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Abstract
The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) held its 7th plenary session in Paris (France) during May 2019. The plenary 
marks the end of the first work programme and the release of the global assessment of bio-
diversity and ecosystem services. The important key messages from the global assessment 
are now more dire than those of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment from 2005, and its 
precursor, the Global Biodiversity Assessment of 1995. The plenary also considered the 
results of the review of IPBES, the future rolling work programme until 2030, and a budg-
etary framework. Using the review to reframe IPBES’ way of working, especially better 
policy delivery, will set it up for continued success.
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The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) held its 7th plenary session (IPBES-7) in Paris (France) during May 2019. This 
IPBES plenary was calmer, more collegiate and more upbeat than the earlier plenaries we 
have reported on to readers of Biodiversity and Conservation (Schmeller and Bridgewa-
ter 2016; Schmeller et al. 2017; Bridgewater and Schmeller 2018). Globally, there is still 
growing interest in the work of IPBES reflected in the increasing number of states becom-
ing IPBES members. Since the last plenary two new members joined IPBES, Jordan and 
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the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, increasing the number of member states to 132, 
with attendance at IPBES-7 from over 100.

IPBES-7 marked the end of the first work programme with the acceptance of the global 
assessment of biodiversity and ecosystem services and the future work programme. Two 
other items on the agenda were the review of IPBES (agreed at Plenary 5) and the develop-
ment of a new work programme and budget. The summary for policymakers of the global 
assessments was approved after day and night sessions every day. This important document 
had a range of sobering messages, one of which has been dramatized by global media out-
lets as “1 million species headed for extinction.” The summary did include such a figure 
but in somewhat more nuanced terms. Other issues of interest to readers of Biodiversity 
and Conservation, and on which work, and manuscripts are encouraged, included:

• Deterioration of nature is not limited to lands and freshwaters—about 66% of the 
marine environment has been significantly altered by the activities of people, and a new 
governance framework is needed for the coasts and oceans.

• Crop, livestock and biofuel production now accounts for about three-quarters of the 
land and freshwater areas.

• Despite (or because) of that production level, land degradation has reduced the produc-
tivity of 23% of the global land surface.

• 100–300 million people are at increased risk of floods and hurricanes because of loss 
of coastal habitats and protection.

• Around one third of marine fish stocks are being harvested at unsustainable levels with 
the remaining two thirds largely fished to limits of sustainability.

• Inland fisheries are a significant component of production for protein needs across 
many parts of the world.

• Urban areas have more than doubled since 1992, but biodiversity in cities can be 
restored or encouraged through Blue-Green infrastructure, with concomitant improve-
ments livability and human health.

• The rise of tele-coupling, i.e. distant areas of the world being increasingly connected 
as consumption, production, and governance decisions increasingly influence material, 
energy, and information flows across the world, generating aggregate economic gains 
while shifting economic and environmental costs. While generally positive again the 
assessment notes such cost and resource shifting can link to conflicts.

IPBES has undertaken 8 assessments, including pollinators and scenarios and pollina-
tion, four regional assessments, land degradation and at IPBES-7 the global assessment. 
All of these assessments build a picture around the scientific uncertainties remaining in our 
understanding of biodiversity and ecosystem services. Knowledge on such uncertainties 
help decisionmakers understand the state of knowledge and develop appropriate policies 
for the conservation, wise use and benefit sharing of biodiversity for human well-being.

The global assessment (GA) has not yet been formally edited. The approved summary 
for policy makers, however, is available at (https ://www.ipbes .net/sites /defau lt/files /downl 
oads/spm_unedi ted_advan ce_for_posti ng_htn.pdf) although even that will receive further 
editing. The global assessment is the first such assessment since the Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment (MA 2005), and the first fully authorised and agreed by governments around 
the world. A little history seems appropriate here. By the mid of the 1990s, scientists, espe-
cially those involved in the work of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and bio-
diversity-related conventions, realized the need for scientific assessments of biodiversity to 
parallel assessments done by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) for 
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global climate. In 1995 the first such assessment, sponsored by the United Nations Envi-
ronmental Programme (UNEP) and funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF), 
the Global Biodiversity Assessment (Heywood 1995) was produced. However, the GBA 
had not been commissioned by governments and therefore was not recognized in the pol-
icy sphere, but was not only a very valuable assessment of biodiversity at that time, but 
included much background information still of value today. In 2000, the United Nations 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan then called for another such assessment, which became the 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. The MA had the objective to assess the consequences 
of ecosystem change and develop evidence-based recommendations to enhance the con-
servation and sustainable use of ecosystems and their contribution to human well-being. 
The work under the MA began in 2001 with the development of a conceptual framework 
and was published in 2005 (MA 2005). The MA was the first global assessment that dem-
onstrated human impact on ecosystems, and showed the benefits, goods and services that 
ecosystems provide to human society. The MA called for significant policy changes in 
institutions and practices of biodiversity management at that time. The MA also made clear 
that major gaps in global and national monitoring systems resulted in the absence of well-
documented, comparable, time-series information for many ecosystems and that absence 
posed significant barriers in assessing condition and trends in ecosystem services. The MA 
also identified a lack of information species and underscored the limited information on the 
distributions of species—a situation now redressed to a degree by the establishment of the 
Global Biodiversity Information facility (GBIF; https ://www.gbif.org/). Since 2005, efforts 
have increased to develop new monitoring systems and to improve knowledge (Pereira 
et  al. 2010; Schmeller 2008; Schmeller et  al. 2015), but important spatial, temporal and 
taxonomic gaps still remain (Mihoub et al. 2017; Wetzel et al. 2018).

