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DG International Partnerships (INTPA) supports African Regional
Centres of Excellence

Building on key initiatives such as the Biodiversity and Protected Areas Management
Programme (BIOPAMA), the EU funded the Action on Scientific and Technological Support to
Regional Centres of Excellence related to Green Transition known as the African Regional Centres
of Excellence (ArcX) programme. The ArcX aims to strengthen Science, Technology and Innovation
(STI) capacities of Regional Centres of Excellence (RCoEs) across key sectors such as biodiversity
and forest, water, agroecology, ocean and climate resilience. It enhances the RCoEs’ contributions
to policy and decision-making, innovation ecosystems and business development, and supports
relevant stakeholders through tailored services.

The Biodiversity and Forest component of ArcX specifically supports three regional institutions
that played a central role in BIOPAMA and are now designated as Technical Support Centres for
the implementation of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework: the Observatoire
des Foréts d'Afrique Centrale (OFAC), hosted by COMIFAC; the Centre de Suivi Ecologique (CSE),
coordinating the West African Observatory OBAPAQ; and the Regional Centre for Mapping of
Resources for Development (RCMRD), active in Eastern and Southern Africa.

Their growing leadership illustrates Africa’s capacity to generate and apply scientific knowledge
for conservation.

Rooted in a long-standing Africa—EU partnership, ArcX strengthens collaboration on STI, fosters
knowledge generation and sharing, and provides targeted support to practitioners, researchers
and decision-makers, with active participation from the private sector. This Atlas compiles the
best available geospatial information to inform the planning, management and governance of
protected and conserved areas.

Through ArcX and as part of its Global Gateway strategy, the European Commission reaffirms
its commitment to work hand in hand with African partners to strengthen the foundations of
inclusive, resilient and sustainable development countries in key areas of partnerships notably to
strengthen cooperation on research and innovation.

https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/
policies/global-gateway_en
This QR code points to the full online version of the Global Gateway

providing information on the roll out of the Global Gateway
strategy, partnerships, projects and funding opportunities.

The Joint Research Centre of the European Commission

The European Commission is the executive body of the European Union, and is responsible
for proposing legislation, verifying its implementation, and upholding the Union's treaties. The
day-to-day running of Commission business is performed by staff (specialists in domains such
as law, finance, economics, science, communications and administration) working in departments
known as Directorates-General (DGs). The Joint Research Centre (JRC) is one of the Commission’s
DGs. It is the Commission's science and knowledge service, carrying out research in order to
provide independent scientific advice and support to EU policy.

The JRC draws on over 60 years of scientific experience, and continually builds expertise in
knowledge production and knowledge management. The JRC's long legacy of work on Africa is
showcased in the Africa Knowledge Platform (https;/africa-knowledge-platform.ec.europa.euy),
the gateway to the European Commission's scientific data and information on Africa.

https://africa-knowledge-platform.ec.europa.eu

This QR code points to the the home page of the
Africa Knowledge Platform.

Foreword

Joint Research Centre

Biodiversity is the foundation of a healthy environment, on which we depend for our lives and
livelihoods. It is currently being lost faster than at any moment in human history. This loss is driven
by multiple, interconnected factors, arising from both local needs and global dynamics.

Protected and conserved areas are the cornerstone of global biodiversity conservation action,
dedicated to the long-term preservation of nature, ecosystem services and cultural values. The
agreement to conserve 30 % of land and sea area by 2030, reached as part of the Kunming-Montreal
Global Biodiversity Framework at the UN Convention on Biological Diversity’s CoP 15 in 2022, was a
major achievement for biodiversity. In particular, the recognition of ‘Other Area-based Conservation
Measures’ and ‘Indigenous territories’ as being vital components of conservation strategies
underscores a shift towards inclusive, equitable, and locally rooted conservation approaches.

However, efforts to slow or reverse biodiversity loss are hampered by limited access to the
data which is needed to measure and assess the impact of policies and actions on the ground.
Scientific guidance on where to expand and better manage protected and conserved areas is
more urgent than ever.

This Atlas helps to address this challenge. Showcasing the geospatial information available
for Africa’s protected and conserved areas, it supports the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework by providing countries and stakeholders with data to inform National Biodiversity
Strategies and Action Plans, spatial planning, and effective area-based conservation measures.

