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According to the last European Environment 

Agency (EEA) State of Nature report, 81% of 

European habitats have poor or bad 

conservation status compared with 75% in the 

previous report1. Multiple reports have also 

highlighted the lack of progress towards global 

climate and biodiversity targets, including but 

not limited to the Global Biodiversity Outlook 

5 (GBO5)2. The report states how none of the 20 

Aichi Biodiversity Targets - adopted in 2010 to 

support governments in curbing biodiversity 

loss - has been met.  

As a response to these results, on March 

1st  2019 the United Nations (UN) General 

Assembly declared 2021-2030 the UN Decade 

on Ecosystem Restoration to acknowledge and 

act upon the “need to accelerate global 

restoration of degraded ecosystems, to fight the 

climate heating crisis, enhance food security, 

provide clean water and protect biodiversity on 

the planet” 3,4. With the momentum growing and 

the global environmental community 

embracing language around ecosystem 

restoration, including the environmental policy 

spaces, the opportunity has never been greater 

to mainstream an umbrella narrative for people 

and the planet5. 

 

This brief aims to be an entry point to the 

ecosystem restoration narrative, by providing 

an overview of the current discussions at the 

global and the EU level, and highlighting the 

relevant priorities of GYBN Europe.  These 

priorities also reflect the outcomes of a two-day 

workshop co-created by GYBN Europe, Youth 

and Environment Europe (YEE) and the Youth 

in Landscapes Initiative (YIL), delivered during 

the IUCN Global Youth Summit 2021. 

Ecosystem restoration in a nutshell 

According to the Society for Ecological 

Restoration (SER), ecosystem restoration 

intentionally works towards a historic trajectory 

and not a historic condition, “to create the 

conditions needed for recovery so the plants, 

animals, and microorganisms can carry out the 

work of recovery themselves”6. This brief joins 

many ecologists in supporting a pluralist 

approach to ecosystem restoration as a science 

and a practice, including but not limited to 

metrics that consider species composition and 

ecosystem functions and services, as well as 

opposing practices such as planting 

monocultures for carbon offsets7,8.  

Degraded landscapes and seascapes are a threat 

not only to planetary health, but also to human 

health and well-being9. Therefore, ecosystem 

restoration should not be considered merely an 

ecological issue, but a socio-ecological one, 

embracing the complexity of landscapes and 

seascapes10,11,12. Transdisciplinary knowledge and 

cross-sectoral collaboration is needed to 

understand and advance ecosystem restoration 

in the 21st century, through ecological and 

social criteria, with the latter including, among 

others, resilience principles,  relational values 

and challenging unsustainable societal 

goals13. A definition, that encompasses many of 

these elements and builds upon the core 

concepts of the SER definition reads as follows: 

“ecosystem restoration is the process of 

assisting the recovery of a degraded, damaged, 

or destroyed ecosystem to reflect values 

regarded as inherent in the ecosystem and to 

provide goods and services that people 

value”14,15,16.  

Restoration and the Convention on 

Biological Diversity  

Most of the Aichi targets have predominantly 

focused on  halting the loss of biodiversity and 

habitats17, with solely target 15 explicitly 

mentioning restoring at least 15% of degraded 

ecosystems18. With the UN Decade on 

Ecosystem Restoration having officially started 

on the 2021 World Environment Day, it 

remains to be seen how the Post-2020 GBF 

might contribute to the global restoration 

efforts. As things stand, there is likely to be a 

standalone target for 2030 on ecosystem 

restoration (Target 3) and possible further 

integration into other targets19, including Target 

1 and Target 2.  

Supported by science and the traditional 

knowledge of Indigenous Peoples and local 

communities and well-funded through private 

and public sources, a worldwide restoration 

https://www.decadeonrestoration.org/
https://www.decadeonrestoration.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kLz4vPLNHfM
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effort could potentially address the climate 

crisis through carbon sequestration,  contribute 

to halting biodiversity loss and advance the 

transition to a low-carbon economy20. At the 

same time, financial and non-financial benefits 

expected from successful restoration initiatives 

at international level significantly appear to 

outweigh the costs of investing in nature 

restoration. Since planetary and human health 

are deeply interconnected, natural regeneration 

is  not only a goal unto itself but is also 

important for human survival on this planet21 – 

and it should be prioritized at the earliest stage 

possible in the post-2020 period. 

Restoration and the EU policies 

The new EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 

includes  strategies and action plans addressing 

both protecting nature, by further developing 

the existing network of protected areas across 

Europe, and restoring nature, by designing and 

implementing the EU Nature Restoration Plan 

[EU NRP or Nature Restoration Legislation 

(NRL)]22.  

