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These comments build on CORDIO’s submission on notification ntf-2019-108, requesting 
“Submission of views on zero draft of the Global Biodiversity Framework)” (4 December 2019), as 
well as ntf-2019-115, requesting “Submission of views on possible targets and indicators for the post-
2020 global biodiversity framework related to the interlinkages and interdependencies between 
biodiversity and climate change)” (19 December 2019) 
 
We recognize the immense work made by the Secretariat to incorporate many suggestions, as well 
as of the Parties to identify priorities for implementation. Thus, we do not make strong suggestions 
on specific wording for the GBF, but focus on a coherent rationale that may be applicable to the final 
agreed targets, to support their implementation through operational/sub targets that would provide 
the detail and specificity necessary to assure delivery.  
 
This submission takes note of gaps that impaired fulfilment of many targets in the 2020 Strategy, 
that are linked to: 

a) the very complex interactions between nature and people, that are not possible to specify in 
toto in the limited text possible for high level negotiated text such as the GBF, and  

b) the essential need for a systematic model, or Theory of Change, which can inform Parties 
and actors in filling the above gaps, particularly in relation to setting regional/national and 
smaller scale actor-based targets derived from the global targets, and/or in extrapolating 
from stated targets to other systems that may not be explicitly referenced, but are 
nevertheless critical. 
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Main recommendations: 
The main messages of this submission are: 
• Strongly support continued use and �strengthening of a Theory of Change and wording adopted 

from the Sustainable Development Goals. 
• Coral reefs are a flagship ecosystem: either a) identify specific sub-targets relevant to coral reefs, 

or b) use coral reefs as a flagship example for ‘operational targets’ 
• Make extensive use of explanatory material to avoid the goals and targets texts being bogged 

down in detail. 
• Operationalizing goals and targets:  

o it is most important that a consistent rationale is provided for actors to identify 
themselves in the GBF, i.e. identify what actions they can and should take to meet the 
goals. 

o Procedures for ‘downscaling’ the global goals and targets are under development, 
currently under the label of ‘Science Based Targets’. 

• Do not limit the use of future innovations that can contribute to measuring and assessing 
success – while a complete targets and indicator framework is desirable, it should not be 
restrictive of innovation. 

 

Comments on the zero draft 
I.C. THEORY OF CHANGE  
Agenda 2030 and the wording of the SDGs provides a basis for a theory of change. This is that 
combined action on the state of nature, on economic systems and social values is necessary to 
achieve sustainability. While the timeline of Agenda 2030 corresponds to the needed 2030 Mission 
for the GBF, it also provides language to identify the ‘safe corridor’ or trajectory towards achieving 
the 2050 biodiversity vision, and a broader vision combining nature, economy and society that 
countries will need to identify after 2030. Thus, the intent of Agenda 2030, and the 2050 
biodiversity vision, provide the basis for a Theory of Change for sustainability. 
 
The Theory of Change in the zero draft (Annex I-II; Paras C. 5-8) is commendable as it relates directly 
to two givens: 
• The SDG framework for sustainable development, enabling the goals, targets and sub-targets to 

be ‘anchored’ to different SDGs as relevant. Paragraphs 6-9 link to ‘implementation’ SDGs 
(Obura, in review). 

• It is an explicit formulation of ‘bending the curve’, moving from decline through stabilization to 
improvement, but also one that is consistent with the realities of climate change and the Paris 
Agreement. That stabilization in climate (SDG 13) is only going to happen after several decades, 
thus stabilization and then recovery in the period 2030-2050 is possible (but as found with the 
Aichi targets, is not possible within a one-decade framework from 2020-2030). 

 
We strongly support continued use and deepening of this Theory of Change and even greater 
reliance on wording adopted from the Sustainable Development Goals. 
 
II.B. 2030 and 2050 Goals 
Following from the 2050 vision and the clear statement by Parties that the 3 objectives of the 
Biodiversity Convention be adhered to, the SDGs provide a universal framework for restatement of 
the goals of the Convention. 
 
