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As a carbon sequestration service, their impact 
is immense. Protected areas store the same 
amount of carbon as the tropical rainfor-
ests; they keep us healthy by being a source of 
clean air, as well as of new medicines; and they 
enhance food security by boosting fisheries and 
preserving wild relatives of crops.

UNEP research reveals that while protected 
areas have increased in number by 58 per cent 
over the last two decades, and in their extent 
by 48 per cent, many protected areas face 
management, governance and financial chal-
lenges—and half of the world’s most important 
sites for biodiversity are still unprotected.

Protected areas, once thought of as little more 
than wildlife sanctuaries for tourists, are now 
considered vital buffers between humanity 
and the impacts of some of the gravest threats 
facing us, the most notable among them being 
climate change, along with natural disasters 
and food insecurity. 

Essentially, protected areas are protecting us as 
much as they are protecting the many declining 
animal and plant species that find safe haven 
within them.

Despite mounting efforts to correct many eco-
logically destructive trends, our ecosystems 

hether it’s the destruction of coral reefs, 
the clearing of tropical mangroves, or 

the slashing and burning of rainforests, the 
degradation of the planet’s natural habitats 
and of the biodiversity that thrives within them 
have become the driving force behind the pro-
liferation of protected areas around the world 
over the last decade. 

This month the World Parks Congress, hosted 
by the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature, enters its sixth decade. It has been 
10 years since the last World Parks Congress 
and in that time the importance of protected 
areas to the health of the planet has grown 
immeasurably.

Today, there are approximately 200,000 pro-
tected areas in the world, which cover around 
14.6 per cent of the world’s land and around 2.8 
per cent of its oceans. 

This may sound like significant coverage but 
given the workload of protected areas it is far 
from enough. Protected areas provide a host 
of indispensable services to humanity. World 
Bank and World Wildlife Fund for Nature 
research estimates that protected areas pro-
vide drinking water for one in three of the 
world’s 100 largest cities; and homes, jobs and 
livelihoods to millions more.
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continue on a trajectory of degradation, mean-
ing that should “business-as-usual” continue, 
we will increasingly look to protected areas 
to shield us from the impacts of our relentless 
assault on the planet.

The Global Biodiversity Outlook 4 (GBO4) 
report, recently launched at the twelfth meet-
ing of the Conference of the Parties to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity, provides 
ample evidence of how our progress is in dan-
ger of being overwhelmed by the continued 
exhaustion of natural capital for unsustainable 
cycles of economic growth.

It tells us that global rates of deforestation 
and forest degradation are declining—but 
they remain alarmingly high, and are con-
tributing to 17 per cent of greenhouse gas 
emissions according to the United Nations  
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 
The total area of land remaining in a natural or 
semi-natural condition, meanwhile, has been 
showing a downward trend in recent decades, 
with few signs of a reversal. 

It tells us that 500 million people depend on 
coral reefs for protection against sea level 
rise and for their livelihoods, and that large 
marine protected areas offer opportunities 
for better protection of coral reefs. In spite of 

this, it informs us, pressure from fishing and 
coastal development continues to intensify, 
resulting in an increase in the percentage of 
threatened reefs by nearly 30 per cent in the 
decades to 2007.  

The message is familiar: we are taking action, 
but the pace of progress is not fast enough to 
mitigate the range of escalating environmental 
threats that face us, of which habitat loss cou-
pled with biodiversity degradation is one of the 
most serious. 

The 20 Aichi Biodiversity Targets, if met, will 
contribute significantly to broader global 
priorities addressed by the post-2015 devel-
opment agenda; priorities such as reducing 
hunger and poverty, improving human health, 
and ensuring a sustainable supply of energy, 
food and clean water. The findings from the 
GBO4 report make clear that a failure to meet 
the Aichi Biodiversity Targets by 2020 will be 
a failure to provide the foundations for a sus-
tainable future.

Fortunately, a number of recent achievements 
have succeeded in building momentum and 
strengthening political will to keep the Aichi 
Biodiversity Targets on track: policymakers 
are encouraged by the fact that nearly a quar-
ter of countries have already passed Aichi 

Biodiversity Target 11 of protecting 17 per cent 
of their land area, and Target 16, the ratification 
by 51 parties of the Nagoya Protocol on Access 
to Genetic Resources, which entered into force 
well in advance of the 2015 deadline.

Given these successes and the fact that 179 
countries have developed National Biodiversity 
Strategies and Action Plans—Target 17—it is 
still possible, with the right financial mecha-
nisms in place, with concerted policy action 
and earnest determination, to meet many of the 
remaining targets.

