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1.0 INTR O DUCTIO N

Th e  Scie ntific and Te ch nical Advisory Panel (STAP) of th e  Global Environm e nt
Facility (GEF), at its  m e e ting in Paris , June  19 9 9  conside re d a num ber of
taxonom ic th e m e s , and re ach e d som e  broad conclusions , on h ow  th e  GEF can as s ist
countrie s  d elive r th e  aim s  of th e  Global Taxonom y Initiative  (GTI), w ith in th e
conte xt of its  ope rational program m e s . GEF w as so re qu e sted by Confe re nce  of
Partie s  (CoP) IV of th e  Conve ntion Biological Dive rs ity (CBD) in May 19 9 8.  It w as
unde rstood th at th e  GEF could not pos s ibly drive  th e  GTI – it is  th e  product of CoP
decis ion w h ich  w ill be  im ple m e nte d jointly and s eve rally by th e  Partie s .  None -th e -
le s s , th e  GEF h as  a k e y role  to play th rough  its w ork  in countrie s  w ith  th e
ope rational program m e s , to h e lp in th e  d elive ry of som e  aspe cts  of th e  GTI such  as
d evelopm e nt of taxonom ic databas e s .

Th e  k e y th e m e s  cons ide re d at th e  m e e ting included th e  follow ing:

Ø H ow  m anage m e nt and use  of taxonom ic inform ation can h e lp th e  Conve ntions ,
(e s pe cially th e  Conve ntion on Biological Dive rs ity), and GEF to addre s s  th e
is s u e s  of cons e rvation, m anage m e nt, be ne fit s h aring and sustainable  u s e  of
biodive rsity;

Ø Ne ed s  and prioritie s  as s e s sm e nt at th e  national and re gional level;
Ø M e ch anism s  at th e  national and re gional level for capacity building required  to

addre s s  th e  taxonom ic im ped im e nt;
Ø Taxonom y relate d products such  as  ele ctronic ide ntification k e ys and

m onitoring;
Ø  Link ing institutions  in North -South  and South -South  collaborative  activitie s .

Th e re  w as agre e m e nt am ong participants th at th e  taxonom ic im ped im e nt is a rate -
lim iting ste p to progre s s  in im ple m e nting biodive rs ity program m e s . Th e y w e re  also
of th e  vie w  th at m any good e xam ple s  of taxonom ic w ork  e xist including GEF
supported proje cts  involving Indone s ia, Costa Rica and th e  South  African Botanical
Ne tw ork . It w as cle arly de s irable   th at th e  GEF accele rate  th e  proce s s  and m ultiply
th e  s ucce s s e s  th rough  stand-alone  proje cts and as com pone nts  of biodive rsity
proje cts .  Th e re  are  num e rous oth e r proje cts , curre nt and com ple ted, w h ich  s h ow
h ow  taxonom ic capacity can be  d eveloped and taxonom ic inform ation m obilized  in
th e  broade r conte xt in w h ich  th e  GEF ope rate s .  Th e s e  e xe m plars are  ofte n sm all in
scale  and th e  GEF fam ily h as  a cle ar opportunity to as s ist in ‘scaling up’ th is  w ork ,
as  w ell as  im proving th e  global store  of taxonom ic k now ledge  th rough  its
program m e s .

It m ay be  e xpe cted th at CBD CoP V w ill produce  s om e  diffe re nt and stronge r
guidance  to th e  financial m e ch anism  on th e  issue of th e  GTI, once  th e  Subsidiary
Body on Scie ntific, Te ch nical and Te ch nological Advice  (SBSTTA) IV
re com m e ndation h as  b e en conside red .  Th is docum e nt is inte nded to h e lp th e  GEF
fam ily plan in advance  of CoP V, w h ile building on e xisting de cisions .
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2.0 BACKGR O UND

A k ey decision of th e CBD CoP III in Buenos Aires, Novem ber 19 9 6, w as  agre e ing
th e developm ent of a Global Taxonom y Initiative (GTI).  CoP IV in Bratislava took
th at decision furth er and re que sted GEF’s as s istance th rough  its operational
program m es to as s ist in im plem entation of th e GTI.  In addition, m e etings in
19 9 8/9 9  (in Darw in, London, New  York  and Paris) h igh ligh ted th e  need for
fundam ental taxonom ic k now ledge of biological divers ity to allow  effective
im plem entation of th e  k ey objective s  of th e  CBD.

