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Foreword

The present booklet was developed by the German Institute for Biodiversity Net-
work (ibn) as part of a capacity building project by the German Federal Agency 
for Nature Conservation through funds from the German Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety. It wants to provide an in-
troduction to the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services (IPBES) for anybody who is interested in the structure, work 
and products of this platform. As IPBES is an active body and working permanently, 
any overview of products and ongoing activities can only reflect the status quo at 
a given point in time. This edition of the booklet reports on the status of mid 2019, 
after the 7th plenary session of IPBES.



6

IPBES – an introduction for stakeholders

What is IPBES?

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Ser-
vices (IPBES) is the intergovernmental body which assesses the state of biodiver-
sity and of the ecosystem services it provides to society, in response to requests 
from decision makers.The objective of IPBES is to strengthen the science-policy 
interface for biodiversity and ecosystem services for the conservation and sustain-
able use of biodiversity, long-term human well-being and sustainable development.
In other words IPBES wants to provide a scientific basis for global environmental 
decision making in order to allow that decisions are made on the best knowledge 
available. With this objective IPBES plays a similar role for global environmental 
agreements as the IPCC plays for the UN Climate Framework Convention.

As the word ‘intergovernmental’ expresses, IPBES is a body between member 
states. Nevertheless, to fulfill its tasks, IPBES depends on the work of individual 
scientists and experts from different disciplines, including natural sciences and 
social sciences. The reports provided by IPBES try to compile as much knowledge 
as possible on a given topic, stemming from different knowledge systems as e.g. 
scientific knowledge and indigenous and local knowledge, published in different 
sources like peer reviewed literature or grey literature and in different languages. 

The working language of IPBES is English, which means that the reports are pub-
lished in English and only the Summaries for Policy Makers get translated into 
the six UN languages. All plenary decisions also get translated and during plenary 
negotiations simultaneous translation is provided. The IPBES webpage is also kept 
in English.

Why and when was IPBES founded?

At the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992 three so-called Rio Conventions were founded: the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the United Nations Con-
vention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) and the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD). The UNFCCC from the beginning could make use of the indepen-
dent scientific input provided by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), while UNCCD and CBD did not have such input with respect to biological 
diversity and services that ecosystems provide. The scientific subsidiaries bodies 
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of these two conventions could not take the role that IPCC has for UNFCCC. Over 
time, the need to create a comparable body for UNCCD and CBD became more 
and more urgent. Following discussion at the margins of CBD meetings and led by 
France, in 2005 the International Mechanism of Scientific Expertise on Biodiversity 
(IMOSEB) was formed as a kind of discussion forum and to come up with more 
concrete ideas. In 2007 the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) pro-
vided a first concept how a new mechanism called IPBES could look like. Between 
2008 and 2010 three multi-stakeholder meetings were held, where governments, 
scientists and civil society organisations discussed how IPBES could be shaped on 
the basis of the UNEP concept paper. Finally, it was agreed to found IPBES officially 
in a meeting split in two parts , 2011 in Nairobi, Kenya, and 2012 in Panama City, 
Panama. At the Panama meeting in April 2012 the representatives of 90 countries 
signed the founding statement and IPBES began to exist officially. The main task of 
IPBES is to assess existing knowledge on biodiversity and ecosystem services and 
present it in such a way that policy makers can directly use it. 

How is IPBES organised?

In order to perform its tasks properly, IPBES needed an agreed way of organising 
itself and distributing the work load. Therefore, several bodies within IPBES were 
formed which have different responsibilities.

Plenary

The Plenary is the main decision making body of IPBES. It consists of the represen-
tatives of member states (132 as by July 2019). It was agreed that each UN state can 
become a member of IPBES by declaring its will to join. Membership includes the 
right to speak in plenary and the right to vote, if voting should become necessary. 
The plenary works under the consensus principle in matters of substance, which 
means that in case of different views that matter gets discussed until a compromise 
is found that is opposed by no member state any more. Only in matters of proce-
dure (e.g. in choosing between several offers to host the secretariat) occasional 
voting is foreseen. The plenary has several responsibilities:

• it elects the officers for the bodies of IPBES, e.g. for the Bureau and the 
MEP (see below),
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• it decides on the work programme,
• it decides on the rules of procedure
• it allocates the money from the trust fund to the different tasks,
• it approves the products of IPBES before they get officially published.

Since 2012 the plenary of IPBES has met annually. Where the meetings take place 
is also decided by the plenary. States can offer to host a meeting and the plenary 
can accept such offers. If now offer is made the plenary takes place at the seat of 
the secretariat in Bonn, Germany.

