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Abstract
With the United Nations’ Agenda 2030, countries worldwide have committed to a set of 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be achieved by 2030. Among them is SDG 15, 
known as Life on Land. What makes this SDG special is that several of its targets had 
been scheduled for completion by 2020– raising the question what should happen to these 
targets after 2020 as they have not yet been achieved. With the approaching 2023 SDG 
Summit in mind, this perspective paper examines how the Kunming-Montreal Global Bio-
diversity Framework, which was adopted under the Convention on Biological Diversity in 
late 2022, might provide guidance for the implementation of SDG 15 and maintain the 
momentum for action until 2030. Three areas are critical. First, concerning protected areas, 
the strengthened rights-based approach of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 
Framework should be integrated into SDG 15. Second, the new framework promotes the 
sustainable use of biodiversity more clearly than SDG 15 and should hence guide transfor-
mation of the biodiversity-based economic sectors. Finally, the Kunming-Montreal Global 
Biodiversity Framework provides the first quantified financial target for global biodiver-
sity action, and at the SDG Summit, that target should be reinforced by additional finan-
cial commitments. Guidance in these three areas can be integrated into the SDG Summit’s 
Political Declaration and into the voluntary pledges that countries are expected to make at 
the Summit, and it can inform the review of the SDG indicators.
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SDGs	� Sustainable Development Goals
UN	� United Nations

1 � Introduction: SDG 15 and the need for a new impetus to action

Halfway into the implementation of the United Nation’s Agenda 2030 and its associated 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), SDG 15, called Life on Land, is in a dire state. It 
remains far from fulfilling its mission to “protect, restore and promote sustainable use of ter-
restrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse 
land degradation and halt biodiversity loss” (UN, 2015). According to the Intergovernmental 
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), species extinction 
rates are tens to a hundred times higher than the average rate over the past 10 million years 
and are still increasing. In most terrestrial biomes, the average abundance of native species 
has fallen by at least 20% since 1900, and the rate of loss is likely accelerating. In conse-
quence, 23% of global terrestrial area already suffers from reduced productivity due to land 
degradation, and hundreds of billions of US dollars in annual crop output are at risk from pol-
linator loss (Diaz et al., 2019). In light of such scientific evidence, the most recent UN SDG 
Report warns of negative consequences for human livelihoods, including food and water secu-
rity (UN, 2023a). In the run-up to the 2023 SDG Summit, additional momentum for realising 
SDG 15 is thus urgently needed, and I suggest that at least some of that momentum could 
come from recent developments under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).

A distinctive feature of the biodiversity-related SDGs (14 — Life below Water — and 15  
— Life on Land) is that they are grounded in earlier commitments from other international 
agreements and soft law instruments (Rantala et al., 2020; Underdal & Kim, 2017). Those 
include the CBD and its Aichi Targets  – a set of 20 strategic targets for the 2011 –2020 dec-
ade (CBD, 2010). As a result, five of SDG 15’s targets have a target date of 2020 instead of 
the 2030 target date for the SDGs overall. Among them are Target 15.1, which concerns the 
conservation and restoration of terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems and Target 15.2, which 
seeks to end deforestation and restore degraded forests. Both lean heavily on the Aichi Targets. 
Because COVID-19 prevented the CBD’s 15th Conference of the Parties (COP) from meet-
ing in 2020 in Kunming, China, as originally planned, the COP was not held until Decem-
ber 2022, in Montreal, Canada, delaying the adoption of a new strategic plan to replace the 
Aichi Targets in the decade up to 2030. The adoption of this new so-called Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF), which set four goals for 2050 and 23 targets for 2030 
(UN, 2022a), is expected to provide new guidance for SDG 15 (IUCN, 2022).

In this spirit, I argue that the SDG Summit’s Political Declaration of Heads of State and 
Governments should include a firm commitment to implementing the GBF. More specifi-
cally, below, I identify three core areas in which the GBF surpasses the Aichi Targets and 
targets of SDG 15: a strengthened commitment to rights-based conservation, the sustainable 
use of biodiversity, and biodiversity finance. These areas should receive particular emphasis in 
a section on biodiversity in the Political Declaration, and countries should align their volun-
tary pledges at the Summit with these commitments. In the medium term, indicators for SDG 
15 targets can be updated in line with the most recent developments under the CBD. At COP 
15, parties to the CBD did not finalise the development of the GBF monitoring framework 
and mandated an expert group to further operationalise it for adoption at COP 16 in 2024 
(UN, 2022b). This monitoring framework should then inform the next comprehensive review 
of the Inter-Agency Expert Group on SDG Indicators in 2025 (UN, 2023b), allowing for an 
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update of SDG 15 indicators in line with the GBF. There should be no insurmountable obsta-
cles to the international community’s unified commitment to the GBF at the SDG Summit and 
beyond: Apart from the Holy See, the USA is the sole non-party to the CBD, but the Biden 
Administration has already embraced key principles of the GBF (WWF, 2022). 