 

A legal tool for restoration 

 

Most of the commitments in the Strategy are 

voluntary, with one exception: the European 

Commission’s commitment to “put forward a 

proposal for legally binding EU nature 

restoration targets in 2021 to restore degraded 

ecosystems, in particular those with the most 

potential to capture and store carbon and to 

prevent and reduce the impact of natural 

disasters.” This is providing an opportunity to 

develop a legal tool for ecological restoration 

practices across the European landscapes and 

seascapes. 

The first step in the process has been to assess 

the possible environmental, social and 

economic impacts of potential restoration 

targets. As part of this assessment, a public and 

stakeholder consultation was completed on 

April 5th, 2021. Extensive campaigns were 

launched and carried out by the European 

Environmental Bureau (EEB), Client Earth, 

WWF Europe, Birdlife Europe and a broader 

coalition of other environmental NGOs 

operating at the EU level, including among 

others the #RestoreNature Campaign, which 

supported the participation of 104,188 citizens 

in the consultation23.  

In a position report released in October 2020, a 

coalition of EU environmental NGOs joined 

their expertise and voices to highlight 

objectives, targets and criteria that the 

restoration law should include24. The main 

objective proposed stresses that the upcoming 

law must be developed in a way that 

can  “contribute to halting and reversing 

biodiversity loss, resulting in the restoration of 

habitats, species and ecosystem functioning, 

connectivity and resilience at landscape level 

across the EU”. The report also proposes a 

supportive objective to include synergies 

between healthy biodiversity and healthy 

climate in the law, to multiply benefits and 

enhance cost-effectiveness in the 

implementation phase. It should also be noted 

that due to the area-based nature of the 

obligations that the legislation should introduce 

in order to be effective, it is uniquely placed to 

support achievement of non-binding 

commitments of EU Biodiversity Strategy, 

accentuating the co-benefits of restoration and 

conservation initiatives. Such commitments 

include but are not limited to the improvement 

of Natura 2000 sites’ connectivity, 10% strict 

protection, recovery of wild pollinators, as well 

as adaptation and mitigation of the climate 

crisis. 

It is important to highlight here the need for 

urgent action, through the development and 

adoption of EU legislation that is actionable, 

easily implementable and enforceable, as soon 

as possible. The legislation should provide for 

restoration measures to be taken as soon as 

possible, and the format of the legislation 

should enable challenging Member States’ 

inaction at an early stage, while at the same time 

avoid using the 2030, 2040 and 2050 deadlines 

as a means of postponing action from Member 

States to a later date.  

Regarding the legally binding EU targets for 

nature on land and sea, the report emphasizes 

that they “should be expressed in quantitative 

and similar terms for each Member State” and 
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proposes specific EU-level overarching targets. 

These targets are set against a 2020 baseline, 

and include restoring by 2030 at least 15% of 

the landscapes and seascapes of the EU, at least 

15% of rivers to a free-flowing state and last but 

not least to consider a target for CO2 removal 

by sinks, separate from the EU 2030 emission 

reduction target. On top of the broader impacts 

of nature degradation, special attention should 

be put to the local ones, amplifying the need for 

ecologically representative restoration across 

the EU and ensuring that different ecosystem 

types across different Member States will be 

restored. This, in turn, should prohibit schemes 

such as “effort-sharing”, habitat banking and 

meeting the restoration targets through 

financial mechanisms.  

The report also proposes five criteria for 

passive and active restoration actions to be 

considered in the restoration law. The first 

refers to restoration measures resulting in 

permanent change toward resilient landscapes 

and seascapes. The second suggests that 

restoration measures must result in significant 

management change while the third 

recommends that restoration action should take 

place both inside and outside of existing 

protected areas. The fourth criterion highlights 

that restoration actions should increase 

connectivity between habitats. Lastly, the fight 

criterion encourages restoration action that 

focuses on restoring natural processes. 

The legislative proposal from the European 

Commission is expected to arrive in the first 

quarter of 2022, after each service in the 

Commission has evaluated the proposal. For a 

restoration law to be adopted, it will first  pass 

through a series of readings in 2022 by the 

Member States in the European Parliament, 

who have the right to review and potentially 

propose amendments to the proposed text. 