The meetings of the plenary are not only open for member state representatives 
but also for registered observer organisations. These organisations may only speak 
in plenary when no member state wants to take the floor any more. They have no 
voting rights and their consensus is not needed.

The European Union was granted a so called enhanced participation as observer. 
This is not a full membership (as the EU as such is not a state but a regional eco-
nomic organisation) but it gives the EU the right to speak and reply in turn, and 
to make text proposals, like member states in plenary. The consensus of the EU in 
decisions is not needed.

During plenary sessions simultaneous translation of the negotiations into all 
six UN languages is provided, while the work develops mainly along the English 
version of draft texts. If additional working sessions for example in the evening 
are necessary, which regularly is the case, these session take place in English only.

All decisions of the plenary are publicly available and get translated into all six 
UN languages. They can be accessed under:

https://www.ipbes.net/document-library-categories/decisions

Bureau

The Bureau is the IPBES body that oversees the administrative functions. It con-
sists of 10 people, two from each of the five UN regions (Africa, Asia-Pacific, Latin 
America and Caribbean, Eastern Europe, Western Europe and Others). Each region 
nominates one administrative officer and one vice chair, the plenary elects the vice 
chair of one region as chair of IPBES. It was agreed that the chairmanship rotates 
among the regions every three years. The first chair of IPBES was Zakri Abdul Ha-
mid from Malaysia for the Asia-Pacific region, the second chair was Sir Robert Wat-
son from the United Kingdom for the Western Europe and Others region(WEOG) 
and the third chair is Ana Maria Hernandez Salgar from Colombia for Latin America 
and the Caribbean States (GRULAC). The responsibilities of the Bureau include:
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• Addressing requests related to IPBES’ programme of work and products 
that require attention by IPBES between sessions of the Plenary;

• Overseeing communication and outreach activities;
• Reviewing progress in the implementation of decisions of the Plenary, if so 

directed by the Plenary;
• Monitoring the secretariat’s performance;
• Organizing and helping to conduct the sessions of the Plenary;
• Reviewing the observance of IPBES’ rules and procedures;
• Reviewing the management of resources and observance of financial rules 

and reporting thereon to the Plenary;
• Advising the Plenary on coordination between IPBES and other relevant 

institutions;
• Identifying donors and developing partnership arrangements for the imple-

mentation of IPBES’ activities.
The Bureau meets regularly, at the margins of plenary sessions as well in the inter-
sessional period as needed. Meetings can be held in person or via electronic com-
munication means.

More information about the Bureau and the current members can be found un-
der:

https://www.ipbes.net/bureau

Multidisciplinary Expert Panel (MEP)

The Multidisciplinary Expert Panel oversees the scientific functions of IPBES. Like 
the Bureau, it is regionally balanced and consists of five scientists from each UN 
region. These 25 scientists are joined by the IPBES chair and the four vice chairs. 
The MEP should be balanced not only under regional aspects, but also in scientific 
disciplines and gender. Each region has the right to nominate its five MEP members 
who then get elected into office by the plenary. A term of a MEP member is three 
years, a re-election is possible. The responsibilities of the MEP include:

• Providing advice to the Plenary on scientific and technical aspects of IPBES’ 
programme of work;

• Providing advice and assistance on technical and/or scientific communica-
tion matters;

• Managing IPBES’ peer-review process to ensure the highest levels of sci-
entific quality, independence and credibility for all products delivered by 
IPBES at all stages of the process;
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• Engaging the scientific community and other knowledge holders with the 
work programme, taking into account the need for different disciplines and 
types of knowledge, gender balance, and effective contribution and partici-
pation by experts from developing countries;

• Assuring scientific and technical coordination among structures set up un-
der IPBES and facilitating coordination between IPBES and other related 
processes to build upon existing efforts;

• Exploring ways and means to bring different knowledge systems, including 
indigenous knowledge systems, into the science-policy interface.

The MEP meets regularly, at the margins of plenary sessions as well in the inter-
sessional period as needed. Meetings can be held in person or via electronic com-
munication means.

More information about MEP and the current membership can be found under:
https://www.ipbes.net/multidisciplinary-expert-panel

