
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 IUCN WCPA Issues Paper Series No. 1 











6 
 

Summary 
The following document reports on discussions that took place at a workshop on the role of OECMs 

in Europe with participants from 24 countries of Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia in Vilm, 

Germany in February 2023. The workshop was organised by the Federal Agency for Nature 

Conservation (BfN), Germany, the European section of the World Commission on Protected Areas 

(WCPA) and the IUCN Regional Office for Europe with financial support from the Federal Ministry for 

the Environment, Nature Conservation, Nuclear Safety and Consumer Protection, Germany (BMUV) 

and the WCPA.  
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1. Context 
Other effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs) were first mentioned in 2010 as part of 

Aichi Target 11 of the Strategic Plan 2011-2020 of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).1 

Within this target, parties to the CBD agreed to conserve at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and inland 

water, and 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas through effectively and equitably managed, 

ecologically representative and well connected systems of protected areas and other effective area-

based conservation measures. However, it was not until 2018 at the 14th CBD Conference of the 

Parties (COP 14) that CBD Parties adopted a definition and criteria for OECMs.2 Subsequently, with 

support of BfN, IUCN/WCPA published guidance in 2019 on “Recognising and Reporting OECMs”3 and 

the WCPA OECM Specialist Group developed an assessment tool to help determine whether 

potential important areas for biodiversity meet the criteria of OECMs.4  

 

OECMs are anticipated to complement protected areas by providing sustained, positive conservation 

outcomes, even though they may be managed primarily for other reasons. Whereas protected areas are 

defined by their primary conservation objectives, OECMs are defined as areas that deliver effective 

conservation without being protected areas. An OECM is defined by the CBD as:  

 

A geographically defined area other than a Protected Area, which is governed and managed in ways that 

achieve positive and sustained long-term outcomes for the in-situ conservation of biodiversity, with 

associated ecosystem functions and services and where applicable, cultural, spiritual, socio-economic, 

and other locally relevant values.5 

 

Most OECMs will have biodiversity conservation as either a secondary objective or without being a 

conscious aim of management at all, as an ancillary objective. OECMs with biodiversity conservation as a 

primary objective may occur, for example, where Indigenous peoples or local communities decide to 

conserve an area using traditional practices, but do not wish for their territory or area to be defined as a 

protected area, which may require formal recognition by the regional or national government. OECMs 

therefore may be governed by any one of a diverse range of authorities and arrangements, from national 

and tribal governments to local communities and private entities. 

 

In December 2022, at the 15th Conference of Parties of the CBD, Parties adopted the Kunming
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While there will be opportunities for establishing new protected areas, recognizing and maintaining 

areas that are already effective in protecting important biodiversity as OECMs will be critical to achieving 

Target 3. This might also catalyse more inclusive and diverse approaches to achieving Target 3: (i) by 

accounting for local and indigenous efforts which often fall outside the current scope of conventional 

protected areas, and (ii) through integrating meaningful conservation actions into sectors not typically 

associated with the protection of biodiversity. 

 

The European Union already has a large set of protected areas conserved through the Natura 2000 

network. The EU has set its own ambitious targets within its Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 (adopted 

in 2020), where it calls for 30 per cent coverage by protected areas and OECMs in each of its 

biogeographical regions, of which 10 per cent should be strictly protected.7 It also calls for the 

effective management of all protected areas with clear conservation objectives and measures. 

Furthermore, the EU has developed a Nature Restoration Law8 that should enhance the ecosystem 

condition of degraded and carbon-rich ecosystems and puts a special focus on agricultural 

ecosystems as well as rivers and marine ecosystems. Member states were asked to submit pledges 

by 2023 for new areas to be designated in order to reach new quantitative targets. The additional 

areas should complete any remaining gaps in the Natura 2000 network, provide additional areas 

needed for species and habitats not yet considered in the Natura 2000 network (also considering 

synergies with climate adaptation and mitigation, ecosystem services, etc.) and should improve 

existing sites by extending them. 

