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ABSTRACT
The Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) marked a renewed commitment to addressing the global biodiversity crisis. This
framework of four goals and 23 interim targets is intended to guide and accelerate conservation efforts over the next 25 years
and is more ambitious than its predecessor, the Aichi 2020 targets. However, the pursuit of multilateral agreements is dependent
upon national pledges, and the limited success of the Aichi targets shows that national pledges are of little worth without aligned
(sub)national action. We assessed the submitted National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plans of several member countries
to determine their alignment with the bold ambition of the GBF. We find a lack of alignment between the GBF and country
submissions across many targets, with the notable exception of Target 3—commonly interpreted as increasing protected area
coverage to 30% by 2030. Reflecting on the submissions, recent developments, and our collective experience, we outline key
considerations that could help guide future submissions and implementation strategies.We caution against cherry-picking specific
targets, highlighting that an overemphasis on Target 3 will fail to achieve the overarching vision of living in harmony with nature.
This requires a more holistic and inclusive approach to conservation and a focus on the full suite of GBF targets.

1 Introduction

With the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework
(GBF) finalized, countries were expected to submit their (revised)
National Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAPs)
before the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity
(UNCBD)Conference of Parties (COP) 16 took place inNovember
2024.Only 35 countries (less than 20%), alongwith theEU (which,
in addition to member countries’ submissions, submits their
own region-wide commitment), have submitted their updated
NBSAPs, leaving 160 (more than 80%) still to do so. Although
the number of submissions is limited, the distribution is global
with 2 from North America (Mexico, Canada), 6 from Latin

America and the Caribbean (Cuba, Curaçao, Suriname, French
Guiana, Aruba, Colombia), 5 from Africa (Burkina Faso, Tunisia,
Libya, Mauritania, Uganda), 12 from Europe (EU, Moldova,
Malta, Austria, Norway, Ireland, Italy, France, Spain, Slovenia,
Luxembourg, Hungary), 9 from Asia (Jordan, China, Palestine,
Malaysia, SouthKorea, Japan, Indonesia, Afghanistan,UAE), and
2 from Oceania (Tonga, Australia).

Given that the success of international environmental agree-
ments depends on political will and implementation plans, now
is an opportune time to assess the submitted NBSAPs. We used
the online UNCBD dashboard1 (fromwhere detailed information
aboutGBFobjectives, direct links to country submissions, and the
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online reporting tool can be accessed) and NBSAP tracking tools2
to review country submissions to the UNCBD and consider the
extent to which they align with the GBF. We were particularly
interested in understanding if NBSAPs are congruent with the
broad spectrum of GBF objectives (vision, mission, goals, and
targets) or whether submissions coalesce around particular goals
or targets, hypothesizing that there would be a tendency to
cherry-pick more popular and easily achieved targets, which
could undermine the pursuit of the UNCBD long-term ambition
of “humanity living in harmony with nature.”

The adoption of the GBF by member states of the UNCBD in
December 2022 marked a renewed commitment to address the
biodiversity crisis. This new framework consists of four long-term
goals and 23 associated interim targets and is intended to guide
conservation efforts for the next 25 years. The framework displays
an enhanced level of ambition compared to its predecessor,
the Aichi 2020 targets, which we consider to be welcome and
necessary, but the legacies of previous agreements highlight how
such documents can represent little more than a bureaucratic
change unless realized through effective implementation (Xu
et al. 2021; Liu and Raftery 2021). Globally agreed targets, whether
towards social or environmental ends, typically and necessarily
have grand ambitions and often become associated with headline
goals. However, recent experience suggests that global frame-
works and their associated headline features may become more
successful at raising awareness and attracting investment than at
generating political will or ensuring that policy becomes practice.
For example, the Aichi targets and the SDGs were extremely
ambitious, yet none of the Aichi targets were achieved, and
progress toward the SDGs is so far underwhelming, with climate
and environmental goals performing notably poorly (Malekpour
et al. 2023).