Secretariat

The Secretariat provides the official address of IPBES and forms the office for the 
day to day work of this multilateral agreement. Through a voting process at the 
founding plenary in 2012 between the offers of several countries to host the secre-
tariat it was decided that the secretariat would be in Bonn, Germany. It is admin-
istered and staffed by UNEP. The secretariat is led by an Executive Secretary, the 
first and current one being Dr. Anne Larigauderie from France. She and her team are 
responsible for all logistic aspects of meetings like plenary or MEP/Bureau meet-
ings or meetings of authors teams. They prepare the documents for such meetings, 
document the discussions and distribute the final documents after the meetings. 
The secretariat assigns one of its staff for each IPBES product (like e.g. an assess-
ment) or IPBES function (like e.g. capacity building) who helps MEP, Bureau and 
authors teams to fulfil their respective tasks. Information on who is assigned to 
which task can be found under: 

https://www.ipbes.net/secretariat.
Another task of the secretariat is to inform member states and observer organisa-
tions about steps and procedures within IPBES, e.g. issuing calls for nominations 
for experts or informing on the dates for the review of draft versions of assessment 
etc.. Furthermore, the secretariat is responsible for informing the public about 
IPBES products and therefore a communication officer is part of the staff. Keeping 
the web page of IPBES up to date is also under the responsibility of the secretariat.

https://www.ipbes.net/secretariat
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The secretariat’s staff are the only people in IPBES paid for their work from the 
trust fund. All other positions like Bureau- or MEP-member or author of an assess-
ment are unpaid (pro bono), meaning the working time has to be donated by the 
institutions or organisations the respective persons work for.

Task forces

Task forces are time-bound expert groups established by the plenary. They get a 
specific mandate to fulfil certain tasks in a given time. For example, the second 
plenary established a task force with the mandate to develop procedures on how 
to integrate indigenous and local knowledge into the work of IPBES. When the task 
force had done so, its mandate was extended in order to test the implementation of 
these procedures. Task forces are based on nominations from member states and 
organisations and should also be regionally balanced and gender balanced. They 
are led by MEP members.

Technical Support Units (TSU)

In order to facilitate the work of IPBES the Bureau through the secretariat invited 
states and organisations to provide so called technical support units (TSU) for cer-
tain IPBES products or functions. When, for example, the plenary decided to under-
take four parallel regional assessments on biodiversity and ecosystem services, in 
each of these regions a country offered to host a TSU, e.g. Switzerland hosted the 
TSU for the assessment of Europe and Central Asia. Or, for example, UNESCO is 
hosting a TSU for indigenous and local knowledge. The staff of such a TSU is paid 
by the host country or organisation and the responsibilities include to form a kind 
of task specific secretariat, arranging meetings, providing background informa-
tion etc.. TSUs are time bound according to the specific IPBES product they were 
installed for.

Strategic partnerships

IPBES has recognised that for the fulfilment of its task it might be helpful to coop-
erate with other existing bodies and that such cooperation can be formalised in 
partnership agreements. So called collaborative partnerships exist with four bodies 
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under the UN system, namely UNEP, UNDP, UNESCO and FAO. The partnership in-
cludes that e.g. the UN bodies can send personnel to work in the IPBES secretariat 
(paid by the UN body), or to host a Technical Support Unit, like UNESCO does for 
indigenous and local knowledge, or to engage in a certain IPBES function, as e.g. 
UNDP does in capacity building.

Partnerships can also be established in the form of a memorandum of coop-
eration or of understanding with other Multilateral Environmental Agreements 
(MEAs). Such memorandums have been agreed with the International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the Convention on the Conservation of Migra-
tory Species (CMS), the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 
of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the 
Ramsar Convention and the science organisation Future Earth.

For more information see:
  https://www.ipbes.net/document-library-categories/agreements

How is IPBES financed?

Although most of the work within IPBES is not paid for by IPBES itself, the agree-
ment needs some money, e.g. to hold meetings and pay travel costs, or to produce 
information material and to pay the secretariat staff. Therefore, a trust fund was es-
tablished, which is administered by UNEP. It is a basic principle in IPBES that all con-
tributions to the trust fund are on a voluntary basis only. This means that no member 
state or organisation is forced to pay.There are no ‘membership fees’ or other finan-
cial obligations. This principle was installed in order to allow countries to become 
members even if they are not in a position to contribute financially to the work of 
IPBES. On the other hand, IPBES has thus no fixed income but depends entirely on 
voluntary contributions. In principle, the trust fund can receive contributions from 
everybody, not only states, but also organisations or the private sector. In order to 
avoid that certain products can be ‘bought’, contributions cannot be earmarked for 
certain tasks or products or given under certain conditions. It is the plenary only who 
decides (in consensus) to which tasks the trust fund money is allocated.

Of course, IPBES accepts also in-kind contributions, e.g. the offer of a country to 
host a plenary meeting.

So far, the highest contributions came from developed countries and only about 
25 of the 132 member states did contribute at all. Lack of funding has already been 
a problem leading to the consequence that assessments could not be started as 
originally foreseen in the work programme.
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Where are the basic principles laid down?

