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Introduction 

Today there are over 4,000 national national parks worldwide.1 These are spaces under state 

jurisdiction generally used for conservation purposes, and allow paying visitors under certain conditions. 

As such, these zones protect both the wildlife and landscapes within them from harmful human 

intervention. The first ever national park was Yellowstone National Park in California, established in 

1872.2 

The issue of expanding public protected areas through increasing the number of national parks is 

a multifaceted issue. Many countries are plagued by systematic biases in their protection strategies, and 

this leads to unfair representation of threatened species.3 In the last fifteen or so years, there has been a 

shift towards ecosystem-based planning in conservation and protection strategy which has allowed for 

protection strategies to be more effectively tailored to the environment. Nevertheless, we are still a long 

way from providing a suitable environment in which protected areas can be expanded. 

The methods of conservation used are fundamental when considering how to best tackle the 

issue of protection of public areas through national parks. There are two main methods which will be 

examined in this report: these are top-down conservation and bottom-up conservation. While top-down 

conservation has been traditionally favoured, especially in the public eye, there has been a recent trend 

towards focusing on maintaining the health and growth of ecosystems through bottom-up methods 

instead. 

Moreover, there is the idea that there is a mutual exclusivity between development and the 

maintenance and expansion of natural parks. However, if we increase the number of national parks, we 

must do so in a way that does not hinder adjacent development. The balance between these two things, 

both of which are indispensable to most economies, is something that must be considered when 

examining how to best approach expanding protected areas. 

                                                 
1 Sood, Suemedha. “Travel - Birth and Spread of the World's National Parks.” BBC News, BBC, 27 Apr. 2012, 

www.bbc.com/travel/story/20120426-travelwise-birth-and-spread-of-the-worlds-national-parks. 
2 “National Park.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 8 Nov. 2018, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_park. 
3 “Efficient expansion of global protected areas requires simultaneous planning for species and ecosystems”. NCBI, 29 April 2015, 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4448872/ 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4448872/
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Increasing the number of national parks, however, does have its downsides. There is a 

dichotomy between ensuring that nature is preserved from harmful human activity while ensuring that 

sufficient visitors continue to frequent the parks and thereby fund them.  

Lastly, climate change and the associated problems of changing water levels and their effects on 

wildlife management must be evaluated because they are such pressing issues. This ties in closely with 

the idea that each national park’s method of conservation must be done on a case-by-case basis. The 

same is true for opening new national parks and thereby increasing the number of protected areas; not 

only must the region’s climate be taken into account, but any possible changes that could arise because 

of the Earth’s rapidly changing climate must, too. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Bottom-up conservation 

By contrast, bottom-up conservation focuses on flora and smaller fauna. This functions off of the 

idea that the bottom of the food chain must be supported for the top to be adequately conserved. 

Climate change 

Climate change in this case will not be limited to so-called ‘global warming’, but will refer to changing 

patterns in a region’s regular weather cycles, water levels, or temperature. 

Conservation 

Conservation is the protection, in this case of flora and fauna, from negative effects of human 

activity.  

Economic development 

Economic development can be defined as an upward trend in the social, political, and economic 

standards of a country or region. This can be measured by means such as but not limited to: Human 

Development Index (HDI), Gross Domestic Product per Capita (GDP per capita), or average life 

expectancy. 

National Park 

A national park is an area under state jurisdiction used primarily for the purpose of enjoyment of 

people and conservation of nature.  

Protected area 
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A protected area is one that is kept away from reckless public use and conserved because it is 

considered to be of exceptional natural beauty or cultural significance. For the purposes of this 

research report, the former definition will be applied. 

Top-down conservation 

Conservation is most commonly done following a top-down method. This is where larger species are 

prioritised for conservation, with the idea that everything will fall into place accordingly. 

Background Information 

 Issues with national parks 

 One issue with national parks is that scientists and officials who collaborate to form them often do 

not have specific enough targets.4 The 1993 Convention on Biological Diversity, to which 168 member 

states are signatory, stipulates that each nation is obliged to protect 17% of its land and 10% of its 

oceans by 2020.5 However, criticism of this stems from the fact that, as Wildlife Conservation Society 

scientist James E.M. Watson has said, there is the assumption that the remaining 83% of land and 90% 

of oceans will be left unprotected to fall into a state of biodiverse failure. This would lead to an 

exponential decline in biodiversity and be ecologically and environmentally disastrous. A solution 

proposed has been that ‘nature retention’ programmes are devised to ensure the continuity of 

ecosystems across the country or region rather than focusing the protection efforts on a comparatively 

small area of land. 

