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Ecosystem Restoration is Now a Global Priority:
Time to Roll up our Sleeves
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Abstract

Ecosystem restoration is now globally recognized as a
key component in conservation programs and essential to
the quest for the long-term sustainability of our human-
dominated planet. Restoration scientists and practitioners
are now on the frontline and will be increasingly called
upon to get involved in large scale programs address-
ing immediate environmental crises and challenges. Here,
we summarize the advances in mainstreaming ecological
restoration in global environmental policy deliberations
during the last year, culminating in the recent meeting of
the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity. We

also provide key references for those seeking more infor-
mation, and set out an agenda as to how the restoration
community could respond to and act upon these recent
developments. However, we underline the need for cau-
tion and prudence; we must not promise more than we
can deliver. Thirty years after the emergence of ecologi-
cal restoration as a scientific discipline and practice, there
remain many obstacles and misconceptions about what
can be achieved at large scales. Yet, clearly the old adage
applies here: nothing ventured, nothing gained.
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Good News from Hyderabad

In October 2012, the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) held its 11th Conference of the Parties (COP11)
in Hyderabad, India. This historic meeting was attended
by over 8,000 delegates from 193 countries. During the
opening plenary, India announced the “Hyderabad Roadmap”
intended to guide the efforts of all 168 signatory countries in
achieving the 20 Aichi Biodiversity Targets in the Strategic
Plan 2011–2020 agreed to in Nagoya, Japan (CBD 2010).
Of these, Targets 14 and 15 set out ambitious but attainable
goals for scaling up efforts to restore and rehabilitate degraded
ecosystems and landscapes around the world.

Inspired by the wealth of information on the science and
practice of restoration, the CBD Executive Secretary emphat-
ically exclaimed that his three main priorities for the next
8 years are “implementation, implementation, and implemen-
tation.” In essence, he was inviting countries, communities,
corporations, and relevant organizations to integrate ecosystem
restoration into legislative, regulatory, and planning frame-
works that would facilitate and incentivize action on the
ground. Perhaps, the most important legacy of this meeting
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will prove to be the Hyderabad Call for a concerted effort and
the CBD COP11 decision on ecosystem restoration, both of
which are described below.

Ecosystem Restoration as a Conduit for Achieving
Multiple Objectives

In 1992, in Rio de Janiero, Brazil, the three Rio Conventions
were established, including the above-mentioned CBD and UN
Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) as well as the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
Twenty years after the adoption of the CBD Convention Text
and Article 8(f), which states that each Party shall “rehabilitate
and restore degraded ecosystems and promote the recovery of
threatened species” (CBD 1992), the Parties have now fully
recognized the critical role of restoration in the implementation
of the Convention and the Aichi Biodiversity Targets for
2020.

The Hyderabad Call (CBD 2012a), like other major ini-
tiatives and declarations, affirms that conservation and sus-
tainable use alone are no longer sufficient to stem the
loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services. Recognizing
that ecosystem restoration is not a substitute for conserva-
tion nor is it a rationale for intentionally damaging extant
ecosystems (Moreno-Mateos et al. 2012), the CBD has
called for a global partnership to not only help achieve
the objectives of the Rio Conventions but also help address
the urgent global priorities on poverty alleviation, assur-
ing food and water security, and generating sustainable
livelihoods.
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Rehabilitation and restoration are now often a prerequisite
to sustainable use (Neßhöver et al. 2011), particularly in
drylands (Lacombe & Aronson 2007), which represent more
than 40% of terrestrial ecosystems and where degradation and
desertification are widespread (Bainbridge 2007). At Rio+20,
held in June 2012, the UNCCD proposed an ambitious new
target that will “strive to achieve a land degradation neutral
world” (UN 2012) by 2030. In order to achieve this goal,
increased investments in dryland restoration and rehabilitation
are essential—this in turn would help meet many of the Aichi
Biodiversity Targets.

Many other global agreements, commitments, and initia-
tives have established the imperative for ecosystem restoration,
which is now recognized as a global priority for countries
and communities alike. In September 2012, close to 10,000
representatives of NGOs and governments, came together in
Jeju, Korea for the fourth World Congress of the Interna-
tional Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and issued
the Jeju Declaration to work toward a future where conser-
vation, restoration, and sustainable use enhance biodiversity
conservation, and the provision of ecosystem services while
fostering sustainable development and improved livelihoods
(IUCN 2012).

