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To Establish a Chinese Wilderness Preservation
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The global importance of wilderness

The world is awakening --* and just in time. Though it is easy to see and
experience the challenging environmental conditions in many areas, it is also
vitally necessary to recognize that change is underway and each of us need to
be a part of this change, and create a new world.

This new world that is emerging recognizes the importance of honoring and
protecting the wilderness in which our human race was created and has
evolved, and that is essential for the continuing health and well-being of all
life on earth. As a leader in this new world, China proposes a national policy
(and potential global model) called Eco—civilization. For many scientific,
biological and cultural reasons, the authors propose that wildemess protection
needs to be an essential part of it.

Wilderness, in a very general sense, refers to the most biologically intact,
undisturbed areas of nature on land or sea where human impact is negligible
and human control is minimal or non—existent. Healthy, dynamic natural
systems in wilderness produce “ecological services” essential to the health and
well-being of all life, human and otherwise. Four main categories of services
(each containing numerous specific services) are: provisioning (such as food
and water), support (such as nutrient cycles and pollination), regulating (such
as climate and disease), and cultural (such as solitude, recreation, spiritual
practice). Even more, many experts make the clear argument that wilderness

protection is a cost—effective and efficient response to address climate change.
(See Figure 1)

The wilderness concept is not new to traditional communities that have always
had a philosophy of “reciprocity” , of giving back to (protecting) nature
because nature provides for us. In the modern world, the wilderness concept
was first formulated through legislation in the United States in the 1964
Wilderness Act, and it has since proceeded steadily towards global
acceptance. Wilderness protection was officially adopted in 1994 by the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), in its Guidelines
for Protected Area Management. ‘Wildemness is “Category 1b” , defined as:
Protected areas that are usually large, unmodified or slightly modified areas,
retaining their natural character and influence, without permanent or
significant human habitation, which are protected and managed so as to
preserve their natural condition.

In 2016, the IUCN’ s Wilderness Specialist Group (WSG/IUCN) produced
the first global “Guidelines for Wilderness Management,” among many
things emphasizing that wilderness does not exclude humans, rather it
excludes some specific human uses and impacts. The core set of wilderness
attributes and values include biological intactness, sacred areas, traditional use,
absence of significant permanent infrastructure or commercial resource
extraction, and opportunities for experiencing solitude, uncertainty, and
challenge. The wilderness category is now used under legislation or
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administrative regulation in over 70 nations.

Conservationists, working with scientists and traditional leaders, recognized
that this new world needed a new conservation vision. Nature Needs Half
(NNH) was launched in 2009 at the 9th World Wilderness Congress
(WILD?9), based on the best modern and traditional science, to help define a
new relationship between humankind and wild nature. Many groups and
experts are increasingly adopting this vision and thinking, and thereby the
importance of wilderness. The renowned biologist, Professor E.O. Wilson,
recently launched the Half Earth initiative, adding great impetus to this new
direction. It is helpful to understand how China stands in relation to wilderness
and the new global vision.

Preliminary analysis of existing wilderness
areas of mainland China

China's biodiversity is of outstanding global value. As one of the 17
megadiverse countries identified by Conservation International, China’ s
species richness is among the highest in the world. However, due to
long—term, high—intensity human activities, China's biological diversity is
seriously threatened.

In terms of biodiversity conservation, remarkable results have been achieved
through China’ s expanding protected area system. Since the establishment

of the first nature reserve in 1956, and especially since 1978 when the political
reform and opening began, the type, number and total area of protected areas
in China have increased considerably. China's total protected area estate is
18% of terrestrial mainland China, exceeding the 17% target set by the “Aichi
Targets” (United Nations Convention on Biodiversity).

China has established different types of protected areas. However, within the
existing Chinese Protected Areas System, there is very limited research and
protection for wilderness areas, specifically: 1) the absence of a systematic
consideration for wilderness concept, value and protection, and; 2) lack of
designated sites as "Wilderness Protected Area" (IUCN categorylb). As a
result, there is no systematic mechanism for the protection of wilderness areas,
and no guidance or promotion of the need for high—quality management of
these wilderness areas.

Knowledge of the location of wilderness areas is essential baseline
information for the development and implementation of wilderness protection
policies. Because a wilderness inventory of China had never been done, the
total area and the spatial distribution of wilderness was not fully known, which
seriously restricted the implementation of wilderness protection. To address
this, a China national wilderness inventory was conducted in 2016. The study
area is the mainland China (wilderness areas in Taiwan are not included due to
the lack of data) and marine wilderness has not been included. In developing a
wilderness map for mainland China, the survey addressed the question: “How
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large, what ‘quality’ , and where are the wilderness areas?” The objective
was to discover the spatial distribution of the remaining wilderness in China,
and thereby provide a practical base for further development of Chinese
wilderness protection policies.

Based on the concept of “the wilderness continuum” , a classic and proven
wilderness mapping method was applied using four key attributes of
‘wildness’ : remoteness from settlements; remoteness from access;
biophysical naturalness; and the apparent naturalness of the landscape. The
result was then evaluated through combining these attributes with equal
emphasis using Multi—Criteria Evaluation. The product was the Chinese
Wildemess Index Map that distinguishes different quality wilderess areas and
their location across China.

