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Abstract The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services (IPBES) held its 5th plenary session in Bonn during March 2017. After last year’s
pollinator assessment, the biodiversity assessments currently being undertaken are shortly
to be available for peer review. The scientific community can play an important role in
both conducting assessments and in the peer-review process. Independent scientists can
contribute to ensure that these assessments are comprehensive with respect to the current
state and future trends of biodiversity and the ecosystem services. We outline possibilities
for deeper involvement of the scientific community in the IPBES process and draw
attention to upcoming reviews in 2017.
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Introduction

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES—pronounced ip-bes-) was fully operationalized in 2011 by the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP) based on Resolution 65/162 of the United Nations
General Assembly. Currently, 126 countries are members of IPBES. Compared to the
IPCC, the task of IPBES is much more complex and perhaps even more important for the
future of people and nature. IPBES is assessing the human impact on biodiversity and
ecosystem services; assembling existing data on biodiversity and ecosystem services to
generate new insights relevant for policy; promoting a continuous dialogue between sci-
ence, knowledge holders and policy, and detecting and filling gaps in the global knowledge
base on biodiversity and ecosystem services (Bridgewater 2017; Schmeller and Bridge-
water 2016). At the meeting conceptualizing IPBES in Busan, Republic of Korea in 2010
(http://www.ipbes.net/plenary/busan-2010-3rd-meeting-ipbes), four key work areas were
foreseen. These areas are overseen by a Multidisciplinary Expert Panel (MEP), and dis-
cussed annually through a plenary meeting of the Nations who are members of the Plat-
form. The areas comprise:

(i) identifying and prioritizing key scientific information needed for policymakers at
appropriate scales and catalyze efforts to generate new knowledge;

(i) performing regular and timely assessments of knowledge on biodiversity and
ecosystem services and their interlinkages, and maintain a catalogue of relevant
assessments, identify the need for regional and subregional assessments and help
to catalyze support for subregional and national assessments;

(iii))  supporting policy formulation and implementation by identifying policy-relevant
tools and methodologies;

(iv)  prioritizing key capacity-building needs to improve the science-policy interface at
appropriate levels.

The first substantive deliverable under the Platform was an assessment on pollination
and pollinators (Potts et al. 2016), which was accepted during the 4th Plenary in Kuala
Lumpur in 2016 (Opgenoorth and Hotes 2016; Schmeller and Bridgewater 2016).
Importantly, a summary for policy makers was also approved by Plenary 4. While the
pollination report was an important achievement, and has stimulated some follow-up
actions and initiatives (http://www.ipbes.net/work-programme/pollination), it has been a
first step, and in some ways could be seen as test run of IPBES’s assessment procedures. In
particular, the key messages were recognized by the Convention on Biological Diversity in
a decision (CBD/COP/DEC/XIII/15) at its 13th meeting in Cancun, México, 2016. This
stimulated a limited number of countries to form a “coalition of the willing” to work on
some of the key problems identified in the assessment.

During the latest plenary meeting in Bonn (Plenary 5), March 2017, progress on
regional assessments and the land degradation assessment were discussed, and the slower
progress on the global assessment noted. This global assessment, which will build on the
regional assessments, will be the successor to the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
(2005) and of outstanding importance for the biodiversity research community and global
policy makers dealing with biodiversity issues. However, the regional assessments will
deliver their products only in 2018, when Plenary6 will receive them, discuss them and
decide to approve them as appropriate. The global assessment is scheduled for completion,
and will be due for approval, at the 7th IPBES plenary in 2019. One important issue
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resolved at the March 2017 plenary was the approach to indigenous and local knowledge
for all the Platform’s deliverables. Adoption of this approach means that a wider range of
worldviews will be available to help produce deliverables which fully comprehend “na-
ture’s contributions to people”. Much intersessional work on the topic of nature’s con-
tributions to people has been, and will continue to be, undertaken (Pascual et al. 2017) and
will be an important discussion topic at IPBES6.