In order to guide its own work IPBES like other intergovernmental bodies laid down 
basic principles, the so called ‘Rules of Procedures’, where e.g. the roles of the dif-
ferent bodies like Plenary, Bureau, MEP etc. are defined. These rules also define 
election procedures, the clearance process for IPBES products or the admission 
of observers. If necessary, the Plenary has the authority to adjust these rules of 
procedure or add new rules. The current version of these rules can be found under:

https://www.ipbes.net/document-library-categories/policies-and-procedures

What is IPBES actually doing?

The founding plenary of IPBES decided that the work of IPBES should be build 
around four main functions: assessments, capacity building, knowledge generation 
and development of policy tools.

Assessments

The most obvious function of IPBES is to provide assessments that compile and 
analyse all available knowledge under a given topic. This compilation is explicitly 
not restricted to published scientific knowledge only but should include also in-
digenous and local knowledge that might not be published in scientific journals.
Such assessments can have different scales e.g. regional or global and the topics 
can be related directly to biodiversity (e.g. pollinators or invasive alien species) or 
be more methodological, e.g. about the use of scenarios and models in political 
decision making. 

Capacity building

From the very beginning of IPBES is was discussed that not all countries are in the 
same position to contribute to the work of IPBES, e.g. because the scientific infra-
structure, the availability of data and information, the capacity to use policy tools 
like models and scenarios might vary significantly between countries. Therefore, 
capacity building was established as one main function of IPBES, whereas IPBES 
sees its role not in financing capacity building but rather in bundling or guiding 
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existing capacity building programmes and activities to the benefit of countries in 
need. A Technical Support Unit for capacity building was established.

Knowledge generation

IPBES is aware of the fact that scientific knowledge is permanently growing, while 
probably each assessment will also reveal knowledge gaps for any given topic. 
Such knowledge gaps might be of general nature (e.g. missing knowledge about 
certain ecosystem functions which are not yet understood) or of more local nature 
(e.g. missing data about a species in a certain area, while data on the same species 
might exist in another area). IPBES is not a mechanism to directly fund research but 
the identification of knowledge gaps which have to be filled to answer important 
questions on biodiversity, ecosystem services and human wellbeing might trigger 
research funding in that respect.

Policy tools

Policy tools are instruments that can be used to support knowledge based decision 
making and transform e.g. the findings of an assessment into policies. Such tools 
might be e.g. models or scenarios that demonstrate which consequences might 
result from a specific policy in the mid-term or long term. IPBES wants to explain 
the usefulness of such tools as well as the uncertainties going along with them and 
wants to help to develop new tools as well.

Work programme

For the first years of its existence, IPBES structured its work along a work pro-
gramme which started in 2013 and runs until 2019. This work programme was 
agreed upon by the second plenary session end of 2013 in Antalya and had a set of 
deliverables to be prepared in a certain time frame.

Where do the topics for a work programme come from? Principally, each organi-
zation or state has the right to request IPBES to take up a certain topic. There is a 
set of criteria for such requests, e.g. one has to explain why this topic is relevant in 
the context of IPBES, if there is any knowledge available which could be assessed 
and it should also be clear that there is no other assessment ongoing tackling the 
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same questions. Institutions or organisations also have the right to propose topics, 
but the most powerful request come from Multilateral Environmental Agreements 
like the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the UNCCD or the Ramsar Con-
vention. If e.g. the 196 member states of the CBD jointly back a request to IPBES 
on a topic like the global status of biodiversity it is highly likely that the IPBES 
plenary which consists of 132 states mainly also members of the CBD will take up 
such a request.

After a request was received the Bureau and MEP do a preliminary scoping of 
the topic and if they find it fulfilling the above mentioned criteria they propose 
it to the plenary for an in-depth scoping. If the plenary agrees, a scoping team is 
formed to do such in-depth scoping and prepare a scoping report. Such a report 
already lists the questions an assessment should investigate in detail, outlines the 
chapters and gives an estimate on the time needed to perform the assessment and 
the costs involved. Then it is up to the plenary to decide if and when to start the  
assessment.

At the seventh plenary meeting in May 2019 IPBES member states decided on 
a second work programme and initiated the work on first elements of this new 
programme. In contrast to the first work programme they did not yet fix topics for 
a longer period but agreed on a so called rolling work programme, meaning that 
there will be subsequent calls for requests for new topics.

Who develops an assessment and how?