2 � Strengthening rights‑based conservation

The long-term mainstay of biodiversity conservation has been protected areas (Corson 
et al., 2014; Geldmann et al., 2013). While protection requirements vary in stringency for 
different categories of protected areas, their common objective is to conserve nature by 
limiting human interference (Dudley, 2008). Across the developing world, historical expe-
rience shows that strictly protected areas in particular are frequently associated with dis-
placement, marginalisation and human rights violations of indigenous peoples and local 
communities (IPLCs). IPLCs often live in or around the most biologically intact areas and 
suffer directly when access to lands and resources is restricted, which not only undermines 
their material livelihoods but also disrupts their cultural and traditional affiliations with 
the areas and impedes their self-determination (Brockington et al., 2015; Colchester, 2004; 
Dowie, 2011). Evidence consistently shows that in contrast to the assumptions behind such 
restrictions, IPLC stewardship is highly effective in sustaining biodiversity, and commu-
nities tend to benefit more when they are involved in protected-area governance (Gurney 
et al., 2023).

The coverage of protected areas is one of the indicators SDG 15 includes for assess-
ing the conservation of terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems by 2020 (15.1.2). However, 
it makes no provision for protecting IPLC rights and it fails to specifically mention the 
need to include IPLCs in the management of biodiversity and ecosystem services. This 
significant omission allows that policies for protected areas could be implemented in the 
name of SDG 15 without sufficient attention to lives and livelihoods (Krauss, 2022). In its 
in-depth review of SDG 15, the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development 
itself identified tenure rights and the inclusion of IPLCs as key areas needing improvement 
and stated that more qualitative indicators are required for assessing the management of 
protected areas (UN, 2018).

During the past two decades, a rights-based approach to the establishment and man-
agement of protected areas has slowly but steadily taken root under the CBD. Protection 
of IPLCs’ livelihoods, cultures, and right to participate in decisions about the establish-
ment and management of protected areas has gradually been expanded. However, parties to 
the CBD have previously hesitated to grant full legal protection to IPLCs’ land and tenure 
rights (Lehmann, 2020). Against this background, key IPLC representatives (IIFB, 2022) 
have praised the Kunming-Montreal GBF’s new protected areas target, which aspires to 
expand protected area coverage to 30% of global land area by 2030, because it also recog-
nises indigenous and traditional territories (Target 3). IPLCs have also celebrated the inclu-
sion of a new target, which reaffirms their rights “over lands, territories, resources, and 
traditional knowledge” in all decision-making related to biodiversity (Target 22). At the 
2023 SDG Summit, this enhanced rights-based approach should also inform all voluntary 
pledges that countries may make for additional investments in protected areas. Going for-
ward, updated SDG 15 indicators should include respect for IPLC land and resource rights 
to guide countries’ future SDG reporting.
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3 � Transformative action for sustainable use

Protected areas can fulfil an important function in safeguarding key biodiversity areas 
(Diaz et  al., 2019). However, their dominant role in conservation strategies has increas-
ingly come under fire for addressing only the symptoms of biodiversity loss while ignoring 
its causes (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2018). After all, the key drivers of biodiversity loss 
are the biological resource-based production sectors. The greatest negative impact on ter-
restrial biodiversity comes from changes in land use, and agricultural expansion is its pri-
mary driver, affecting forests, wetlands and grasslands. The second most important driver 
of terrestrial biodiversity loss is the direct exploitation of nature, primarily through har-
vesting, logging and hunting (Diaz et al., 2019). In its landmark 2019 Global Assessment, 
IPBES emphasised that biodiversity can be conserved, restored, and used sustainably only 
with transformative change across economic, social, political, and technological factors 
(Diaz et al., 2019).

The Agenda 2030’s ambition is that the SDGs will be a transformative force. However, 
the targets and indicators of the environmental SDGs, including SDG 15, do not evince 
a transformative vision recognising the need for economic practices to respect planetary 
boundaries (Krauss, 2022; Krauss et al., 2022). Notably, SDG 15’s targets and indicators 
ignore the structural-economic drivers of biodiversity loss and the special need for devel-
oped countries to respect biophysical limits (Krauss, 2022). SDG 15’s sustainable-use-
related targets (15.1 and 15.2) and respective indicators make only a generic call for sus-
tainable use of terrestrial and inland freshwater ecosystems by 2020, focusing specifically 
on forest management. The need to aim higher was reiterated within the SDG system itself 
when the 2022 Global Sustainability Report (UN, 2022c) sought urgent action to reverse 
net habitat loss, transform land management, and transition to sustainable agriculture.