 Methods of conservation 

A further issue is the method of conservation used. Currently there are two strategies: top-down 

conservation and bottom-up conservation. Most countries, such as Kenya, have traditionally focused on 

top-down conservation in their national parks, which means that the largest animals are most actively 

conserved, the idea being that this leads to the flora and fauna further down the food chain also being 

protected. All conservation efforts require funding, and this is more likely to come if a top-down strategy 

is advocated, for the simple reason that human beings are more inclined to feel sympathy for the plight 

of a large animal, for example and elephant, than for a newt. The idea behind this method is that if the 

upper echelons of a food chain are protected, all the species that fall beneath it will be able to prosper.  

There is, however, a fallacy in this argument. If the top of a food chain is protected more than the 

bottom, the top are actually not necessarily protected because they do not have a secure food supply 

beneath them. Moreover, this method of conservation has often been criticised for taking little to no 

                                                 
4 Conniff, Richard. “Here's Why Expanding Protected Areas Isn't Saving Nature.” Scientific American, 21 June 2018, 

www.scientificamerican.com/article/heres-why-expanding-protected-areas-isnt-saving-nature/. 
5 Ibid. 



 

Page 4 of 14 | Research Report 

account of variations in landscape, economics, or the area’s specificities.6 An example of a climate or 

landscape variation that could affect this are El Niño patterns; in 1996 in Lake Nakuru National Park in 

Kenya, two successive wet seasons led buffalo populations to soar to 6,000, far more than the park’s 

ecosystem could support through a dry season. The top-down method of conservation meant that the 

species lower in the food chain had not been protected adequately and therefore there was  mass 

buffalo starvation.  

Equally, economic considerations encompass the means which a country has at its disposal to 

deal with national parks. A country with a higher GDP will be able to spend more money on conservation 

strategies than one which has to focus primarily on feeding its population and providing shelter. As a 

result, conservation strategies must be adapted accordingly. This is a further argument in favour of 

bottom-up conservation, which is a more economically efficient strategy as it is more able to prevent 

disasters such as the Lake Nakuru one discussed above from happening. Events such as these have 

knock-on effects on the park’s ecosystem for many years after. 

 

Climate change and its effect on national parks 

Climate change often pushes species to change their migratory routes or areas in which they can 

grow, in the case of flora. Flora and fauna are, of course, not constrained by man-made boundaries of 

national parks. Therefore, if a natural park’s environment becomes undesirable for the optimum living 

conditions of one or another organism, they may fail to grow here or migrate elsewhere. For example, in 

Montana’s Glacier Park, many glaciers are melting7 which not only reduces the attraction of the park to 

visitors but is contributing to changes in the seasonal cycles of flora and fauna in the park. This then also 

has a knock-on effect on sea levels. Moreover, many national parks in regions susceptible to fires, such 

as California, suffer from longer fire seasons, in which fires burn for longer and thus ravage more of the 

habitat.8 Sub-saharan Africa and the continent’s eastern seaboard, such as Kenya, renowned for its 

national parks such as Lake Nakuru National Park, have experienced similar increases in the lengths of 

fire seasons, as has the Pacific coast of South America. The map below9 demonstrates this. 

  

                                                 
6 Wilcock, David. “Top-down and bottom-up approaches to nature conservation and countryside management in Northern Ireland”. Royal 

Geographical Society, Vol. 27 No. 3, pp. 252-260, September 1995, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20003581.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Acb433b43a72c894b473f089dc09ddb40 
7 “Top 10 Issues Facing National Parks.” National Geographic, National Geographic, 26 May 2010, 

www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/top-10/national-parks-issues/. 
8 “Longer, More Frequent Fire Seasons.” NASA, NASA, earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/86268/longer-more-frequent-fire-seasons. 
9 “Longer, More Frequent Fire Seasons.” NASA, NASA, earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/86268/longer-more-frequent-fire-seasons. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20003581.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%253Acb433b43a72c894b473f089dc09ddb40
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Water levels, too, can 

seriously impact national 

parks. For example, the 

water supplies of the ten 

national parks through 

which the Colorado River 

flows are being drained 

as the population of the 

Western United States 

increases and water 

supplies for farming and 

consumption has to 

increase. 