Plenary 5 also noted scoping documents for invasive species, and the diverse concep-
tualization of values, and approved the scoping report for a thematic assessment on sus-
tainable use of biodiversity. Discussions on these currently ‘pending’ assessments of the
Ist IPBES work program resulted in them being held in abeyance, and deliberations
centered around budgetary issues. Unlike international conventions and agreements, such
as the CBD, IPBES has no fixed scale of contributions from member states. This has led to
a situation where the Platform has funding to achieve its work program in 2017, but
appears to be in difficulty in later years, leaving some of the ongoing assessment with
uncertainty about timely competition. While this will hopefully change, the Plenary set
budgets reflect currently known funding, which may prevent the launch of the remaining
assessments of the 1st work program and other activities in the 2018-2019 period. For
instance, the three ‘pending’ assessments (invasive species, conceptualization of values,
and sustainable use) will be postponed and their launch will be decided at the 6th plenary
to be held in Medellin, Columbia in March 2018. Although not directly related to the strict
budgetary constraint, the Platform will undergo a review in 2018. This review will have
two parts, an internal review which will feed its conclusions to an independent external
review. The external review will evaluate the effectiveness of IPBES as a science-policy
interface, analyse the Platform regarding its effectiveness and efficiency and, where pos-
sible, relevance. The review will measure effectiveness of the programme and adminis-
trative arrangements against IPBES’ current objectives, operating principles, and the four
functions agreed at the Busan meeting.

The scientific community has several ways to contribute to the different assessments; as
(1) member of the Multidisciplinary Expert Panel (MEP) of IPBES, (2) nominated expert
in the assessments, (3) expert reviewer of the assessment, and (4) nominated reviewer of
the final assessment draft. IPBES thrives for balance in gender, expertise, and by UN
region in each of these panels and groups. However, currently biases still exist towards
male experts, ecological expertise, and developed countries, while this has improved over
time (Hochkirch et al. 2014). For the readership of Biodiversity and Conservation the most
important ways to contribute to IPBES assessments are as a nominated expert or expert
reviewer. As a nominated expert, one can contribute to assessments as (1) (co)chair,
overseeing the preparation of assessment reports and ensuring a high scientific standard at
completion, as (2) coordinating lead author, coordinating major sections and/or chapters in
regard to comprehensiveness, style scientific standard, and cross-cutting issues of signif-
icance across several sections, (3) lead author, producing designated sections or parts of
chapters by synthesizing information material from available in scientific literature and by
coordinating contributing authors, and (4) as contributing author, preparing technical
information provided to lead authors of the respective section or chapter. To become an
expert governments nominate them based on suggestions from research institutions, which
themselves may have a process in place to select the most suitable experts to be suggested
to the national government. From the national nominee list, the MEP then selects experts in
regard to expertise, gender, and origin to guarantee a balanced group of experts. A max-
imum of 80% of experts in an assessment are recruited following this procedure. An
additional 20% of experts can be suggested to the MEP by observer institutions or other
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stakeholder groups to fill gaps, to add expertise, and to reduce biases in the different
assessments.

A much less restrictive but equally important way to contribute to assessments is the
online consultation process of drafts of assessment reports to which everyone with relevant
expertise can contribute, following registration with IPBES. The chairs and coordinating
lead authors of the assessments must take into consideration each of the comments made
and may need to adapt the chapter and section accordingly. This is a considerable work-
load. For instance, the 1st draft of the thematic assessment of pollinators, pollination and
food production (http://www.ipbes.net/work-programme/pollination) received 5211 com-
ments by 142 expert reviewers. The 2nd draft received almost as many comments (5166
comments from 130 experts and 8 governments). It is of importance to the process that the
scientific community engages in the reviews of the various assessment drafts and adds their
expertise and points-of-view (Lundquist et al. 2015). The broad scale of the IPBES
assessments demands a large variety of experts from across the world, realms, cultural
background, and scientific fields. Hence, the expert opinion of each of the authors and
readers of Biodiversity and Conservation is very much welcomed during this review stage.

The next external review rounds are on the second order drafts of the thematic
assessment report on land degradation and restoration, and of the four regional assessments
(Africa, Asia—Pacific, Americas, and Europe and Central Asia) on biodiversity and
ecosystem services, as well as the first order drafts of their Summaries for Policymakers.
The review period will be over 8 weeks in May to June 2017 (Africa, Asia—Pacific, Europe
and Central Asia) and June to July 2017 (Americas). Please check the IPBES website
(ipbes.net) for instructions and the exact timetable.

Finally, IPBES allows observers at their plenaries and considers them an essential part
of the overall process. The only prerequisite for participation is confirmed registration with
the IPBES member database. Currently, the scientific community is organized in the open-
ended IPBES stakeholder network, which is open to any IPBES registered individual,
institution, authority and local government. Before plenaries, one or more stakeholder days
are held to allow discussion of IPBES documents and procedures and the development of
recommendations to the secretariat and MEP. During the plenaries, the participating
observers hold their own consultation meetings, participate in contact groups (while they
are allowed to speak only with the invitation of the chair) and have the possibility to share
their opinion on documents and decisions under discussion with member state delegations.
These are also important means to contribute to the IPBES process.

We encourage our readership to inform themselves on IPBES, engage with the pro-
cesses and to promote IPBES further in the scientific and non-scientific communities.
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