The science and practice of ecological restoration have
advanced rapidly in the last decade, creating a wealth of
guidance, tools, and technologies, which can be found in
Information Documents 17 and 18 prepared for the CBD
COP11 (CBD 2012b). To cite one recent example among
many, the IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas
released a new volume in its Best Practice Guideline series
in Jeju, entitled “Ecological restoration for protected areas:
principles, guidelines and best practices” (Keenleyside et al.
2012). Although many challenges remain in both research and
practice, our knowledge base continues to expand and the
restoration community is poised to play a significant role in
helping the global community address pressing biodiversity
and environmental challenges that threaten our sustainability
and thus human wellbeing.

Ecosystem Restoration Day at the Rio Conventions
Pavilion

In recent years, the Rio Conventions Pavilion has been
held at each of the COPs of the respective Conventions to
serve as a platform to showcase the inter-linkages, iden-
tify potential synergies, and initiate collaborative work pro-
grams. The Pavilion also serves to leverage scarce resources
and expertise while avoiding duplication. It also includes
the Global Environmental Facility (GEF), which has been
instrumental in funding large-scale projects that address issues
related to biodiversity, climate change, and sustainable land
management.

At the CBD COP11 in Hyderabad, the Pavilion featured an
entire day on ecosystem restoration which laid the foundation
for the Hyderabad Call. A keynote address and various panels
convened throughout the day cited local, national, and global

partnerships for achieving cost-effective restoration outcomes
on the ground. The day concluded with the presentation of
the Hyderabad Call for a Concerted Effort on Ecosystem
Restoration, which was supported by 14 partners, including
the governments currently hosting the three Rio Convention
presidencies, namely India (CBD), South Korea (UNFCCC),
and South Africa (UNCCD). This Call, together with the Note
from the CBD Executive Secretary (CBD 2012c) contributed
to the deliberations leading to the historic COP11 decision
XI/16 on Ecosystem Restoration (CBD 2012d ).

The Hyderabad Call and COP11 Decision on
Ecosystem Restoration

Recognizing that no single Intergovernmental Organiza-
tion (IGO) or Non-governmental Organization (NGO) con-
cerned with the conservation and sustainable use of natural
resources can achieve its goals alone, the Hyderabad Call
begins:

“We, the Governments of India, the Republic of
Korea, and South Africa, the Secretariats of the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi-
cation (UNCCD), the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, the Global
Environment Facility (GEF), the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the
United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF), the
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the
International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), and the Society for Ecological Restora-
tion (SER) partnered in organizing the Ecosys-
tem Restoration Day on 17 October 2012 at the
Rio Conventions Pavilion on the margins of the
eleventh meeting of the Conference of the Parties
(COP11) to the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity held in Hyderabad, India.”

Furthermore, the Call notes that:

“the effective implementation of restoration
projects and programmes not only helps to
achieve many of the Aichi Targets under the
CBD, but also ecosystem-based adaptation and
climate change mitigation under the UNFCCC,
striving towards land degradation neutrality and
Zero Net Land Degradation under the UNCCD,
the wise use of wetlands under the Ramsar Con-
vention on Wetlands, the four Global Objectives
on Forests of the UNFF, the Bonn Challenge
of the Global Partnership on Forest Land-
scape Restoration, and sustainable development
and other internationally agreed development
goals.”
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In conclusion, the Hyderabad Call urges:

“parties to the Rio Conventions and other
Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEA),
donor agencies, including the World Bank
and regional development banks, private, and
corporate donors, other relevant international
bodies and organizations, indigenous peoples and
local community organizations and civil society
to make concerted and coordinated long-term
efforts to mobilize resources and facilitate
the implementation of ecosystem restoration
activities”

In addition to this significant progress at mainstreaming
ecological restoration at the global policy level, regional
champions for large scale ecosystem restoration are in place
or now emerging. In Asia, these include India’s National
Green Mission (GOI 2011) and the Republic of Korea’s
National Strategy for Green Growth (ROK 2010). In Africa,
South Africa’s longstanding Working for Water programmes
(GOSA 2012) and Rwanda’s newly announced Forest &
Landscape Restoration programme (GOR 2009) are of note,
and in Latin America, Brazil’s Atlantic Forest Restoration Pact
(AFRP 2012) provides yet another pathway for developing
countries with biodiversity hotspots and significant socio-
economic obstacles, as do other notable restoration successes
in Colombia, Ecuador, Costa Rica, and Mexico.