The World Parks Congress comes just 
weeks ahead of the twentieth session of the 
Conference of the Parties (the supreme gov-
erning body of the United Nations Convention 
on Climate Change) taking place in Lima 
this December, and therefore represents an 
important opportunity to build on the momen-
tum created by the achievement of key Aichi 
Biodiversity Targets by not only charting the 
future direction of protected areas for the next 
10 years, but also by making the case for greater 
investment in protected areas as providers of 
vital climate regulation services.

The outcomes of the World Parks Congress will 
be called the “Promise of Sydney”, and it will 
be a promise we will have to keep if we want to 
decouple growth from greenhouse gas emis-
sions, wealth from inequality, and progress 
from ecological destruction. 

We have come a long way in the last four decades 
since UNEP was founded, from a narrow advo-
cacy base to a burgeoning global consensus on 
the imperative of transitioning from carbon-in-
tensive economic growth to an inclusive and 
sustainable model of development.

The next 10 years promises to be the most chal-
lenging and potentially rewarding part of the 
journey as we continue to galvanize public and 
political momentum for a transition to a sus-
tainable form of development underpinned by 
an inclusive green economy.

Whether we are improving the governance of 
protected areas, conserving biodiversity or 
tackling the threat of climate change, we must 
not lose sight of the fact that we are all striv-
ing to achieve the same objective. The World 
Parks Congress, the Convention on Biological 
Diversity and the Climate Conference of the 
Parties, all taking place within weeks of one 
another, are a reminder that by uniting our 
efforts to ensure healthy and productive plan-
etary ecological systems, we can more readily 
achieve the ultimate shared goal of an inclusive 
and sustainable future for all. ▲

Protected areas, once thought of as 
little more than wildlife sanctuaries 
for tourists, are now considered 
vital buffers between humanity and 
the impacts of some of the gravest 
threats facing us.
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arly explorer-naturalists such as Paul du Chaillu, Mary 
Kingsley and Giacomo di Brazza (who discovered de 

Brazza’s monkey on the Ivindo River and was brother to 
Pietro di Brazza for whom Brazzaville is named) shone a light 
on the diversity of Gabon’s rainforests. Du Chaillu, particu-
larly  inspired wonder as the first explorer to observe and hunt 
gorillas, bringing back to Europe stories of derring-do that 
inspired Edgar Rice Burrough to write Tarzan of the Apes. 

In 1999 a modern National Geographic explorer, the 
American biologist Mike Fay, began his quest to walk from 
northern Congo to the beaches of Gabon, documenting the 
state of the forests and the wildlife of the Congo Basin at the 
turn of the millennium. He was accompanied by National 
Geographic photographer Nick Nichols, whose stunning 
images of Gabon’s natural wonders were shown to my father, 
the late president Omar Bongo Ondimba, by Fay himself and 
British-born biologist Lee White in 2002. 

To be honest, very few of us recognized our own country 
in these hauntingly beautiful images: they seemed to us 
to represent a truly magical but surreal world far from 
our daily reality. But with the realization that we were the 
stewards of these natural wonders, a sense of wonder and 
pride was soon transformed under my father’s leadership 
into a vision for parks and sustainable development in the 
twenty-first century.

His decision in 2002 to create 13 national parks covering 
11 per cent of Gabon, cancelling over 1.5 million hectares of 
logging concessions in the process, was one of the success 
stories toasted at the last World Parks Congress, in Durban 
in 2003. The design of the parks system aimed to maximize 
their value for biodiversity conservation and ecosystem 
services, whilst optimizing resilience to climate change and 
minimizing conflicts with surrounding populations.

However, the creation of the parks was not an end point 
but rather a new beginning. Indeed, the concept of “sacred 
forests”, where hunting and fishing are forbidden, is integral 
to traditional Bantu and Pygmy culture in Gabon, and the 
creation of the parks was seen by many as an integration of 
our traditions into the modern world of natural resource 
extraction. 

The year before that historic decision, the government 
adopted a new forestry law making sustainable management 
of logging concessions obligatory. We also subsequently cre-
ated a series of Ramsar sites to protect key wetland areas, 
bringing our total terrestrial protected area coverage to 21 
per cent. 

A recently published analysis of patterns of deforestation 
in Gabon between 1990 and 2010 by a team of French and 
Gabonese scientists demonstrates clearly that these bold 
policy decisions significantly reduced deforestation rates, 
cutting carbon dioxide emissions, it is estimated, by around 
400 million tons. Today, deforestation in Gabon is below 
0.01 per cent per year and we are the second most forested 
country on the planet, with 88 per cent coverage. Gabon 
implemented the REDD concept before it was invented!

When I was elected president in 2009 it was on a sustainable 
development platform that we sum up today with the catch 
phrase “green Gabon”. 

Ali Bongo
Ondimba
Pride Turns 
to Vision
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Gabon is making significant advances in 
developing a green economy

Ali Bongo 
Ondimba

President of Gabon
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