watson 
et al. 2014). Protected areas were originally established to conserve sacred grounds, iconic 
landscapes, wildlife or natural resources (Ladle et al. 2011). Nowadays they are expected 
to simultaneously conserve various biotic and abiotic features of nature, ecosystem func-
tions, goods and services, and other human needs. Intact ecosystems inside protected areas 
deliver services, such as providing carbon storage, drinking water, resilience to natural haz-
ards, and resources for humans and other species to adapt to rapidly changing environ-
ments (Naughton-Treves et  al. 2005). Trade-offs between contrasting roles are therefore 
inevitable. The more roles are assigned to protected areas, the more likely protected areas 
will miss a role. If they are ineffective, protected areas will be prone to degazettement, 
i.e. to a reduction in size, exploitation or status removal (Mascia and Pailler 2011). There 
is evidence that protected areas can fulfill multiple roles at the same time (Watson et al. 
2014). Due to the ongoing threats to biodiversity and growing human demands, stakehold-
ers will, however, require protected areas to fulfill even more roles simultaneously in the 
future.

Systematic conservation planning is to design and manage protected areas in a way 
that they fulfill their roles. The original systematic planning framework postulates a six-
stage protocol (Margules and Pressey 2000): (1) compile a solid data basis for the planning 
region; (2) set conservation targets; (3) review existing protected areas in the region; (4) 
select additional protected areas; (5) implement conservation action; and (6) maintain con-
servation values of protected areas. While the original protocol was predominantly consid-
ered to locate and design new protected areas, updated frameworks emphasize the adaptive 
management of established protected areas, i.e. the need to monitor, evaluate, and revise 
the management of protected areas if management effectiveness or efficiency is lacking. 
For example, a generically updated protocol by Sarkar and Illoldi-Rangel (2010) incorpo-
rates interactions between components and revision and reiteration of planning stages due 
to feedback between the components. Such adaptive management is particularly necessary 
when environmental conditions are changing such as under global change.

Conservation prioritisation is—like adaptive management—an integral part of sys-
tematic conservation planning (Sarkar and Illoldi-Rangel 2010). To ensure protected area 
effectiveness and efficiency under limited management resources such as funds and staff, 
protected area planning and management must be prioritised according to both, conser-
vation targets and threats prevailing (Bonebrake et  al. 2019). Araújo et  al. (2011), for 
instance, demonstrates spatial priorities for species conservation by modelling future spe-
cies distributions under climate change and to what degree predicted distributions overlap 
with protected areas in Europe. Dobrovolski et al. (2014) show a global prioritisation of 



Biodiversity and Conservation 

1 3

protected areas that enables sufficient agricultural food production for a growing human 
population and the conservation of endangered terrestrial mammals. A recent study by 
Strassburg et al. (2020) prioritises areas for restoration to optimise biodiversity preserva-
tion and carbon sequestration worldwide.

The prioritisations and integration of local protected area planning and management 
into a wider spatial and temporal perspective, and into national and international policies 
would foster individual protected areas in solving global environmental problems beyond 
their local conservation benefits (Hoffmann 2021). Protected area networks and interna-
tional agreements on nature conservation are two examples of large-extent conservation. 
Protected area networks and protected area connectivity support species migration and 
metapopulation dynamics, buffering detrimental effects of climate change on biodiversity 
(Lehikoinen et  al. 2019). The establishment of continent-wide protected area networks 
and migration corridors is therefore essential to safeguard high biodiversity. ‘Protected 
Connected’ (ProtConn) is a recently developed global indicator to measure connectivity 
inside terrestrial protected area systems (Saura et al. 2018). In addition to protected area 
connectivity, spatially dynamic protected areas could also protect migrating species on 
their ways (Alagador et al. 2014), even though mobile protected areas are hard to realise 
in cultural landscapes. New protected areas should be established in places where species 
will find suitable niches under climate change (Ferreira et al. 2019). A diverse landscape 
matrix between protected areas generally decreases landscape resistance for species move-
ment and gene flow (Daily et  al. 2001), which can be realised by agro-forestry systems, 
for example (Bhagwat et al. 2008). Furthermore, in the face of continuing threats such as 
climate change, the temporal perspective of conservation planning needs to be long-term. 
Accordingly, it is vital to understand past dynamics to predict future developments and 
thus improve conservation planning and management despite permanent change (Hannah 
et al. 2002).

Adaptive management

Since biodiversity and abiotic environments are changing over time, conservation planning 
and management must become dynamic. Future predictions are to some degree uncertain 
and uncertainty may prevent decision-makers from acting. A variety of methods can, how-
ever, account for model uncertainties (Moilanen et al. 2009). The challenge is consequently 
to develop systematic conservation planning and management that is robust to uncertainty.

