Background Paper #13: IBAs as key areas for biodiversity


Introduction

The IBA network effectively captures a high proportion of threatened, endemic and representative wildlife species other than birds. Birds can thus be used as indicators of key areas for biodiversity, especially when data on other groups are poor or patchy.

A number of global initiatives use similar approaches to the IBA methodology (e.g. Key Biodiversity Areas, Alliance for Zero Extinction, Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network, Ramsar Convention). There are several reasons why BirdLife should be engaged with these initiatives, including:

· The need to bring together the approaches based (more or less) on the IBA methodology. Without an overall conceptual framework consistent with IBAs, there is a risk of confusion, divergence, loss of credibility, and dilution of the value of IBAs for conservation advocacy.

· The need to support and guide BirdLife Partners (especially those with a mandate for wider nature conservation) that wish, for a variety of reasons, to start expanding the IBA process beyond birds.

· The recognition that putting IBAs into the context of other site-based biodiversity conservation initiatives can be a powerful advocacy approach. A widespread response to advocacy of IBAs has been that these are ‘just’ sites for birds, and therefore not to be taken seriously. Showing that IBAs form an effective first cut of the wider network of key areas for biodiversity helps to deal with this problem.

However, this approach also has its risks. For instance, there has been concern that the development of KBAs will weaken, or compete with, the IBA concept. This is especially an issue where IBAs are already well-established as a means of identifying sites for legal protection, as under the Birds Directive in the European Union. Other concerns include the potential to distort the IBA programme, and that these similar initiatives could lead to another long round of data collection and analysis, instead of progressing with urgently needed conservation action.

Key Biodiversity Areas

The Key Biodiversity Areas (KBA) concept developed directly from work on IBAs, with an identical rationale (see Eken et al. 2004
). In principle, the same criterion-based approach to site identification can be generalised to include any other species. Key Biodiversity Areas fall into the same four categories as IBAs and the KBA criteria are based closely on those for IBAs, with some small differences reflecting their broader and more general application. All IBAs are KBAs, but the reverse is not true. Some KBAs are significant for the conservation of other taxa, but not birds.

Alongside the technical process of developing KBA criteria, KBAs have established themselves in several important policy arenas. A global gap analysis of protected areas at the 5th World Parks Congress (Durban, September 2004) prompted several Congress outputs relevant to KBAs, for example: “The global system of protected areas needs to safeguard all globally and nationally important areas for biodiversity” (Congress Message to the CBD). Congress Resolution 4 also sets targets and timetables for the effective in situ conservation of threatened, congregatory and/or restricted-range species.

The CBD Programme of Work on Protected Areas, adopted at COP 7 in February 2004, has “the objective of the establishment and maintenance by 2010 for terrestrial and by 2012 for marine areas of comprehensive, effectively managed, and ecologically representative national and regional systems of protected areas”. Among its goals are “to establish and strengthen national and regional systems of protected areas integrated into a global network as a contribution to globally agreed goals”. This requires identification of the sites of global biodiversity significance in each country, national protected area gap analysis among these, and prioritization of new actions among the unrepresented sites.
CBD’s Seventh Conference of the Parties agreed provisional indicators agreed for assessing progress towards the 2010 target. One of these was “coverage of protected areas”. For this indicator to report on coverage of biodiversity (as opposed to simply coverage of area), gap analyses against key biodiversity areas are necessary. The CBD’s Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice (SBSTTA) has now recommended including a sub-indicator, “Overlays with areas of key importance to biodiversity.” In response to this a KBA-based gap-analysis manual has been developed for the IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas (Langhammer et al. 2007
).

Alliance for Zero Extinction
In parallel to the development of the KBA concept, the Alliance for Zero Extinction (a grouping of nearly 60 national and international conservation organisations) has refined and applied criteria to identify the sites where species extinctions appear to be imminent – the last places where particular Endangered or Critically Endangered species are found
. The first version of AZE’s site map and notes was launched in December 2005. To date, AZE has identified 595 sites, 329 of which are found in the Americas. All AZE sites identified for globally threatened birds qualify as IBAs (even if they haven’t been formally identified as such), and all AZE sites are KBAs, reflecting the topmost tier of sites where action is needed urgently. The AZE approach provides one means of setting priorities among IBAs, and its value lies in focusing global conservation attention on those sites critical for the prevention of global extinctions.
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network
The Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network (WHSRN) is a shorebird conservation strategy launched in 1985 with the mission of conserving shorebird species and their habitats across the Americas through a network of key sites. The Network currently has 66 sites in 9 countries, from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego. There are three categories of Sites and one of Landscapes, according to their importance for shorebirds:
Sites/Landscapes of Hemispheric Importance:
- at least 500,000 shorebirds annually, or 
- at least 30% of the biogeographic population for a species

Sites of International Importance: 
- at least 100,000 shorebirds annually, or
- at least 10% of the biogeographic population for a species

Sites of Regional Importance: 
- at least 20,000 shorebirds annually, or 
- at least 1% of the biogeographic population for a species


WHSRN works to: 

· Build a strong system of international sites used by shorebirds throughout their migratory ranges. 

· Develop science and management tools that expand the scope and pace of habitat conservation at each site within the Network. 

· Establish local, regional and international recognition for sites, raising new public awareness and generating conservation funding opportunities. 

· Serve as an international resource, convener and strategist for issues related to shorebird and habitat conservation. 

The criteria for a WHSRN site of regional importance correspond, almost exactly, to the IBA A4i and A4iii criteria applied for shorebirds. WHSRN thus represents a priority-setting mechanism and conservation strategy for IBAs identified for shorebirds.
The Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar, Iran 1971) 

The Ramsar Convention was the first of the global nature conservation Conventions, and the only one to deal with a specific habitat type.  Its mission is the “conservation and wise use of all wetlands through local, regional and national actions and international cooperation, as a contribution towards achieving sustainable development throughout the world.”

When a state signs the Convention and becomes a Contracting Party, it accepts three main commitments, and a range of supporting ones.  The three main requirements are:

· to designate suitable wetlands for inclusion in a List of Wetlands of International Importance (“Ramsar sites”), according to fixed criteria; and to promote the conservation of sites in this List;

· as far as possible to promote the “wise use” of all wetlands in the Party’s territory (“wise use” has been interpreted as equating to “sustainable use”);

· to consult other Parties about implementation of the Convention, and to endeavour to coordinate policies (this provides a legal basis for transboundary, regional and global cooperation).

More detailed requirements include monitoring of sites, notification of changes of threats to sites, tests to meet before sites can be altered, and compensation requirements if sites are damaged.

A particularly close match exists between the wetland-related parts of the IBA programme and the “listed sites” part of Ramsar’s agenda (including close compatibility between the criteria used for site identification). Good implementation of the Convention in this respect equates to good delivery of BirdLife’s own IBA goals. BirdLife has a Memorandum of Cooperation with the Ramsar Secretariat, and is one of five “International Organisation Partners” of the Convention, and in this capacity plays a pivotal role in many capacities in the Conference of Parties, the Standing Committee, and on the Scientific & Technical Review Panel;

In addition to the CBD and Ramsar, other multilateral agreements providing a mandate for site scale biodiversity conservation, include the Convention on Migratory Species and the Convention to Combat Desertification.
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