Development and national parks 

Since most national parks are situated in areas of immense beauty and often areas rich in 

resources, they are often areas in which development would normally occur. However, activities such as 

petroleum prospecting, lumbering, and mining, while they may not be permitted within parks, still occur 

outside. These can affect the air and water quality within the parks themselves and therefore reduce 

visitors. Moreover, the fact that such economically prosperous activities cannot occur within national 

parks is often a reason people are opposed to the expansion of protected areas.  

However, many people have suggested, particularly in LEDCs in which national parks take up a 

large proportion of space, that this space could instead be used for housing. This would be far more 

economically beneficial, they argue, than having a protected area in which no development can occur. 

Additionally, if a national park is not generating sufficient revenue, the land could arguably be a greater 

asset to the economy if it was used for something that directly and constantly generates profit, such as 

farming. This remains extremely controversial, nevertheless, as protection of the environment becomes 

of increasing concern.  

A recent example which highlights the discord between environmentalists and those who struve 

purely to develop their country economically is Trump’s having sanctioned drilling within 10 miles of the 

borders of Utah’s Canyonlands National Park, which has been decried by Republicans and Democrats 

alike.10 This is because the administration has been pursuing an energy-first campaign which inevitably 

results in clashes between the environment and development. The best way to resolve such disputes is 

to have clear and implementable laws that can be passed nationwide with few obstacles. This will also 

                                                 
10 Randall, Cassidy. “Trump Condemned over Plans to Allow Drilling near National Parks.” The Guardian, Guardian News and Media, 14 

Sept. 2018, www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/sep/14/conservatives-democrats-trump-drilling-national-parks. 
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minimise political rifts from opening. Energy-first campaigns can be destructive to national parks and 

conservation efforts. 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

        

United States of America  

 The United States of America in a sense founded the idea of national parks, with the world’s first 

at Yellowstone in 1872. An estimate 331 million visitors per annum go to the various national parks 

across the country (including Alaska and Hawaii). The diversity of the country’s parks, from Everglade in 

Florida to Lake Clark in Alaska to Hawai’i Volcanoes National Park is a large part of the attraction. 

However, as discussed, the diversity of the landscapes means that different approaches to conservation 

must be taken in each and the development around these parks must be considered. For example, a 

Canadian company wants to place North America’s largest open-pit gold mine just next to Lake Clark 

National Park. The balance between infrastructure and conservation here is fragile.11 

            Venezuela  

 Venezuela has a significant portion of land that is protected within its domains. Indeed, 53% of its 

land is protected. However, Venezuela’s unstable political climate coupled with its large oil reserves puts 

the national parks in a delicate situation. The economic crisis further worsens the situation, as inflation 

rates are skyrocketing. Nonetheless, Venezuela’s national parks are home to some of the planet’s most 

diverse flora and fauna. Protecting these is vital, but the political and economic concerns plague the 

future of Venezuela’s parks. 

 

World Wildlife Fund (WWF)  

 The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) is instrumental in conservation efforts in national parks. For 

example, they have conducted fundraisers to raise $250,000 in two weeks12 to save endangered bison in 

the Badlands National Park in South Dakota. Moreover, they advocate new and innovative conservation 

strategies based on extensive and well-financed research. This has allowed for great leaps forward in 

conservation efforts. 

             Kenya  

                                                 
11 “Top 10 Issues Facing National Parks.” National Geographic, National Geographic, 26 May 2010, 

www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/top-10/national-parks-issues/. 
12 “WWF Supporters Raise More than $250,000 to Help Bison in Badlands National Park.” WWF, World Wildlife Fund, 30 Mar. 2017, 

www.worldwildlife.org/stories/wwf-supporters-raise-more-than-250-000-to-help-bison-in-badlands-national-park. 
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 Kenya has some of the world’s most famous national parks, such as the Masaai Mara and the 

Amboseli national park, to name but two. However, Kenya has experienced exponential population 

growth in the last five or so decades, and the population increased from around just 600,000 in 1900 to 

what is currently 51 million.13 Post independence in 1963, many people moved onto the fertile lands of 

the Mau escarpment, which is now a protected area as it is a water tower. However, excessive farming 

has now made the land less retaining of water, and therefore the protected area is losing biodiversity and 

its importance as a year-round source of water. President Uhuru Kenyatta has now begun evictions14 of 

people off this escarpment, but many have been living there for generations and view the land as theirs. 