 

With regard to OECMs, based on the EU Biodiversity Strategy, the European Commission published a 

working document in January 2022:9 “
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5. Categories of potential OECMs in Europe  
A wide range of potential OECM candidate sites were identified as case studies. These were 

thoroughly assessed and discussed using the IUCN WCPA Site-Level Assessment Tool for Identifying 

OECMs. Some categories emerged as being particularly promising for meeting the OECM criteria: 

 

Privately managed conservation sites 
In many European countries conservation areas managed by private bodies or individuals are neither 

recognised nor reported as protected areas. Some of these areas might not meet the biodiversity 

criteria of an OECM. But some do. They would need to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. A 

convincing example is the case of the Josefov Meadows Bird Park in the Czech Republic:17 
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Military sites 
Although a number of Natura 2000 sites are located within military sites, there are many other 

military sites of high conservation value that have not yet been designated as Natura 2000 sites or 

that lie in European countries outside the EU. A spatial analysis carried out in Slovakia18 showed that 

recognising high conservation value military areas as OECMs in Slovakia would significantly increase 
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Marine ecosystems 
Several marine examples were discussed in more depth (see separate section below). Particular 

attention was given to the rather ethical question of whether ecosystems heavily altered by 

humankind, with negative impacts on biodiversity, should be considered at all as OECMs if the new 

use also results in some biodiversity benefits. Offshore windfarms are one example for this. Their 

construction and operation impact particularly birds and marine mammals. Due to the fact that 

fishing is excluded around windfarms, there might also be some biodiversity benefits. It was argued 

that recognising OECMs in ecosystems that have been modified in a way that heavily impacts on 

biodiversity should not be allowed, as this would open the door for greenwashing. Another critically 

discussed example of this kind was Lyme Bay in the UK, where there were additional concerns about 

the longevity and impacts of the Mussel Farm.  

 

 

Lyme Bay, UK 

 Not a protected area, but next to a Special Area of Conservation (∼ 270 km2). It used to be 

biodiversity rich before it was heavily impacted by ground-contacting fishing gear. 

 UK’s first large scale offshore mussel farm. The mussels grow on underwater lines of rope 

anchored to the seabed 3 to 6 miles off the Devon coast on two sites totalling 15km² over 

previously heavily trawled seabed.  

 The mussel larvae settle on the ropes in the spring and grow without need of fertilisers or 

artificial food supplies. 

 Management by the Lyme Bay Consultative Committee. 

 The current commercial venture has a lease of 20 years, but governance and management of the 

site including management practices could change. 
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6. Strategic approach to OECMs in Europe  
It was noted that if consistently and effectively applied, OECMs could play a critical role in enhancing 

biodiversity in Europe. On the other hand, recognising and reporting OECMs could be a time 

consuming and complex process, which could be exploited to reach area-based conservation targets 

with minimum biodiversity benefit. Hence, the following strategic recommendations emerged: 

 

1. Countries should evaluate their progress towards 30 by 30 – ensuring any existing areas counted 

against the target meet international protected area and OECM criteria/standards published by 

the CBD and IUCN. EU member states should also critically evaluate their protected areas and 

particularly their Natura 2000 sites to see whether they truly meet EU criteria. In the light of 

OECMs having to demonstrate effectiveness, some countries might feel inclined to revisit their 

protected areas for checking their effectiveness in biodiversity conservation and acting 

accordingly. 

2. Next, it is important to analyse whether protected areas or OECMs are the most appropriate tool 

in a given situation, with regards to conservation objectives, governance arrangements, political, 

cultural, economic context, etc. Critical considerations include the benefits of any OECM 

recognition perceived and felt by the governing bodies.  

3. There might be a great potential for OECM recognition of newly restored sites under the EU 

restoration law or in areas conserved for their climate mitigation or adaptation potential or as 

areas important for drinking water extraction.  

4. Countries already with more than 30 per cent protected area coverage should consider putting 

more priority on increasing the effectiveness of their protected area system. 