A key reason for the failure to achieve the Aichi targets was the
failure of the parties to set appropriate national targets that adhere
to the global framework (Xu et al. 2021). Beneath the headline
goals, the GBF has a broad range of 23 targets that acknowl-
edge the spectrum of drivers of environmental change and
the concerted efforts required for system-level transformation
(IPBES 2019). Significant effort wasmade to reduce the ambiguity
and complexity that undermined the Aichi targets (Butchart
et al. 2016), and GBF targets were encouraged to be designed
around the SMART principles of specific, measurable, attain-
able, realistic, and time-bound (Hughes and Grumbine 2023).
Despite these efforts, many targets retain vague language such
as “significantly,” “substantially,” “increase,” “reduce,” and so
forth. Furthermore, as is broadly acknowledged in conservation
science, there are no silver bullet solutions, and countries face
context-specific challenges requiring tailored solutions (Ostrom
2007). While the breadth of the GBF accounts for this, it also
risks countries “cherry-picking” targets that are easier to achieve
or more politically convenient, overlooking others that have
the potential for more meaningful progress. Such a selective
approach could result in a fragmented response, resulting in
missed opportunities and even incurring perverse outcomes (e.g.,
trading off social justice for conservation).

We assessed the currently submitted NBSAPs and highlight here
four key areas of concern that broadly relate to theGBF ambitions
and country commitments:

1.1 Most NBSAPs Do Not Include an Explicit
Commitment to the Overarching Vision or Mission
of the GBF

In pursuit of the overall vision of humanity living in harmony
with nature, the interimmission of theGBF is to “halt and reverse
biodiversity loss by 2030,” and the currently submitted NBSAPs
offer insight into current trends in this direction. Only one
country made a specific commitment to this mission; Australia
pledged to halt and reverse biodiversity loss by 2030, while
China pledged to effectively mitigate biodiversity loss within its
territory by 2030 (but, like other countries, does not reference its
impacts in other areas). The EU commits to reversing pollinator
loss, which is, of course, notable, but a significantly lesser goal
presumably driven by concerns about the supporting services
to food production than biodiversity conservation per se. Italy,
Austria, Luxembourg, and Ireland follow suit, emphasizing their
commitments to reducing pollinator loss. Others simply acknowl-
edge that halting biodiversity loss is a requirement but provide no
mechanism or indicators to explain how this will be pursued or
measured.

1.2 The Current NBSAPs Suggest Countries
Inadequately Consider the Broad Range of Targets

Specific targets on gender equality (Target 23 on gender equal-
ity in implementation) and consistent reference to Indigenous
people’s rights are notable and welcome updates within the GBF.
However, there is poor alignment between GBF text and NBSAPs
content when it comes to issues related to Indigenous People
and equity, with almost a third of submitted NBSAPs failing to
make any reference to Indigenous issues at all (either within their
territories or through financial support for nature-dependent
people linked through commodity chains or global drivers such
as climate change) (Table 1). Several countries from diverse
geographies provide specific text, for example, “strengthening
the role or capacity of Indigenous peoples,” but the language of
strengthen, support, and so forth is vague and not SMART. Two
notable exceptions areMexico, which has several SMART targets,
and Denmark, which committed 18 million DKK per year to the
International Working Group for Indigenous Affairs.

Many countries (17/36) fail to make any specific, significant
financing pledges (GBF Target 19), while others (13) make vague
statements of intent, such as “ensure necessary financing” or “20
billion per year should be unlocked” (Table 1). Several countries
commit to mobilizing additional financing, while Colombia
significantly pledges to contribute 3% of its GDP by 2030—
approximately $105 million. Austria makes a specific commit-
ment to increase biodiversity-relevant international development
financing by 100%. While this is also significant given that in
2020–2021, Austria committed 37.6% of its total bilateral allocable
aid ($189.4 million) in support of the environment and the Rio
Conventions (although only 7% was directly for biodiversity)
(OECD), greater actions from developed nations will be needed to
meet the targeted $20 billion per year goal (by 2025). Clearly, an
enhanced level of ambition and greater consistency across, par-
ticularly high-income, countries for the distribution of financial
resources is required from the yet-to-be-submitted NBSAPs.
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TABLE 1 Submitted NBSAP alignment with selected GBF objectives. Vague and average typically indicate that NBSAPs refer to the objective but
fail to make any specific, quantifiable commitment.