This is an example of the social tensions that can arise from increasing protected areas. 

           China  

 China does not have a particularly notable area of national parks, but as a country contributes 

significantly to industrial output and pollution. Therefore, it is a major contributor to climate change. For 

example, the city of Linfen in Shanxi Province in China was named, in the 1980s, the ‘fruit and flower’ 

city. However, nowadays, it is the ‘most polluted city in the world’ according to the World Bank.15 This is 

demonstrative of the lack of efforts towards conservation in the most populous country in the world, 

which of course has significant knock-on effects. 

an example of the social tensions that can arise from increasing protected areas. 

           Canada  

 Canada has a significant proportion of land within the Arctic Circle, and some of the areas of 

greatest concern are in this region, such as the tundra and the Boreal forests. Canada also has great 

reserves of oil in oil sands and this has to be carefully balanced against conservation efforts, but the 

largest protected area in the world, at 377,000 kilometres squared.16 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

  

1872 First national park, Yellowstone National Park, established 

                                                 
13 “Kenya Population (LIVE).” United Arab Emirates Population (2018) - Worldometers, www.worldometers.info/world-population/kenya-

population/. 
14 “Kenya's Mau Forest Evictions: Balancing Conservation, Human Rights, and Ethnic Clashes.” Www.theepochtimes.com, The Epoch 

Times, 17 Sept. 2018, www.theepochtimes.com/kenyas-mau-forest-evictions-balancing-conservation-rights-and-ethnic-

clashes_2662393.html. 
15 VICE, director. The Devastating Effects of Poluution in China (Part 1/2). YouTube, YouTube, 13 Dec. 2012, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=q4DtOhe2LfQ. 
16 “National Park.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 8 Nov. 2018, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_park. 
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1909 First national parks in Europe: nine established in Sweden 

 

 

1911 The world’s first national park service established  

 

 

1925 
First African national park established by King Albert I of Belgium in what is now 
the Democratic Republic of Congo around the Virunga Mountains, home to the 
majority of the world’s wild gorillas. This is called the Albert National Park. 

 

 

 

1926 South African government establishes Kruger National Park 

 

 

 

1951 
Britain establishes its first national park in the Pennine Hills, surrounded by 
industrial towns  

 

 

1959 
Antarctic treaty signed by Argentina, Australia, Chile, France, New Zealand, 

Norway and the United Kingdom. Read more at: https://www.ats.aq/e/ats.htm 

 

 

1963 
France establishes the Vanoise national park in the Alps following public protests 
about a touristic project 
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1970 USA passes the National Environmental Policy Act. 

 

 

1972 India passes the Wildlife Protection Act. 

 

 

1970s 
USA makes a number of species-specific plans following the Endangered 

Species Act passed in 1973. 

 

 

 

1985 Society for Conservation Biology is founded. 

 

 

1989 

Qomolangma National Nature Preserve set up on the north slope of Mount 

Everest in the Tibetan Autonomous Region of China. It also encompasses areas 

of Nepal, and in total the QNNP is the size of Switzerland. 

 

 

1995 
Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment and the Coastal 

Region of the Mediterranean,  
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2015 Paris Climate Accord signed. 

 

 

2017 
President Donald Trump announces his intention to withdraw from the Paris 

Climate Accord as soon as he is eligible to do so. 

 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

The most recent and relevant attempt to solve this issue is the Paris Climate Accord. This was 

the first time so many major world leaders pledged to take the action  necessary to prevent a climatic 

catastrophe. The effect on national parks would have been positive, especially seeing as these areas 

have been shown to be more susceptible to climate change, with US national parks heating up twice as 

fast as other areas of the country.17There is therefore an issue with attempts such as these. The time 

until it is eligible to withdraw from the agreement is not time enough to make sufficient impact on the 

environment, which makes the agreement redundant when countries with such high involvement in the 

issue do not partake in it. 

The foundation of the Society of Conservation Biology made significant steps forward in terms of 

regulating conservation globally and creating a united effort to improve the situation. However, this 

society has not gained as much traction as it needs to make the relevant changes necessary. These 

include coming up with a conservation strategy that is at once global and yet adaptable to areas based 

on their landscape and economy, as discussed in the section on ‘Methods of Conservation.’ If society-

based solutions are to be successful, they have to devise global solutions. 