• Goal 1, on conservation of biodiversity relates to SDGs 6, 13, 14 and 15 – terrestrial, marine and 

freshwater ecosystems, and the role of the earth’s climate in their stability. 
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• Goal 2, on sustainable use, relates most directly to SDGs 8 (biodiversity as a basis for economy), 
and 12 (sustainable use of biodiversity), but also recognizing the growing urbanization of global 
population and future role of cities, and that nature plays a strong role in three basic states of 
nature recognized in recent publications (Locke et al. 2019) and altered biomes in the IPBES 
framework (Diaz et al. 2019), in SDG 11. SDGs 7 and 9 are also essentially economic in nature, 
but not foundational to the GBF. 

• Goal 3, on equitable access and benefit sharing of genetic resources is significantly narrower 
than expressed in the SDGs, however SDGs 5 and 10 are relevant, on social equality.  

 

  
Figure 1. Graphical abstact from Obura (in review) while this model is presented with reference to ‘blue 
economy’ this reflects the ocean focus of the publication. The same concepts apply to terrestrial (green) 
systems as well. 
 
This framework is consistent with presenting the SDGs as a simple narrative (Obura, 2019 & in 
review) that adopts this same structure as well as identifying goals 1, 2 and 3 as essential social 
goals, and goals (4, 16, 17) as providing the means of implementation for any convention (fig. 1). 
 
Comments on the zero draft (Annex I-II; Paras B. 10): 
• Goals a, b, c – relate to objective 1 of the convention, on disaggregating the three primary 

compartments of nature to have a goal each – ecosystems, species and genes. If this captures 
the primary concerns of countries, while offering practitioner communities sufficient scope to 
develop action targets and operational targets to support their work, then this is acceptable. 

• Goal d – relates to objective 2 of the convention on sustainable use, using a combination of the 
primary Natures Contributions to People (NCP, IPBES 2019) that each correspond to a SD goal –
nutrition (SDG 2), safe drinking water (SDG 6), disaster resilience (SDG 11 – sustainable 
communities and cities) and climate change (SDG 11). As with the structure of goals a, b and c, 
this provides sufficient link to the narrative of sustainable development, and linking action and 
operational targets to these apex goals will be essential to assuring success. 

• Goal e relates to objective 3 of the Convention, equity an benefit sharing on genetic resources. 
This objective is highly specific and the subject of its own Protocol (Nagoya), so degrees of 
freedom to build on it for the GBF may be limited. Nevertheless, a broader extension of its 
message to equitable sharing of benefits from nature as a whole make it relevant to the SDG 
framework, in particular 5 and 10, as well as 1 (poverty), 2 (nutrition) and 3 (health). 
Nevertheless, given the constraints of the Nagoya Protocol, these aspects of equity may need to 
be dealt with under Goal d, on sharing the benefits from nature. 

 
The challenge is in getting these Apex Goals to be acceptable to stakeholders as well as countries, 
and to be broad enough to cover the breadth of nature and peoples’ interactions. Apex goals are 
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aspirational/motivational – they must be communicable by many actors in society, including to/by 
children or grandparents, on political platforms, and in conversation. They thus cannot try to be too 
explicit and comprehensive, as nature is complicated, varies from place to place, and peoples’ 
perspectives and values on it differ. 
 
Given that many comments from stakeholders will address the issue that the Apex goals are not 
SMART enough (ie. not specific, measurable, achievable, realistic nor time-bound enough), the GBF 
may have to make extensive use of background material to avoid the goals themselves getting 
bogged down in detail. Items to help with this will include: 
• Glossary – defining what the GBF means by terms such as ‘no net loss’ 
• Footnotes – to add detail for technical audiences, thereby avoiding this detail bogging down 

the language of the goal. See text below on the Mission statement in this regard. 
• Operational guidelines – these may help countries or stakeholders to use Apex goals (and state 

targets) to identify sub-targets relevant to their context. 
• Case study systems – for specific ecosystems, such as coral reefs, specific wording and 

examples of SMART elements could be presented, whether as explicit sub-targets, or examples 
of operational targets (see further text below). 