Country NBSAP

Commitment to
halting biodiversity

loss

Commitment to
increasing area
under protection

Commitment to
financial

contribution
Commitment to

IPLCs

Afghanistan No Yes No Average
Aruba Vague Yes No Poor
Australia Yes Yes No Average
Austria No Yes Vague Poor
Burkina Faso Vague No Yes Poor
Canada Vague Yes Vague Good
China Yes Yes No Poor
Colombia Vague Yes Yes Average
Cuba No Yes No Average
Curaçao Vague Yes No Poor
Denmark No Yes Yes Good
European Union No Yes Vague Poor
France Vague Yes Yes Average
Hungary No No No Poor
Indonesia No Yes Vague Average
Ireland No Yes No Good
Italy No Yes No Poor
Japan No Yes No Average
Jordan Vague No No Average
Libya Vague Yes No Poor
Luxembourg Yes Yes Vague Poor
Malaysia Vague Yes Yes Average
Malta Vague Yes Vague Poor
Mauritania No Yes No Poor
Mexico No Yes No Good
Norway No Yes Vague Good
Palestine Yes Yes Vague Average
Republic of Korea Yes Yes No Average
Republic of
Moldova

No Yes No Poor

Slovenia No Yes Vague Poor
Spain Vague Yes Vague Poor
Suriname No Yes Vague Average
Tonga Vague Yes Vague Average
Tunisia No Yes Yes Poor
UAE No Yes No Poor
Uganda Yes Yes Vague Good

Source: https://ort.cbd.int, https://wwf.panda.org/act/nbsap_tracker_check_your_countrys_nature_progress/, https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop16-tracking-
country-pledges-on-tackling-biodiversity-loss/.

3 of 6

 1755263x, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://conbio.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/conl.13104 by U

niversity O
f E

ast A
nglia, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [03/06/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://ort.cbd.int
https://wwf.panda.org/act/nbsap_tracker_check_your_countrys_nature_progress/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop16-tracking-country-pledges-on-tackling-biodiversity-loss/


1.3 NBSAPs Overemphasize Target 3

Far greater consistency is found across country submissions
towards Target 3, the well-known and widely circulating 30 × 30
commitment that requires countries to conserve 30% of land,
water, and seas by 2030. A total of 33 of the 36 NBSAPs not only
refer to but also commit to specific targets to place more areas of
land or sea under protection. Of these, 23 committed to meeting,
or even exceeding, the 30 × 30 target. However, there is evidence
of selective approaches here, too, as most countries focus on the
spatial component of Target 3 while overlooking the supporting
guidance and indicators, including those highlighting the need
for integrated and equitable application.

Target 3 is the GBF “stand out” target, which has received
significant media and scientific attention and is seemingly gen-
erating political support as evidenced by countries’ willingness
to include specific targets for it within their NBSAPs. This target
aims to increase the global coverage of protected areas and other
effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs) to at least
30% by 2030 (often referred to as 30 × 30). Its standout status
is reflected in the opening statement of the CBD press release,
which states, “By 2030: Protect 30% of Earth’s lands, oceans,
coastal areas, and inland waters.” Headline goals are attractive
because they offer a highly relatable and often simple target that
generates broad interest and can help mobilize collective action
and financing towards a common concern. As such, there was
considerable enthusiasm for a headline goal for nature within
the GBF, particularly due to the success in generating media
and private sector attention for the headline goal of the Paris
Agreement that is, limiting global warming to 1.5◦C.

