
 

 

 
 

 
The EU biodiversity strategy to 2030 is an ambitious, construc-
tive and coherent strategy that delivers on the commitment from the 
EU and its Member States, as parties to the UN Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity, to protect the living world and implement national 
strategies and action plans to achieve it.  

To transform words into reality, it will be important to build on existing 
evidence of effective implementation. This will require more concrete 
agreements on: 

o measures that will deliver EU-level impacts and meeting their ca-
pacity needs; 

o how to further mainstream biodiversity with other policy objectives 
and the governance arrangements that will ensure delivery. 

With a human-centric approach, the EU’s new biodiversity strategy focuses squarely on the societal 
challenges of fighting and adapting to climate change and improving human health, including protection 
from future pandemics. During this time of uncertainty, it is refreshing that the European Commission 
has stood by the vision outlined in its Green Deal communication, write IEEP's biodiversity researchers 
in response to the announcement of the EU's next biodiversity strategy. 
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At first glance: A welcome focus on 
benefits for society 
The new strategy’s headline objectives place a much stronger emphasis on 
the importance of biodiversity for human wellbeing and development. This 
shifts the focus from averting degradation of ecosystems and the loss of bio-
diversity towards actual restoration. The strategy focuses squarely on the so-
cietal challenges of fighting and adapting to climate change and improving 
human health, including protection from future pandemics. 

These changes correspond to our principal Think2030 recommendation from 
2018, when we said that the new biodiversity strategy should better reflect 
the value of biodiversity and ecosystems to society, to build a movement 
strong enough to achieve the transformational change required. 

The strategy intends to work in tandem with the other key EU Green Deal 
pillars such as the Climate Law, Circular Economy Action Plan and the Farm to 
Fork Strategy. In this human-centric approach, it is vital to recognise that with-
out drastic action to reduce the EU’s ecological footprint, the strategy’s head-
line commitment to put biodiversity on a path to recovery is highly unlikely to 
be achieved. 

By presenting the Farm to Fork strategy on the 
same day as the EU biodiversity strategy, the 
Commission sends a strong political signal to the 
EU Member States and stakeholders to overcome 
the silo approaches that frustrated the implemen-
tation of previous strategies and action plans. 

The Common Agricultural Policy is one of the 
most important implementation tools to ensure 
biodiversity delivery within the EU. In the future 
CAP, Member States should ensure their CAP 
plans are more aligned with biodiversity priorities than at present. 

The Farm to Fork strategy will guide the Member States’ implementation de-
cisions and should ensure that the CAP delivers on the identified needs and 
priorities for biodiversity while encouraging a greater focus on sustainability 
and parity between objectives on rural land (see IEEP’s early assessment of 
the Farm to Fork Strategy).  

With the biodiver-
sity strategy, the 
Commission sends 
a strong political 
signal to overcome 
silo approaches 

https://think2030.eu/
https://ieep.eu/news/farm-to-fork-strategy-the-first-step-towards-an-eu-sustainable-food-and-farming-policy-framework
https://ieep.eu/news/farm-to-fork-strategy-the-first-step-towards-an-eu-sustainable-food-and-farming-policy-framework
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Protected areas: Global leadership and 
management challenges at home 
In line with the ongoing negotiations on a new global deal for nature at 
the postponed CBD COP15, the EU Strategy commits to increase the EU’s 
protected area network to represent 30% of both land and sea by 2030.  

While some may question whether this is sufficient, it is worth remembering 
that the EU’s existing Natura 2000 network already covers 18% of the EU’s 
terrestrial and almost 10% of its marine surfaces. When Member States' na-
tionally designated sites are added, the estimated protected area coverage is 
26%. 

While the proposed target for the EU may only add 4% to the land under 
protection, at sea this will be no less than 19%, as the current Natura 2000 
marine coverage is only 10%. 

