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Conservationists have always been 
(rightfully) obsessed with extinction

Dirzo et al. 2014. Science; Johnson et al. 2017. Science. 





Heroic efforts have saved species
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Tigers in Nagarahole PA, 
India, 400% increase

Walston et al. 2010, Plos Biology

In some cases we are even seeing the partial 
recovery of ‘doomed’ species 



Conservation needs to be more than 
this….





Conservationists are not nearly obsessed enough 
with keeping functioning intact ecosystems 
intact….



Intact ecosystems are essential for 
biodiversity 

• Many species are now 
only found intact 
ecosystems, especially 
the big ones

• Only place where natural 
abundances occur for 
many species

• These are the engine 
rooms for evolution and 
reservoirs (and baselines) 
for restoring/rewilding 
efforts 

Betts et al., 2017 Nature



GoodBad

Scheffers et al., 2016 Science



Change in wilderness extent since 1993

Watson et al. 2016 Current Biology

ONLY 23% OF WILDERNESS 
NOW REMAINS

10% WAS LOST IN LAST
TWO DECADES





“By 2050, biodiversity is valued, conserved, restored and wisely 
used, maintaining ecosystem services, sustaining a healthy planet 
and delivering benefits essential for all people.” 
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Prevent species extinction

Halt species decline

Where possible retain functional 
assemblages and essential ecosystem 
services – retain intactness



Multiple values well beyond biodiversity conservation





The world’s most intact forests are vitally 
important sink that actively absorbs at 
least a third of  total global human CO2 
output annually.



When a forest is degraded, its ability to store 
carbon is severely degraded 



Degradation of forest ecosystems 
affects local climate regimes and 

critical watershed services

• Clear effect of rain 
generation in Amazon, 
south-east Asia and 
Australia (up to 50%)

• More water and cleaner 
water in those watersheds 
that contain intact forested 
ecosystems

• Lots of evidence that intact 
forests buffer from storm 
events



Loss of intact forest ecosystems have 
implications on human health

• Increasing rate of 
infectious diseases now 
thought to be due to 
degradation of 
ecosystems - Malaria, 
Ebola, Dengue, Zika, 
Yellow fever

• Forest fires in degraded 
forests in Indonesia 
caused more than 
100,000 deaths in 2015



Intact forest support many of the world’s most 
marginalized communities
- At least 250 million people live in forests
- For many, these non-degraded forests are critical for 

cultural identities and language
- The loss of intact ecosystems leading to an erosion of 

culture and ‘connectedness’ 



Human footprint and forest cover (75%)





No global policy setting, from the United 
Nation’s Biodiversity Convention (CBD), 
Climate Change Convention (UNFCCC) to 
the global Sustainable Development Goals has 
a ‘quality’ target aimed at protecting or 
retaining intactness



There are now immediate, awesome 
opportunities



Target to preserve human-
nature interactions

Wilderness retention 
target

Target for halting species 
extinction and decline

Watershed 
protection 
target

Carbon 
storage 

target






Headline retention target: ‘X%’



Target to preserve human-nature interactions



Wilderness retention target



Target for halting species 

extinction and decline



Watershed protection target



Carbon storage target







Figure 1: Example of how a headline global retention target emerges from a set of specific sub-targets. Each sub-target gives a minimum area of natural land cover or the marine equivalent required to achieve a particular goal—for instance, conservation of biodiversity through protected areas and preservation of intact wilderness, and the provision of a set of vital ecosystem services. Defining these sub-targets and calculating the extent to which they are likely to overlap spatially reveals the headline (global, i.e. ‘x%’) retention target. Overlap will be high in some cases.
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We need to recognize that conservation 
actions are valid – all contributing something 
to global target

Yellowstone to Yukon: 
Fragmented

The Amazon: Highly 
Intact

Europe: Relcitual

Southeast Asia: 
Fragmented



StrictStrict 
protected areas

OECMs

Nature and people -
urban, agriculture, production





Thank you

jwatson@wcs.org
#cyclonewatson
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