At the closing plenary of CBD COP11, the Parties adopted
Decision XI/16, which outlines various ways and means that
local, regional, and global partnership can assist countries,
corporations, and communities in designing and implementing
knowledge-based, cost-effective, and participatory restoration
projects and programs. Specific tasks include:

1. Capacity building initiatives, which include regional work-
shops and technical training courses;

2. Knowledge sharing through searchable databases, including
e-learning modules, case-studies, and best practices;

3. Exchange programs among agencies, restoration practition-
ers, and researchers;

4. Awareness-raising and communications outreach on the
economic, ecological, and social benefits of ecosystem
restoration including the general public, policymakers, and
environmental managers; and

5. Integration of ecosystem restoration into broader planning
processes.

A Way Forward: Global Partnerships for Local
Results

These positive developments in global environmental policy
priorities and the outcomes of the CBD COP11 are encour-
aging. However, in order to be effective at the local level,
the involvement of restoration practitioners, professionals, and
researchers is required. From seed-savers and community vol-
unteers to decision-makers and corporate leaders, the restora-
tion community will play an increasingly important role. As

political will and a long-term vision for ecological restoration
begins to coalesce, the effective implementation and financ-
ing of restoration activities on the ground remain our biggest
hurdles.

National commitments are the first critical “enabling factor”
identified in the CBD Executive Secretary’s Note to the Par-
ties. That document also identifies three other factors necessary
to scale up restoration efforts. These can be summed up as:
Open-access transfer of knowledge, guidance, tools, and tech-
nologies; Partnerships among governments, corporations, and
communities; and Finance and other incentive mechanisms,
such as Payments for Ecosystem Services. This last factor is
particularly important to encourage and facilitate investments
in our ecological infrastructure (TEEB 2010). All of the above
enabling factors are taken into account in the agenda outlined
in CBD Decision XI/16.

In addition, there is a clear need for continued advances
in restoration science, from genes to whole landscapes. Such
research should not only improve our ability to undertake
restoration activities so as to protect biodiversity, but also
contribute to capacity-building, sustainable livelihoods, and
improving the human condition in general. Finally, without a
committed and experienced restoration community, we will not
be able to achieve the objectives of the Rio Conventions and
respond to the Hyderabad Call. We need to get better informed
and keep up to date about international and national policy
decisions, and discover the opportunities that await us in this
new age where ecosystem restoration and rehabilitation is now
a global priority. The tasks outlined in CBD COP11 Decision
XI/16, and the expanded list of enabling factors provides a
partial roadmap for the way forward.

In closing, we repeat that we must not promise more than we
can deliver. Also, not every restoration ecologist or practitioner
will be able to engage in large scale projects or help in policy
debates or negotiations; every little bit helps though, as we
think globally and act locally. Furthermore, there are major
implementation and financing hurdles to overcome before large
scale restoration projects can be implemented and sustained.
The Atlantic Forest Restoration Pact (AFRP 2012) in particular
offers hope that such efforts can be achieved. The AFRP
programme is particularly notable for being a “bottom-up”
coalition that has succeeded in attracting both private and
government investors. With a top-down approach, national
government programs, such as South Africa’s Working for
Water, are beginning to show great promise. Various industrial
and finance sectors are also showing much greater interest
in, and commitment to restoration, especially in relation to
the concept of ecosystem services (Sukhdev 2012). Hopefully,
the Hyderabad Call, the Bonn Challenge on Forest Landscape
Restoration, and other such policy initiatives will lead to more
movement in these positive directions.

Thus, great potential and exciting prospects now exist. In
view of the many accounts of successful restoration in this
journal, over many years, and the many projects and programs
highlighted on the Society for Ecological Restoration’s Global
Restoration Network Case Study Database (SER 2012), we
are confident that the science and practice of restoration are
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moving forward. Despite the great challenges presented by
accelerating climate change, alien invasive species, and other
anthropogenic sources of degradation, we are indeed in a
position to offer hope for the future. Therefore, let us roll
up our sleeves, join forces, and get to work.
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