While no single report can capture the full richness of Africa’s conservation landscape, the
Atlas demonstrates how geospatial data and information can support positive change through
better informed management strategies and more effective protected and conserved areas.

This work draws on more than a decade of research and experience in informing policy and
supporting the management of protected areas in Africa. It compiles the best available geospatial
information on a continental scale gathered by collective wark with African partners through
the EU’s Biodiversity and Protected Areas Management (BIOPAMA) programme. The BIOPAMA
programme also developed freely available online thematic tools to browse, query and display
data on protected areas. This Atlas is not a guide to using those tools, but rather an open invitation
to explore them and be part of a global effort to improve the conservation of our most vital
resource: life on Earth.

This research is aligned with the principles of data equity and transparency, supporting African
institutions in asserting greater sovereignty over biodiversity data, while fostering regional and
international collaboration. It acknowledges the leadership of African governments, conservation
agencies, indigenous peoples and local communities, and regional institutions in driving
conservation outcomes on the ground.

I am confident that this Atlas can serve as a foundation for future collaborative efforts with
our African partners and help ensure that Africa’s protected and conserved areas are resilient,
well-managed and contribute to biodiversity conservation and human well-being.

Bernard Magenhann
Director-General
European Commission’s Joint Research Centre

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)

Africa stands at a crossroads. By 2100, its population could swell to as many as 5.4 billion
people. The Congo Basin's ancient forests—our planet's lungs— face relentless pressure.
Yet within these sobering statistics lies an extraordinary story of hope, collaboration, and
transformation. The pages of this Atlas tell a story that is both urgent and inspiring. It reminds
us that Africa's extraordinary biodiversity faces genuine pressures, but it also demonstrates that
when we work together with purpose and precision, we can rise to address them.

This publication embodies the BIOPAMA promise made real, a vision that IUCN, the Joint Research
Centre of the European Commission and our partners worked towards: that better data doesn't just
inform better decisions — it ignites better action and decision-making for biodiversity conservation.

This Atlas is an illustration of what becomes possible, when efforts converge successfully
towards supporting protected and conserved areas data collection, analysis, monitoring and
reporting, towards developing the capacities of staff and organisations to manage this information
and towards providing policy guidance for better decision-making.

In 2012, an ambitious collaboration began when the European Union, the Organisation
of African, Caribbean and Pacific States, IUCN, and the Joint Research Centre of the European
Commission imagined a global partnership that meets this vision.

More than a decade later, that vision is operational and is delivering many success stories across
Africa, Caribbean and Pacific countries, through the BIOPAMA-established Regional Observatories
for Protected Areas and Biodiversity. Working hand-in-hand with UNEP-WCMC (UN Environment
Programme World Conservation Monitoring Centre)—our global partner—these observatories have
had a significant impact on how we track progress against global targets, from the Aichi Target 11 to
Target 3 of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework.

Today, as the world reaches the midpoint of this decade's global biodiversity commitments,
the BIOPAMA legacy stands visible and vibrant. BIOPAMA's regional observatories have earned
recognition as leading or supporting CBD Technical and Scientific Cooperation Support Centres;
they continue to flourish as African Regional Centres of Excellence for Biodiversity and Forest
under sustained EU support.

IUCN remains unwaveringly committed to delivering excellence in protected and conserved
areas. We do this through our cutting-edge knowledge tools and rigorous standards. We do this
through our hands-on action across the globe. We do this through our unique power to convene
diverse voices and influence critical decisions.

Most importantly, we do this together—with our Members, our Commissions, and our
partners—because the biodiversity crisis demands nothing less than our collective best.

Trevor Sandwith
Director IUCN Centre for Conservation Action
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)

Regional Centres of Excellence

The Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework adopted in December 2022, marks a
historic milestone in the global effort to halt and reverse biodiversity loss by 2030. For Africa,
the cradle of humanity and guardian of an extraordinary share of the world’s natural wealth, this
Framework is far more than a set of global targets. It is a strategic roadmap to a sustainable,
resilient, and prosperous future for our people and our ecosystems.