Evidence collected by IEEP over many years demonstrates how marine pro-
tected areas make good socio-economic sense, and the European Parliament 
and Council should embrace the Commission’s ambition and provide a boost 
to the blue economy.  

Secondly, the strategy commits to significantly 
increase the share of strictly protected areas 
from 3% on land and 1% at sea to 10% for both 
by 2030. This is a welcome proposal since pro-
tected areas in the EU currently fail to protect 
irreplaceable biodiversity, for example, in old-
growth forest and cold-water coral reefs. 

From a user perspective, however, this proposal 
can be interpreted as going beyond the EU’s cur-
rent Natura 2000 approach, which recognises 
that biodiversity protection may in certain cases 
require the maintenance – or indeed the encour-
agement – of human activities. 

With privately-owned land making up more than half  of the terrestrial network, 
and most of the marine network currently open to fishing, this approach re-
mains critical to reconciling protecting biodiversity with other interests. 

IEEP’s work on drivers of EU nature conservation success demonstrates the 
importance of strong protected area governance that engages landowners and 
-users. Where such cooperation is in place, measures taken have allowed na-
ture to bounce back, for example, the recovery of sea turtle populations in 
Cyprus. 

The European Par-
liament and Council 
should embrace the 
Commission’s ambi-
tion and provide a 
boost to the blue 
economy. 

http://sdg.iisd.org/events/2020-un-biodiversity-conference/
https://ieep.eu/work-areas/water-marine-and-fisheries/marine-protected-areas
https://ieep.eu/work-areas/water-marine-and-fisheries/marine-protected-areas
https://ieep.eu/publications/drivers-of-conservation-success-in-the-eu
https://ieep.eu/publications/biodiversity/nature-conservation-policy-and-its-implementation/drivers-of-conservation-success-in-the-eu
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Since stricter protection rules may affect some economic interests more 
strongly than others, clearly communicating and equitably sharing protected 
area benefits should remain a priority. 

A third and key commitment is to effectively manage all protected areas. As 
our Think2030 assessment identified, the EU still faces a large implementation 
gap to effectively manage its Natura 2000 network. 

Although in recent years significant progress was made by Member State au-
thorities in management planning, today almost a third of sites still lack a 
management plan or equivalent. For many sites, defined conservation objec-
tives and measures do not yet meet the agreed EU standards, often because 
of a lack of basic knowledge on conservation values and needs. 

Improving the uptake, quality, and delivery of management plans is what is 
most urgently needed for existing protected areas to deliver their full potential. 
For this to work, the Commission and the Member States must work together 
to ensure sufficient human and financial resources are available to plan, imple-
ment, evaluate and enforce local-level conservation efforts. 

Restoration plan: Big potential to de-
liver benefits 
The Commission’s proposal for a new EU Restoration Plan, with binding tar-
gets to restore healthy and resilient ecosystems, promises to significantly im-
prove the condition of ecosystems across the EU. 

With restoration needs in urban, forest, agriculture, marine and freshwater en-
vironments, it will be important to prioritise on an EU perspective. According 
to the Commission’s recent guidance on EU-level green and blue infrastruc-
ture, these are multifunctional, strategic, large-scale projects with an EU impact 
that contribute to the goals of the EU Nature Directives.  

The new Prioritised Action Frameworks (PAFs) 
present a foundation for prioritisation, identify-
ing the funding needs for the Natura 2000 net-
works as well as green infrastructure in each 
Member State. By using the PAFs as a basis for 
prioritising restoration action, the specific tar-
gets will become concrete at EU level.  

As large parts of  Europe experience exceptional drought for the third consec-
utive year, while others recover from historic floods, the importance of large-
scale forest and wetland restoration, cannot be overstated, given its combined 
adaptation, mitigation and biodiversity benefits.  

