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For many millions of years, humans and nature have been inextricably in-
tertwined. In prehistoric civilizations, human survival was completely reliant
on the whims of nature, which endowed both fear and respect. With the birth
of agricultural civilizations, humans began to alter nature to better use its re-
sources, but with a sustainable and eco-traditional approach. After entering
the industrial revolution, however, dramatic increases in population and com-
modity demand, as well as rapid development of technology to exploit nature,
led to a series of environmental crises, which not only threaten nature but the
very survival of humans themselves.

China’s response to environmental challenges

As the largest developing country in the world, China has experienced biodi-
versity loss and environmental problems during its rapid economic growth
and urbanization over the past few decades. Realizing the magnitude of the
environmental challenges and negative outcomes of unbalanced growth,
the Chinese government announced an ecological innovation, i.e., Ecological
Civilization (EC), at the 17th National Congress of the Communist Party of
China in 2007 to reconcile the conflict between economic development and
environmental protection. The concept of EC matured as a comprehensive
socio-political framework after President Xi Jinping endorsed it as one of
the general principles for China’s sustainable development. Recognized as
an advanced form of civilization and “vital for sustaining the development of
the Chinese Nation,” EC was included in the national constitution in 2018.

The EC concept consists of six core principles, which are highly compat-
ible with the Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations.' Based
on the core EC concept of “harmony between man and nature” and core
development principle of “lucid waters and lush mountains are invaluable as-

sets,” implementation of the EC framework has achieved significant progress
in recent years. With several large-scale ecological restoration programs and
regional and local afforestation and regeneration projects, China has not only
increased its forest coverage and ecosystem services but also led the in-
crease in the greening of Earth." Several programs targeting biodiversity
have also been established, including the renewed protected areas system
involving national parks. With advances in law, protective management,
and scientific research, the state of many threatened species (e.g., giant
panda and crested ibis) has improved in China in recent years.” China's
Ecological Conservation Redline (ECR) policy is another innovation that
aims to limit anthropogenic alterations to areas critical for national ecological
security and essential ecosystem services. The ECR will expand areas under
legal protection to about 25% of China’s land, thus providing strong shelter
and protection for vulnerable species and fragile ecosystems. There has
also been steady advancement in pollution and carbon emission control un-
der Chinese leadership. In addition, the recently proposed comprehensive ac-
counting system, named “Gross Economic-ecological product accounting,”
aims to promote the value of eco-products and shift the economy to resource
saving and recycling, renewable energy, and low-carbon emissions.’

Chinese insights and proposals for global biodiversity conservation
China’s strong will on ecological conservation can be expanded. For the
first time, China will host the 2021 Conference of Parties to the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD COP) (Figure 1). In the upcoming 15th CBD
COP (CBD COP15) held in Kunming, parties will attempt to reach a consensus
on a Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework (Post-2020 GBF) for directing
biodiversity conservation in the next decade and beyond. According to the

Figure 1. The 15th Conference of Parties to the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD COP15) will be held in Kunm-
ing, Yunnan Province, China Photo provided by Wei GAO, a
journalist of Chuncheng Evening Post.
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latest draft of this framework, the 2050 vision from the last strategic plan will
be inherited and we will need "to take urgent action across society to
conserve and sustainably use biodiversity and ensure the fair and equitable
sharing of benefits from the use of genetics resources, to put biodiversity
on a path to recovery by 2030 for the benefit of planet and people” to accom-
plish the 2030 mission.®

Based on global assessment, scientific research, and multi-stakeholder
discussions, successful turnaround of biodiversity loss will need to incorpo-
rate ambitious vision, strong political wil, SMART (specific, measurable,
ambitious, realistic, and time-bound) goals and targets, and solid implemen-
tations. Drawing on traditional Taoist philosophy, Chinese scientists have pro-
posed a novel 2050 vision, named “Unity of Nature and Man” (UNM), for the
Post-2020 GBF.” In the context of this vision, humans and nature should be
recognized as one, rather than as separate individual entities, and the needs
of both should be considered equally with the adoption of sustainable pro-
duction and consumption.” The UNM vision calls for a value-system transfor-
mation, incorporating holistic thinking and interconnected approaches to
trigger broader transformative changes in other political, social, and eco-
nomic aspects. Thus, while the UNM vision is ambitious, it also holds huge
potential.

The EC concept has been identified as the theme of CBD COP15. EC aims
to address multiple environmental problems in a comprehensive and inte-
grated manner to drive active exploration of new political tools and imple-
mentation approaches. Within this context, the ECR is considered a critical
component of the EC. Based on national spatial planning, implementation
of ECR policies can conserve biodiversity, secure ecosystem services, and
reduce disaster risks, thus reflecting the salient features of nature-based so-
lutions. As plants, soils, and oceans can store a considerable amount of car-
bon dioxide, the conservation of forests, grasslands, and other ecosystems
will also provide climate-adaptation benefits. Thus, scientists are proposing

to integrate climate, biodiversity, and sustainable land-use strategies to
strengthen the synergy between biodiversity conservation and climate
change mitigation and maximize co-benefits.”

Upcoming CBD COP15

Nature knows no borders, and no country is immune to ecological crises.
To this end, international communication, consensus, and cooperation are
necessary to reverse global biodiversity loss. Both the EC and UNM concepts
are promising platforms for the robust exchange of theories and perspec-
tives of different parties and stakeholders. China is willing to share its expe-
rience as it strives toward EC development, which will help support countries
tackling similar biodiversity and environmental challenges. With the
commencement of the CBD COP15, and with an open mind and strong sense
of responsibility, China can play a leading role at this critical turning point in
the conservation of biodiversity by uniting global forces toward a more na-
ture-positive and sustainable world.
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