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Abstract The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosys-
tem Services (IPBES) held its 6th plenary session in Medellin (Colombia) during March 
2018. Several assessments were due for acceptance by the plenary. We here give news from 
the plenary and the platform, sketch out important key messages from the regional assess-
ments as well as of the global thematic assessment on land degradation and restoration. We 
further give an outlook on the work ahead and potential for contributions from the scien-
tific community to the important work of IPBES.
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News from the plenary and the platform

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) held its 6th plenary session (IPBES-6) in Medellin (Colombia) during March 
2018. For all those present, the atmosphere was generally calmer, collegiate, and more 
upbeat than previous plenaries (Bridgewater 2017; Schmeller and Bridgewater 2016; 
Schmeller et al. 2017). Likely due to the improvements in the IPBES budget, and because 
the plenary had five new assessments to accept. These five assessments are the result of the 
work of 450 experts and a considerable amount of comments from governments and IPBES 
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observers, indicating key concerns. The summaries for policymakers of these assessments 
needed review and approval, which led to a seriously overcrowded timetable. Many ses-
sions ran way over time with participants working together to improve the summaries and 
meet artificial deadlines of press conferences at which the assessments were to be launched 
to the wider world.

The growing interest in the work of IPBES is also reflected in the increasing number 
of states becoming IPBES members. In the last interplenary three new members joined 
IPBES, Armenia, Bulgaria and Paraguay, increasing the number of member states to 129, 
with attendance at IPBES-6 from 86 of them. The strict IPBES rules about credentials left 
10 member deemed observers, alongside other observer nations and groups, like the Open-
Ended Network of IPBES Stakeholders (a full list can be found here https ://www.ipbes .net/
accre dited -organ isati ons). Observers have the right to observe during the plenary sessions 
(= the assembly of member states), but are allowed to intervene only if the Chair agrees, 
and their ideas accepted only if supported by a platform member. Apart of the administra-
tive body of IPBES (the bureau), the Multidisciplinary Expert Panel (MEP) is the scientific 
advisory board consisting of 25 experts, 5 from each UN-region). The MEP was criticized 
in the past due to its male dominance and despite elections of new members of the Multi-
disciplinary Expert Panel (MEP), the panel remains very male dominated. However, one 
important change of MEP was that some new members had indigenous and local knowl-
edge (ILK), which will help the MEP to adopt a broader perspective in IPBES’ future 
work.

The highlight of IPBES-6 was the acceptance of four regional assessments on status 
and trends in biodiversity for Europe and central Asia, Asia-Pacific, Americas and Africa 
regions, as well as a global thematic assessment on land degradation and restoration. Each 
assessment had an associated Summary for Policy makers (SPM), and all were approved, 
after detailed review by the plenary. Details may be found at IPBES (2018). Although each 
assessment took all the allocated time plus an additional 3-h slot, none finished on time. 
For the regional assessments, Asia–Pacific finished first, followed by the Americas, Africa 
and at 03:30 am Europe and Central Asia. The land degradation assessment approval pro-
cess also ran well over the allotted time, taking an extra day. Partly this time run-over was 
due to a continuing lack of appreciation for what IPBES members should do regarding 
assessment acceptance and SPM approval. Future processes should aim to become more 
streamlined with increased emphasis on sticking with text provided by Authors, unless 
there are serious factual or policy errors or foci. But many delegations appeared to treat 
this whole process as a negotiating event rather than a “spit and polish” editing one, ensur-
ing the evidence to support policy development and implementation was crisp, correct and 
understandable.

Part of the reason three of the regional assessments ran way over time was due to 
arguments about the relative merits of ecosystem services versus the evolving concept 
of “natures contributions to people” (Díaz et al. 2018; Pascual et al. 2017), which is also 
heatedly discussed in the scientific community (Braat 2018). Clearly much more work is 
needed on these issues, and while there is little doubt IPBES is contributing to this debate, 
the wider scientific community must be involved to make this a credible and legitimate 
process. European countries were quite firm on not wanting to dilute the ecosystem ser-
vices concept, arguing its policy framing was now firmly accepted and well-known (Bou-
wma et al. 2017). Countries in the Asia–Pacific, African and Americas regions were much 
more comfortable with the less economically-focussed “natures contributions to people”. 
Of course, the irony is that neither ecosystem services nor nature’s contributions to people 
deal with people’s contribution to nature, or the shaping of landscapes over long periods 
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of time by human interventions, and through the reinforcing and feedback loops between 
biological and cultural diversity. This issue is one that needs better clarification before the 
Global Assessment is discussed at IPBES-7.