The strategy’s proposed restoration of 25.000 kilometres of free-flowing riv-
ers by 2030 provides a measurable benefit. The large-scale restoration of key 

The new Prioritised 
Action Frameworks 
present a founda-
tion for prioritisation 

https://ieep.eu/uploads/articles/attachments/947eb8aa-1694-41b1-8037-a4f16a7d2ace/Think%202030%20Biodiversity.pdf?v=63710011292
https://ieep.eu/uploads/articles/attachments/947eb8aa-1694-41b1-8037-a4f16a7d2ace/Think%202030%20Biodiversity.pdf?v=63710011292
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10102/2019/EN/SWD-2019-193-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10102/2019/EN/SWD-2019-193-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/german-farmers-fear-another-summer-of-drought/
https://www.esa.int/ESA_Multimedia/Images/2019/11/Floods_in_northern_Italy


First impressions of the EU biodiversity strategy to 2030 

May 2020 

marine and coastal ecosystems, such as 
seagrass meadows, shellfish reefs and salt 
marshes, is another proven no-regret strategy. 

Restoration on agricultural land in the EU has 
proven to be more challenging, and a recent 
IEEP evaluation demonstrated how the green-
ing of the Common Agricultural Policy has 
been implemented with an insufficient ambi-
tion to meet biodiversity objectives. 

The strategy’s commitment to dedicate 10% 
of farmland to high-diversity landscape features aims to correct this and throw 
a much-needed lifeline to agricultural biodiversity and the critical services it 
provides such as pollination and pest control. 

However, unlike other farm-related objectives in the Biodiversity Strategy, such 
as on organic agriculture and pesticides, this target does not feature in the 
Farm to Fork Strategy. This is a missed opportunity and the Commission 
should ensure this commitment is implemented in agricultural policy – includ-
ing in the CAP. 

As public money can only be spent once, prioritisation by the Commission and 
the Member States between – and within – these different pillars of the Res-
toration Plan will be critical. 

Governance is key: No time for passing 
the buck 
By proposing a new biodiversity governance framework, the new strategy rec-
ognises the major implementation problems that have hindered progress un-
der the EU’s existing strategy. The EU’s outgoing biodiversity strategy had six 
operational targets and 20 actions, many of which were time-bound and sup-
ported by legislation and monitoring systems. 

Progress was strongest on the targets that were directly linked to the imple-
mentation of existing legislation and weakest on those that were not, notably 
the ecosystem restoration target. Nature and biodiversity officials met several 
times a year both at the political and administrative level to discuss progress 
and challenges were raised as part of the EU’s Environmental Implementation 
Review. However, a weak point has often been the lack of engagement of 
other ministries at the national level. 

Given this, it can be argued that a legally binding approach to the biodiversity 
governance framework is urgently needed unless Member States and other 
key stakeholders can show greater intrinsic ownership to deliver on agreed 
objectives. 

The strategy’s pro-
posed restoration of 
25.000 kilometres 
of free-flowing riv-
ers by 2030 pro-
vides a measurable 
benefit 

https://ieep.eu/publications/evaluation-of-the-common-agricultural-policy-s-impact-on-biodiversity
https://ieep.eu/publications/evaluation-of-the-common-agricultural-policy-s-impact-on-biodiversity
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Additionally, increasing human and financial capacity at local, Member State 
and EU-level will be critical for an effective governance framework, alongside 
more clarity on specific sectoral commitments and integration into interna-
tional target deliveries. 

The Commission’s press release on the strategy announces that €20 billion 
will be unlocked annually to implement the strategy, however in the strategy 
itself  this figure only features as a minimum estimate of needs rather than a 
secured commitment which will have to be clarified. 

Lastly, it will be important to further clarify and coordinate the responsibilities 
across governance structures and involved authorities in follow-up biodiversity 
action plans. 

 

The Institute for European Environmental Policy (IEEP) is a sus-
tainability think tank with offices in Brussels and London. As a not-
for-profit research organisation with over 40-years of experience, we 
are committed to advancing evidence-based and impact-driven sus-
tainability policy across the EU and the world. 

https://ieep.eu
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