Among several approaches to effective protected area governance and management 
(Worboys et al. 2015), adaptive management is a key concept to ensure the enduring effec-
tiveness, and also efficiency, of protected areas in the light of uncertain future developments 
(Allen et al. 2011). Adaptive management is an integral part of modern frameworks of sys-
tematic conservation planning (Sarkar and Illoldi-Rangel 2010). The higher the uncertainty 
is, the higher is the necessity of adaptive management to achieve management effective-
ness. The fundamental components of adaptive management are the continual evaluation 
of management effectiveness and the continual adaptation of management efforts to main-
tain or increase the management effectiveness. Adaptive management can thus address any 
management challenge that involves a measurable conservation target, management result 
and management effort required to reach the result. The iterative approach of adaptive 
management enables well-grounded decision-making despite uncertainties in the system. 
Uncertainty is reduced by regular system monitoring that is used to evaluate management 
effectiveness. Adaptive management thus means continuously learning about a system in 
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order to be able to change the system. In this way, adaptive management can improve man-
agement effectiveness. If management effectiveness is monitored, and knowledge transfer 
and adaptation of management are sufficiently funded and realized, the major challenge of 
adaptive management will be to implement a reasonable balance between long-term and 
short-term management effectiveness (Williams 2011).

An adaptive management cycle is grounded on principles of systematic conservation 
planning (Sarkar and Illoldi-Rangel 2010), including adaptive conservation management 
in the face of environmental changes (Gillson et  al. 2019). The scientific foundation of 
an adaptive management cycle is based on the monitoring and evaluation of manage-
ment. Monitoring management effectiveness implies up-to-date data on given conservation 
targets in relation to management action. Monitoring enables the evaluation of manage-
ment effectiveness. Every evaluation approach is prone to contextual shortcomings, which 
decrease the credibility and accountability of evaluation results (Adams et  al. 2019a): 
sophisticated evaluation methods have to consider counterfactual thinking and confounding 
factors. Monitoring and evaluating management effectiveness can also be used to estimate 
the risk of losing management effectiveness under future scenarios. A lack of monitoring 
and research makes it difficult to evaluate progress towards management targets, which is 
particularly challenging under-resourced management.

Recent developments aim at closing the different data and knowledge gaps that result 
from a lack of monitoring and restricted access to literature and data bases. Long-term and 
in-situ monitoring programmes, e.g. ILTER, or new developments in remote sensing, e.g. 
Sentinel missions, can deliver data to observe protected areas almost continuously. Citizen 
science can complement professional monitoring and research in disciplines where reliable 
data can be recorded by amateurs (McKinley et  al. 2017). Open-access literature, open-
source software and open data help to spread information and knowledge.

Conservation management plans will be adjusted in the adaptive cycle if research and 
monitoring reveal deficits in management effectiveness or efficiency. Alternative man-
agement plans are then discussed, prioritised and decided on in a preferably open and 
democratic debate integrating and consulting stakeholders, such as scientists, managers, 
governments, policy-makers, non-governmental organisations, local people and the gen-
eral public. The consideration and prioritisation of ecological, social, legal and economic 
aspects make adaptive management plans comprehensive and transdisciplinary. This pro-
cess is a three-level approach moving from management goals to management options 
and then to management action. However, uncertain future developments may also require 
revisiting conservation targets. Stakeholders then agree on several management plans 
tracking different targets that can be followed under alternative future scenarios. Accord-
ingly, emerging management plans can be both, reactive (i.e. responding to impacts already 
present) and anticipatory (i.e. preparing for future developments). Management plans 
should thus include a short and long-term perspective.

The implementation of resulting management plans is conducted via funding, legisla-
tion, infrastructure, equipment and the engagement of citizens. This adaptive management 
cycle is closed with the execution of management plans and another cycle starts with moni-
toring management effectiveness and efficiency.

Towards a global information system for area‑based conservation

Although global conservation efforts are growing, the Aichi Biodiversity Targets were 
not be met by 2020 (Díaz et  al. 2019). Because humans progressively dominate the 
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earth’s systems, area-based conservation increasingly integrates the human dimen-
sion (Ellis 2019), which is also recognized by the SDG 14 and 15. The SDGs gener-
ally incorporate human development and nature conservation by addressing poverty, 
inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, prosperity, peace and justice. 
The authors of the report from the 7th Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) plenary session suggest diverse environ-
mental, economic, societal and political actions that are required to attain these targets 
(Díaz et al. 2019).

Many of these actions relate to area-based conservation: promoting sustainable 
resource management, agriculture and fishery; implementing hunting and fishing quotas; 
applying multifunctional spatial planning; establishing protected areas; reducing habitat 
fragmentation; reducing poverty and inequality; promoting technology, innovation and 
investments in conservation; generating and sharing knowledge; and promoting educa-
tion. In all these examples, capacity building, integrated management and cross-sectoral 
approaches need to be adopted pre-emptively to account for trade-offs between stake-
holders (Díaz et al. 2019). The UNESCO Man and Biosphere Reserves are successful 
examples of such integrated and transdisciplinary conservation approaches (Dyer and 
Holland 1988). By merging biodiversity conservation and ecosystem services, protected 
areas help to reach the biodiversity and sustainable development goals alike (Dinerstein 
et al. 2019). Unfortunately, the discussion about the effectiveness and efficiency of area-
based conservation is less vigorous these days because we could not meet any of the 
Aichi Targets by 2020 (Díaz et al. 2020).

