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Asia Pacific’s protected areas (PAs) 
are growing both on land and in the 
sea, but more investment is needed if 
the region’s rich biodiversity is to be 
adequately protected, but more 
investment is needed. PAs harbour 
key ecosystem services that underpin 
economic development and human 
wellbeing locally nationally and 
globally.  They provide revenues, jobs 
and recreation and contribute to 
climate adaptation and mitigation. 
Effective management and 
governance are crucial through 
partnership with communities and the 
private sector. Finance is a challenge, 
but Asia Pacific countries are finding 
new innovative opportunities for 
funding PAs through fees, funds and 
loans.  

Key messages 
 

1) The number of protected 
areas (PAs) on land and 
sea is growing in Asia 
Pacific, but are still below 
the global target for 
terrestrial areas. 

 

2) PAs safeguard important 
stocks of natural capital.  
These provide ecosystem 
services (regulating, 
supporting, provisioning and 
cultural services) on which 
sustainable economic 
growth and development 
depend.  

 
3) Increasing the coverage of 

PAs will create billions of 
dollars of benefits across 
sectors - including coastal 
protection, fisheries, 
tourism, recreation and 
climate mitigation.  

 
4) New partnerships with 

communities and the private 
sector can provide effective 
governance and 
management of PAs, and 
offer a credible alternative 
to state management. 

 
5) Domestic funding from 

central government budgets 
is typically the largest 
source of finance for PAs, 
and will continue to be at 
the centre of sustainable 
finance for protected areas. 

 
6) Diversifying PA finance is a 

challenge, but there are 
opportunities for Asia 
Pacific countries to leverage 
investments from the 
private sector and grants 
and loans from international 
donors. 
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Why invest in Protected Areas?    
A protected area (PA) is a clearly defined 
geographical space, recognised, dedicated and 
managed through legal or other effective means 
to achieve the long term conservation of nature 
and associated ecosystem services including 
cultural values (IUCN, 2008). PAs range from 
areas that are strictly protected from human 
activity to those managed, governed and, in 
many cases, owned by indigenous and local 
communities with the aim of contributing to 
human wellbeing as well as biodiversity 
conservation. The Asia Pacific region currently 
protects 13.7% of its land area (compared to 
15.4% globally). Parties to the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) have set a target that 
by 2020 at least 17% of the world’s land area 
should be protected. The Asia Pacific region 
could therefore help to contribute to this goal by 
further expanding its PA network. The region is, 
however, leading the way in marine protection 
with 11.9% of marine and coastal areas protected 
(compared to 8.4% globally) - above the CBD 
target that 10% of marine and coastal areas 
should be protectedi 
 
PAs play an important role in safeguarding 
ecosystem services that underpin livelihoods and 
human wellbeing. Local populations can derive 
benefit from a wide range of ecosystem services 
from marine and terrestrial PAs. This includes 
provisioning services such as food, fibres and 
fuel and energy to supporting services that 
sustain local agricultural or aquaculture 
production (e.g. pollination and water quality 
maintenance) as well as cultural services such as 
through recreation or spiritual and religious 
practices.  

PAs play a key role in supporting climate 
resilience and other regulating ecosystem 
services. In particular, PAs can play an important 
role in supporting ecosystem-based adaptation1. 
An innovative example from Viet Nam is Hoi An’s 
vision to become a formally designated eco-city 
by 2030. At the heart of the city’s bid is Cham 
Islands Marine Protected Area where coral reef 
protection is integral to securing the coast against 
erosion, salt water incursion and climate 

                                                   
1 Ecosystem base adaptation is defined by the 
CBD as the use of biodiversity and ecosystem 
services to help people adapt to the adverse 

extremes (e.g. storms, typhoons and floods) as 
well as providing for peoples’ livelihoods ii.    

PAs can also have an important role in climate 
mitigation through carbon sequestration of green 
(terrestrial) and blue (coastal and marine) carbon 
resources. Indonesia, for example, stores 17% of 
the world’s blue carbon reservoir in carbon rich 
mangrove forestsiii. A recent analysis suggests 
that between 2000 and 2010 Indonesia’s marine 
PAs yielded US$ 540 million in social welfare 
benefits from reduced mangrove loss and the 
subsequent avoided blue carbon emissionsiv. By 
extending protection and restoration of 
mangroves, Indonesia could achieve a quarter of 
its emissions reduction target of 26% by 2020v.  

PAs are needed urgently as biodiversity and 
habitats continue to decline across Asia and the 
Pacific. This loss is associated with rapid 
economic growth, population increases (and 
associated increases in consumption and 
urbanisation), growing human-wildlife conflict and 
increased demand for wildlife as medicine or 
luxury foods (particularly from East Asia). South-
east Asia has lost 13 % of its forest area since 
1992 – an area equivalent to the size of Viet 
Nam. And marine ecosystems are becoming ever 
more vulnerable to growing commercial fisheries 
and overexploitation with use of illegal and 
inappropriate fishing gear in artisanal fisheries. 
All these pressures are being compounded by 
the impacts of climate changevi.  