 

Other elements of the NLR 

 

The NLR is quite encompassing and includes 

other elements beyond the commitment for 

strengthening the legal framework for nature 

restoration across the EU. It fully recognizes the 

profound influence of biodiversity on the 

functionality of Earth’s life-sustaining systems, 

its interconnectivity with climate change, as the 

second most threatening planetary crisis, and its 

impact on human welfare. In many aspects it is 

clearly faithful to scientific recommendations 

on land degradation and restoration and thereby 

encompasses given features of effective 

restoration policies25.  

The pressure of intensive agriculture on the 

natural environment is highlighted; in this 

regard, the NLR emphasizes the 

implementation of sustainable agricultural 

practices and organic farming, including 

agroecology (25% of the total), the conversion 

of at least 10% of agricultural area in high-

diversity landscape, and the reversal of 

pollinators decline. Soil and its complexity as 

an ecosystem is also addressed, pointing to its 

essential role for key ecosystem services and 

human health and the fact that it is often 

overlooked by environmental legislation. If the 

EU is serious about ecosystem restoration, then 

an assessment on whether the Common 

Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the Common 

Fisheries Policy (CF) are appropriate for 

delivering sustainable use and management of 

natural resources. The effects of any and all 

restoration initiatives are bound to be seriously 

hampered if the agriculture and fisheries sectors 

continue business-as-usual. Increasing the 

quantity of forests and improving their health 

and resilience  is another big priority of the 

NLR. New forest biomass sustainability criteria 

are proposed to be developed, under the 

auspices of decarbonizing the EU energy 

system and focusing on renewable and 

biodiversity-friendly energy to enhance 

restoration efforts. The NLR includes greening 

cities as part of their commitments. 

 

Another element of the NLR is the restoration 

of marine ecosystems. The need for stronger 

action is all the more acute as marine and 

coastal ecosystem biodiversity loss is severely 

exacerbated by the climate crisis. The 

implementation of EU’s Common Fisheries 

Policy, the Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive and the Birds and Habitats Directives 

are seen as essential. In terms of freshwater 

ecosystems, restoration activities according to 
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the NLR should focus on re-establishing free-

flow, with a goal of at least 25,000 km, and 

removing obsolete and/or harmful barriers. As 

the ecological restoration of rivers, lakes and 

other habitats is constrained by the presence of 

invasive alien species, another aspect of the EU 

NRP is to regulate their population and 

dispersion by upscaling the EU Invasive Alien 

Species Regulation. Lastly, the NRL should 

introduce obligations that are additional to 

those created by the Birds and Habitats 

Directives, the Water Framework Directive and 

the Marine Strategy Framework Directive, 

otherwise it risks undermining some of the 

strongest pieces of EU environmental 

legislation. Under this light, measures should 

only towards the delivery of the legally binding 

restoration targets, if they are additional to 

those measures already required by the 

aforementioned pieces of legislation. 

Restoration and youth 

Youth is considered a crucial stakeholder in the 

UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration 

Strategy, with action 9 being exclusively about 

youth: “Youth and future generations who are 

most impacted by the consequences of the 

current rapid destruction of ecosystems. They 

also stand to benefit the most from the creation 

of sustainable jobs based on a restoration 

economy. The UN Decade’s strategy makes a 

direct link between the wellbeing of youth and 

the goals of restoration. Education for 

restoration will turn today’s children into 

ecosystem ambassadors, provide skills for 

sustainable jobs and ensure that the UN 

Decade’s achievements far outlive its 

timeframe.” 

 

Many international organizations that are 

official partners of the UN Decade on 

Ecosystem Restoration are currently making 

efforts to upscale existing restoration action on 

the ground, especially action led by youth. Such 

programs, include among others, the 

“Restoration Stewards” program26, developed 

by the Youth in Landscapes Initiative (YIL) and 

the Global Landscapes Forum (GLF), as well as 

the “#GenerationRestoration Youth 

Challenge”, aimed at promoting restoration 

initiatives from young “ecopreneurs”, and 

designed by the World Economic Forum 

(WEF) and the 1t.org. However, seed and other 

small funding from non-governmental 

international organizations cannot be 

considered adequate resource mobilization 

towards restoration efforts. While language like 

the one currently used by the UN Decade on 

Ecosystem Restoration is more than welcomed 

by youth organizations, it is important that it is 

followed up with decisions and implementation 

processes, as well as funding opportunities that 

can put words into action on the ground.  

Regarding restoration in the EU, the 

development of National Restoration Plans 

(NRPs) could be one of the most relevant 

features for youth engagement and one of the 

few instruments able to amplify youth voices in 

biodiversity governance at Member State level. 