The Antarctic Treaty focuses mainly on peace and scientific knowledge. It does  

Relevant UN Treaties and Events18 

● 1948, the Asia Pacific Fisheries Commission Agreement was passed.  

                                                 
17 “Global Warming Is Overheating and Drying out U.S. National Parks.” NBCNews.com, NBCUniversal News Group, 

www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/global-warming-harms-national-parks-more-rest-u-s-study-n912736. 
18

Ibid. 
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● In 1966, the Conservation for Atlantic Tuna was passed, 

● 1995 Protocol Concerning Specially Protected Areas and Biological Diversity in the 

Mediterranean 

● 1993 Convention for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna 

● 1995 Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds 

● 2012 Convention on the Conservation and Management of High Seas Fisheries 

Resources in the North Pacific Ocean 

● 2015 Paris Climate Accord 

Possible Solutions 

 One possible solution is to ensure a single global conservation strategy. This would mean that all 

countries take an agreed-upon approach based on their individual climate and needs. However, this 

would require intense consultation and compromise, and especially in an age of such political divide, this 

may prove difficult. Moreover, considerations about individual economies and landscapes must be 

evaluated, which can make the process of coming to a global solution cumbersome. 

 Taking measures to reduce climate change, particularly in nations which contribute intensely to 

pollution is potentially effective solution. This is a prerequisite to conservation, as with a constantly 

shifting climate finding a suitable long-term strategy to implement becomes impossible. Therefore, all 

nations committed to the health and growth of their ecosystems and biodiversity should pledge to stop 

climate change as soon as possible. 

 However, the ease of withdrawing from such agreements means that they can often be rendered 

futile. For example, Trump’s planned withdrawal from the 2015 Paris Climate Accord means that one of 

the world’s most influential nations with regard to climate change will no longer participate in it to the 

extent required to combat its effects on the planet generally but national parks particularly. 

 With regard to the relationship between development and protection, there should be a balance 

struck between the two. However, given that the majority of this development is unsustainable, a move 

towards sustainable development, such as finding alternatives to oil, would be more conducive to 

conservation efforts. This would also minimise the negative economic impact on industry of 

conservation, as if there is a move toward sustainability, conservation and development can exist more 

harmoniously. 
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 Finding alternatives to oil, nevertheless, may lead to a move to bioplastics, in which large 

swathes of agricultural land need to be cultivated. This requires extra space and may infringe on 

protected areas, as the majority of agricultural land is used for food production. Therefore, any aims to 

develop may come into conflict with the expansion of natural parks. 

 Moreover, top-down conservation is often cited as being more effective, but in fact it simply has 

greater public appeal: people are less inclined to encourage the protection of newts than lions. However, 

bottom-up conservation is more sustainable and has fewer impacts on the food chain as a whole. Its 

public appeal, however, is limited. If this is to be changed, governments will have to spend a good deal 

of money financing promotion projects, which could detract form what they spend on actual 

conservation. 

 Lastly, the issue of tourism in protected areas is significant. People have been described as 

‘loving nature to death’; indeed, there is some truth in this statement. However, authorities should find 

ways to ensure people can continue to enjoy nature and learn from it without harming it. Ways to make 

this feasible include but are not limited to: sustainable tourism, such as ecotourism, or methods of 

transportation around natural parks such as horses or bicycles. 

 These alternative methods of transport would have to be charged, and this could lead to fewer 

people frequenting parks and less net profit generated which can be put into conservation. Therefore, 

new modes of increasing sustainable tourism have to be done with the economic means of the tourist 

population of the area in mind. 
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Appendix or Appendices 

Here you can find links to the treaties discussed in the Timeline of Events or Previous Attempts to 

Resolve the Issue. 

● Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment and the Coastal Region of the 

Mediterranean: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/international-cooperation/regional-sea-

conventions/barcelona-convention/index_en.htm 

● 1966 Conservation of Atlantic Tuna:  https://www.iccat.int/en/ 

● Convention on the management of High Seas fisheries and Resources in the North Pacific 

Ocean: https://www.npfc.int/document/convention-conservation-and-management-high-seas-

fisheries-resources-north-pacific-ocean 

● Paris Climate Accord: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf 

●  
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