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Key messages 
 

1. Achieving the target to conserve 30% of land and sea requires strong emphasis on equity. 

2. Equity in conservation is a matter of governance and includes recognition and respect for actors 

and their human and resource rights, equity in procedure (e.g., participation, accountability) 

and equitable cost/benefit distribution. 

3. Equity in conservation is crucial both for ethical reasons and for effective conservation and 

applies both to conservation actions on site, and to complementary actions designed to support 

conservation (e.g., stewardship incentives, support for local schools).  

4. With existing protected and conserved areas,1 equity can be improved by action on governance, 

informed by assessment (e.g., the SAGE tool) and social safeguards. Improving equity will, in 

most cases, be an incremental process.  

5. For new protected and conserved areas, equity will be a critical success factor both in terms of 

conservation effectiveness and social and political legitimacy. Social safeguards should be used 

to predict and effectively mitigate potential negative impacts. 

 

 

What does equity mean? 

 

Recent years have seen unprecedented commitments from governments and philanthropies to nature 

conservation – notably the Campaign for Nature, Legacy Landscapes and Protecting the Planet 

Challenge – emphasising approaches that empower Indigenous Peoples and local communities (IPLCs) 

as stewards of biodiversity and healthy ecosystems. The post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework 

(GBF) under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), has (draft) targets to extend equitably 

managed/governed protected areas (PAs) and conserved areas (CAs) to 30% of our planet’s land and 

ocean (target 3) and to ensure equitable participation of IPLCs and respect for their resource rights 

(target 21). If agreed, target 3 is likely to bring additional financial resources into the sector. Equity is 

gaining prominence in global agreements, such as the Paris Agreement. It is far more prominent in the 

Sustainable Development Goals agreed in 2015 than in the preceding Millennium Development Goals. 

But the meaning of equity in practical terms is unclear and varies according to the sector and context. 

Here we focus on equity as applied within the context of the CBD and area-based conservation. 

 

A key decision of the Conference of the Parties to the CBD (COP14) in 2018 clarified the meaning of 

equity in the context of PA/CA conservation:2 The concept of equity is one element of good governance. 

Equity can be broken down into three dimensions: recognition, procedure and distribution: 

“Recognition” is the acknowledgement of and respect for the rights and the diversity of identities, 

values, knowledge systems and institutions of rights holders and stakeholders; “Procedure” refers to 



inclusiveness of rule- and decision-making; “Distribution” implies that costs and benefits resulting from 

the management of protected areas must be equitably shared among different actors. 

 

This understanding of equity as being a matter of equitable governance with three dimensions is based 

on the concept of environmental justice (EJ) .3,4 A group of conservation practitioners, policy advisors 

and academics led by IIED has taken this a step further to develop a framework of eight principles of 

equitable governance - based IUCN’s principles and considerations for good PA governance5 – that was 

endorsed by CBD Parties at COP142.  

 

Equitable governance principles for protected areas and conserved areas 

Equity: 

recognition 

Recognition and respect for the rights of rights-holders 

Recognition and respect for all relevant actors6 and their knowledge and values7 

Equity: 

procedure 
 

Full and effective participation of all relevant actors in decision-making 

Transparency, information sharing and accountability for actions/inactions 

Access to justice including effective dispute resolution processes 

Fair and effective law enforcement (or, more broadly, the rule of law) 

Equity: 

distribution 

Effective mitigation of negative impacts on relevant actors 

Benefits equitably shared among relevant actors 

 

Issues of human rights, rights to lands, territories and resources, and inclusion of IPLCs, women and 

youth in decision-making are all integral to this framing of equity, and every principle has a gender 

dimension.8 This broad framing of equity can enhance the coherence of the social and rights agendas, 

and, for policies with severe word limits, enables all key social issues to be covered by the words equity 

or equitable governance.  

 

This brief focuses on equity in the context of area-based conservation, that is actions to improve 

conservation of biodiversity and associated ecosystem services in a defined geographic area, either as 

a primary objective, or as a secondary outcome.9 In addition to nature conservation actions per se, 

there may be other actions designed to support conservation such as incentives for stewardship (e.g., 

PES), adding value to ecosystem services and support for local schools. Equity considerations should 

address all actions designed to support conservation of PAs and CAs.  

 

Why is equity important? 

 

Ethical argument. From the creation of the first PAs is the US, through the wave of PA creation in the 

colonial era to new PAs created in recent years, there is a lot of evidence of negative impacts of PAs 

on the well-being/quality of life of IPLCs10, including violations of human rights in some countries 

especially where approaches to law enforcement are very militaristic. On the positive side, PAs/CAs 

can make significant material and non-material (including cultural) contributions to the well-

being/quality of life of IPLCs.11  



 

IPLCs must be recognised as legitimate, key stakeholders, and in many cases rights-holders, in shaping 

the objectives and strategy of a PA/CA, whether or not it is on IPLC lands. This means that many 

PAs/CAs will have objectives related to ecosystem services as well as to biodiversity conservation per 

se, but managing multiple objectives is nothing new, as has been demonstrated at tens of thousands 

of sites over many years in countries as different as Italy and Nepal. There will naturally be trade-offs 

between national/global and IPLCs’ objectives but, from an ethical standpoint, conservation 

approaches where a few powerful actors set the agenda and coerce others to comply and absorb the 

costs, are not acceptable.  