 
An example of footnoting, building on goal (a) in the zero draft could be as follows. Of course, each 
footnote may expand to a whole document to be comprehensive, if needed by certain stakeholders. 
 

Goal a. No net loss by 2030 in the area and integrity of freshwater, marine and terrestrial ecosystems, and 
increases of at least [20%] by 2050, ensuring ecosystem resilience; 
 
Goal text Explanation 
No net loss  This means that losses are balanced by gains, and that this must be as measured by the 

indicators selected for physical attributes in the goal text, ie. area and integrity of a given 
ecosystem. 

area and 
integrity of 
xxx 
ecosystems 

Area is measured in hectares or square kilometres. Measures for integrity are ecosystem-
specific, but can be identified using global standards for monitoring/observation systems, 
including Essential Biodiversity Variables or Essential Ocean Variables. Suitable measures of 
integrity must include of abundance/biomass of major structuring elements of a system (e.g. 
trees in a forest, corals on a coral reef), trophic compartments (e.g. herbivores, predators) 
and/or other measures of ecosystem processes that are sufficiently distributed globally. 

ecosystem 
resilience; 

Resilience is the ability of an ecosystem to resist or bounce back from change, thus is 
measured over time, and must be in the variables identified for quantifying ecosystem 
integrity. 

2020 2020 is the start year for Global Biodiversity Framework. Given current abilities for global 
measurements of nature, and specification of the indicator framework for the GBF, it 
represents a convenient baseline year for assessment. 

2030 2030 is the target year for achieving the goals of the 2021-2030 Global Biodiversity 
Framework, coinciding with the due date of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

2050 2050 is the year for achieving the Vision of the CBD of humanity living in harmony nature by 
this time.  

increases of 
at least 
[20%]  

Recognizing that significant parts of nature have already been lost prior to the baseline year 
2020 (IPBES 2019), this acknowledges that a certain amount of restoration of area and/or 
integrity of natural systems is necessary to achieve the vision. 

 
II.C. 2030 MISSION 
The simple mission with each component footnoted to explain its (quite complex) scope is 
commendable, and implements the recommendation above on footnoting (see section II.D. 2030 
Action Targets). This allows non-jargony, accessible language for the mission/goal/target, with the 
footnotes serving to make them more explicit.  
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The mission statement in the zero draft (Annex I-II; Paras C 9) may not be as aspirational as many 
would want, but it is essential to keep it grounded in what the GBF and CBD can influence and 
motivate in the context of its Theory of Change, and in the context of broader players. 
 
For this reason, adding such terms as “urgent AND NECESSARY” and adding the concept of 
“avoidance of irreparable harm to nature and people” would make it more powerful and motivating. 
 
 
II.D. 2030 Action Targets 
Operational or action targets have a role to make apex targets actionable. They allow for greater 
ability to account for complexity in nature and its interactions with people. 
 
The action targets proposed in the zero draft attempt to address this commendably. Interestingly, 
they have not been placed in an explicit hierarchical relationship with the goals, but are cross-
cutting, or may relate to more than one goal: 
• Targets 1, 3, 4, 5, 6 – address the 5 IPBES drivers  
• Target 2 – addresses area-based management (successor to AT11) 
• Targets 7, 8, 9, 10 – address NCPs and the provisioning of society (SDG economic/social goals) 
• Target 11 – addresses Goal 3 of the convention, and goal (e) of the zero draft. 
• Targets 12-20 relate to implementation mechanisms, and thus also to sections E and F of the 

zero draft and several SDGs as well (social and implementation/governance) (see fig. 1). 
 
