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The concept of High Conservation 
Value (HCV) areas, or areas of outstand-
ing significance or critical importance, 
has gained considerable currency in the 
context of certification 
for sustainable forest 
management and agri-
culture. It has also been 
applied in the context 
of conservation plan-
ning, land use planning, 
purchasing and invest-
ing. Global guidance for 
identifying, delineating, 
and managing HCV ar-
eas has been developed 
and nineteen countries 
have developed national 
interpretations. To date, 
there has not been a 
systematic review of na-
tional HCV guidance. 

We reviewed ex-
isting toolkits and other 
guidance material, look-
ing for shared themes 
and examples that could 
represent best practice 
with the potential for 
developing consistent 
national guidelines. HCV guidance from 
all or nearly all of the countries reviewed 

adhered to best practices related to incor-
porating stakeholder consultation, refer-
ring to international standards such as 
the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, 
and including management recommenda-

tions (Figure 1). Guidance from relatively 
few countries adhered to other best prac-
tices such as describing detailed methods 
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Figure 1. Count of countries with HCV guidance that adhered to each best practice. 
Note: Asterisk (*) indicates best practices that are already included in certification 
standards such as FSC; these are less important to include in HCV guidance unless it 
is applied outside the context of certification.
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for mapping HCV, identifying multiple overlapping 
values, conducting both preliminary and full as-
sessments, including sample survey instruments, 
or recommending peer review of HCV assessments. 
Guidance from different countries was inconsistent 

in its definition of threatened species, definitions of 
protected areas, and treatment of primary, second-
ary, and plantation forests. There were also incon-
sistencies related to minimum qualifying areas for 
HCV 2 (large intact ecosystems); different quantita-
tive thresholds for erosion prone areas, buffer zones, 
and basic needs of local communities; and different 
management recommendations for maintaining or 
enhancing HCV values.

We recommend aligning national and 
global guidance with identified best practices to 
improve consistency across national HCV interpre-
tations. Guidelines should be developed for any cur-

rently missing HCV values, particularly HCV 5 and 6. 
Areas of inconsistency should be revisited to ensure 
that different standards are appropriate given the local 
context rather than simply a byproduct of diverse pro-
cesses. We recommend requiring peer review of HCV 

a s s e s s m e n t s 
and conduct-
ing indepen-
dent, regular 
monitoring of 
identified HCV 
areas to build 
up a repository 
of documenta-
tion to support 
adaptive man-
agement and 
ensure that out-
standing val-
ues continue to 
support ecosys-
tem health and 
human well-
being.
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