
NATURE CONSERVATION 
GROWING BY POPULAR DEMAND
Popular support for land and ocean protections is driving conservation 
gains in Australia, Argentina, Canada, the U.K. and beyond.

Recent scientific assessments on the condition of the planet’s nature and wildlife 
offer plenty of reasons for gloom. According to a 2019 U.N. report, authored by 
450 scientific experts, up to one million plant and animal species are at risk of 
extinction, many within decades.1 Three-quarters of the Earth’s lands and two-thirds 
of its oceans have been heavily modified by humans. Further, a special report by 
the International Panel on Climate Change found that land use changes, including 
deforestation, agriculture, and wetland loss accounts for nearly a quarter of all 
human-caused greenhouse gas emissions.2

The news, however, is not all bad. A growing number of countries are responding to 
the decline of nature by creating new parks and protected areas that safeguard wildlife, 
drinking water supplies, and clean air. In the last decade, more than three million 
square kilometers of land—an area about the size of India—has received permanent 
protection. While nearly 22 million square kilometers of ocean—more than two United 
States-size areas worth of ocean—have acquired marine protected area status.

What explains the acceleration of nature conservation efforts around the world? The 
answer may be quite simple: popular demand. A review of public opinion research in 
Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, and the U.K—nations that 
have taken recent steps to expand protections for land or ocean areas, and where 
recent public opinion research is available—finds that overwhelming majorities of 
survey respondents in each country express a desire for stronger nature protections. 

2010 2019

% of the planet’s lands 
permanently protected

12.7% 
(17 million km2)

15.0%
(20.2 million km2)

% of the planet’s oceans 
permanently protected

1.6% 
(6 million km2)

7.7%
(27.8 million km2)
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This public demand for increased conservation helps explain why policy-makers in 
these countries have been successfully expanding networks of locally-supported 
protected areas and parks.

The connection between public support for nature conservation and the actions 
of elected officials may seem obvious, but it is not always a foregone conclusion. In 
the United States, for example, federal policy-makers have attempted to eliminate 
protections for natural areas in the past three years, despite widespread support for 
better protections for lands, waters, and wildlife.5 These 
actions are deeply unpopular and are currently 
the subject of litigation.6 Similarly, Brazillian voters 
overwhelmingly support strong protections for 
the Amazon, with an August 2019 poll showing 95 
percent of voters agree the Amazon is essential 
to Brazil’s national pride, even more agreeing it is 
essential to the nation’s environmental health, and 
91 percent saying that President Jair Bolsonaro 
should adopt a “zero tolerance” policy against illegal 
deforestation in the Amazon.7 President Bolsonaro, 
however, has encouraged renewed deforestation in 
the Amazon and, in recent months, the international 
community has witnessed an uptick in rainforest 
loss and human-caused wildfires in the region.  

Still, evidence of strong, global, public support for 
nature conservation provides reason to be optimistic that when the leaders of more 
than 190 nations meet in China in 2020 at the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
they will adopt an ambitious plan to safeguard the planet’s wildlife and wild places, 
including goals to establish new protected areas and to increase funding for the 
management of the world’s protected areas. 

In China, leaders will be updating a decadal strategic plan for biodiversity. There, 
they have the opportunity to implement meaningful policies to address the scale of 
the crisis facing natural areas, including making a commitment to protect far more 
of the planet from the harmful impacts of human development. The progress made 
over the last decade to protect critical lands and oceans is notable, but scientists 
remain steadfast that nations must accelerate the pace and scale of protected area 
conservation. Scientific experts are coalescing around a common target, making the 
case for the global community to protect at least 30 percent of the planet by 2030, 
en route to protecting half the Earth by 2050.

86% of Canadians support 
protecting and conserving more 
natural spaces in Canada.

67% of residents in the 
United Kingdom believe 
biodiversity and healthy nature are 
important for long-term economic 
development.

81% of Argentines support 
candidates for elected office who 
promote the creation of national 
parks and protected areas.
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When leaders meet next year, they can be confident that public opinion in countries 
around the world is strongly supportive of an ambitious agenda for conservation. In 
this paper, we will review available public opinion research on nature conservation in 
seven countries, each of which has taken steps to enhance protections for their lands 
or oceans in the past year.