Africa’s diverse ecosystems, from the rainforests of the Congo Basin and the savannas of the
Serengeti to the fynbos of the Cape and the coral reefs of the Indian Ocean, provide vital services
that support our economies, cultures, and livelihoods. Yet, this natural wealth faces unprecedented
pressures from climate change, land-use change, invasive alien species, and unsustainable
resource use. Now more than ever, the effective conservation and equitable governance of our
protected and conserved areas are therefore more critical.

It is against this backdrop of urgency and opportunity that we proudly present the Atlas of
African Protected Areas. This comprehensive volume, meticulously compiled by the Joint Research
Centre of the European Commission as a key output of the Biodiversity and Protected Areas
Management (BIOPAMA) programme, is much more than a collection of maps. It is a powerful
tool for knowledge, a compass for decision-making, and a testament to the impact of strong
partnerships. It offers high-quality, standardi sed data essential for tracking progress, identifying
conservation gaps, and informing the decisions of scientists, policymakers, and communities alike.

The production of this Atlas represents a major achievement of the BIOPAMA initiative. Funded
by the European Union and the Organisation of African, Caribbean and Pacific States, BIOPAMA
has played a transformative role in enhancing the management and governance of protected and
conserved areas across Africa. Through the synergy between the scientific expertise of the Joint
Research Centre and the conservation leadership of IUCN, UNEP World Conservation Monitoring
Centre and many partners, BIOPAMA has provided practical tools and strategic support to a wide
range of stakeholders working on the ground.

A cornerstone legacy of the programme is the empowerment of regional data observatory and
decision-support institutions, now to be further strengthened by the EU-funded Regional Centres
of Excellence. Emerging from collaborative partnerships, these Centres now stand as Africa-led
hubs of technical expertise and knowledge for biodiversity conservation and protected areas. Our
shared mission is to close the gap between global ambition and national implementation, to
translate data into insight, and insight into action.

We are honoured that the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity has designated
our Centres as Technical Support Centres for the implementation of the Kunming-Montreal Global
Biodiversity Framework. This appointment entrusts us with an essential role: to assist our member
countries in tracking their progress, particularly on Target 2 (ecosystem restoration) and Target 3
(conserving 30% of land and sea areas). The Atlas will be a key tool in this mission, helping to
identify priority areas for action and to guide the design of effective, evidence-based interventions.

As Directors of the Regional Centres of Excellence, our vision transcends the borders of
protected areas. We are committed to advancing a new paradigm, one in which protected and
conserved areas are not isolated sanctuaries, but integral components of inclusive and sustainable
landscapes and seascapes. This is a vision of coexistence, where conservation strengthens local
livelihoods, and where community rights and leadership are central to governance.

We call upon all our partners — governments, international organisations, civil society, and the
private sector—to engage with this Atlas not only as a source of knowledge, but as a catalyst
for deeper collaboration. Let us draw on this shared understanding to refine policies, guide
investments, and empower the local custodians of Africa’s biodiversity.

Together, through credible, Africa-led science and enduring partnerships, we can rise to the
challenge of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework—and secure the legacy of
Africa’s natural heritage for generations to come.

Cheikh Mbow,
Directeur Général CSE
OBAPAOQ, Regional Centre of Excellence for Western Africa

Chouaibou Nchoutpouen,
Secrétaire Exécutif Adjoint COMIFAC
OFAC, Regional Centre of Excellence for Central Africa

Emmanuel Nkurunziza,
Director General RCMRD
RCMRD, Regional Centre of Excellence for Eastern and Southern Africa
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Summary of main findings

This Atlas embodies years of work by the European
Commission Joint Research Centre in collaboration with its
partners in Africa and further afield to share the knowledge
acquired over the many years of work around protected areas
in Africa. It aims at providing technical and scientific input of
relevance to donors, decision-makers and any other interested
stakeholders as well as to the European Commission. The Atlas
is not a policy document, it does not aim at providing policy
guidance nor does provide an official opinion of the Commission.

Its pages present the latest geospatial information that
is enriched with descriptions, case studies, and analyses
that position the scientific details within the broader policy
landscape. Recognising the wide range of area-based
conservation approaches in Africa, this Atlas adopts a specific
focus on Protected Areas (PAs), reflecting the thematic and
methodological framework of the BIOPAMA programme.