The actual work of collection the existing knowledge on a certain assessment topic 
as well as the writing of the assessment report as such is done by a team of au-
thors. This team is composed building on nominations by IPBES member states and 
organisations from which the MEP chooses the best candidates. Authors teams 
should be geographically balanced and with balanced gender, fields of expertise 
and scientific background. To organize the work of the authors the team is struc-
tured into contributing authors (which can be several dozens), some lead authors 
per chapter, coordinating lead authors and two co-chairs, who try to oversee the 
whole team. Co-chairs and lead authors are expected to dedicate a main part of 
their working time to this tasks and therefore can only do so in accordance with 
the research institute or organisation at which they are employed, especially as 
all this work for IPBES is unpaid and on honorary basis only. The IPBES trust fund 
only supports travelling to authors meetings for eligible countries but does not pay 
scientists for the work on assessments or any other IPBES products.
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Fig. 1:  The Assessment Process: Request and scope (source: https://www.ipbes.net/document-
library-categories/assessment-guide)

Fig. 2:  The Assessment Process: Expert evaluation (source: https://www.ipbes.net/document-
library-categories/assessment-guide)
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Fig. 3: The Assessment Process: Approval and acceptance of the final assessment report and Use of 
the final assessment findings (source: https://www.ipbes.net/document-library-categories/
assessment-guide)

Figures 1–3 show the development of an assessment, including several drafts which 
undergo external reviews by governments and experts. Each individual who follows 
a registration procedure can act as a reviewer for one or more chapters of a given 
assessment draft and comment on the draft text. The authors team then has to 
answer on these comments and has e.g. to take up new evidence if provided by a 
reviewer. 

The final step of an assessment is the formulation of a Summary for Policy Mak-
ers (SPM) that lists key messages and findings of the assessment (about 30 pages 
compared to the up to 800 pages of the full assessment report). The clearing pro-
cedure of IPBES determines that the full report has to be accepted by the plenary 
as a whole while the SPM has to be approved word by word. This approval can be 
a time consuming procedure where co-chairs and lead authors try to answer ques-
tions around their findings and messages. The SPM gets translated into all six UN 
languages.

As a basis for its work IPBES agreed on a conceptual framework (see figure 4), 
which depicts the relationships between Nature, Nature’s Benefits to People and 
Good Quality of Life, or Biodiversity and Ecosystems, Ecosystem Goods and Ser-
vices and Human Wellbeing, as well as drivers that influence these systems. This 
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framework is meant as a help to structure the work on assessments which normally 
include a chapter describing the status quo (nature or ecosystems), the services 
(or benefits) and the drivers that led to the current situation. Based on models 
and scenarios the assessments investigate what consequences a business as usual 
scenario or certain changes in the drivers might have with respect to the ecosys-
tems and the respective services and finally the quality of life. The authors are 
encouraged to formulate options which should be policy relevant but not policy  
prescriptive.

The IPBES webpage provides an e-learning tool on the conceptual framework:
https://www.ipbes.net/e-learning

Fig. 4: Conceptual framework(source: https://www.ipbes.net/conceptual-framework)
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What has IPBES done so far?

Assessments:

Catalogue of assessments
From the very beginning of its work IPBES was aware that there exist already a 
multitude of assessments on different biodiversity related topics, including as-
sessments of different scale or investigation depth. In order to not duplicate work 
that has already been done it was decided that IPBES should assemble a catalogue 
of existing assessments which gets permanently updated. This catalogue can be 
found and searched under:

http://catalog.ipbes.net

Guide on the Production of Assessments
To make IPBES assessments a reliable source of information and in order to be able 
to compare the results of different assessments (e.g. regional assessments on the 
same topic) they should all follow the same logic and standards. To provide such a 
baseline IPBES produced a ‘Guide on the Production of Assessments’ that experts 
and authors teams can make use of. The guide is seen as a living document which 
will be updated from time to time. It can be found on the IPBES web page under:
  https://www.ipbes.net/guide-production-assessments

Pollinators
After the adoption of the first work programme at IPBES 2 (2013) the first IPBES 
products could be approved at IPBES 4 (2016). The first thematic assessment of 
IPBES was on ‘Pollinators, Pollination and Food Production’ and investigated the 
status of pollinators, the services through pollination and how much food produc-
tion relies on pollination by animals. It also names drivers that cause the ongoing 
loss of pollinators and lists options for action to improve their status. The SPM as 
well as the full report can be found on the IPBES web page under:

https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/pollinators

Scenarios and Models
Also at IPBES 4 (2016) the first methodological report was approved, which is called 
‘Scenarios and Models of Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services’. This report inves-
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tigates the use of policy tools such as models and scenarios for political decision 
making and evaluates different valuation methodologies. This report is meant as 
a tool also for authors of future IPBES assessments on how to use models and 
scenarios in their reports.

SPM and full report are available under:
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/scenarios

Land Degradation and Restoration
At IPBES 6 (2018) the plenary was able to approve another thematic assessment 
which had been requested by the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi-
cation (UNCCD). As the degradation of land is a main driver of desertification and 
restoration of degraded lands is a possibility to combat desertification IPBES was 
asked to do an assessment on ‘Land Degradation and Restoration’ (LDR). The LDR 
assessment collected knowledge on a global level on how far degradation is already 
inflicting ecosystems and the services they provide and what the consequences for 
human wellbeing are. It names the main drivers of degradation and shows option 
on how to counteract these drivers.