Increasing the coverage of PAs will create a 
multitude of benefits across many sectors of 
society. Indeed, estimates for expanding PAs to 
cover 10% (Aichi Target 11) of coastal and 
marine areas globally range between US$ 45 and 
47 billion, but would yield benefits of US$ 622 - 
923 billion from coastal protection, fisheries, 
tourism, recreation and carbon storagevii. 

What investments for 
Protected Areas? 
Both existing and new PAs in land and sea need 
investment. Investment is needed to ensure PAs 
are effectively managedviii. PAs also need to be 
expanded to include under-represented 
ecosystems (example?) and to ensure ecological 
connectivity in fragmented landscapes.  It is 

effects of climate change. See Policy Brief 10 of 
this series: Investing in nature to adapt to climate 
change.  
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estimated that over a quarter of the world’s 
terrestrial ecoregions have less than 5% 
coverage as PAs and nearly half of the world’s 
marine ecoregions have less than 1%ix. One 
option is to use a landscape level approach to 
biodiversity conservation - i.e one that 
encompasses PAs and sustainably managed 
areas outside PAs. From a financing viewpoint, 
this could help align conservation investments 
with other policy objectives (preventing counter-
productive parallel programmes) and costs can 
be shared across sectors by joint programmingx 
 
Providing effective governance arrangements for 
PAs is vital. Traditionally PAs have been 
governed by the state. However, there is growing 
recognition internationally that indigenous and 
community-based approaches 
deliver conservation outcomes just as (if not 
more) effectivelyxi, and that strengthening the 
rights and participation of local communities also 
delivers more equitable conservationxii. To extend 
PA coverage in Asia Pacific, one opportunity is to 
invest in the establishment of Indigenous and 
Community Conservation Areas (ICCAs).  There 
are already many ICCAs across Asia Pacific – 
from forest conservation in China and the 
Philippines to marine conservation in Fiji – and 
they are gaining popularity. Crucially, as with all 
types of PAs investment, ICCAs will need to 
address governance and property rights (e.g. 
tenure security). 
 
Private protected areas (PPAs) and public-private 
partnerships (shared governance) are also 
essential to expanding and maintaining PAs. In 
comparison to Africa and Latin America where 
private parks are relatively common, there are 
few known PPAs in Asia Pacific, though several 
countries recognise their potential. China, for 
example, acknowledges that PPAs could be a 
solution for poorly funded and managed 
government PAs and have spent over US$ 100 
billion in eco-compensation to buy back 
development rights to land. In 2006, Yujiashan 
Forest private protected area in Pingwu County 
was set-up following an eco-compensation 
payment. Additionally Laohegou private protected 
area was created in 2009 following the 
successful trialing of a Land Trust modelxiii.  

How to finance Protected Area 
investments? 
Despite progress, the current scale of finance is 
insufficient. Analyses of Asian PAs show that 
there is a fiscal gap between the amount of 
finance available and the amount needed to be 
commensurate with the pressures facing the 
region’s natural resourcesxiv. And this affects Asia 
Pacific’s developing and middle incomes 
countries alike – for example, there is an 
estimated 90.7 % funding shortfall for the seven 
Peninsula PAs in Malaysiaxv. 
 
The investment required to establish and care for 
PAs can be significant, including the cost for land 
(or legal fees needed to expropriate) as well as 
the social and economic opportunity costs from 
removing large areas from other land uses, such 
as agriculture. Although, with the appropriate 
national accounting of natural capital the costs of 
protecting areas are likely to look small in 
comparison to the long term benefits (locally and 
globally).   
 
The effective and equitable governance and 
management of PAs requires appropriately 
targeted funding commitments – and in particular, 
attention must be given to the costs of PAs on 
local communities. For example, reduced access 
to natural resources or human wildlife conflict, 
such as crop damage by wild elephants in Sri 
Lanka. As such, within PAs, funds will also be 
needed to avoid, mitigate or compensate for any 
negative impacts of PAs and to encourage 
conservation (e.g. through benefit and revenue 
sharing or credit and enterprise funds).  
 
Domestic funding from central government 
budgets is typically the largest source of finance 
for PAs, especially those located in remoter 
regions where tourism is low. More and more, 
national governments, however, are realising that 
they need to become savvy at valuing their 
biodiversity and identifying new and innovative 
sustainable financial mechanisms to support 
PAs. Indeed, many of the region’s National 
Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans 
(NBSAPs) recognise this, for example, Nepal’s 
NBSAPxvi. However, because new mechanisms 
typically require new skills, institutions, 
partnerships and regulations that can take 
decades to develop, improving the structure and 
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function of existing mechanisms should not be 
overlookedxvii 
 
PA entrance fees are often used for generating 
funding. Examples include at the Namena Marine 
Reserve, Fiji where a dive tag fee of FJ$ 30 
generates finance for the reserve’s management 
and community development projectsxviii. Tourism 
can also generate PA finance in other ways – for 
example, concession management in Mongolia’s 
PA networkxix. However, park revenue is not 
always shared with PA managers due to an 
unclear legislative framework and challenges with 
ineffective governance and management. 
 