While the GBF always intended to have a broad set of targets
and aims, the spatial component of Target 3 fulfills the criteria of
being simple and relatable and can be easily communicated and
assessedusing the spatial coverage of protected areas andOECMs.
However, the lack of information on many of the supporting
components of Target 3 (i.e., recognition of Indigenous lands,
ensuring sustainable use, and integrating measures into broader
landscape concerns) and insufficient attention to other GBF
targets in the 36 NBSAPs (Table 1) suggest that emphasis on the
spatial dimension of Target 3 (30× 30) is a distraction from the full
ambition of Target 3 (integrated and equitable application), from
the full suite of GBF Targets (inclusivity), and from the broader
long-term mission of the GBF (harmony with nature). There is
a further associated risk that a narrow interpretation of Target
3 as simply 30 × 30 could be used to justify a return to fortress
conservation approaches.

While the Target 3 headline indicator is SMART, it fails to specify
whether the area protected is important for biodiversity, if it
is effective in reducing biodiversity loss, whether it addresses
anthropogenic degradation, or if it contributes to connectivity
(Pillay et al. 2024). Again, this ambiguity allows for potentially
meaningful and contextualized strategies to be developed, but
it also leaves the target open to interpretation. It is particu-
larly risky if the target is interpreted as being a call for strict
protection of land, which has long been associated with social
injustices and has not always been as effective at conserving
nature as proponents would like to believe. Moreover, the active
separation of people and nature through “fortress” protectionist-

style approaches is clearly misaligned with, and will fail to
achieve, the CBD mission of humanity living in harmony with
nature and risks disrupting the connections of those people now
maintaining the most proximate and tangible relationships with
nature (Garnett et al. 2018; Sze et al. 2022). It could also hasten
rural depopulation and undermine essential land stewardship
(Marini et al. 2024).

There is no certainty that the protection of 30% of the planet will
lead to a reduction in biodiversity loss, let alone generate social
co-benefits (Geldmann et al. 2019). There are several reasons for
this. First, it is clear that protected areas alone are not enough
to halt biodiversity loss. Protecting 30% of the planet requires a
near-doubling of current globally protected areas. Yet the world’s
biodiversity has significantly decreased during the most recent
doubling (between 1990 and 2020) of protected areas. While the
losses may have been much greater without PA establishment,
this shows that PAs alone are not sufficient to resolve biodiversity
loss at the global scale and could fail to realize the system-
level transformations required for harmonious human–nature
relations (Díaz et al. 2019). Second, biodiversity conservation is
not always effective within park boundaries (Geldmann et al.
2019), and many parks exist on paper only (Di Minin and
Toivonen 2015). For example, poor regulation and low levels of
protection mean that over 80% of EU marine-protected areas are
ineffective (Aminian-Biquet et al. 2024). Third, the effectiveness
and environmental and social outcomes are highly dependent on
the kind of reserve being created—with reserves established in
partnership with IPLCs faring much better than those excluding
people (Dawson et al. 2021; Zhang et al. 2023). But the GBF itself
and the NBSAPs are not explicit about the kinds of protected
areas required, risking a return to the establishment of strictly
protected areas, which have often been associated with a range
of social harms, including the displacement and dispossession of
local and Indigenous people along with loss of access to resources
that are important for food security and livelihoods (Vasquez and
Sunderland 2023; Benjaminsen and Bryceson 2012; Craigie et al.
2010; Curran et al. 2004; Pyhälä et al. 2016).

Misinterpreting Target 3 as a call for more strict protected areas
risks falling into the trap of designing interventions based on for-
mulaic prescriptions that are misaligned with the characteristics
of the problem (Kalfagianni and Young 2022). Rather, efforts to
extend PA coverage should consider the range of options and be
supplemented with increased efforts to enhance the effectiveness
and equity of existing PAs (Li et al. 2024). In doing so, the actions
required to equitably reduce and reverse biodiversity loss have
great potential for a range of co-benefits, ranging from enhanced
justice to climate mitigation (Shin et al. 2022).

