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I. Wilderness defined: 



II. Why is wilderness important?  



1. Wilderness is critically important because  
ecosystems with high ecosystem integrity  

maximize ecosystem services. 



The Okavango Delta and its upstream 
ecosystem likely protects  
very large carbon stocks. 

Photo: Gertrude Matswiri 



And we urgently need ecosystems / Nature-
based solutions to address climate change. 



And biodiversity is in steep decline… 

• IPBES Global Assessment Report 2019 



Okavango Delta ecosystem is unique. 



IPBES: we need to do more  
to protect the planet. 



2. Cultural values and indigenous and 
community governance and management is 

essential in wilderness.



 
We are making progress on community and 

indigenous values and management: Chiribiquete, 
Central Sikhote Alin, Pimachiowin Aki 



And obviously the Okavango Delta World 
Heritage site also has profoundly 

important cultural values.

Photo: IUCN 



3. Unfortunately wilderness is in  
rapid decline globally IPBES – 75% of terrestrial 

ecosystems significantly altered 



Two ways to understand loss of 
wilderness globally: 

 



1. Roads. 



Areas at least 10km from a road: 



~600,000 patches, more than half of which are <1 
square kilometer and only 7% of which are larger than 100 square kilometers

 

 

 

 

 

 



And more roads are planned… 



2. Forests 



70% of remaining forest  
is within 1 km of the forest’s edge…  

Habitat 



7.2% reduction in IFL between 2000-2013 

Fig. 1. The world’s IFLs. IFL extent for the year 2013, IFL area reduction from 2000 to 2013, 
and boundaries of geographic regions used for the analysis. 



III. So…given a rapidly changing global landscape,  
the WHC should adopt more of a  

wilderness / large landscapes focus. 
 

Photo: Boyd Norton 



1. Of course, the WH List already includes many wilderness sites – 
the WHC has always been a key mechanism  

for wilderness protection: 

Terrestrial 

Site Country Criteria 
Wilderness area 

(hectares) 

Phoenix Islands Protected 
Areas  

 
Kiribati (vii)(ix) 40+ million  

Papahānaumokuākea 
Marine National 

Monument 
USA   (iii)(vi)(viii)(ix)(x) 

36+ million (150m 
in Natl. Mon.)  

Great Barrier Reef  Australia (vii)(x)(ix)(x) 34+ million 

Site Country Criteria 
Wilderness 

area 
(hectares) 

Kluane / Wrangell-St 
Elias / Glacier Bay / 
Tatshenshini-Alsek 

USA and 
Canada 

(vii)(viii)(ix)(x) 9,839,121 

Lake Baikal 
Russian 

Federation 
(vii)(viii)(ix)(x) 8,800,000 

Air and Ténéré Natural 
Reserves 

Niger (vii)(ix)(x) 7,736,000 

Tassili n'Ajjer Algeria (i)(iii)(vii)(viii) 7,200,000 

Central Amazon 
Conservation Complex 

Brazil (ix)(x) 5,323,018 

Selous Game Reserve Tanzania (ix)(x) 5,120,000 

Wood Buffalo National 
Park 

Canada (vii)(ix)(x) 4,480,000 

Volcanoes of 
Kamchatka 

Russian 
Federation 

(vii)(viii)(ix)(x) 3,830,200 



2. Many large NWHS are inscribed specifically for 
their wilderness attributes 



Unfortunately World Heritage sites are not immune to the 
trend: human pressure increased by 63% in Natural World 
Heritage Sites since 1993. 
 



So we need a more systematic and catalytic 
approach to wilderness and large landscapes 

conservation under the WHC. 



Wilderness is growing in importance  
to the WHC because: 



So what more should the WHC do for 
wilderness conservation? What does a 
more systematic approach look like?



What would a systematic  
wilderness approach entail? 



Leveraging the World Heritage Convention 
for Wilderness Conservation 



Filling the gaps: building a credible, 
balanced and representative  

World Heritage List 





Last of the Wild 2009 and NWHS 
Venter et al. 2016 



We need to be thinking in terms of 
protecting systems. 

Photo: UNESCO 



Serial / transboundary /connectivity  
approaches are emerging. 



THANK YOU! 
 