 
Private sector finance is an important and often 
unexplored source of finance. Conservation 
International, for example, have supported the 
Forestry Bureau of Pingwu County (China), to 
establish a payment for ecosystem services fund 
known as the Pingwu Biodiversity and 
Freshwater Conservation Fund. The fund 
captures payments from Marriot International and 
other private sector organisations. Yujiashan 
PPA received financial assistance from this fund 
to recruit rangers and strengthen the patrol inside 
the PAxx.  
 
Credit Suisse estimate that worldwide private 
sector conservation finance has the potential to 
reach US$ 200-400 billion by 2020, and that in 
the Asia Pacific some two thirds of investors 
surveyed consider such impact investing as a 
separate asset class (in recognition of the 
potential it presents). One opportunity they 
identify for PAs is a Marine PA bond that 
establishes a portfolio of PPAs which generate 
financial benefits through concessions over future 
cash flows generated by the marine PAs (e.g. 
through license fees, (blue) carbon credits and 
mitigation banking)xxi.  
 
National and international environmental funds or 
conservation funds can leverage significant 
finance. This has most commonly been used in 
Latin America, but there are some good 
examples from Asia Pacific – including the 
world’s first conservation trust fund, The Bhutan 
Trust Fund for Environmental Conservation 
(BTEC). Amounting to US$ 52 million, BTEC has 
been instrumental to the establishment of 10 PAs 
covering more than half the country’s total 
areaxxii. In 2016, Indonesia began exploring the 

establishment of a conservation fund following an 
annual budget slash of the environment ministry 
from around US$ 69.5 million to US$ 61.9 million. 
The scheme would build on a model established 
last year in Raja Ampat district where tourism 
revenue from marine PAs was channeled directly 
to regional conservation agenciesxxiii. 
 
Environmental or conservation funds can also 
generate finance by introducing new levies 
nationally. Palau has become the first Pacific 
nation to have a PA Network Fund financed two 
thirds by a green fee of US$ 15 charged to all 
international visitors as a departure tax, with the 
other third financed by international donors. The 
green fee became operational in 2009 and as of 
October 2010 US$ 3.4 million had been 
disbursedxxiv. Such a mechanism could be 
adapted to other countries in Asia Pacific - in 
Thailand for example, the revenue generated by 
entry fees of US$ 789,109 could be dwarfed by a 
US$ 1 green fee per international tourist with the 
potential to generate US$ 4.2 millionxxv 
 
International finance for strengthening PA 
management and governance can also be 
important. Most of this support has been provided 
through technical cooperation and grant finance 
such as through the Global Environmental 
Facility. Regionally, ADB has supported two 
major multi-partner initiatives which provide 
finance for PAs- 1) The Heart of Borneo project 
and 2) the Coral Triangle Initiative. The latter, for 
example, has the establishment and effective 
management of marine PAs as a specific goal to 
support the 130 million people sustained by the 
Coral Reef Trianglexxvi.  
Meanwhile, financing through loans is beginning 
to emerge, such as in Sri Lanka where the 
Ecosystem Conservation and Management 
Project is financed through a US$ 45 million 
World Bank loan from 2016 to 2021 and aims to 
strengthen the country’s PAs. Taking 
conservative estimates of the watershed benefits, 
and assuming the project successfully conserves 
975 ha, it will have an economic rate of return of 
15.54 per cent.   

Wild investments 
Financing PAs is more than just providing funds, 
it’s also about how those funds are mobilised and 
managed to respond to the range of challenges 
facing biodiversity conservation. To be 
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sustainable, PAs need diverse portfolios that use 
multiple funding sources – though public funding 
from central government will likely continue play 
at least a partial role in sustainable PA finance (in 
particularly to cover ongoing running costs). PA 
financing must consider local benefits as a 
central element of PA funding needs, as well as 
finance to strengthen and support institutions 
integral to effective and equitable PA governance 
and managementxxvii. Asia Pacific countries 
should explicitly determine the socioeconomic 
value, both locally and globally, of the natural 

capital within their PAs (and beyond) to leverage 
finance nationally and internationallyxxviii. 

About this policy brief series  
Natural capital is the stock of ecosystems within 
a country. Our focus is on renewables like soils, 
water, forests, fisheries and urban ecosystems.  
These sustain millions of jobs and incomes in 
Asia Pacific, which could be at risk if this natural 
base is lost. Through this series we explore why 
invest in sustainable natural capital, what to 
invest in and how to finance this investment.  
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