
30x30 Conservation Agenda 
A bold vision for the future: Protect 30 percent of lands and waters in the United 
States by 2030 to  meet the challenge of climate change and provide space for 
wildlife and communities to thrive.

Flourishing natural areas and parks are indispensable 
to people’s health, prosperity, cultural traditions, and 
enjoyment. They also play a critical role in combating the 
climate and extinction crises. 

Unfortunately, a million acres of nature are being lost to 
development in the US each year. One million species 
are at risk of extinction worldwide. In the last 40 years, 
wildlife populations have declined by 60 percent due to 
habitat loss, climate change, and other environmental 
factors.1 All but one of the US’s endangered species 
are vulnerable to climate change, according to a recent 
scientific study. 

It is clear that we need to do more to combat these 
unprecedented threats, including moving beyond historic 
conservation models to a more inclusive approach that 
promotes frontline and Indigenous leadership. 

There is still hope, but we must act now, and we must 
be bold. We know that to combat the climate crisis, we 
have to quickly decarbonize our economy and draw down 
significant amounts of carbon pollution from the atmo-
sphere. Protecting public lands can both decrease existing 
carbon pollution, by sequestering carbon, and help 
decarbonize our economy, by keeping all fossil fuels on 

public lands in the ground. With smart land conservation 
and management practices, we could offset 21 percent of 
US greenhouse gas emissions and preserve much-needed 
habitat for increasingly imperiled wildlife.

Path to Protection 
Leading conservation scientists, Indigenous leaders, 
and international organizations like the UN International 
Convention on Biodiversity say that in order to stop the 
dual extinction and climate crises and preserve clean 
water, clean air, and a stable climate, we need to protect 
50 percent of the planet by 2050. To meet that goal in 
the US, we need to protect 30 percent of our remaining 
undeveloped natural areas by 2030. It’s an ambitious goal, 
but one that’s achievable if we all work together to 

•	 Protect and restore large, intact landscapes and wildlife 
corridors

•	 Implement land conservation  strategies that contrib-
ute to climate solutions

•	 Support the conservation and stewardship vision and 
priorities of Tribal Nations

•	 Conserve more open lands and parks near communities 
of color and economically disadvantaged communities



We Can Get There 
Sixty percent of lands in the continental US are in a largely 
natural condition or could plausibly be restored to a natu-
ral condition. Further, the US ranks as one of the top five 
countries in the world for remaining wilderness-quality 
lands. With an ambitious agenda and strong leadership, 
we can still conserve a substantial portion of remaining 
wildlife and natural areas.

Protecting 30 percent of US lands and waters by 2030 
will require immense political will, creative advocacy strat-
egies, aggressive policy-making, and an energized grass-
roots movement. But the policies that need to be imple-
mented are neither complicated nor entirely new. Federal, 
state and local governments have an extraordinary range 
of conservation powers—from the executive reach of the 
president to the zoning authorities of city councils—and 
we’ll need to utilize the whole range of protections avail-
able to meet our goals. On national public lands that could 
include protections for roadless forest lands, wilderness 
and national monument designations, moratoriums on 
oil and gas leasing, and wetlands restoration.At the state 
and local government level, that could include new and 
expanded state-funded open space programs, designation 

of wildlife corridors that safeguard lands within them, and 
the creation and expansion of state and local parks. State 
and local governments could protect 50 percent more 
land than they currently do. Implementing the conserva-
tion and stewardship policies and principles of Tribal 
Nations on traditional and cultural lands could also result 
in significant additional protections. 

A Better Future 
We envision a just, equitable, and sustainable future 
where all people benefit from a healthy, thriving planet 
and a direct connection to nature. Working with and in 
communities across the country we can bolster locally 
led wildlife conservation efforts. Conserving more of our 
public lands and managing them to sustain wildlife and 
natural systems is our best chance to avoid the worst 
impacts of climate change and ensure we leave a livable 
world for future generations. Protecting 30 percent of the 
US by 2030 represents the kind of transformative change 
that is needed to safeguard nature in America. 
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Endnotes
1	 Living Planet Report 2018,  https://c402277.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/publications/1187/files/original/LPR2018_Full_Report_Spreads.pdf
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At the same time, conservationists have documented the 
rapid decline in Earth’s remaining wildlands and have 
called for their protection (Martin et al. 2016, Watson 
et al. 2016).

Here, we build upon previous research and respond to 
these recent calls by conducting a spatial assessment of 
conservation values in the contiguous United States. We 
based our assessment on a number of widely accepted 
principles from conservation science that provide guidance 
on how to construct a system of protected areas to maintain 
biodiversity and ecological processes in the face of habitat 
fragmentation and climate change (Noss and Cooperrider 
1994, Soulé and Terbough 1999, Mawdsley et al. 2009, 
Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
2014, Schmitz et al. 2015, Aycrigg et al. 2016). We refer to 
the capacity of a protected area system to sustain biodi-
versity and natural processes across a network, even as 
ecosystems change within individual protected areas, as 
“resilience” (sensu Anderson et al. 2014). While the term 
“resilience” may be defined various ways (Carpenter et al. 
2001, Morecroft et al. 2012), the ability of populations and 
species to persist among a system of protected areas under 
changing environmental conditions likely requires that 
additional lands be protected. Lands that are relatively 
ecologically intact, connected to existing protected areas, 

and representative of ecosystem and species diversity may 
provide the greatest degree of adaptive capacity in the face 
of global change (Dawson et al. 2011, Gillson et al. 2013, 
Schmitz et al. 2015, Martin and Watson 2016).

MeThoDs

We used data on ecological integrity (Theobald 2013), 
connectivity (Belote et al. 2016), representation of eco-
systems (Aycrigg et al. 2013), and a biodiversity priority 
index based on representation of range- limited species 
(Jenkins et al. 2015) to map wildland conservation values 
for a future protected area system in the contiguous 
United States. To identify intact areas of relatively high 
ecological integrity, we used Theobald’s map of human 
modification (Theobald 2013). This is a composite map 
developed from spatial data representing land cover, 
human population density, roads, structures, and other 
stressors to ecosystems (Fig. 1a). Lands that maintain a 
high degree of ecological integrity or low degree of human 
modification have been referred to as “wildlands” (Aplet 
1999, Aplet et al. 2000), and protecting the remaining 
wildlands is considered by many to be among the highest 
of conservation priorities (Watson et al. 2009, 2016, 
Wuerthner et al. 2015, Martin et al. 2016).

FiG. 1. Indices of conservation values used to prioritize completing the system of protected areas: (a) ecological integrity, (b) 
connectivity, (c) ecosystem representation priority, and (d) biodiversity priority. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.
com]
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Priority landscapes can be found across the country. We will design our conservation campaigns to ensure we protect a broad range of high-value 
landscapes that provide key habitat for a wide variety of species. (Ecological Applications, Volume 27, Issue 4, Pages 1050-1056,  
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