 

Instrumental argument. Some elements of equity are essential for effective conservation.12 There is 

strong evidence that secure IPLC rights to land and resources contribute to conservation as noted in 

the IPBES Global Assessment of 2019.13 Until recently there had been less evidence of the contribution 

of other aspects of equitable governance14 such as participation in decision-making and access to 

information but stronger evidence is now emerging from recent research,15 and there has long been 

strong evidence from the related field of common pool resource management16 where the Nobel-

prizing winning work of Elinor Ostrom identified eight conditions for effective community-based 

management.17 More recent work18 has further elaborated this framework to 11 principles, nine of 

which are aspects of equitable governance where weakness risks a downward spiral of environmental 

degradation. In other words, secure resource rights are essential for effective conservation but very 

often not sufficient without addressing other aspects of equitable governance. The question now is 

less whether governance and equity matter, but rather whether we have effective strategies and tools 

to improve PA/OECM governance. We do, but there is a legacy of many PA conservation initiatives that 

have invested in governance - notably community participation - with little or no conservation impact, 

suggesting that further lessons need to be learned in this regard.19  

 

Why is equity so important for achieving the 30x30 target?  

 

The “30*30 target” assumes there are substantial areas of more or less natural habitat of high 

biodiversity value beyond existing PAs which can be, or are already being, conserved. On land, most of 

these areas have IPLCs living within or nearby who use the resources, and likewise with onshore 

fisheries.20 Most are common pool resources and with ever-growing external pressures a downward 

spiral of environmental degradation is a major risk and, in many cases, already advanced. Strict 

protection that excludes IPLCs defies both legal and best practice norms, including the guidance and 

decisions of the Convention on Biological Diversity.21 Instead, the expansion of conservation to achieve 

the 30*30 target will depend on management and governance led by IPLCs or co-management where 

governance is shared between IPLCs and other key actors (e.g., local government, private sector). But, 

many IPLC groups have grave concerns and currently see the 30*30 target as more a threat than 

opportunity. Equity is the key to ensuring that the injustices of the past will not be repeated, in 

particular equity in procedure and recognition including respect for rights – in short a critical success 

factor for achieving the 30*30 target both in terms of conservation effectiveness and in terms of social 

and political legitimacy.  

 

What can be done to improve equity? 

 

Existing protected and conserved areas: Equity of existing PAs/Cas can be improved by action on key 

governance issues informed by assessment, for example with the IUCN Green List Standard22 and IIED’s 



Site-level Assessment of Governance and Equity (SAGE) tool.23 Work towards equity will, in most cases, 

be an incremental process taking some years. The SAGE tool has been developed over the last five 

years by a broad-based partnership led by IIED and has now been used at over 30 PAs/CAs in Africa, 

Asia, Europe and Latin America.24 The figure below shows a theory of change for SAGE based on an 

incremental process. In addition to benefits from better nature conservation, improved PA/CA 

management and governance can also contribute to IPLC’s well-being/quality of life via other pathways 

e.g., employment, enhanced respect in society, better governance in other sectors.  

 

New protected and conserved areas: social safeguards should be used to identify, and effectively 

mitigate, any possible negative impacts on the wellbeing/quality of life of IPLCs, and to ensure respect 

for IPLCs’ rights and their effective participation in decision-making25. In addition, social safeguards can 

also address access to information and justice, accountability, and law enforcement. While the primary 

objective of safeguards is avoiding negative impacts, they can also be used to enhance human 

wellbeing/quality of life and improve governance.   

 

A safeguard is just a policy and, as with any policy, there can 

be serious implementation gaps. Effective safeguards must 

therefore include a system for monitoring whether the 

proposed mitigation actions are implemented and effective. 

Much progress has been made with developing safeguards in 

the last decade across a number of different sectors, and 

governments, donors, and PA managers (including IPLCs) in 

collaboration with civil society actors are adapting these 

safeguards to area-based conservation.  

 

All protected and conserved areas: meeting national targets 

for new PAs/CAs and more equitable governance of existing 

PAs will require investing in governance at many sites in a 

country. According to the GBF’s Theory of Change, this should 

be “primarily through activities at the national level, with 

supporting action at the subnational, regional and global 

levels”.26 But nationally-led approaches to conservation 

action have often failed to meet agreed targets.27 Equity 

points to another way – a locally-led process, enabled (but 

not driven) by national level actors devolving more authority 

and resources to the actors at site level.28 The challenge will 

be achieving the necessary scale. Fortunately, actions to 

improve PA/CA governance are generally low cost, and peer 

to peer interaction on-line could play an important role in 

scaling up better governance and equity outcomes and 

thereby play a leading role in achieving the 30% target.  

 
The World Commission on Protected Areas is committed to promoting a representative, effectively managed and 

equitably governed global system of marine and terrestrial protected and conserved areas. It will be focusing 

significant attention in the next years to providing guidance and perspective on equitable governance and increasing 

understanding and action around the management and creation of protected and conserved areas that address the 

wellbeing of humans in and around such areas while contributing to planet-wide management of lands and waters. 
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