The SPM as well as the full report are available under:
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/ldr

Regional Assessments on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
A major building block of the first IPBES work programme were assessments on 
biodiversity and ecosystem services, requested by the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD). It was agreed that first a set of four regional assessments should 
be developed in parallel and then a global assessment based on these regional 
assessments should be provided. Therefore, regional assessments on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services were undertaken in parallel for Europe and Central Asia, 
for Asia and the Pacific, for the Americas and for Africa. They all were approved at 
IPBES 6 (2018) and they investigate the status of biodiversity and ecosystems and 
the services they provide, as well drivers that cause the continuous loss of biodiver-
sity in each of the specific regions. Key messages and options for action are given 
in each of the four regional assessments. They can be found under:

Europe and Central Asia:
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/eca

Asia and the Pacific: 
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/asia-pacific
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Americas: 
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/americas

Africa: 
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/africa

Global Assessment on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
Making use of the findings of the four regional assessments a ‘Global Assessment on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services’ was developed and approved by IPBES 7 (2019). 
It follows the same structure as the regional assessments but integrates the find-
ings and messages on a global level. The SPM and the chapters can be found under:

https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment-report-biodiversity-ecosystem-services

What is under way and already agreed to undertake?

There are three more assessments agreed upon under the first work programme, 
which are under preparation (as of mid 2019). 

Diverse conceptualization of multiple values of nature and its benefits, 
including biodiversity and ecosystem functions and services

As different people have different concepts of nature or the benefits nature pro-
vides (e.g. the concept of ecosystem services compared to the concept of nature’s 
benefits to people) IPBES 6 decided to start a methodological assessment regard-
ing the ‘Diverse Conceptualization of Multiple Values of nature and its benefits, 
including biodiversity and ecosystem functions and services’ for consideration by 
the Plenary at its ninth session.

Sustainable use of wild species

As unsustainable use is a major driver for the decline of wild species IPBES 6 de-
cided to start a thematic assessment on the ‘Sustainable Use of Wild Species’ which 
should be considered at the ninth plenary session.
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Invasive alien species

Invasive alien species pose a threat to many local species in different regions of 
the world. IPBES 7 decided to start a thematic assessment on global level on ‘Inva-
sive Alien Species and their Control’ for consideration by the Plenary at its tenth 
meeting.

New assessment topics from the second work programme

At IPBES 7 (May 2019 in Paris) the plenary adopted a new work programme includ-
ing the following steps:

Starting of the scoping for a thematic assessment of the ‘Interlinkages among 
biodiversity, water, food and health’ for consideration by IPBES 8 (scheduled for 
early 2021). The full assessment should then be considered by IPBES 12.

Starting of the scoping for a thematic assessment of the ‘Underlying causes of 
biodiversity loss and the determinants of transformative change and options for 
achieving the 2050 Vision for Biodiversity’. The full assessment should then be 
considered by IPBES 11.

Developing a technical paper on biodiversity and climate change, to be ready for 
consideration by IPBES 9.

Furthermore, IPBES 7 decided to start after IPBES 8 the scoping for a method-
ological assessment of the ‘Impact and dependence of business on biodiversity and 
nature’s contributions to people’ for consideration by IPBES 11.

Capacity Building

Under the capacity building function IPBES has started various initiatives e.g. the 
fellowship programme which allows young career scientists to work with authors 
teams in cooperation with senior scientists. Furthermore, IPBES has produced 
several webinars e.g. on the process of preparing an assessment or on the IPBES 
conceptual framework or the regional assessments.

The capacity building work of IPBES can be accessed under:
https://www.ipbes.net/deliverables/1a-and-1b-capacity-building
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Policy Support Tools

Under the policy support tools function IPBES has listed examples of tools and 
how they are used by different decision making bodies. These examples can be 
found under:

https://www.ipbes.net/policy-support-tools-methodologies

Furthermore, to allow for a more targeted search IPBES set up an online catalogue 
of policy support tools which is accessible under:

https://www.ipbes.net/policy-support

Knowledge generation

Under the knowledge generation function three tasks groups of a task force work 
on a management system to store the data and indicators used by the IPBES assess-
ments, to establish a web-based infrastructure in support of data and information 
management needs and on generation of knowledge as such. More information 
can be found under:

https://www.ipbes.net/deliverables/1d-and-4b-data-and-knowledge

What happens to IPBES products? Examples for uptake

Once IPBES products have been approved by the plenary they are made publicly 
available. This happens e.g. through media launches, press conferences and the 
publication on the IPBES web page. National launch events have been organized 
e.g. for the regional assessments on biodiversity and ecosystem services. At this 
point the official mandate of IPBES ends. It is other fora that can make use of the 
IPBES findings, key messages and options for action.