1.4 Strategies and Implementation Need to be
Inclusive

A primary reason for the failure to achieve global goals in
the past has been the weak implementation at national and
subnational levels (Cardona Santos et al. 2023; Xu et al. 2021).
This is in part because the strategies are often externally designed,
based on Western worldviews and technocratic approaches
(Dawson et al. 2023), and fail to recognize local communities
and their place-based knowledge and values (Carmenta et al.
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2023; Milner-Gulland 2024). Countries and implementers should
rather develop and commit to more long-term integrated systems
approaches that better consider synergies (and trade-offs) across
GBF targets and with broader objectives (climate, food security),
ensuring that social justice dimensions are at the core (Milner-
Gulland 2024). It is increasingly acknowledged that governance
that includes or is led by Indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities can generate more effective conservation (Dawson et al.
2023; Sze et al. 2022). Such evidence strongly suggests that simply
“recognizing and respecting the rights of indigenous peoples
and local communities” (GBF) is insufficient but rather that
implementation should ensure that local people codesign and
lead conservation and restoration efforts.

2 Conclusion

The issue we have highlighted concerning cherry-picking conve-
nient targets extends to a potential failure to pursue a holistic
approach to conservation. These tendencies are evident within
the NBSAPs. For example, submitted NBSAPs clearly overlook—
or intentionally exclude—certain targets, that is, those related
to gender, finance, and Indigenous people. Yet, the pursuit of
multilateral agreements is dependent upon national pledges,
and national pledges demand subsequent (sub)national action
to be impactful. Multilateral environmental agreements can be
effective, but sadly, the Montreal Protocol of 1987—which was
focused on a single issue—remains largely the exception to
the rule (Whitesides 2020). More recently, the SDG framework
has been criticized for legitimizing unsustainable models of
development that deliver short-term socioeconomic advances at
the cost of environmental integrity (Weitz et al. 2023). Imple-
mentation strategies for the GBF must avoid a situation whereby
environmental protection and recovery exacerbate inequalities
or further increase pressure on those already vulnerable and,
in fact, often already deliver conservation aims while failing to
address the wealth-related drivers of biodiversity decline (Lenzen
et al. 2012), including the impacts of “developed” countries
environmental footprints on distant regions (Dasgupta and Levin
2023).

A world where humanity lives in harmony with nature requires
systemic transformations in the waymuch of humanity perceives
our role in, with, or as nature (Mace 2014) and cannot be
achieved by a narrow focus on Target 3. Instead, attention to
social justice and multi-sectoral inclusion must underpin GBF
implementation efforts to have any chance of humanity living
in harmony with nature. Learning from those communities
already doing so and amplifying the positive human-biodiversity
dynamics that often emanate from biocultural centers is a logical
starting point (Carmenta et al. 2023). Meanwhile, applying sys-
tems thinking and robust environmental governance principles
can enable implementers to avoid siloed responses and inform
the development of options for future ecologically and socially
resilient landscapes that respond to both global environmental
challenges and local realities. Finally, the strategic and inclusive
thinking and designs that are required should not be constrained
by short, unrealistic time horizons (i.e., 2030). Although the
issues are urgent, some realism is required—it took a 4-year
consultation process to agree on the 23 GBF targets; it is hardly
conceivable that they will be achieved in the next 5 years, and

rushing them heightens the risks of ineffective, inefficient, or
inherently damaging solutions.

Data Availability Statement

The authors have nothing to report.

Endnote

1https://ort.cbd.int/dashboard#0.4/0/0
2https://wwf.panda.org/act/nbsap_tracker_check_your_countrys_
nature_progress/; https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop16-tracking-
country-pledges-on-tackling-biodiversity-loss/#:%7E;:text=NBSAPs%
20are%20blueprints%20for%20how,legally%20required%20%E2%80%
93%20to%20submit%20NBSAPs.
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