Outcomes of this Atlas reflect scientific evidence. They
constitute one valuable source among others, to inspire
governments, institutions and organisations worldwide on
possible pathways and (transformative) actions to address
environmental and social challenges of our time that are
particularly associated with protected and conserved areas.

This Atlas is structured into five main parts, each of which
is summarised herewith (numbers in parentheses refer to the
specific Topics as presented in the Atlas):

Al

The European Commission has long legacy
supporting protected areas in Africa,
making it a key partner in meeting global
biodiversity commitments.

B Al | The contribution of Africa is crucial to achieve the
ambitious goals of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework (KM GBF). African biodiversity is unique, so the loss
of plants and animals on the continent will generally mean loss
for the whole world (1.1.1). states bear national responsibility to
deliver on the many multilateral environmental agreements to
which they are parties (1.1.3), and in many instances coordinated
efforts that go beyond national boundaries are important in
supporting progress towards shared objectives.

B A2 | The European Commission’s engagement in African
conservation efforts is based on a long, shared history. The
European Commission and the European Union Member States
are a supporter of conservation on the African continent (1.1.5).
This is based on a collective understanding that international
biodiversity commitments (1.1.3) are untenable without Africa’s
conservation success.

mm A3 | Scientific advances have made the understanding of
African biodiversity more accessible and evidence-driven, but
significant knowledge and data gaps remain. Even though our
collective scientific understanding of African protected areas is
greater than it has ever been (1.2.1; 2.1.2), large parts of Africa’s
biosphere remain poorly understood and underrepresented in
international scientific databases (1.3.3; 1.3.4). The availability of
fundamental data - such as the boundaries of protected areas or
species occurrence records - is still piecemeal across large parts
of the continent. Data gaps are major obstacles to evidence-
based policy and planning, and their absence undermines efforts
to assess the impact of interventions (1.2.2).

mm A4 | Knowledge gaps require specialist expertise and local
knowledge to effectively collect, mobilise, and curate data
that supports informed and constructive policy decisions.
Present day scientific information is most often inadequate for
the highest standards of impact evaluation of protected areas
(1.2.2). In the absence of complete information (1.3.1), there is
a risk to base policy decisions on fragmented understanding.
While this may be inconsequential in certain instances, the
absence of evidence may contribute to ineffective and potentially
unwelcomed policy outcomes. Collecting, mobilising, and curating
data requires strategic investment and partnerships (1.1.6). In the
meantime, the integration of expert knowledge and local insights
plays a critical role in evaluating how existing information applies
to different contexts.

B

The ‘typical’ African protected area does
not exist, so considering local contexts and
priorities is of foremost importance.

mm Bl | The present-day system of African protected areas
has grown significantly in recent decades and continues to
evolve. As the coverage of protected areas across African land- and
seascapes has expanded (2.1.1), so too has the global understanding
of their role and performance (2.1.2). However, this trajectory is not
unidirectional: in several cases, protected areas have lost legal status,
undergone boundary reductions, or been degazetted altogether
(2.1.3). At the same time, many new protected and conserved areas
have also been established, contributing to broader conservation
goals and reflecting more inclusive governance models. As the
network continues to grow and adapt, its overall configuration and
functional attributes are being reshaped (2.1.4).

B B2 | Although there has been significant progress in the
representation of species and ecosystems in the current
network of African protected areas, gaps remain. The use
of the best available geospatial biodiversity information
could help prioritising protection shortfalls. The KM-GBF
Target 3 recommends that protected areas and other effective
area-based conservation measures (OECMs) together encompass
the rich variety of species and ecosystems, particularly sites of
global significance (2.2.1). In recent decades, African protected
areas increasingly represent unique ecological features on land
(2.2.2; 2.2.3) and in the ocean (2.2.4; 2.2.5; 2.2.6), but large
portions of globally significant biodiversity only exist outside the
present protected area network. Closing these gaps in ecological
representation is becoming increasingly difficult and will depend
on spatially explicit systematic conservation planning.