The NRL should stipulate such NRPs as a 

comprehensive national planning and 

implementation instrument to ensure that each 

Member State is doing their best in taking 

proactive and effective restoration action, and 

that these actions are adequately funded and in 

line with best available science. On top of that, 

NRPs should cross reference other relevant 

actions taking place in restoration areas and 

may affect the delivery of restoration outcomes 

(both to avoid double counting and to make 

spatial planning more efficient). Lastly, 

Member States should utilize NRPs to increase 

transparency in biodiversity governance and 

showcase how civil society, especially the most 

affected stakeholders such as youth, are 

properly consulted and actively engaged at all 

levels of the process. 

GYBN Europe Priorities 

Supporting a robust and legally binding EU 

Nature Restoration Plan  

 

Youth and environmental NGOs across Europe 

have been campaigning and continue to 

advocate for a strong and ambitious EU Nature 

Restoration Plan. GYBN Europe stands behind 

the adoption of a bold overarching target for 

restoration as discussed in previous sections of 

this brief. Furthermore, GYBN Europe supports 

https://stewards.globallandscapesforum.org/
https://uplink.weforum.org/uplink/s/uplink-issue/a002o0000133FyTAAU/generationrestoration-youth-challenge?utm_campaign=19-04-2021_Social-Toolkit_NBS-Youth-Launch_to_Challenge-page&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Social+toolkit
https://uplink.weforum.org/uplink/s/uplink-issue/a002o0000133FyTAAU/generationrestoration-youth-challenge?utm_campaign=19-04-2021_Social-Toolkit_NBS-Youth-Launch_to_Challenge-page&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Social+toolkit
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adopting targeted legally binding obligations 

for Member States for restoring landscapes and 

seascapes on a large-scale. Together with other 

five EU youth environmental NGOs, GYBN 

Europe has contributed to a youth position 

paper on EU Nature Restoration Law, that 

advocates for major youth inclusion and 

empowerment in restoring European nature as a 

matter of intergenerational equity and urgent 

environmental action. Much stronger civil 

society engagement in biodiversity governance 

should be considered through dedicated 

processes anchored in law. Member States 

should take due account of the youth’s opinion 

and actively strive to mobilize youth 

engagement in biodiversity governance by 

developing appropriate fora for multi-

stakeholder engagement, mirroring the whole-

of-society approach that the post-2020 GBF 

puts forward.  

We expect and encourage all Member States to 

robustly support the new legislation during all 

upcoming stages and ensure it will have real 

impact on the ground. Member States are also 

encouraged have clear milestones, monitoring 

frameworks and specified indicators for 

implementation of the plan. GYBN Europe also 

anticipates that the restoration law will reflect 

and strengthen the necessary synergies between 

the biodiversity and climate crisis agenda. 

Additionally, simple objectives and clear 

definitions are necessary, to encourage 

implementation and to prevent greenwashing 

tactics prevailing over qualitative and 

quantitative progress. Lastly, it should be 

specified that the restoration law is 

complementary to existing legislation and EU 

Directives, and it should be ensured that key 

areas outside of the Natura 2000 network will 

be tackled in a timely manner. 

Creating opportunities for youth 

Students and young professionals are ready to 

take an active role in ensuring that nature 

restoration will continue beyond the 2030 

timeframe, and work towards not only 

recovering but transforming our relationship 

with nature. Political will and actions must 

create the necessary circumstances for an 

inclusive restoration movement that could also 

foster resource mobilization and the creation of 

green jobs across Europe and worldwide. 

GYBN Europe firmly supports that over the 

next decade and beyond, local restoration 

projects led by young people should be 

upscaled instead of imposing top-down 

restoration projects.  

Prioritizing qualitative outcomes 

Restoration efforts in different places of the 

world have highlighted that ecological, cultural 

and social aspects should always be considered 

in restoration work to provide qualitative 

outcomes. A big challenge for ecosystem 

restoration is that benefits often take many 

years to be visible. Ecosystem restoration 

should always incorporate the needs of the local 

community; local people should be consulted at 

all stages of a project and benefits should be 

relevant to their cultural values, livelihoods and 

landscapes. GYBN Europe encouraged 

European policy makers, environmental 

organizations and practitioners to focus on 

qualitative outcomes for restoration instead of 

only quantitative area-based targets for 

restoration, including but not limited to 

equitable and effective management, fair 

governance and ecological representation.  

 

 

 

  

https://gceurope.org/youth-position-on-eu-nature-restoration-law/
https://gceurope.org/youth-position-on-eu-nature-restoration-law/