Th e  London m e eting also sugge sted form alising th e GTI as  an Um brella Project
under th e patronage of UN agencie s .  CBD-SBSTTA IV re iterated its  view  th at th e
Executive Secretary of th e  CBD sh ould h ave k ey leaders h ip for th e GTI, and so a
m ajor is sue is h ow  to link  th at leaders h ip w ith  th e  roles of UN agencie s  (e specially
UNEP, FAO, and UNESCO).  Th e  partnersh ips being developed betw e en th e GEF
Secretariat and UNEP and UNDP could play a decis ive role h e re .

O ur current taxonom ic system  is  a long w ay from  perfect, as  w e still do not k now
all th e elem ents . W ith out an understanding of w h at th e  elem ents  are , and h ow  th ey
depend on each  oth er, w e  cannot truly adopt a proactive ecosystem  approach  to
m anagem ent, as th e  CBD is  attem pting to do. M oreover th e  existing taxonom ic
inform ation is  not w ell organized e specially in cas e  of recipient countrie s  to h elp
prom ote th e  CBD objective s . It is  im portant to understand th at th e governm ents of
th e  w orld w h o recognis e  th e CBD h ave ack now ledged th e  existence  of a taxonom ic
im ped im e nt to sound m anagem ent and cons ervation of biodiversity.

In th is  ve in, it is w orth  re -stating som e  of th e  k ey reasons for th e  im portance of
taxonom y, w h ich  include an understanding of k ey organism s th at enable:

 (i) a scientific bas is for cons ervation, m anagem ent, and benefit s h aring of all
levels of th e biodivers ity h ie rarch y;

 (ii) developm ent of food s ecurity;
 (iii) identification and control of h um an dis eas e  vectors;
 (iv) identification and control of vectors contributing to ecosystem  dysfunction;
 (v) th e  prom otion of h ealth  th rough  an understanding of preventive and

curative agents found in biodivers ity.

A facilitatory function to drive th e  science  w ill com plem ent th e new ly establis h ed
co-ordination activitie s  to be undertak en by th e Program m e  Officer for Taxonom y
in th e  CBD Secretariat. Involvem ent of th e GEF Fam ily in accelerating taxonom ic
activity in th e developing w orld can h elp prioritis e  th e  co-financing efforts .
Activitie s  under th e GTI m ust be broadly based and link ed w ith  on-going activitie s
of scientific NGO’s - inte r alia, Association of System atics  Collections  (ASC),
DIVERSITAS and IUBS.

Th e GEF approach  to re solving th e taxonom ic im pedim ent, and as s isting th e
advance of th e GTI, m ay be th re e -pronged:

 (i) stand-alone taxonom y projects;
 (ii) taxonom y as  a com ponent of a project;
 (iii) taxonom y as  a com ponent of enabling activitie s .
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• For category (i) a fram ew ork  of action to stim ulate country-driven
action is  needed, w h ich  includes criteria to guide  'needs-as s e s sm ent' in
countrie s  (in relation to th e ir existing state/status of taxonom y and taxonom ic
inform ation). Th e s e  criteria w ould be based on existing m odels of practice
(CONABIO , SABONET, INBIO , etc.).

• For (ii) m ajor projects s h ould be encouraged to include taxonom ists and to
utilize  relevant taxonom ic inform ation in th e des ign of th e project, and w h ere
appropriate  in its im plem entation.  Th at w ay, th e  “value-add” from  th e
taxonom ic com m unity can be m axim ised.

• For (iii) support for taxonom y under enabling activitie s  could be used to
conduct th e nece s sary stock tak ing, identification of options , and drafting th e
re spective s ection of biodivers ity strategy and action plan.

3.0 DEPLOYING TAXO NO M IC INFO R M ATIO N TO  PR O M O TE CBD
O BJECTIVES

A very effective w ay to as s ist recipient countrie s  overcom e th e  taxonom ic
im pedim ent in prom oting CBD objective s  of cons ervation, sustainable us e  and
benefit s h aring w ould be to support efforts to organize  available taxonom ic
inform ation in electronic database s  in a Geograph ical Inform ation System  (GIS)
context. Th is  w ould involve extens ive repatriation of taxonom ic inform ation now
often logged in h e rbaria, m us eum s  and librarie s  of countrie s  of th e north ; rath er
th an of ph ysical specim ens s ince  th e latter w ould call for m uch  greater effort and
financial investm ents . Such  an effort w ould also profit from  developm ent of m eta-
databas e s  (i.e ., databas e s  of existing databas e s). Th is  exercis e  of m anagem ent of
inform ation could also encom pass popular nam es and nam e s  in different local
language s . Assistance w ill th en be needed not only to build taxonom ic capacity, but
capacity in inform ation tech nologie s  as  w ell. Th e s e  program m e s  could particularly
focus  on groups  such  as  m edicinal plants , w ild relatives of cultivated plants ,
indicators of pollution, pe sts  and pollinators . CONABIO  of M exico and INBIO  of
Costa Rica provide tw o pos s ible but different m odels for prom oting th e s e  activitie s .