B B3 | Protected areas in Africa serve a wide range of
purposes, reflecting diverse ecological, social, and economic
contexts. Policy and investment decisions are more effective
when they consider these varying management objectives.
Not every protected area on the continent has an identical
focus on protecting species and ecosystems. Instead, sites vary
in terms of their management objectives: from strict nature
reserves that exclude all but the least invasive human activities,
to areas that allow the sustainable use of natural resources
(2.3.1). Often, protected areas have multiple purposes alongside
biodiversity conservation, such as preserving sites representing
our shared World Heritage (2.3.2) and wetlands of international
importance (2.3.3). Aligning interventions and investments to the
specific management priorities of individual protected areas has
frequently been associated with more effective outcomes.

B B4 | In Africa, the responsibility for establishing and
maintaining protected areas is diverse and decentralised.
Effective conservation hinges on understanding the needs
and rights of a broad array of stakeholders. The breadth of
participants contributing to African conservation has expanded
since the mid-20" century. Today, governments, the private
sector, indigenous people, and local communities all bear some
responsibility for Africa’s protected areas (2.4.1; 2.4.2). Even
government-run protected areas are embedded in human
dominated landscapes, so they are not separated from the
livelihood needs of local communities (2.4.3). Significant progress
has been made in ensuring that the responsibilities, benefits, and
costs of protected areas are shared in an equal and just manner.
Continuing and building upon this progress could play a key role
in supporting conservation efforts in the upcoming decades.

&

mm C1 | African protected areas provide a disproportionately
large opportunity to mitigate the global effects of climate
change and tackle the biodiversity crisis. Combinations of
protection, land management, and restoration can enhance
these benefits. Ecosystems in Africa not only store large
quantities of carbon, they also have the potential to remove excess
carbon dioxide (3.1.1; 3.1.2; 3.1.3). Although Africa’s equatorial
forests hold significant potential for mitigating climate change
(3.1.1), focusing exclusively on tree-covered ecosystems would
be short sighted. For instance, the loss of peatland ecosystems
would emit large quantities of carbon to the atmosphere. For now,
African peatlands are more protected and less disturbed than
global average (3.1.2), emphasising the need for their continued
protection. Even though secondary forests and open ecosystems
store less carbon than primary forests, their potential to remove
carbon from the atmosphere should not be underestimated (3.1.3).

mm C2 | Millions of Africans rely on the contributions from
Africa’s freshwater ecosystems, which can be preserved
and enhanced by protected areas. The continent’s economy
depends on water for domestic use, agriculture, and energy
production (3.2.1). Despite covering just 3% of Africa, wetlands
support livelihoods and provide habitat to globally significant
migratory species (3.2.2). However, wetlands have declined by
35% in the last 50 years (3.2.2) and one-sixth of all African
freshwater fish are threatened by extinction (3.2.1). The decline
of freshwater ecosystems erodes their ability to feed into African
economies and may affect the relations between states in shared
water catchments. Therefore, protected areas could be leveraged
to preserve rivers, wetlands, and catchment areas to ensure the
continued supply of freshwater ecosystem services.

mm C3 | Protected areas can become engines for sustainable
economic growth and diversification, especially when
supported with strategic investment. Opportunities in the
nature-based economy are growing rapidly, and protected areas
can contribute to and benefit from these new opportunities. If
sustainably managed, revenue from carbon market can close
financing gaps across African protected areas (3.3.1) and tourist
income can transform protected areas from net consumers to
net contributors to public finance (3.3.2). However, not all parts
of the continent have equal potential, so geospatial information
is instrumental to identify areas with greater prospects to grow
the nature-based economy (3.3.3; 3.3.4). These prospects could
be unlocked through policies and strategic investments (3.3.5).

D |

Left unchecked, human-induced pressures
threaten the value of protected areas for
people and nature.

mm D1 | The growing need for food and shelter is putting
pressure on African protected areas. This fact supports
strengthening further the link between protected area
policies and development policies. Human population growth
and urbanisation can have negative impacts on biodiversity in
protected areas and worsen human wildlife conflict (4.1.1).
Livestock production (4.1.2) and cultivation (4.1.3) can also be
detrimental to species and ecosystems in protected areas in
some circumstances. Although those negative outcomes are
not inevitable, there is evidence that social policies - like those
focusing on education, gender equity and sustainable urban
planning - can mitigate the impacts of population growth on
biodiversity (4.1.1). Similarly, improving animal husbandry
through agricultural knowledge, science, and technology could
reduce the extent of grazing lands by mid-century (4.1.2), and
agroecological landscapes could promote mutual positive
outcomes for conservation and food security (4.1.3).

