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COP15 AND
THE SUPER
YEAR FOR
NATURE

India Stephenson, Assistant Editor and Sarah
McKain, Policy Officer, British Ecological Society

The 2021/22 UN Biodiversity
Conference (COP15) will unite

world leaders to agree on a new
deal to protect nature. It has been
delayed three times due to the
pandemic, a crisis which highlighted
the importance of a healthy
relationship between people and the
environment. While the UN Climate
Conference (COP26) has rightfully
been making the headlines, less
attention has been paid to COP15
which is an equally important event.
What's on the COP15 agenda and
can 2021 live up to its nickname:
The Super Year for Nature?

WHAT IS THE UN CONVENTION
ON BIODIVERSITY?

The United Nations Convention

on Biological Diversity (CBD) is an
international treaty that was signed at the
Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and entered
into force in December 1993. Its purpose
is to protect species and ecosystems,
recognising this as a ‘common concern

of humankind’. The Convention has three
main objectives:

1. The conservation of biological diversity

2. The sustainable use of the components
of biclogical diversity

3. The fair sharing of the benefits arising
out of the utilisation of genetic resources

The CBD has two main supplementary
agreements that help to implement these
objectives:

= The Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety
(2003) governs the movements of
modified organisms resulting from
modern biotechnology between
countries.

= The Nagoya Protocol on Access and
Benefit Sharing (2014) provides a
transparent legal framework for the
fair and equitable sharing of benefits
arising out of the utilisation of genetic
resources.
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WHAT IS COP?

The Conference of the Parties (COP)

acts as the supreme decision-making
body of the CBD, meeting to review
implementation of the Convention. All 195
States that are Parties to the Convention
are represented and decisions are taken
by consensus. Consensus decision
making differs from the simple majority
voting process, as agreement between

all Parties must be reached. This means
that any Party can block a decision from
moving forward, which helps to create an
equal platform for negotiation and avoids
the will of the majority superseding the
minority. However, it often results in the
lowest common denominator determining
the outcome of decisions.

WHEN IS COP15?

The CBD COP usually takes place every
two years, unless circumstances require
the Parties to meet earlier. The Secretariat
announced that the 15th Conference of
the Parties (COP15) will take place in

two parts: Phase 1 took place virtually in
October 2021; an initial meeting organised
to provide interim advice for preparation
for Phase 2. The BES Policy team attended
a high-level segment where delegates
focused on the development of a ‘Post-
2020 Global Biodiversity Framework'.

Phase 2 will take the form of an in-person
meeting in Kunming, China, scheduled for
May 2022. Parties will approve the final
draft of the new framework at this carbon-
neutral event, hosted in China's most
biodiverse province.

The official theme of the conference is
‘Ecological Civilisation: Building a Shared
Future for All Life on Earth’. Ecological
civilisation is a Chinese concept that
considers nature to be part of life, rather
than something to be exploited without
restraint, suggesting that another

form of human civilisation, one based
on ecological principles, is needed.
Ecological civilisation is one of the goals
of the Chinese Communist Party.

AS ONE GLOBAL COMMUNITY, LET'S
SET THE SCENE FOR ACTION THAT WILL
ALLOW US T0 BUILD BACK BETTER,
AND TAKE THE ACTIONS NEEDED FOR

A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

Elizabeth Maruma Mrema, Executive Secretary
of the CBD

WHAT ARE THE MAIN ISSUES
ON THE AGENDA?

Pre-2020

The UN Decade on Biodiversity has
ended, and a replacement is needed for
the CBD's Strategic Plan for Diversity
2011-2020, which included the 20 Aichi
Targets. Progress towards these has
been largely unsuccessful; though
there are local examples of biodiversity
increasing, globally it is declining at
unprecedented rates.

Post-2020

At COP1b, Parties will negotiate the
Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework
which will set out a plan to halt
biodiversity loss by 2030 and achieve the
CBD’s 2050 vision of ‘living in harmony
with nature'. It is clear that an ambitious
‘Paris Agreement for Nature' is needed
to transform Society’s relationship with
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nature and address the challenge of
protecting the natural world while also
feeding the growing global population.

Regional consultations on the framework
were held in 2019, and the 2020 UN
Summit on Biodiversity in New York
created opportunities for stakeholders to
discuss key issues outside of the formal
negotiation process. Earlier this year,

a draft version was published by the
framework's dedicated working group,
containing 21 targets and 10 ‘milestones’
for protecting biodiversity. Parties will
be expected to update their National
Biodiversity Strategies to achieve these.

NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY
STRATEGIES AND ACTION PLANS
(NBSAPS)

NBSAPs are the principal instruments

for implementing the Convention at a
national level The Convention requires
that countries provide a national
biodiversity strategy that is included in
planning for all activities. The UK was the
first country to produce a NBSAP in 1994
and since then the UK's devolved nations
have also submitted information through
this mechanism.

The Scottish Government is leading the
‘Edinburgh Process’ in partnership with
the CBD, which involves consulting with
sub-national and local governments
around the world on their role in the
post-2020 framework and targets. The
outputs of this process, which include
the Edinburgh Declaration, will inform
COP15 negotiations.

COUNTRIES SHOULD SHIFT THE PERVERSE
SUBSIDIES THAT DESTROY HEALTHY
SOILS, POLLUTE OUR WATER AND EMPTY
THE OCEANS OF FISH TO THOSE THAT
INCENTIVIZE ACTIONS TO SUSTAIN NATURE

Antonio Guterres, Secretary General of the
United Nations
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HOW WILL THE OUTCOMES OF
COP15 BE IMPLEMENTED?

