Environmental and
Biogeochemical Processes

Commentary

https://doi.org/10.48130/ebp-0025-0014

A Chinese model for 30 x 30: ecological redlines as other
effective area-based conservation measures

Shaokun Li'%* and Xiaogian Chen?

Received: 1 November 2025

Revised: 24 November 2025

Accepted: 1 December 2025

Published online: 12 December 2025

Abstract

Achieving the "30 X 30" target is a core commitment of the Kunming—Montreal Global
Biodiversity Framework. However, the key challenge lies in effectively managing large-scale
protected areas, particularly for emerging economies facing significant development
pressures. China has implemented the Ecological Protection Redline (EPRL) system, which
scientifically delineates 32% of its terrestrial territory as ecological space, thereby
establishing a systematic conservation network that covers 90% of terrestrial ecosystem
types and 85% of key species. This approach has significantly curbed ecological degradation
and promoted species recovery. This study proposes that designating approximately 12% of
the EPRL area—which has high conservation value but remains outside the formal protected
area system—as "other effective area-based conservation measures" (OECMs) could swiftly
confer strict protection under the existing governance framework. This pathway would
bridge the conservation gap with lower costs and institutional resistance. The EPRL to OECM
strategy not only offers a feasible solution for China to achieve its 30 x 30 goal but also
provides a replicable model of innovating governance for other countries facing similar

challenges, emphasizing functional conservation outcomes over mere spatial coverage.
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The "30 x 30" target—to safeguard 30% of the world's land and sea
by 2030—is a cornerstone of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodi-
versity Framework!"?., However, achieving this goal hinges on a crucial
yet often overlooked question: how can nations effectively govern
these vast expanses, particularly in densely populated and developing
regions where traditional protected areas are insufficient!'?

China's recently implemented Ecological Protection Redline
(EPRL) system represents a policy-led transformative solution
(Fig. 1). Through the scientifically precise delineation of approxi-
mately 3.19 million km?2 (32% of its terrestrial territory), the system
has legally entrenched ecological security boundaries, thereby
establishing a robust spatial foundation. At the protection level, this
foundation supports a highly intact network that effectively safe-
guards key water sources and biodiversity corridors, thus systema-
tically protecting 90% of terrestrial ecosystem types and 85% of key
wildlife populations. Consequently, at the effectiveness level, the
system has significantly curbed the erosion of ecological space,
promoted the recovery of endangered species, and fostered a
harmonious coexistence between humans and nature. In conclu-
sion, the ECRL policy has largely fulfilled its core mandates: the

demarcation of conservation boundaries, the institutionalization of
a management framework, and the effective restraint of ecologi-
cally destructive development. This accomplishment provides a
fundamental institutional safeguard for the realization of the "Beau-
tiful China" vision.

We argue that the most effective and scientifically sound strategy
for China and other countries is to formally designate eligible areas
(12% of land) within this established EPRL network as other effec-
tive area-based conservation measures (OECMs). The core inno-
vation of OECMs lies in their recognition of long-term effective
conservation outcomes, regardless of whether conservation is the
primary management objective. The implementation of OECMs has
significant benefits for key ecological and social elements. Ecologi-
cally, endangered species (e.g., the Siberian tiger) and biological
corridors gain enhanced legal status and more robust conservation
planning, which improves habitat connectivity. Socially, these
measures reciprocally support local communities through develop-
ing eco-tourism and the preservation of natural and cultural
heritage, thereby providing sustainable support for local liveli-
hoods. The EPRL's strict development prohibitions and mandatory
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From redlines to OECMs: achieving 30 x 30
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Fig. 1 Technical roadmap flowchart.
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ecological restoration measures have already secured such
outcomes, making it a ready-made foundation for the designation
of OECMsEl,

This EPRL to OECM pathway avoids the high costs and political
resistance associated with establishing new protected areas. China
has set the interim goal of bringing 18% of its land into the formal
protected area system by 2030!", but there remains a gap of appro-
ximately 12% of the national territory to meet the 30 x 30 effective
conservation target proposed by the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD). The EPRL encompasses the country's most critical
ecological spaces, some of which, despite their high conservation
value, fall outside the formal protected area system. Designating
these areas as OECMs would directly confer a strictly protected
status under the existing governance framework, enabling China to
bridge the 12% gap more quickly, efficiently, and with less institu-
tional friction and resource investment. For other emerging
economies facing similar pressures, this institutional innovation
offers a highly replicable and feasible model®.

China's experience demonstrates that achieving the 30 x 30
target is not merely a challenge of spatial planning but also one of
governance capacity. The crucial next step is for the international
conservation community to embrace and incentivize such innova-
tive, nationally tailored solutions. By integrating robust domestic

policies with global frameworks like OECMs, we can ensure that the
30 x 30 target yields a functionally and effectively protected planet,
rather than merely fragmented lines on a map5:.,
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