mm D2 | Raw materials are inputs to the global economy and
their extraction is adding pressure to PA although positive
impacts are shown by the sustainable industrial practices.
The infrastructure needed to extract and transport raw materials
is harmful to nature (4.2.1; 4.2.2; 4.2.3). However, economies of
some African countries depend fundamentally on the income
gained from exporting the commodities from mining (4.2.2) and
forestry (4.2.3). Strategic investment and planning positively
impact the retention of economic benefits while minimising
negative ecological impacts (4.2.1), and sustainable extractive
practices can lead to better biodiversity outcomes (4.2.3).

mm D3 | The local ecological integrity of African protected
areas is exposed to the negative impacts of global
environmental change. Enhancing ecological resilience can
dampen these adverse effects. African protected areas are
threatened by interacting global pressures, like climate change
(4.3.1), invasive alien species (4.3.2), and land degradation and
desertification (4.3.3). The global nature of these pressures
is such that they cannot always be prevented through local
protected area policies. In the face of novel and changing
environmental conditions, encouraging management practices
that enhance ecological adaptability and resilience could
contribute to prevention.

3
E |

Conservation in Africa has learnt many
lessons from the past and will continue to
evolve in response to changing conditions
and priorities.

mm E1 | Although expanding Africa’s network of protected
and conserved areas is a global policy priority, at the same
time it is important ensuring that existing protected areas
contribute to the long-term persistence of biodiversity.
Ineffective protected areas that exist on maps, but do not
differ from their surroundings in any meaningful way, are
globally common enough to have their own term: paper parks.
Management effectiveness depends on whether sufficient
human, material, and financial resources exist and are being used
for tangible conservation impact (5.1.1; 5.1.2). In line with KM-
GBF Target 3, achieving positive impacts in conservation efforts
involves attention to equity and justice (5.1.3). International
standards - like the IUCN Green List (5.1.3) - recognise protected
areas with effective management and governance, contributing
to a broader policy focus on successful outcomes and positive
shared learning.

B E2 | In the upcoming century, African protected areas
will transition from preserving, to enhancing the state of
species and ecosystems. As the state of biodiversity continues
declining, as per KM-GBF Target 2 the focus on conservation is
shifting away from reducing the rates of biodiversity loss through
conservation, to actively promoting ecological recovery through
restoration (5.2.1; 5.2.2). However, ecological restoration can be
costly, so geospatial information could be mobilised to prioritise
areas where the benefits from restoration outweigh the expense.
Although the benefits of restoration can generate large returns
on investment (5.2.1), unlocking these returns will require the
right blend of public and private investment.

mm E3 | Conserving African biodiversity seems contingent to
protected areas being integrated into wider, multi-use land-
and seascapes. Even if Africa meets ambitious protected area
expansion targets, evidence suggests the long-term persistence of
African biodiversity will depend on the sustainable management
of unprotected territories. These unprotected territories are
home to local communities with their own development needs
and whose engagement in managing these land- and seascapes
has proven successful in many circumstances and is strongly
encouraged by the KM-GBF (5.3.1). Moreover, other effective
area-based conservation measures (OECM: 5.3.2) provide
opportunities for recognition of communities’ contributions to
tangible biodiversity outcomes. Strategic investment in African
biodiversity is increasingly planned beyond national borders or
the protected area boundaries, which suggest future conservation
could have a wider regional focus (5.3.3; 5.3.4).

B E4 | The growth and development of African scientific
institutions will further enable evidence-based protected
area policies on the continent. The value of scientific
information for effective protected area policies is clear. The
long-term sustainability of African protected areas, therefore,
necessitates investing in supporting scientific institutions housed
in the continent. While no single institution can deliver scientific
insights to the whole continent, a network of regional and national
organisations in North Africa, West Africa (5.4.1), Central Africa
(5.4.2), and Eastern and Southern Africa (5.4.3), duly integrated
with African academia, can serve biodiversity information and
build local capacities for evidence-based protected area policies.
Strengthening collaboration is key to improving the chance of
success for these institutions.
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