5. Where feasible countries should conserve the areas richest in biodiversity. Highly and fully 

protected areas have been shown to deliver the highest biodiversity benefit, but it is important 

to uphold the rights of relevant rightsholders and stakeholders and appropriately engage local 

people in governance to achieve the effective management and equitable governance elements 

of Target 3. 

6. Where nature conservation is not a primary objective, but nonetheless occurs as a result of 

management activity, consider whether such an area has robust enough management to provide 

long term conservation and thus be considered as an OECM. 

7. OECMs can help to achieve integrity and coherence in conservation and can help provide 

connectivity for existing protected areas. When planning conservation systems, countries should 

identify gaps in terms of ecosystems and connectivity, and check whether some of these gaps 

can be filled by OECMs. 

8. When identifying OECMs go first for the most obvious. Some potential OECMs seem to be very 

clear-
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Long-term
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8. Establishing national processes for identifying OECMs 
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9. The EU guidance for OECM  
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10. Issues and challenges to be addressed 
A number of open issues and challenges were identified as needing to be addressed if OECMs are to 
be used as an effective conservation instrument. 
 

Reassessment and degazetting 
As OECMs are defined by their effectiveness, reassessment after a certain number of years should be 

obligatory. Otherwise, the credibility is undermined. If reassessment shows that the OECM criteria 

are no longer met, an OECM should no longer be recognised or listed on the WD-OECM.  

 

Definition of “long term” 
Clearer guidance is needed on the minimum period of what constitutes "long term” in this context; 

workshop participants felt this mean in perpetuity. 

 

Legal designation of OECMs 
There was uncertainty if a legal designation of OECMs could be useful to strengthen the level of 

protection and to raise interest in OECMs or whether this could deter countries from engaging. Only 

recognising OECMs under legal designations would exclude many areas under non-state governance. 

 

Benefits of OECM recognition 
Without a clear benefit to the governing body, it might be difficult to get consent for OECM 

recognition. A system of support (including incentives) may be needed for OECMs. It was suggested 

that empirical research on whether OECM recognition has led to more sustained protection should 

be carried out. It is important to ensure that the recognition process (including site-level assessment) 

is as efficient as possible and does not consume too many resources from the governing authority. 

 

Alignment with policies 
OECMs might play an important role in conserving newly restored sites under the restoration and 

climate policies of the EU and the European countries. Such alignment could help to boost the 

application of OECMs and create more political will. 

 

Overcoming misconceptions 
The lack of understanding hinders uptake of the OECM concept. Misunderstandings that OECMs are 

a weaker or easier tool for area-based conservation than protected areas are a major impediment. 

Hence, any work with OECMs requires intense communication work. Finding a proper name for 

OECMs in the national language could be an important first step. A distinction between greening of 

land use and protected and conserved areas could also support the proper application of OECMs. 

 

Political risks 
It was feared that OECMs could divert focus and resources from creating new protected areas, 

because they are perceived to be easier pathways to 30x30 but deliver few additional conservation 

benefits. As capacities and resources for conservation are always tight and OECM identification and 

recognition takes up considerable efforts, too much focus on OECMs could lead to neglect of the 

existing protected area system. Production sectors such as fisheries, agriculture, mining etc. might be 

inclined to use OECMs to green their image without delivering net conservation gain. 
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 The potential for a two-tier approach, where different categories of potential OECMs are 

identified first and then individual sites are assessed within the categories 

 Assessment of potential effectiveness based on two stages: (i) the ability to provide conservation 

through the management system and (ii) the political power and economic resources to ensure 

this is carried through 

 

EU definitions of an OECM: differs from the CBD definition in three ways: 

1. Insistence on a conservation objective 

2. Insistence on a legal framework for OECMs 

3. Assumption that strict protection cannot be found in OECMs 

These additional restrictions are problematic because the first is at odds with the CBD definition ad 

the last two will restrict conservation opportunities and are unnecessary. The EU is urged to look at 

these definitions again. 

 

Remaining issues and challenges: OECMs are still a new conservation tool and there are still many 

questions to be answered, including: 

 

 Reassessment
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