Whether this structure is preserved or changes will depend greatly on Parties’ positions and further 
submissions to the OEWG, so we don’t comment on these directly, other than to commend the 
approach to spread the targets across the DPSIR framework and goals in a rational way. We assert 
that it is less important that the final text will be perfect, but that a consistent rationale is clear for 
how actors can identify themselves in the GBF, and take appropriate actions. 
 
Hence, our approach is to illustrate in the next section how the zero draft could be applied to the 
special/flagship case of coral reefs. The goal here is to make the case for the GBF to include specific 
reference to the need for countries and actors to generate operational targets from whatever the 
final GBF text may be – to maximize commitment and motivation for all relevant actors (and not just 
countries) to do their part. 
 
To support this, some illustrative or priority sub-targets may be identified in the GBF, and these 
could clearly be presented as examples, so that Parties and other actors may formulate operational 
targets that meet their local, national or regional conditions.  
 
A key factor in making this work will be the identification of indicators that are consistent and 
coherent with one another, such that they can be aggregated as needed to combine results from 
multiple different actors, ecosystems and countries in reporting on achievement of the Apex targets. 
 
 
Coral reef example – operationalizing the GBF 
Coral reefs and the biodiversity-climate nexus 
This section partially responds to ntf-2019-115, requesting “Submission of views on possible targets 
and indicators for the post-2020 global biodiversity framework related to the interlinkages and 
interdependencies between biodiversity and climate change)” (19 December 2019) 
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Coral reefs are well established as a canary in the coalmine for climate change, recognized both for 
their great tangible and intangible values to people (Beck et al, 2018; UN Environment et al. 2018), 
as well as for their beauty, both resulting from their incomparable biodiversity and productivity. A 
microcosm of ocean systems and vulnerability, coral reefs illustrate the fate of other ecosystems in 
the ocean, as well as those on land. Their role as a canary for not just climate change, but human-
nature interactions is at the forefront of international discourse, being highlighted in all major global 
assessments in recent years including the 5th Assessment (IPCC 2015), ‘1.5 C report’ (IPCC 2018) and 
oceans and cryosphere (IPCC 2019) reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), and the global assessment of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES 2019). 
 
As one of the first global ecosystems anticipated to go into near-total decline at a 2 C warming 
threshold, we can say for climate action that “if we save coral reefs, we save everything”. Thus their 
significance as a flagship system for the Global Biodiversity Framework is very high, whether this 
means a) identifying specific sub-targets relevant to reefs, or b) using coral reefs as an example for 
‘operational targets’ that can be derived from headline goals and targets for any particular system.  
 
The following section expands on this, to support option a) or b) as relevant to the next draft of the 
GBF. 
 
See also the submission by the International Coral Reef Initiative in relation to a coral reef target. 
 
Coral reef ‘operational targets’ 
This table provides an illustration of how the Global Biodiversity Framework might be 
operationalized in relation to coral reefs. 
 

Zero draft text Potential coral reef 
wording 

Comments 

 
Apex Goals  

  

No net loss by 2030 
in the area and 
integrity of 
freshwater, marine 
and terrestrial 
ecosystems, and 
increases of at least 
[20%] by 2050, 
ensuring ecosystem 
resilience; 

No net loss by 2030 
in the area of coral 
reef and associated 
ecosystems, and 
increases in integrity/ 
resilience of at least 
[20%] by 2050, on a 
2020 baseline.  

• Area as identified by global maps in 2020 (Millenium 
maps, Allen Coral Atlas) of reefs and associated 
ecosystems.  

• Coral reefs defined by a minimum viable coral cover (as 
identified by the IUCN Red List of Ecosystems), 
recognizing that declining cover (and/or measures of 
resilience/integrity) for some decades is inevitable 

• Integrity as measured by Essential Ocean Variables – 
coral cover, algae cover, fish biomass – measured by the 
Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network and partners, with 
increasing use of ecosystem function indicators in the 
period 2030-2050. 