Key messages from the regional assessments

The key messages from the four regional assessments had commonalities, but also clear 
differences. An important and common theme was the richness of biodiversity and ecosys-
tem services found in each region, with varying emphasis on the links between biodiversity 
and the richness of indigenous and local knowledge. Europe and central Asia had the least 
emphasis on this point, Africa perhaps the most. All pointed to the need to maintain the 
current diversity of species, genes, ecosystems, and services they contribute to maintain-
ing human well-being. There were arguments about just what human well-being means, 
and the linking of biological and cultural diversity is still very much a work in progress 
(Plieninger et al. 2018). Yet, perhaps for the first time in international discussions, this link 
was made clear and explicit in these regional assessments.

Another important common point, albeit differentially expressed, was the link between 
conservation and wise management of biodiversity and the ability to undertake sustainable 
development. The Sustainable Development Goals made a number of appearances in the 
key messages—for example in the Europe and Central Asia text “The continuation of past 
and present (negative) trends in drivers to, and beyond, 2030 (as represented in business-
as-usual scenarios) will inhibit the widespread achievement of goals similar to and includ-
ing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Future scenarios that focus on achieving a 
balanced supply of nature’s contributions to people and that incorporate a diversity of val-
ues are more likely to achieve the majority of such goals”. The Americas Assessment notes 
“Continued loss of biodiversity could undermine the achievement of some of the Sustain-
able Development Goals, as well as some international climate-related goals, targets and 
aspirations. “And in Africa—Africa’s unique and abundant biodiversity is an asset for the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals and can be sustainably and equita-
bly used to reduce inequality and poverty on the continent”. Finally, for the Asia–pacific 
region “Continuing economic growth and infrastructure development, in some sub-regions, 
are required for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals of eradicating poverty and 
hunger, and ensuring energy, health, and water security, but need to be pursued in har-
mony with nature if they are to be sustainable.” This similar set of conclusions, but with 
definite differences, make the important point that maintenance of biodiversity globally is 
needed to support achievement of all the SDGs, not just the two that deal specifically with 
biodiversity.

An irritating feature of the assessments was that while reporting on similar themes they 
did not use the same format in developing the SPMs. Thus it was difficult to make cross-
regional comparisons and will possibly not make it so easy to integrate the conclusions 
from these regional and sub-regional assessments into the Global Assessment, due for 
review at IPBES-7.

A specific key message on Coral reefs was included in the Asia–Pacific SPM “Coral 
reefs are of critical ecological, cultural and economic importance, supporting the liveli-
hoods of hundreds of millions of people in the Asia–Pacific region and beyond through 
vital and valuable ecosystem services such as food security or coastal protection, and are 
under serious threat.” The SPM also notes the connectivity between corals, mangroves, 
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sea-grass beds as a coastal system complex, and stresses the need to maintain connections 
to ensure sustainability.

There are some statements in the SPMs that do stretch credulity. For example, in the 
Asia–Pacific assessment, as approved by the plenary, it was noted that “Coastal and marine 
ecosystems are threatened due to unsustainable aquaculture practices, overfishing and 
destructive harvesting practices. It is projected that if current fishing practices continue, 
there will be no exploitable fish stocks by 2048. The intertidal zones are also rapidly dete-
riorating owing to human activities (established but incomplete)”. This statement was per-
haps an example of an alarmist statement taken too far, and was subsequently corrected by 
the authors to read: “Coastal and marine ecosystems are threatened due to unsustainable 
aquaculture practices, overfishing and destructive harvesting practices. It is projected that if 
current unsustainable fishing practices continue, there could be no exploitable fish stocks 
left by as early as 2048. The intertidal zones are also rapidly deteriorating owing to human 
activities (established but incomplete)” is perhaps an example of an alarmist statement 
taken too far. Bartley (pers comm) reports that “the 2048 prediction comes from Worm 
(Worm et al. 2006),  itself subject of considerable subsequent debate, that was cited in a 
newspaper book review (Renton 2008), and then uncritically reused  in the IPBES trends 
paper”. This is an example where headline-grabbing statements, uncritically filtered from 
assessment to SPM, need more careful quality control than the timetable evidently allowed. 
The subsequent correction by the authors was appropriate, but the document as such has 
therefore not been fully and properly approved by plenary. Correctness and sobriety will be 
how IPBES assessments and SPMs will be judged by the wider community.