In the case of the IPBES assessment on Pollinators, Pollination and Food Produc-
tion the scientific sub-body of the Convention on Biological Diversity discussed 
which parts of the findings would be relevant to the work of the CBD. At the fol-
lowing COP (in the same year as the assessment was approved) the CBD took on 
board all the key messages of the pollinators assessment and encouraged its 196 
Parties to take action to implement them. This was the strongest form of an uptake 
that the CBD could do. At the same COP meeting in 2016 some countries formed 
a ‘Coalition of the Willing’ to promote pollinators (compare https://promotepol-
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linators.org/). In the wake of this rise of political awareness, some countries e.g. 
Germany, started to develop national pollinator strategies.

It was also the CBD who requested IPBES to do a global assessment on biodiver-
sity and ecosystem services in time to prepare its post-2020 biodiversity frame-
work. Therefore, the IPBES Global Assessment, finalized in 2019, will be a major 
source of information for the formulation of this new strategic framework under 
the CBD.

The UNCCD will at its COP meeting in September 2019 deal with taking up the 
findings of the Land Degradation and Restoration assessment which it had request 
IPBES to undertake.

Who can take part in IPBES and how?

IPBES sees everyone who is interested in its work as a stakeholder. This includes 
states, organisations and individual scientists and experts. For each category there 
are specific forms of participation.

Participation as a State

IPBES is an intergovernmental organisation, therefore only states can become 
members and each UN state has the right to do so. It just has to contact the secre-
tariat and declare its will to become a member. By signing the founding declaration 
the membership is then made official. There is no way of denying a UN state the 
membership, meaning that there is no need to ask the states which are already 
members if they accept the ‘newcomer’.The membership manifests full participa-
tion rights in all IPBES forums, including the right to speak and vote in plenary and 
the right to block a consensus. After becoming a member the state has to name 
a national focal point, that is an address through which the state can be officially 
contacted in any IPBES related issues. In many cases the national focal point is 
based in the ministry for the environment of the respective country. 

A list of national focal points of all member states can be found under:
https://www.ipbes.net/national-focal-points

For each plenary session the member state can send a delegation, which can con-
sist of as many people as is considered adequate by the country. Credentials for 
each delegation member have to be handed in and a head of delegation has to be 



25

identified. Each delegation member then has the right to speak in the name of his 
or her country.

If a country does not want to become a member but wants to follow plenary 
meetings nevertheless, it can do so as observer (see below), without speaking or 
voting rights.

Participation as an organisation

Any organisation that has a justified interest in IPBES can apply to be accepted as 
an observer. This can be states that do not want to become full members, interna-
tional UN organisations (e.g. UNEP, FAO, UNDP, UNESCO) or other conventions 
(e.g. the Ramsar convention or UNCCD), international environmental organisa-
tions (e.g. Friends of the Earth or WWF), national organisations, scientific entities 
(e.g. universities or specific departments), civil society organisations and organisa-
tions of indigenous peoples and local communities. In order to be accepted, the re-
spective organisation has to inform the secretariat about its whish and has to hand 
in some basic information about how it is organised, what is its purpose and why it 
is interested in IPBES specifically. It has to indicate its webpage and to nominate a 
focal point. This information is checked by the Bureau and the Bureau can recom-
mend to the plenary to accept or not accept the respective organisation as a new 
observer. The plenary usually follows this recommendation and at the beginning of 
each plenary session accepts the list of new observers. Once granted, the observer 
status stays valid for future plenary session. The ruling on how a granted observers 
status can be taken back again is not yet fully agreed upon, either by the wish of 
one member state or a certain quorum of member states which want to expel the 
respective organisation.

Observer status includes the right to follow plenary meetings and the opportu-
nity to speak if no member state wants to speak on the respective topic any more. 
For decisions of the plenary the consensus of the observers is not needed.