• The 2020 baseline already incorporates 50% loss of global 
coral reefs, but can represent a ‘red line’ beyond which 
loss is not accepted, an ambitious target for viable 
recovery by 2050, and potentially greater ambition 
beyond 2050. 

• Even with the Paris Agreement, coral reef health is 
expected to decline to 2030 and beyond, but bending the 
curve and improving measures of EOVs in at least 20% of 
coral reef areas by 2050 to increase resilience may be 
possible with concerted action on pressures and 
advances in restoration and rehabilitation. 
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(b) The percentage of 
species threatened 
with extinction is 
reduced by [X%] and 
the abundance of 
species has increased 
on average by [X%] 
by 2030 and by [X%] 
by 2050; 

The percentage of 
coral reef species 
threatened with 
extinction is 
stabilized, and the 
abundance of key 
species has increased 
on average, by [X%] 
by 2030. 

• The IUCN Red List of species for corals will be updated in 
2020, providing for an update of the Red List Index and 
target for stabilization by 2030 (and this may be done for 
other reef species as well). 

• Measures of abundance derived from Essential Ocean 
Variables and accepted fishery  and ecosystem indicators. 

• Successful action on the ecosystem goal (a) and on 
sustainable use goal (d) and action targets (multiple) will 
provide scope for reducing species threatened with 
extinction and improving abundances from 2030-2050; 
thus the need for a strong focus on the 2030 milestones 
to achieve what Aichi Target 10 failed to (on reducing 
multiple stressors) is key. 

 
The table above illustrates a rationale that could be incorporated into the text of the next draft GBF, 
accompanied by the level of explanation (footnotes, glossary, etc) identified above necessary to 
explain the process. 
 
The next section focuses on operational targets. These might or might not be included in the text of 
the GBF, but processes to generate them should be referenced, whether they may be done at the 
national level or for individual actors such as companies or sub-national jurisdictions (e.g. coral reef 
jurisdictions, cities, etc). 
 

Zero draft text Comments 
 
(d) Nature provides benefits to people contributing to: 
(i) Improvements in nutrition for at least [X 
million] people by 2030 and [Y million] by 
2050; 
(iii) Improvements in resilience to natural 
disasters for at least [X million] people by 
2030 and [Y million] by 2050; 

• At the country level, specific goals based on current 
nutritional and DRR dependence can be made, feeding 
into national targets for action, and contributing to their 
broader achievement of GBF, SDG and other targets. 

 
Operational targets: 
• establish the essential role of coral reefs and associated 

ecosystems for food security and livelihoods, and for 
DRR, in poverty and high-vulnerability settings. 

• facilitate mainstreaming of ecosystem services in national 
capital and economic accounting 

• through relevant indicator selection, enable joint 
planning and reporting with relevant agencies/sectors in 
nutrition and DRR. 

• facilitate a focus on local level management, peoples’ 
dependence on nature, and investment in critical assets 
and resources 

 
Action targets 
(a) Reducing threats to biodiversity: 
1. Land/sea use change - spatial planning 
(land/sea), increase in area, connectivity and 
integrity. 
2. Protection sites/KBAs - proportion of sites, 
proportion of area, 10% under strict 
protection. 
3. invasive alien species – pathways, 
eliminate or reduce impacts in priority sites. 
4. pollution reduction, multiple sources 

All of these action targets can be expressed explicitly for 
coral reef environments, enabling: 
a) Management of biodiversity, use and societal 

interactions within them to be consistent with the GBF 
and the broader mandate of the SDGs; 

b) Through relevant indicator selection, enables joint 
planning and reporting with relevant agencies/sectors 
for each action target. 

c) Countries and jurisdictions (even sub-national) with 
coral reefs to develop governance arrangements that 
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5. Exploitation – sustainable harvesting, 
legality. 
6. climate change – nature-based solutions  
b) Meeting people’s needs: 
7. sustainable use and benefits. 
8. biodiversity and productivity in managed 
ecosystems. 
9. nature-based solutions, clean water e. 
10. green (natural) spaces for health and well-
being 
11. benefits from genetic resources, and 
traditional knowledge 

are consistent with the GBF and provide metrics for the 
degree to which their actions contribute to national 
achievement of both sets of goals and targets. 

d) Companies and other entities with primary interests in 
coral reef areas to set their plans and activities to be 
consistent with the GBF and SDGs, and with the 
jurisdictions in which they are active, thus contributing 
independently and in those jurisdictions to meeting the 
targets. 