As with the regional assessments the SDGs feature in the land degradation and restora-
tion assessment SPM—“Avoiding, reducing and reversing land degradation is essential for 
reaching the majority of the Sustainable Development Goals and would deliver co-benefits 
for nearly all of them”. Other key messages addressed the links with climate change and 
land degradation, and the degradation problems exacerbated by unsustainable develop-
ment, and that the benefits of avoiding land degradation fare outweigh the costs. A startling 
figure produced by the assessment is that over 3 billion people globally are already affected 
by degradation to some degree—and the expectation is that such a number will only 
increase (IPBES 2018). Further, the land degradation and restoration assessment delivered 
the key message that “Timely action to avoid, reduce and reverse land degradation can 
increase food and water security, can contribute substantially to the adaptation and mitiga-
tion of climate change and could contribute to the avoidance of conflict and migration”. 
Links between climate change and degradation—often self-reinforcing—are well dealt 
with in the assessment. The assessment makes a clear case for further work on a range of 
issues-from climate change impacts to integrating conventional science and indigenous and 
local knowledge-will be needed to further enable evidence-based decisions to help to avoid 
and reduce land degradation and promote and enable restoration.

Pending assessments

A number of assessments were frozen at IPBES-5 due to budget uncertainties. A better 
budgetary position enabled a green light for three new assessments:

• a thematic assessment of the sustainable use of wild species;
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• a methodological assessment regarding the diverse conceptualization of multiple values 
of nature and its benefits; and

• a thematic assessment of invasive alien species.

It was finally agreed that the assessments dealing with sustainable use of wild species 
and diverse conceptualization of multiple values of nature and its benefits would com-
mence in the current year, with the assessment on invasive alien species next year—provid-
ing the better status of the budget is maintained. The sustainable use may start more slowly 
as a workshop of Multilateral Environment Agreements/UN bodies and a few authors 
will start the process by compiling a full resource of what’s actually been or being done 
across the Multilateral Environment Agreement landscape.

Review of the platform

It had been discussed during IPBES-5 that a review process of the platforms effectiveness 
be carried out during 2018, subject to budgetary requirements (Schmeller et al. 2017). Two 
processes were suggested—an internal review and and an external panel, managed by an 
external body and  not the IPBES  secretariat. The internal review was held during 2017 
involving the secretariat and major organs of the platform. The results (predictably) were 
of the “nothing to see here” style, with some minor tweaks suggested for improvement. The 
external review1 will be managed by ICSU, and has funds for two face-to-face meetings, to 
be linked with the MEP/Bureau timetabled meetings. How the review process is designed 
will be quite critical to its success. Suggestions from the wider academic community could 
be relayed via the national focal points, the Open-Ended Network of IPBES Stakeholders 
or the IPBES secretariat.

While building on the internal review the external process will doubtlessly be more 
forensic. One area of concern will be how the impact and effectiveness of IPBES is meas-
ured. Currently, a main metric for success is, as with the pollination assessment, column 
inches or numbers of articles relating to or reporting on the assessment. While interesting 
as an expression of interest at a point in time there needs to be a better developed “theory 
of change” to see the effect of the assessments on biodiversity conservation and manage-
ment-a major challenge for the review team.

Development of a second work programme and participation

A mechanism for the future work programme and participation was devised which tries to 
draw advice and suggestions from members. The idea that it would become a rolling pro-
gramme, rather than a second programme, seemed to gain wide acceptance, as did a pos-
sible meeting schedule for the plenary at 18-month intervals, rather than annually. These 
ideas will be offered to the external review for consideration.

An important part of the current and the next IPBES work programme will be sce-
narios and models. The global academic community was invited through a joint call of 
the global Belmont Forum and the European BiodivERsA ERANET to contribute to this 
IPBES work. The call was a direct results from suggestions of an IPBES expert group 

1 Disclosure: one of the authors (PB) is a member of the external review panel.
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identifying important knowledge gaps. A total of €25 million were dedicated to this call 
and the funders are currently assessing and selecting projects from more than 100 submit-
ted proposals. The proposals will also foster the second phase of the expert group’s work, 
focusing on sustaining support for the use of scenarios and models in IPBES assessments. 
The projects hopefully will also catalyse the development of the next generation of scenar-
ios and models by the wider scientific community and IPBES stakeholders through a par-
ticipatory and inclusive approach. It needs to be seen how the different projects envisage 
such an approach, but possibilities to contribute and participate should be manifold for our 
readers and the scientific community. We reiterate that possibilities to actively contribute 
and participate in the IPBES work are highly desirable and that e.g. the Open-Ended Net-
work of IPBES stakeholders is an important entry point for interested colleagues (Schmel-
ler et al. 2017).
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