In Scotland, for example, the outcomes of

this meeting will directly affect the Scottish
Biodiversity Strategy (SBS). The SBS is a two-
part strategy which calls for an ecosystem
approach to nature, setting out the framework
for directing priority action in Scotland.

Within a year of COP15, the Scottish
Government will also publish a new, high-level
strategy which will take account of the new
Global Biodiversity Framework, as well as
recovery from the pandemic and resilience to
future crises. This is just one example of how
international events can direct and influence
national policy making and how conservation
happens on the ground.

THE DRAFT FRAMEWORK

Key targets for 2030 include:

21

® Protect at least 30% of land and sea N
globally, especially areas of particular g
importance for biodiversity and its =

contributions to people

= Prevent or reduce the rate of
introduction and establishment of
invasive alien species by 50%, and
control or eradicate such species to
reduce their impacts

= Reduce nutrients lost to the
environment by at least half, pesticides
by at least two thirds, and eliminate
discharge of plastic waste

= Jse ecosystem-based approaches to
contribute to mitigation and adaptation
to climate change

= Redirect, repurpose, reform or eliminate
incentives harmful for biodiversity in
an equitable way, reducing them by at
least $500 billion per year

Longer term targets for 2050 include
reducing the rate of extinctions by 90%,
enhancing the integrity of all ecosystems
and increasing the financial resources
available to protect biodiversity.
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However, experts have warned that
some of these targets are unrealistic and
difficult to measure, and that without
funding and national accountability,

the new framework will go the way of
the Aichi targets and achieve little. The
argument to enforce the framework as a
legally-binding treaty is gaining strength;
governments must set appropriate
national targets and regulatory
frameworks to ensure that the private
sector shifts their business models to
harmonise with nature.

Additionally, some Indigenous groups

are wary of the proposal to protect 30% of
land by 2030; ~80% of remaining global
biodiversity is thought to be on Indigenous
lands, and some previous efforts to create
protected areas has resulted in eviction
from their ancestral lands.

IT1S ALSO OUR HOPE THAT ALL
PEOPLE. REGARDLESS OF RACE.
GENDER, AGE, BACKGROUND
AND IDENTITY CAN CONTRIBUTE
THE BEST OF THEIR ABILITIES TO
PROTECT BIODIVERSITY

Huang Rungiu, Minister of Ecology
and Environment, China
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Indigenous and local community
representatives who attend CBD
meetings have formed the International
Indigenous Forum on Biodiversity

(ITFB). The IIFB’s objective is to

facilitate effective participation of
Indigenous Peoples at COPs and other
environmental meetings, providing
advice to governments and ensuring
that Indigenous rights to knowledge and
resources are respected. Participants in
the forum receive capacity building and
technical support for their work such as
laptops and meeting spaces. The CBD
Secretariat also developed a Traditional
Knowledge Information Portal to enhance
access to information on traditional
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knowledge, practices and innovations
that are relevant for the sustainable use
and conservation of biological diversity.

The new framework is designed with
recognition that it must be implemented
in partnership with actors beyond
governments; NGOs, Indigenous peoples
and local communities, women's groups,
youth groups and the business and
finance communities. Targets of other
international environment agreements
will be taken into account, progress

will be monitored in a transparent and
accountable manner, and transformative
actions will be taken to deploy solutions
to reduce threats to biodiversity, whist
ensuring biodiversity is used sustainably
to meet the needs of people.

THE SCIENCE-POLICY INTERFACE

There are several ways in which COP
will engage with science and policy to
guide its decisions. For example, the
Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical
and Technological Advice (SBSTTA)

is an open-ended intergovernmental
scientific advisory body which
provides assessments of the status

of biological diversity and respond to
questions resulting from COPs. The
CBD also engages with a number of
other organisations, including the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services (IPBES).
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A SUPER YEAR FOR NATURE? COP15 AND COP26

2021 has been named the ‘Super

Year for Nature' due to several major
environmental decision-making moments
coinciding. In addition to Phase 1

of COP15, the biggest biodiversity
conference in a decade, this year sees
the start of the UN Decade on Ecosystem
Restoration and UN Decade of Action

to deliver the Sustainable Development
Goals, as well as IPBES 8 and the 26" UN
Climate Conference (COP26).

The link between biodiversity loss and
climate change is undeniable and the
power of nature-based solutions to climate
change is increasingly being recognised.
One of the key targets in the COP15 draft
framework is to provide climate adaptation
and a third of the annual reductions needed
(at least 10 gigatonnes of equivalent carbon
dioxide) to reduce global warming through
‘ecosystem-based approaches’, while not

negatively affecting biodiversity.

There are also calls for COP15 to
introduce a “ratchet” mechanism,
whereby countries are required to
regularly review and increase their
national biodiversity targets. This is an
idea borrowed from the climate process;
at COP26 in November, Parties were
called upon to increase their ‘Nationally
Determined Contributions’ (efforts to
reduce carbon emissions). %
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ncreased
conservation
efforts

Business
as usual

Based on Leclere, D., Obersteiner, M., Barrett, M. et al. Bending the curve of
terrestrial biodiversity needs an integrated strategy. Nature 585, 551-556 (2020).
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