Area-based conservation can offer solutions to the environmental problems of the 
Anthropocene and are preferred conservation policies for conservationists given climate 
change (Hagerman and Satterfield 2014). Aichi Target 11 sets a terrestrial protected area 
coverage of 17% as an international conservation target, but protected area extent does 
not indicate conservation effectiveness (Visconti et al. 2019; Geldmann et al. 2019). For 
that reason, a certain degree of management effectiveness of the global protected area 
estate should become a legally binding global target as well. While the global protected 
area coverage of species and ecosystem diversity is well investigated, a global analysis 

Table 1  Challenges and  associated opportunities of area-based conservation in reaching biodiversity and 
sustainability goals

Challenges Opportunities

Human land use Biocultural and people-centered conservation
Climate change Climate-smart conservation
Invasive alien species Biosecurity interventions and surveillance
Human conflicts Biocultural and people-centered conservation
Financial requirements Economic valuation, more funding and shifts in funding 

priorities
Insufficient data and monitoring In-situ monitoring techniques, remote sensing and open data 

infrastructures
Multiple simultaneous challenges Systematic conservation planning and prioritization
Uncertain future developments Adaptive management
Information deficit at the local to global level Global information system
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of protected areas covering genetic as well as functional diversity, and ecosystem ser-
vices is still missing, but necessary to report progress towards Aichi Target 11.

As depicted above, there are many individual challenges and opportunities of effec-
tive area-based conservation (Table 1). However, a comprehensive analysis that reveals 
the complex relationships between various conservation targets, threats, challenges 
and opportunities of effective management across the global protected area estate has 
not been realised yet. In my opinion, this is a main future, albeit ambitious perspec-
tive in conservation. Such a comprehensive and global analysis should be updated fre-
quently with most recent data. A global information system can provide these pieces of 
information for individual protected areas and  protected area networks, to ensure the 
long-term preservation of nature by protected areas across the globe. It is consequently 
necessary to establish long-term monitoring of nature, threats and management effec-
tiveness within protected areas all over the world. Artificial intelligence and deep learn-
ing are promising computational technologies for nature conservation since they enable 
an automated classification of big monitoring data (Lamba et  al. 2019). Nevertheless, 
resources for monitoring are limited. Given that, only a selection of variables can be 
prioritised. Scientists have recently argued for sets of essential variables that reflect 
states and trends of nature. These essential variables relate to climate (Bojinski et  al. 
2014), oceans (Constable et  al. 2016), biodiversity (Pereira et  al. 2013), geodiversity 
(Schrodt et  al. 2019) and progress towards SDGs (Reyers et  al. 2017). The definition 
of essential variables has led to advances in data collection, storage, distribution and 
use (Kissling et al. 2015) that are essential to big data analyses (Runting et al. 2020). 
Remote sensing and long-term ecological research stations are sophisticated techniques 
to monitor essential variables.

Outcomes from such big data analyses can form the scientific foundation of adap-
tive area-based conservation and other approaches to systematic conservation planning 
(Fig. 1). There are many examples of adaptive management frameworks for conserva-
tion under rapid environmental changes (Rist et  al. 2013). For instance, Gillson et  al. 
(2019) developed an advanced adaptive management cycle providing appropriate tools 
and approaches for integrating multiple forms of evidence to understand and manage 
complex dynamic systems. Such adaptive management concepts help to model future 
dynamics of nature for social, political and economic criteria and developments. These 
frameworks can be applied to individual protected areas and OECMs, or networks. 
Adaptive management of a network of areas requires cross-scale communication and 
coordination. Global information systems involving analyses of data from remote and 
in-situ monitoring can then inform these management regimes, and vice-versa (Fig. 1).

The WDPA, DOPA, GD-PAME and PADDD Tracker could be the base of a global 
information system for area-based conservation. The DOPA already provides web ser-
vices and applications that can be used to assess, monitor, report and model the state of 
and the pressure on protected areas (JRC 2021). Indicators are provided which assess 
the progress towards meeting Aichi Target 11, and SDG 14 and 15 at country, ecoregion 
and protected area level. The data, indicators, maps, models and tools from the DOPA 
can assist protected area managers, policy makers, funding agencies, researchers and the 
CBD. The DOPA can particularly be of benefit to protected area management and devel-
opment, resource allocation, and national and international reporting. The DOPA thus 
supports decision making and capacity building in area-based conservation. I therefore 
consider the further development and worldwide application of such a global informa-
tion system as a promising perspective to enhance area-based conservation effectiveness 
and meet post-2020 biodiversity and sustainability targets from local to global scales.
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Fig. 1  Information cycle to support area-based conservation worldwide. Global information systems (e.g. 
DOPA) involving analyses of data from remote and in-situ monitoring provide information about areas’ 
biotic and abiotic environment, and management effectiveness and efficiency. This information can be used 
for systematic conservation planning including adaptive management of individual protected areas, pro-
tected area networks and OECMs. Conservation governance and management is also to provide data about 
the biotic and abiotic environment, and the management effectiveness and efficiency to the global informa-
tion system
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