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Enhancing social and economic development while preserving nature is one of the
most significant challenges for humankind in the current century. The Millennium Ecosys-
tem Assessment showed an alarming degradation of ecosystems across the world due to
unprecedented changes in land use and ecosystem management driven by human societies
in the 20th century [1]. At the same time, poverty and extreme poverty persist in many
regions of the world, especially in rural areas, despite programs focused on ecosystems or
development and reduction of poverty [2]. Problems related to both ecosystem condition
and poverty may be aggravated in the near future if ecosystem destruction and degradation
are not reverted. The 2019 Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services (IPBES) report [3] highlights the deterioration of ecosystems and the
reduction in the supply of ecosystem services worldwide due to increasing pressures and
drivers of change in the last 50 years, which have rendered conservation (Aichi Biodi-
versity Targets) and sustainability (2030 UN Sustainable Development Goals) objectives
impossible to achieve unless transformative changes take place in society at both local and
global scales.

All the initiatives above and their intrinsic sustainable development models rely on
the role of nature as a supporter of ecological functions and provider of ecosystem services.
As evidence that drivers of change such as climate and demographics are leading to a
worrying increase in environmental risks and decrease in the capability of ecosystems
to contribute to well-being, communities across the world are looking for balanced and
integrated solutions for growing challenges.

Sustainable rural development is the key to maintaining active local communities in
rural and semi-natural areas, avoiding depopulation and preserving sites of high ecological
value, including protected areas, and the ecosystem functions and services upon which
society relies and that contribute to poverty alleviation both locally and globally.

The establishment of Protected Areas is the oldest and the most commonly applied
strategy in biodiversity conservation around the world. Protected areas are core compo-
nents of conservation infrastructures at national and international levels and contribute
strongly to the maintenance of genetic, species and ecosystem diversity as well as the
supply of a diverse range of fundamental ecosystem services. The interaction of human
communities with protected areas, usually located in rural areas, is complex and often
conflictive, although this changes with the categorization as protected areas and the level
and economic value of available natural resources. Depending on how they affect access to
natural resources and economic opportunities, protected areas can either attract or repel
human activities, leading to different development paths. The convergence of development
and conservation measures requires, therefore, robust and participative decision-making
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processes that are capable of aligning the needs and expectations of rural communities and
the goals of biodiversity conservation. However, the complexity and multi-functionality of
rural socioecological systems make decision-making difficult in these areas. It is, therefore,
crucial to develop innovative strategies, approaches, methods and models to improve the
livelihoods of rural communities and achieve the objectives of nature conservation and
sustainable development.

The purpose of this Special Issue was to gather contributions of the scientific com-
munity regarding the challenges related to rural development and protected areas, using
the concept and application of ecosystem services to support conservation-based develop-
ment models. It was also a goal of the Special Issue to find directions and guidelines for
sustainable rural development, in particular in the context of conservation in natural areas.

This Special Issue includes nine research papers and two review papers. The papers
published cover a very wide and diverse geographic area, including studies conducted in
national parks in China, in Iceland, a regional park in Spain, a watershed in Costa Rica, the
Piedmont Region in Italy, the Taihu Lake in China, the Inner Mongolia region and the Jixi
County in China, and the Kapuas Hulu regency in Indonesia. Authors contributing to the
Special Issue also come from a wide range of regions and countries, including Chile, China,
Costa Rica, Germany, Iceland, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, Portugal, Republic of Korea, Spain,
Switzerland and the Netherlands.

The topics covered are very diverse but each brings important contributions to this
Special Issue. The concept of ecosystem services and its application have been addressed
in the context of land management in national parks and restoration projects [4,5]. He
and colleagues [4] analyzed perceptions of ecosystem services and social well-being by
residents in the Wuyishan National Park, China, and how these change among groups with
different livelihood strategies. Pérez-Rubio et al. [5] developed a micro-scale Payment of
Ecosystem Services scheme in southern Costa Rica using primary data generated through
spatial modeling and socio-economic and stated preference surveys in the framework of
forest ecosystem restoration.

Governance has been addressed in protected areas to test models for expansion of
protected areas and in pollinators’ conservation policy to support sustainable develop-
ment [6,7]. In [6], Petursson and Kristofersson analyzed the co-management governance
system in the Vatnajökull National Park (VNP), Iceland, providing valuable indications of
improvements in a time when there are plans for protected areas to expand in the country.
Novelli and co-authors [7] presented and tested a mixed-method tool for use with SWOT
analysis to design effective and participative rural development actions in the beekeeping
sector in the Piedmont Region, Italy, in the framework of pollinator conservation policy.

The paper by Ibarra-Marinas et al. [8], analyzed an environmental restoration and
conservation project in progress in the Regional Park of Las Salinas and Arenales of
San Pedro del Pinatar, southeastern Spain, and looked for Natura 2000 network sites for
replicating major actions of the project.

Rural areas received attention in this Special Issue from multiple perspectives and
in different regions in the world, but one set of papers in particular dealt with sustain-
ability in traditional rural villages and towns, interactions between visitors and rural
areas, and economic and ecological effects of agroforestry [9–12]. Kong and colleagues [9]
constructed a comprehensive evaluation system for the living protection of traditional
villages based on the land-use-integration concept “Production–Living–Ecology”, applying
it to six traditional villages in Taihu Lake, China. Han and co-authors [10] developed
a theoretical framework to explore how cultural contact, natural environment and risk
perception affected traveler destination involvement and approach behaviors in the rural
tourism sector in Inner Mongolia, China. Additionally, Ren [11] built an indicator system
and measurement model for the assessment of rural functions applied to 11 towns in Jixi
County, China, to analyze the differentiation characteristics and rules of rural functions
(agriculture and nonagricultural production, life and leisure, and ecological functions).
Nöldeke and colleagues [12] analyzed the impacts of adopting agroforestry by small farm-
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ers on their livelihoods and the environment in rural Indonesia (Kapuas Hulu regency),
which was revealed to be positive, particularly in the context of climate change.

The review papers covered two separate topics. De Castro et al. [13] reviewed the
application of Multiple-Criteria Decision-Making (MCDM) approaches to the social, eco-
nomic and ecological planning and management of water ecosystem services over the
2000–2020 period. Stavi and Yizhaq [14] reviewed the hydrological and geomorphic im-
pacts of mountain biking, highlighting the importance of applying geomorphic principles
in the design of singletracks.

The need to align the objectives of local human communities with nature conservation
policy and practice is increasingly urgent and vital for the sustainable supply of ecosystem
services. The articles compiled in this Special Issue make important contributions to this
challenge from different approaches, disciplines and regions in the world, although we
expect this topic to remain a research priority for years to come.
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