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While a protected area has a primary conservation objective (i.e., is dedicated towards the 
conservation of biodiversity), an OECM is an area that delivers effective and long term in-situ 
conservation of biodiversity regardless of its management objectives. Like protected areas, OECMs 
occur under diverse forms of governance: by government agencies, private actors, Indigenous 
peoples and/or local communities, or in shared arrangements. Protected areas and OECMs 
complement each other to protect and conserve important biodiversity through well-connected 
conservation networks. 
 

 
Characteristics of OECMs  
 
All potential OECMs should achieve the long term in-situ conservation of important biodiversity. 
Identification and recognition of OECMs should be rights-based and done with full consultation and 
consent of the governing agency; this is especially important in relation to areas and territories of 
Indigenous peoples and local communities.  
 
OECMs fall into three categories:  
 
Ancillary conservation. Areas that deliver in-situ conservation as a by-product of management 
activities, even though biodiversity conservation is not a management objective. Examples may include 
sacred natural sites, shipwrecks, or industrial and military areas that conserve important biodiversity 
long-term.  
 
Secondary conservation. Areas where biodiversity conservation may be a secondary objective. For 
example, protection and management of watersheds or wetlands to protect biodiversity in addition to 
protection of water resources. Sites managed to provide ecological connectivity between protected 
areas or other areas of high biodiversity, thereby contributing to their viability, may also qualify as 
OECMs.  
 

Protecting important biodiversity 
 
¶ OECMs will effectively protect one or more of the following: 
¶ Rare, threatened or endangered species and habitats, and the ecosystems that support them, including 

species and sites identified on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, Red List of Ecosystems, or 

national equivalents. 

¶ Representative natural ecosystems. 

¶ Areas with high level of ecological integrity or ecological intactness, which are characterised by the 

occurrence of the full range of native species and supporting ecological processes. 

¶ Range-restricted species and ecosystems in natural settings. 

¶ 
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Primary conservation. Areas governed by government agencies, private actors or Indigenous peoples 
and local communities that conform to the IUCN definition of a protected area, but which are not 
currently designated and reported as protected areas. Some of these areas may later be recognised as 
protected areas if the governance body agrees. 
 
NB: For a site in any of these categories to be considered as an OECM, it should be fully assessed at the 
local level, in consultation with local stakeholders and with the free, prior and informed consent of the 
relevant governance authority. 
 
IDENTIFYING OECMs  
 
The identification of OECMs offers a significant opportunity to recognise de facto, effective and long-
term conservation that is taking place outside currently designated protected areas, under a range of 
governance and management regimes. OECMs may be managed, by a diverse set of actors including 
Indigenous peoples and local communities, private sector actors and government agencies not 
normally associated with area-based conservation. 
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¶ Privately conserved areas, managed with a specific conservation objective, but which are not 
recognised as protected areas under national legislation. 

¶ Military lands and waters that are managed for the purpose of defence, but also achieve the long-
term conservation of natural ecosystems and important biodiversity. 

¶ Coastal and marine areas protected for reasons other than conservation, but that nonetheless 
achieve the in-situ conservation of biodiversity (e.g., historic shipwrecks, etc.). 

¶ Permanent or long-term fisheries closure areas designed to protect complete ecosystems for 
stock recruitment or to protect specialised ecosystems and their full complement of species. 

¶ Freshwater and coastal wetlands restored for flood protection, but which protect important 
habitats, species and ecosystem services.  

¶ Watersheds or other areas managed primarily for water resource management that also result in 
the in-situ conservation of important biodiversity. 

¶ Some permanently set-aside areas of managed forest, such as old-growth, primary, or other high-
biodiversity value forests, which are protected from both forestry and non-forestry threats.  

¶ Urban parks managed primarily for public recreation, but which include large areas of natural 
habitats (e.g., native grassland, wetlands) and are managed to maintain these biodiversity values. 

¶ Hunting reserves that maintain natural habitats and other flora and fauna as well as viable 
populations of hunted and non-hunted native species. 

 
AREAS THAT ARE UNLIKELY TO QUALIFY AS OECMs  
 
Areas and management regimes that are unlikely to qualify as OECMs include:  

¶ Small, semi-natural areas within an intensively managed landscape with limited biodiversity 
conservation value. 

¶ Forests that are managed commercially for timber supply and are intended for logging, even 
though they may support some species of interest.  

¶ Fishery closures, and other fisheries management tools, including, but not limited to, temporary 
set asides or gear restriction areas with a single species, species group, or habitat focus, that may 
be subject to periodic exploitation and/or be defined for stock management purposes, and that 
do not deliver in-situ conservation of the associated ecosystems, habitats and species with which 
target species are associated.  

¶ Agricultural lands which are managed in a manner that provide some limited benefits for the in-
situ conservation of biodiversity, including temporary agricultural set asides, summer fallow and 
grant-maintained changes to agricultural practice that may benefit biodiversity. 

¶ Conservation measures that apply to a single species or group of species, over a wide geographical 
range such as hunting regulations or whale-watching rules; these are better considered as being 
part of wider species conservation measures.  

 
RECOGNISING AND SUPPORTING OECMs  
 
Identification of OECMs should be followed up by processes to determine appropriate kinds of 
recognition for the site (including legal, policy or institutional forms of recognition) as well as support 
(monetary and/or non-monetary) and development of effective monitoring systems. This recognition 
and support should aim to enhance the governance capacity of their legitimate authorities and secure 
positive and sustained outcomes for biodiversity. While national circumstances will differ, any related 
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