The European Union was granted a so called enhanced participation as observer. 
This is not a full membership (as the EU as such is not a state but a regional eco-
nomic organisation) but it gives the EU the right to speak and reply in turn, and to 
make text proposals, like member states in plenary.
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Participation as a scientist or expert

IPBES is a scientific body and therefore the participation of scientists is at the core 
of IPBES. All the work on content, e.g. the writing of assessments, is done by sci-
entists of different disciplines and holders of other forms of knowledge. For each 
product of IPBES that the plenary has decided to produce, a call for nominations is 
issued by the secretariat and states and organisations can nominate candidates for 
the respective teams of authors. Individual scientists who want to participate in an 
assessment can hand in their personal application to the national focal point (or a 
respective national body if this was established), who then forwards the nomina-
tion. The Bureau with the help of the MEP then selects from the nominations in 
order to form a team which is regionally, disciplinary and gender balanced, includ-
ing holders of indigenous and local knowledge, to fulfil the task at hand, e.g. writing 
an assessment. Depending on the specific role (e.g. contributing or coordinating 
author or co-chair) the investment of working time can be quite significant, up to 
half of the persons working time. This work is not paid for by IPBES, meaning that 
the institutions for which the individual scientist or expert is working would have 
to agree to the dedication of such working time for the IPBES task.

Another way of involvement for scientists is to be nominated and accepted as 
MEP member for one of the five UN regions. A MEP term is three years.

A third way of participation is to become member of a national delegation. Many 
member countries ask scientific experts to consult their delegations during plenary 
meetings. The same, of course, is true for observer organisations which can also 
take into their delegations whom they want.

Stakeholder involvement strategy

IPBES from the very beginning recognised that the member states alone cannot 
fulfil the tasks of IPBES and that the voluntary dedication of all kind of stakeholders 
is needed to live up to the ambitious tasks IPBES has set itself. In order to inform 
and attract stakeholders, including scientists, from all parts of the world, IPBES 
developed a stakeholder involvement strategy, closely linked with the efforts for 
capacity building.

There is also an open stakeholder registry, where each interested person or or-
ganisation can register and then gets regularly informed about news and develop-
ments under IPBES. The registration can be done under: 

https://www.ipbes.net/stakeholders
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Common misunderstandings: What is IPBES NOT doing?

Since IPBES was first discussed and then formally set up in 2012 there are expecta-
tions that IPBES cannot fulfil as they would exceed the actual mandate of IPBES. 
To avoid common misunderstandings some points should be listed on what IPBES 
is NOT doing:

• IPBES is not doing research. An IPBES assessments collects existing knowl-
edge from different sources on a certain topic but it does not undertake 
research by itself. Of course the identification of knowledge gaps by IPBES 
can guide further in-depth research done by respective institutions.

• IPBES is not a research funding mechanism or institution. As explained 
above IPBES is not doing research. Nevertheless, international or national 
research funding organisations can use the knowledge gaps identified by 
IPBES assessments to focus their funding programmes.

• IPBES does not formulate environmental policies. IPBES assessments con-
tain key messages and provide scenarios on which kind of action would 
most probably have which consequences and what could be done to reach 
certain envisaged results. Such options should be relevant for policy making 
but not prescribe the policies as such. The task to agree on global environ-
mental policies lies with conventions like the CBD, UNCCD or the Ramsar 
convention. On the national level the responsibility for policies lies with 
national governments. Of course also non-member states can make use of 
IPBES findings and options for action.

• IPBES does not implement any measures on the ground. IPBES collects the 
knowledge and proposes options for actions, but the actions have to be 
taken by respective actors on the appropriate level from global to local.

• The knowledge collected in IPBES assessments is not restricted on coming 
from member states only. The authors teams try to collect all knowledge 
available, published in different languages and gathered all over the world 
(or a specific region for a regional assessment). Therefore, if a country is not 
a member to IPBES that does not mean that accessible data and knowledge 
from that country is not reflected in an assessment.


	Foreword
	IPBES – an introduction for stakeholders
	What is IPBES?
	Why and when was IPBES founded?
	How is IPBES organised?
	Plenary
	Bureau
	Multidisciplinary Expert Panel (MEP)
	Secretariat
	Task forces
	Technical Support Units (TSU)
	Strategic partnerships

	How is IPBES financed?
	Where are the basic principles laid down?
	What is IPBES actually doing?
	Assessments
	Capacity building
	Knowledge generation
	Policy tools
	Work programme

	Who develops an assessment and how?
	What has IPBES done so far?
	Assessments:
	Catalogue of assessments
	Guide on the Production of Assessments
	Pollinators
	Scenarios and Models
	Land Degradation and Restoration
	Regional Assessments on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
	Global Assessment on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services


	What is under way and already agreed to undertake?
	Diverse conceptualization of multiple values of nature and its benefits, including biodiversity and ecosystem functions and services
	Sustainable use of wild species
	Invasive alien species
	New assessment topics from the second work programme
	Capacity Building
	Policy Support Tools
	Knowledge generation

	What happens to IPBES products? Examples for uptake
	Who can take part in IPBES and how?
	Participation as a State
	Participation as an organisation
	Participation as a scientist or expert
	Stakeholder involvement strategy

	Common misunderstandings: What is IPBES NOT doing?