Although some MEAs and UN Agencies were in the MA board it was also not officially 
authorised by governments, resulting in a more limited and lengthier uptake of the MA 
conclusions by decisionmakers. IPBES, however, as an intergovernmental platform has the 
capacity to provide a fully appropriate authorising environment. The 2019 GA is important 
as a new, updated authorized assessment of the state and trend of biodiversity and ecosys-
tem services, to help determine appropriate policy choices for the future. In brief, the key 
messages of the global assessment are that nature promotes human well-being, but that it is 
deteriorating in unprecedented ways and at unprecedented rates. The GA restates that the 
current trajectories will not allow global achievement of nature conservation goals and the 
global Sustainable Development Goals. The GA calls for a transformative change across all 
of human society to allow those achievements in the necessary time frame of 20 years. The 
GA remains positive that nature can be conserved, restored and used sustainably with the 
suggested transformative change, and that it has significant benefits for human well-being.

A particular finding in the assessment was the link between biodiversity and mental 
health and well-being. The MA already pointed out a relationship between ecosystem deg-
radation and degradation of the five components of human well-being (basic material needs 
for a good life, health, good social relations, security and freedom of choice and action), 
with mostly loss of capital asset and economic activity accounting for the link (MA 2005). 
However, it is becoming more and more evident that nature itself promotes human mental 
health, well-being and happiness, even after controlling for socio-economic factors (e.g. 
MacKerron and Mourato 2013; Twohig-Bennett and Jones 2018; Engemann et al. 2019). 
Once basic physical needs for food, shelter, health and safety have been met, increased 
wealth does not correlate with increased well-being or happiness (Carr 2013). This obser-
vation provides a solid ground for prioritising the necessary investments of industrialized, 
wealthy countries in the protection of biodiversity and the services it provides to society.

https://www.gbif.org/
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At IPBES-7, the future work programme was also discussed by member states and 
accepted. The future work programme has a time horizon until 2030 but is designed as 
a rolling programme to cope with new challenges and needs. Priority deliverables agreed 
were: (1) thematic assessment of the interlinkages among biodiversity, water, food and 
health; (2) thematic assessment of the underlying causes of biodiversity loss and the 
determinants of transformative change and options for achieving the 2050 Vision for Bio-
diversity; and (3) methodological assessment of the impact and dependence of business 
on biodiversity and nature’s contributions to people. These deliverables underpin six key 
objectives, “assessing knowledge”, “building capacity”, “strengthening the knowledge 
foundation”, “supporting policy”, “communicating and engaging”, and “improving the 
effectiveness of the Platform”. Because the GA specifically identifies, on a number of 
occasions, the links between biodiversity and climate change, a special deliverable within 
the next 12 months was agreed: A technical paper on the interlinkage between biodiversity 
and climate change—which will be a first joint effort between IPBES and IPCC.

Finally, while the GA has the potential to help shape the future of the world’s biodiver-
sity, the plenary also considered the results of a review established in 2017 on the whole 
IPBES programme. In 2017, the IPBES Secretariat conducted a limited internal review, 
the outputs from which were taken up by a 10-member review panel in 2018. Their terms 
of reference were to establish to what extent IPBES has been conceptualized; positioned; 
structured; and implemented, so as to achieve long-term impacts on biodiversity, human 
well-being and sustainable development.

The review noted several key achievements of IPBES, but pointed to five key areas that 
need attention: The transformative impact of IPBES depends on all its four functions (i.e. 
assessments, knowledge generation, policy tools, and capacity building) being significantly 
strengthened. IPBES needs to strengthen the policy aspects of its work if it is to fulfill its 
mandate as a science/knowledge-policy interface; maintain scientific independence while 
allowing for the co-design and co-production of assessments; develop a more strategic and 
collaborative approach to stakeholders; and, importantly, secure financial sustainability in 
the long-term, if it is to have on-going effectiveness. If those elements can be secured, the 
future of IPBES will also be secure, and its need is certainly undiminished.

Biodiversity and Conservation invites manuscripts on topics related to the GA with a 
global view on the transformative change evoked by IPBES through the GA. Such man-
uscripts could focus on how such a transformative change can be achieved, which ele-
ments need to be prioritized and within which time frame, to enable a nature conservation 
fit for purpose in the 21st century that allows for co-existence of people and the rest of 
biodiversity.
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