The World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA), established in 1959, is the worlds leading experts in the body of parks and protected areas. The world parks congress meets every 10 years as the major forum for protected areas and offers a unique opportunity to take stock of protected areas over the next decade and beyond.  This year’s theme, Benefits beyond boundaries, means challenging ourselves to understand the many values and benefits that protected areas offer. It asks us to step outside of traditional thinking and mindsets to explore new approaches and paradigms for establishing and managing protected areas.

Over 44, 000 protected areas provide people around the world with life-sustaining material, spiritual, and recreational values. At the close of the 20th century, this remarkable legacy covered 10 % of Earth’s land surface. National Parks, wilderness areas, multiple use and other types of reserves provide water, protected soils and filter air. They offer materials from nature to meet the needs of local communities. They hold promise of improving foods, medicines from their unexplored generic resources. Protected areas help balance the Earth’s climate, provide nutrients for the production of food and fibre, and mitigate the impacts of major storms and other catastrophic natural events.  

However, the legacy is far from secure and sustainable. The coming decade is one of accelerating changes in our environment, economy and society. It also brings with it new and exciting opportunities that if captured and developed can indeed strengthen and secure protected areas in a world of rapid change. 

Minister Valli Moosa, Environmental Affairs and Tourism, said, “Protected Areas in South Africa have entered a significant phase of development. South Africa’s protected area system is being steadily expanded to address the needs of biodiversity conservation and economic development through tourism.  The countries of Southern Africa have recently joined hands to extend their protected area systems across international borders in order to create substantial transfrontier parks that promise to be a source of pride for the whole sub-region.”

The world park Congress will be held in the Durban International Convention Centre from 8-17 September 2003.