ARGENTINA
Recent progress in the conservation of nature.
•  In December 2018, Argentine leaders formally established two new 
marine parks off the coast of Tierra del Fuego in the southern Atlantic 
Ocean – the Yaganes Marine Protected Area and an expansion of the 
Namuncurá-Burdwood Bank Marine Protected Area. The new marine 

protections more than quadrupled the amount of coastline and ocean area that has 
received formal protection from the Argentine government.8

•  In 2018 alone, political leaders in Argentina created four new terrestrial national 
parks, permanently protecting nearly 1 million acres of land. The new parks included 
Aconquija National Park in Tucumán Province, the Ciervo de los Pantanos National 
Park in Buenos Aires Province, the Iberá National Park in Corrientes Province, and 
the Traslasierra National Park in Córdoba Province. By creating four new terrestrial 
and two new marine parks in one year, policy-leaders in Argentina created more 
parks in 2018 than any other year in the nation’s history.9

Public opinion on nature conservation.
Elypsis, “Parques Nacionales.” Prepared for The Conservation Land Trust and 
Fundación Flora y Fauna Argentina. March 2019.10

Key finding: Argentines want to see their elected leaders create new protected 
areas, and support candidates who support nature conservation.

Total important: 

Total not important: 

91% 

9%

Q: How important do you think it is to create new national parks and protected areas in Argentina?
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AUSTRALIA
Recent progress in the conservation of nature.
•  Australia has recently experienced progress and setbacks in the 
stewardship of its natural places. The Commonwealth government in 
Australia, for example, recently stripped no-take commercial fishing 
zones from 350,000 km2 of marine protected areas.11 In spite of these 
controversial actions by Australia’s national government,  the country’s 

state and territorial governments are working to increase the amount of protected 
lands and waters within their jurisdictions. In July 2019, for example, Western Australia 
established the Houtman Abrolhos Islands National Park, the first achievement in the 
state’s commitment to protect over 12 million acres in the next 5 years.12

•  Private land conservation areas are becoming an increasingly common 
conservation practice in Australia, as farms and cattle ranches—some of which 
range up to hundreds of thousands of acres—are being sustainably managed 
for agriculture in balance with natural and cultural value.13 In New South Wales’ 
Murray-Darling Basin, The Nature Conservancy and Australian-owned Tiverton 
Agriculture purchased ranches comprising The Great Cumbung Swamp.14 Tiverton 
Agriculture will run a sustainable level of cattle on the properties, while The Nature 
Conservancy manages the land for the benefit of waterfowl and other wildlife. The 
collaboration will ensure that annual flows to the Great Cumbung Swamp drain into 
Yanga National Park and Gayini Nimmie-Caira, a wetland property stewarded by the 
indigenous Nari Nari Tribal Council. 

Public opinion on nature conservation.
Roy Morgan Research, “Australian Attitudes to Nature 2017.” Prepared for WWF-
Australia. June 2018.15

Key finding: Australians see protecting lands, wildlife, and oceans as going hand-in-
hand with a strong economy.
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No / I don’t know: * Totals do not add up to 100 percent 
because of rounding

81% 

20%

Q: Would you support a candidate for elected office that promotes the creation of national parks and 
protected areas?



CANADA
Recent progress in the conservation of nature.
•  The Canadian government is rapidly expanding the portion 
of its coastal and marine areas under permanent protection. 
In 2015, less than 1 percent of Canada’s marine territory was 

permanently protected; today, nearly 14 percent of the nation’s oceans are protected. 
Most recently, the government of Canada established the 108,000 km2 Tallurutiup 
Imanga National Marine Conservation Area and established interim protections while 
they complete the process of permanently protecting the 319,400km2 Tuvaijuittuq 
Marine Protected Area.16/17

•  In 2018, Canada announced  CAD$1.35 billion to support nature conservation, 
Canada’s single largest investment in nature conservation to date. This included the 
CAD $500 million Canada Nature Fund, $175 million of which aims to help  Canada 
achieve its commitment to protect 17 percent of its lands and inland waters by the end 
of 2020. In August 2019, Canada announced funding for 67 projects across Canada to 
support the establishment of new protected areas, including indigenous protected 
areas, in support of  Canada’s 17 percent commitment.18

Total important No opinion Total unimportant

Protecting Australia’s oceans 
and marine environment 

95% 4% 1%

Protecting Australia’s 
endangered animals

93% 6% 1%

Protecting Australia’s forests 
and trees

93% 6% 1%

Addressing climate change 77% 14% 8%

Q: Tell us to what extent are the following issues important or unimportant to you:

Q: Which of the following statements best describes your view regarding a balance between the 
economy and the environment?

A healthy, well protected environment and a prosperous economy go hand in hand:

The environment needs to be protected even if it impacts economic prosperity: 

In order to have economic prosperity, the environment is going to suffer a bit:

68% 

20%

11%
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Public opinion on nature conservation.
Abacus Data, “Conservation Consensus: Public Attitudes on Conservation and the Role 
of International and Indigenous Leadership.” Prepared for the International Boreal 
Campaign. April 2019.19

Key finding: Canadians want to see their government leaders protect lands and 
provide international leadership.

