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Forest ecosystems are important habitats for a vast number of species worldwide. These ecosystems are degrading faster than they are regenerating, due to the increased demand for natural resources and the continued application of non-sustainable practices by humans. In order to protect these important ecosystems, the designation of protected areas (PAs) has become the primary policy tool for forest conservation and the provision of ecosystem services nowadays. According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) approximately 10% of forests across the world are officially designated as protected areas [1].



The number of forest PAs is expected to significantly increase in the next decade considering the commitment of several governments to protect 30% of land by 2030 (such as the European Union and the United States). This Special Issue (SI) aims to explore challenges and opportunities within forest Pas, focusing on all aspects of the forest policy process, from forest policy planning to implementation. A total of 15 papers are included, ranging from studies focusing on national and regional, to global scales.



Four main themes are explored in the SI. The first theme refers to current initiatives of forest management across the world, reflecting the tremendous efforts by several organizations in halting deforestation. Major challenges have also been identified, reflecting the declining rates of forest coverage across the world [2,3]. A second theme refers to policy planning processes within existing forest governance frameworks focusing, in particular, on the level of engagement and empowerment of local stakeholders. The benefits of including a variety of stakeholders in decision-making process has long been underlined in the literature [4]. In this SI, several studies focus on this topic, identifying the urgent need for further improvements based on the principles of inclusivity and diversity while highlighting the important role of trust in specific entities. In close relation to this topic, a third theme of the SI refers to social equity, and in particular, how the impacts of forest PAs are distributed among different users [5]. The need to accurately assess the social impacts of PAs has been gaining momentum in the relevant literature during recent years [6]. How these impacts are distributed will influence social equity issues and ultimately the governance of PAs [7]. Several papers in this SI highlight issues with social equity and how this has obstructed the effectiveness of forest PAs. A final theme in the SI refers to potential solutions aimed at halting the loss of biodiversity within forest ecosystems. Several directions are proposed by the SI authors which can be useful for policy makers and practitioners, especially in the context of the 30 by 30 targets.



As regards the first theme of the SI, on current policy practices, a variety of initiatives in forest management across different regions are presented. In the Misuku Hills in Malawi, for example, a variety of policies have been adopted following international standards to increase local control and promote community-based management in forests. Despite the lack of implementation and enforcement of the proposed policies, forest conservation activities (e.g., enhancing tree planting and natural regeneration, forest protection at a catchment scale to conserve biological and cultural diversity, forest resources extraction regulation, promotion of beekeeping) indicate that rural communities have the potential to take over the management of customary and public forest lands [8]. In Tanzania, Gizachew et al. [9] found that most PAs were effective in reducing deforestation rates, even if there were important pressures in their surrounding lands. In Europe, Bujoczek et al. [10] found that the quality of forest habitats under strict and active protected status in the regions was enhanced relative to that of managed forests. In Serbia, Maruna et al. [11] describe the historical context of forest planning and management processes and discuss how the concept of land use planning for urban forest protection was established in the country through the critical re-assessment of the institutional structure of land use planning in a post-socialist environment. Finally, in the Western Terai Region of Nepal, timber harvesting increased substantially three years after scientific forest management implementation in community forestry systems, even if mean timber volume was reduced for community forest users [12].



Despite the increase in policy initiatives such as those mentioned above, meeting biodiversity conservation targets remains problematic, as many areas face continuous pressures. In the study by Wade et al. [13] presented in this SI, the authors estimated global trends in tree cover loss between 2001 and 2018. They found a remarkable loss of forested land inside PAs, and a similar pattern in temporal trends in forest loss in PAs compared to those of global forest loss. These challenges are expected to be further aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The actual long-term impacts of the pandemic on environmental and socio-economic issues are expected to be extremely complex and will take several years to be thoroughly explored. In this SI, a collaborative study by researchers and practitioners from European PAs is presented [14], with some initial findings on how COVID-19 has caused an increase in PA visitors, accompanied by an increase in irresponsible behaviors bringing additional challenges for management authorities.



The second theme of this SI analyzes issues of decision-making processes. Laktić et al. [15] analyze links and relations between different stakeholders during participatory planning processes of the Natura 2000 management program in Slovenia. A main direction proposed by the authors is that groups of stakeholders from different institutions and sectors must be further empowered in order to be included in such processes. Similar issues emerged in the study by Kimengsi et al. [16] in Nepal. The authors highlighted the need to include underprivileged groups in co-management processes in the Annapurna Conservation Area who remain highly motivated to participate despite the current top-down approach [16]. Furthermore, in the study by Pezdevšek Malovrh et al. [17] the authors identify a lack of stakeholder engagement and participation as one of the main parameters negatively influencing the implementation of conservation policies in several EU and non-EU countries. In close relation to engagement and empowerment, trust in specific entities and organizations is another important factor that needs to be taken into consideration. For example, in the study by Referowska-Chodak [18] in Poland, the authors found that levels of trust towards foresters were high, leading to a favorable opinion for this specific group to have a more leading role in nature conservation policies.



The third theme of the SI refers to issues of social equity in forest PAs. Forests provide a variety of goods to local communities such as timber, food, fuel, and pharmaceutical products. Nevertheless, the equitable distribution of benefits derived from forests among users remains unclear. For example, in a study conducted in the Western Terai Region of Nepal, most of produced timber was distributed among middle- and high-class groups, while poor households had very limited access to these resources [12]. In Mount Cameroon National Park, Akonwi Nebasifu and Majory Atong [19] found, through an ethnographic study, that state regulations restricted—to some extent—access to natural resources for local communities. However, the authors identified alternative unofficial pathways, which allowed customary practices to take place, and access to resources was possible for local communities via informal processes.



Considering the challenges identified in the previous three topics and the ambitious 30 by 30 target, it is crucial for the Editors of this SI to define a final theme which focuses on potential solutions and future policy directions. Several suggestions have been made in the papers constituting the SI, focusing on ecological and socio-economic aspects. Ecological connectivity is a key point for future policy directions. Common management activities aimed at reducing high deforestation rates in large PAs and connecting these areas through restored forest corridors at the landscape level were proposed as a main priority in the study by Gizachew et al. [9] in Tanzania. Connectivity of forests with corridors was also proposed to promote long-term persistence of sacred church forests in northern Ethiopia by increasing species dispersal rates and reducing human disturbance within forests [20]. Restoration of the structure and composition of remaining forest habitats and reforestation were proposed to be adopted in the Mississippi Alluvial Valley, as a small percentage of the forest patch area was currently protected [21].



Following a more holistic approach, Ola and Benjamin [22] demonstrated in Western Africa, that both environmental protection and economic goals must be combined before effective environmental protection can take place. However, poverty alleviation targets must not be completely ignored, as many West Africans rely on forest and catchment resources to support their livelihoods [19,22]. Finally, a common proposal in several papers of the SI, which brings us back to the second theme of the SI, is that forest conservation needs to become more inclusive and diverse by incorporating a number of local stakeholders in decision making processes [15,16,17,18].



As a concluding remark, this SI captures key debates in the forest management literature, especially in relation to PAs and how the management of these areas can be improved. The next decade is expected to be particularly important for biodiversity conservation, considering the commitment of several nations to the ambitious target of protecting 30% of land and 30% of water by 2030. The evidence provided in this SI is useful for practitioners, policy-makers and researchers working towards these targets. A broad conclusion in this SI is that future policies in forest management need to focus on the issues of social equity, empowerment and governance in order to halt the loss of biodiversity and achieve the more sustainable co-existence of people and forests.
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