The GBF includes a few more specific requirements that can be integrated into SDG 15. 
The CBD has long almost neglected the issue of sustainable use of biological resources 
(Lehmann, 2020), and even the GBF addresses it in vague terms. The GBF’s long-term 
goal for 2050 is to utilise nature’s contributions to people sustainably while maintaining 
and enhancing ecosystems’ functions and services (Goal B). Its targets for 2030 include the 
reduction of pollution risks, which includes halving the excess nutrients lost to the environ-
ment and reducing the overall risks from pesticides (Target 7). Another target calls for the 
sustainable management of agriculture and forestry, particularly through the sustainable 
use of biodiversity, and for the first time in its history, the CBD explicitly mentions biodi-
versity-friendly practices, such as agroecology (Target 10). Nevertheless, that same target 
also mentions highly contested “innovative” practices, such as sustainable intensification. 
Because the latter practice focuses on intensifying agriculture while failing to clarify what 
its label of sustainability does and does not allow, it is suspected of allowing corporate 
greenwashing and seeking to maintain the status quo (Mahon et al., 2017). Despite such 
shortcomings, however, the GBF devotes more attention to sustainable use and provides 
more concrete guidance about it than the text of SDG 15. Countries making pledges at the 
SDG Summit should heed this impetus for sustainable use and specify concrete reforms to 
the domestic economic sectors that principally drive their biodiversity loss and degrada-
tion. Sector-specific sustainable use indicators should also be integrated during the process 
of SDG indicator alignment.
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4 � Upscale biodiversity finance

Finally, a key factor in achieving the goals of both SDG 15 and the GBF will be the pro-
vision of sufficient financial resources. The expense of establishing and maintaining pro-
tected areas is an obvious example of conservation costs. Yet the sustainable management 
and restoration of various types of ecosystems also create significant costs. The estimates 
of recent studies point to a global biodiversity finance gap of approximately US$ 700 bil-
lion per year (Deutz et al., 2020).

The SDGs do not have a dedicated financing framework, and a recent overview study 
found little evidence for a significant reallocation of government funds for SDG imple-
mentation, either domestically or through international cooperation (Biermann et  al., 
2022). Thus, it is unsurprising that the Financing for Sustainable Development Report 
2023 points to a growing gap between SDG financing needs and actual development 
finance, also calling on the international community to take immediate steps to “scale 
up development cooperation and SDG investments” (UN, 2023c).

With the adoption of the GBF, parties to the CBD have agreed on “progressively 
closing the biodiversity finance gap of $700 billion per year” by 2050 (Goal D) and 
mobilising US$ 200 billion annually by 2030 (Target 19). This includes an agreement to 
transfer “at least US$ 30 billion per year by 2030” in international biodiversity aid from 
developed to developing countries. This agreement marks the international communi-
ty’s first publicly acknowledged biodiversity funding targets for which countries can be 
held accountable. Still, citing 2050 as the target year for closing the funding gap means 
that valuable time for stopping biodiversity decline is being lost. Moreover, developing 
countries have criticised the figure of US$ 30 billion in international biodiversity trans-
fers annually as far too low (Abulu & Ghosh, 2022). These arguments resonate power-
fully given that the GBF expects developing countries, which face the highest risk of 
habitat loss, to shoulder a greater conservation burden, despite bearing less responsibil-
ity for global biodiversity loss, which is largely driven by resource exports to developed 
countries (Diaz et al., 2019).

Achieving the 2030 biodiversity targets will require the swift allocation and transfer 
of necessary funds. With the Montreal COP past, countries convening at the SDG Sum-
mit in September 2023 –particularly developed countries – should use the opportunity 
to launch concrete new funding initiatives for biodiversity. This would send a clear sig-
nal that though the funding commitments they entered in Montreal were low, they plan 
to follow through.

5 � Conclusion: action for 2030 and beyond

In the early morning hours of 19 December 2022, when the Chinese environmental min-
ister gavelled CBD COP 15 to a close (Abulu & Ghosh, 2022), the four-year process 
of negotiating the GBF came to an end. This new strategic framework clearly does not 
meet all expectations for a strong decadal action plan. It is too vague and lacks robust 
financial commitments to guide a transformative change in our overuse of biological 
resources. Still, it does include many improvements over both the Aichi Targets and 
SDG 15’s targets and the indicators modelled on them. Therefore, governments conven-
ing at the SDG Summit in September 2023 should take advantage of the momentum that 
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was created in Montreal, carrying it forward and integrating it into SDG 15. Otherwise, 
what is potentially the most significant opportunity for action on SDG 15’s targets will 
be lost.
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