Total important Total not important

It will ensure we have clean
air and water

96% 4%

It will protect endangered 
wildlife

95% 6%

It’s important to protect lands for 
future generations

94% 6%

It will help deal with climate 
change

90% 11%

It will support Indigenous 
stewardship of lands and waters

73% 27%

Q: How important are the following reasons for why you support protecting and conserving more 
natural spaces in Canada?

Q: So far, Canada has protected a lower percentage of land than the United States, Germany, Japan 
and other economic leaders. How does learning this make you feel? Are you…

Pleased:

Indifferent:

Disappointed:

Angry:

9% 

23%

58%

11%
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Q: Do you generally support or oppose protecting and conserving more natural spaces in Canada?

Total support:

Total oppose:

No opinion: 

86% 

6%

8%



Q: What role do you think Canada should play when it comes to conservation and protecting 
wildlife? Do you think Canada should…

Be a world leader:

Do our part, but don’t take the lead:

Not participate in global efforts to conserve and 
protect natural spaces and wildlife:

59% 

38%

3%

GERMANY
Recent progress in the conservation of nature.
•  As part of its National Biodiversity strategy, Germany’s leaders have 
committed to tripling the percentage of wilderness and to take 5 

percent of its forests permanently out of production by 2020.20

•  Germany also continues making strides to increase protected areas for lands 
and oceans. According to the Federal Agency for Nature, as of 2017 protected areas 
cover about 15.5 percent of Germany’s lands and 45 percent of its marine waters. 
From 2010 to 2018, Germany increased its proportion of lands that are strictly 
protected by 20 percent; it did so by establishing two new national parks, the 
25,000 acre Schwarzwald National Park and the 25,000 acre Hunsrück-Hochwald 
National Park.

Public opinion on nature conservation.
Kantar Emnid. Prepared for the Campaign For Nature. March 2019.21

Key finding: Germans believe that combatting extinction is as imperative as 
combating climate change. 

Q: How important is the fight against extinction of the world’s plant and animal species?

Total important: 

Total not important: 

96% 

4%
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EUROPEAN NATIONS 
(including France, Germany, Belgium, and the United Kingdom)

Recent progress in the conservation of nature.
•  In May 2019, the United Kingdom announced protections for over 
40 new Marine Conservation Zones, safeguarding 12,000 km2 of 
critical coastal and marine habitat up-and-down the UK’s coast.22

•  The United Kingdom and its policy leaders have called on the global community 
to protect 30 percent of the planet’s oceans by the year 2030.23 Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson made the case recently in an interview that the global community needs 
to rapidly expand protected areas and the U.K. was prepared to provide global 
leadership.24

•  In July 2019, French President Emmanuel Macron made a commitment to work 
towards protecting 30 percent of France’s lands and oceans within a few years. He 
made the announcement after the release of a grim report from the United Nations 
on the state of the planet’s wildlife. At the time, President Macron said: “Biodiversity 
is as important a subject as climate change and we can’t win this battle without 
working all the levers.”25 

•  In May 2019, Belgium Minister Philippe De Backer announced Belgium’s official 
support for protecting 30 percent of the planet’s oceans by 2030. The nation has 
protected more than 35 percent of the Belgian portion of the North Sea and is 
committed to accelerating ocean protections by developing a vast network of 
marine protected areas to help minimize the impacts of climate change and preserve 
biodiversity.26
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Q: The fight against extinction of the world’s plant and animal species is:

More important than fighting climate change:

About as important as fighting climate change:

Less important than fighting climate change:

Don’t know:

6% 

77%

16%

2%



Public opinion on nature conservation.
Kantar Public, “Attitudes of Europeans towards Biodiversity.” Prepared for European 
Commission, Directorate-General for Environment. May 2019.27

Key finding: European nations, including France, Germany, Belgium, and the United 
Kingdom agree that we have a responsibility to look after nature to both protect 
wildlife and safeguard communities.
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Belgium 
(total agree)

France
(total agree)

Germany
(total agree)

U.K. 
(total agree)

We have a responsibility to look 
after nature

67% 84% 84% 83%

Looking after nature is essential in 
tackling climate change 63% 78% 76% 75%

Our health and well-being are based 
upon nature and biodiversity 52% 62% 71% 60%

Biodiversity and healthy nature 
are important for our long-term 
economic development

52% 59% 69% 67%

Biodiversity is indispensable for the 
production of goods such as food, 
materials and medicines 

49% 63% 64% 60%

Belgium 
(total agree)

France
(total agree)

Germany
(total agree)

U.K. 
(total agree)

Protecting endangered animals and 
plants

64% 73% 78% 81%

Preventing the destruction of 
valuable nature areas on land and at 
sea

62% 69% 75% 76%

Safeguarding nature’s role in 
providing food and clean air and 
water

63% 70% 72% 74%
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