 
 
Measuring success - Indicators, baselines and monitoring frameworks 
Innovations in computing and sensors are revolutionizing capacities for monitoring, as well as for 
combining disparate data into common frameworks (Obura 2019b). It is key that decisions taken 
now do not limit the use of future innovations and measuring and assessing success.  
 
Several key contemporary processes are relevant to building capacity and making use of innovations 
to measure success of the GBF (here in relation to coral reefs, but relevant to other ocean 
ecosystems):  
• the UN Decade on Ocean Science for Sustainability can provide a mechanism to align new 

science with the knowledge and reporting needs for sustainability.  
• The OceanObs decadal conference (held in September 2019) provides a springboard for 

anticipating advances in monitoring and science (Obura 2019b),  
• the Global Ocean Observation System of UNESCO has promoted the use of Essential Ocean 

Variables, whose use can streamline the adoption of new technologies to provide the same 
measures, as well as of identifying new standard variables that may become operational over 
time (Muller-Karger et al. 2019, UNESCO 2012). 

• The Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network (GCRMN) is an operational network of the 
International Coral Reef Initiative that pulls together monitoring data from all corla reef regions. 
In 2020 it is compiling a global status report. Already providing the pipeline for data on Aichi 
Target assessment through the Biodiveristy Indicators Partnership, the GCRMN is establishing 
new mechanisms to support reporting to the CBD, and hopefully under the SDG framework as 
well (https://gcrmn.net/about-gcrmn/igp/). 

• Regional approaches are fundamental to successfully coordinating coral reef initatives, whether 
for science and monitoring (see GCRMN) or for conservation planning. The UN Environment 
Regional Seas Programme supports many coral reef regions, and provides a core part of the 
regional network essential for aggregating measures of success and reporting on coral reef 
health. 

 
 
Identifying science-based targets for conserving biodiversity 
This section is of broader relevance than just for coral reefs. 
 
Procedures for ‘downscaling’ the global goals and targets as may be contained in the GBF are under 
active development, with experience gained from the climate sector and the development of 
individual actor ‘Science Based Targets’ for carbon emissions (see https://sciencebasedtargets.org/). 
 
For biodiversity and other elements of the earth system, the Global Commons Alliance 
(http://globalcommonsalliance.org/) is addressing this through the following processes: 



COMMENT ON THE POST-2020 TARGETS ZERO DRAFT - CORDIO East Africa 
3 February 2020. Submitted by David Obura – dobura@cordioea.net 

9 

• The Earth Commission (https://earthcommission.org/) – coordinated by Future Earth, pulling 
together scientific evidence for planetary boundaries and global targets, including for 
biodiversity. An initial focus will be to support the CBD Secretariat and GBF through an experts 
workshop at the end of February, submitting a report to SBSTTA on evidence for measurable 
targets for global biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

• The SBTN (http://sciencebasedtargetsnetwork.org/) – working with the evidence provided 
through the Earth Commission to develop methods for entities at company and city levels to 
identify their contribution to achieving a sustainable goal, such as no net loss of ecosystems 
affected by their actions. 

 
Combining the above with the focus on coral reefs, we see great possibilities and options for 
emerging tools for actors to identify science-based targets for their own contribution to meeting 
the GBF goals and vision, which will assist in holding all actors accountable. These will help to make 
meeting the GBF a responsibility and action of all relevant actors, and close many of the 
implementation gaps of the 2011-2020 Strategic Plan. 
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