The Chinese Wilderness Index Map assigned four categories of “quality” to
the wilderness areas in China, and then determined the proportion of that
quality area to the total continental area of China, resulting in: high—quality
wilderness (4.3%); relatively high—quality wilderness (12.4%);
medium—quality wilderness (11.9%); low—quality wilderness (24.0%) and
other remaining, non—wilderness areas. (See Figure 2). This research confirms
that approximately 50% of China remains in wilderness condition. This means
that the Nature Needs Half vision for China is as possible as it is necessary.
High—quality wilderness is mainly distributed in Qiangtang, Altun Mountains,
Hoh Xil, Taklamakan Desert, Lop Nur, etc. Relatively—high—quality
wilderness is mainly distributed in northern Tibet Autonomous region,
southern Xinjiang Autonomous region, Western Qinghai Province and
Western Inner Mongolia Autonomous region. These wilderness areas are
mainly distributed in Western China. Among these areas, Qiangtang in Tibet
has a total area of 300,000 km2 as “no man's land” (See Figure 3). In addition,
Qinghai Hoh Xil was designated a natural World Heritage Site in 2017 due to
its Outstanding Universal Value and the Sanjiangyuan region has been
designated as a national park pilot area to protect the headwaters of the
Yangtze, Yellow and Lancang rivers. These areas contain the landscape with
highest wilderness quality in China. To preserve their wilderness values and
characteristics for future generations, these areas should be preserved by
restricting land—use alternations, and banning construction of artificial
infrastructures and human activities with negative effects on landscapes.

In addition, medium—quality wilderness and low—quality wilderness is
distributed in provinces among western China, central China and eastern
China. Although the wilderness quality of these two types are lower, there are
still high conservation values in these lands, some of which have already been
designated as protected areas while the others have not. Wilderness areas in
eastern and central China are fragmented, yet still provide important
ecosystem services and recreational opportunities for nearby urban
populations. These areas are more threatened than wilderness areas in western
China, and need close attention and further research due to the large
population and demand for economic development. Most importantly, the use

of these areas should be wisely and carefully managed in order to preserve the
wilderness values as far as possible.

Clearly, in the process of rapid economic development and urbanization,
wilderness areas in China face numerous threats, including the expansion of
urban and agricultural areas, infrastructure construction, improper
management of tourism activities, poaching, logging, mining and more.
Therefore, it is an imperative to establish a systematic mechanism for the
protection of wilderness in China.

To establish a Chinese Wilderness
Preservation System as an essential part

of Eco-civilization

At this historic moment, China has an unusual opportunity regarding its
wildemess areas and a chance to make a global statement. It is not too late to
do so, yet the window of opportunity will not be open forever. By recognizing
that its remaining wilderness areas are the embodiment of “red-line” nature
— reserved for natural evolution and specific human interaction, experience,
and knowledge — it can greatly strengthen the philosophy and practice of
Eco—civilization.

Eco—civilization would become unlike the development model of any other
nation. In one policy, China would change the regard of a nation to its
economy, energy, spatial planning, and more. This new mindfulness would be
based on a fundamental understanding of the essential role of wilderness in
human evolution and the future of a healthy and prosperous humanity.

The best way to do this is to include in Eco—civilization a Chinese Wilderness
Preservation System (CWPS), thus recognizing that some intact natural areas
are truly “red—line” and reserved for very specific human experience and
scientific research. The possibility of establishing the CWPS could be
discussed in the context of the National Park Pilot Program and the
reconstruction of the Protected Areas System which are still under way.
Protected areas, especially the National Parks, are places to service both people
and nature, which require specific types of infrastructure and facilities to fulfill
their role in servicing people. A CWPS would prioritize the needs of
wilderness and allow human interaction only in ways that require no
permanent or intrusive infrastructure. All that is needed is oversight and
management (much of which can be provided by trained local people) to
assure standards of protection and respect. A CWPS would demonstrate
China’ s understanding that wilderness occupies an irreplaceable role in
human society. It helps create “nature—based solutions” to address many of
the most pressing challenges of today with its unique values, some of the most
important of which are:

1.Biological —— wilderness has high—functioning “intactness,” and the
ecological services it provides are therefore of the highest order. The
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challenges faced by China today make these high—quality services even more
important than ever before: carbon storage and climate change mitigation,
biodiversity protection, clean and ample water, ecological resilience, and
more. Wilderness also provides a critically—necessary ‘ecological baseline’
for science, as a natural laboratory in which scientists can observe, measure,
and track the quality and changes of the natural world that supports us.
2.Economic — protecting wilderness can help create a dramatic change in
thinking about national economic development. One aspect of this is creating
new, diverse and appealing eco—tourism for domestic and foreign tourists,
with accompanying local employment. But more so, it is also about creating
an economy based on correct and true valuation of the ecological services
provided by intact, high—functioning nature.

3.Cultural — Equally important as the physical values mentioned above,
cultural values are both social and moral, historic and contemporary.
Wilderness protection provides opportunities for recreation, nature—based
therapies, solitude and reflection so important in our increasingly developed,
technological, and stressful world (See Figure 4). By protecting wilderness,

Chinese people also revalue their own traditional ecological wisdom.
Ultimately, protecting wilderness is a moral imperative. Doing so is an act of
humility and reciprocity that honors our original home and the mother forces
that created the human genome and shaped the human character.

The proposal for the CWPS is very timely in China. Wilderness preservation
and management could be greatly improved by policies currently underway
such as the national park system, ecological function zoning, functional area
planning, the delineation of biodiversity conservation priority regions,
delineation of ecological red lines, and more.

Now is the time for China to act, and make a clear statement to its people and
to the world: wilderness has never been more important than it is today, but it
is not as important today as it will be tomorrow. Therefore, a Chinese
Wilderness Preservation System would allow China to be a leader by
demonstration, creating a beautiful China that honors and protects nature” s
legacy while also addressing the challenges and needs of human society today.
This would make Eco—civilization a truly auspicious and singular global
model for a new era.
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