4.0 KEY ISSUES IN STRENGTH ENING TAXO NO M IC CAPACITIES IN
DEVELO PING CO UNTR IES

4.1 Capacity Building

Th e taxonom ic im pedim ent cannot be re solved w ith out developing th e  h um an and
institutional capacitie s  in developing countrie s . Various  m ech anism s  for capacity
building at th e national and regional level w ere  exam ined, including:

• Developm ent of ne w  netw ork s  and strength ening of existing one s , such  as
SABONET, and oth er netw ork s  such  as NABIN and IABIN w h ich  h elp deliver
re sults regionally, yet pre s e rve th e  country-driven approach , and focus  on
building h um an and institutional capacity. Typically, netw ork s prom ote projects
re sulting in im provem ent of inform ation and com m unication s e rvice s , training
of taxonom ists , increas ing th e  s ecurity, m anagem ent and effectivene s s  of
collections , and th e developm ent of com puter-aided taxonom ic tools;

• Profe s s ional taxonom ic training;
• Training of tech nicians  to m anage taxonom ic inform ation in a GIS context,

including building, and providing acce s s  for biodivers ity m anagers  to
m egam etadatabas e s .
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4.2 Developm ent of Country-driven proposals

Developm ent and m obilisation of parataxonom ic support team s is an exam ple of a
prom is ing rapid approach  to addre s s  a taxonom ic need. INBIO  (Costa R ica) h as
dem onstrated th e potential of such  action to develop South -South  s upport, but th e
costs  of such  exercis e s  need to be carefully evaluated.

Th e  CBD articles  re que st Partie s  to inventory th e ir biodivers ity. Th e s e  inventorie s
are be st ach ieved th rough  repatriation of taxonom ic inform ation h eld abroad,
organization of such  inform ation in database s  and th rough  th e developm ent of
Floras  and Faunas , w h ich  give w ider acce s s  to th e  inventoried inform ation.  Th e s e
efforts  are  often country-driven, but w ill usually repay a w ider regional or sub-
regional approach , as  species distributions  often are  not congruous w ith  national
borders.  Th ere  could be an interaction w ith  global cataloguing program s such  as
Specie s  2000, and th e  GBIF proposed by OECD countrie s .  Such  efforts  could
provide a s e rvice  of synonym s/nam e s  and h otlink s . Any activity under th e  proposed
OECD GBIF needs to be link ed to th e  GTI, and GEF activity.  H e re  is  an area
w h ere  th e  Program m e  Officer from  th e  CBD Secretariat s h ould be link ing w ith  th e
GEF fam ily and th e  oth er k ey UN agencie s  m entioned earlier, to w ork  w ith  th e
nascent GBIF Secretariat.

4.3 Th e role of South -North  and South -South  Cooperation

A strategy is needed to link  th e  M ega-institutions  of th e developed w orld w ith  th e
taxonom ic needs of developing countrie s . A k ey activity in th is  context w ill be th e
repatriation of taxonom ic inform ation to th e developing countrie s . But th e  north ern
institutions m ust drive th e s e  is sue s  th em s elves , and, indeed, th ey indicated a
w illingnes s  to h elp in th e  Darw in Declaration.  In m any cas e s , for exam ple in th e
UK th rough  th e  Darw in Initiative, th ey are  already active in th is .  Perh aps  an
initiative developing liaison officers  from  k ey countrie s  to k ey institutions (s im ilar
to th os e  operating at RBG KEW ) could be developed, and th ere  m ay be a role h e re
for th e  GEF, link ed w ith  particular projects  in relevant O perational Program m e s .

Existing and developing south -south  link age s  s h ould be encouraged; e.g.
SABONET and th e developing CONABIO -INBIO - H um bolt Institute link age  for
Latin Am erica.  Such  south -south  partnersh ips m ay be of e special intere st to th e
GEF, but again context needs to be realised.

4.4 Taxonom y-related products

In th e  category of taxonom y-related products th e developm ent of electronic and
non-electronic identification k eys for priority groups  w ere cons idered a priority
activity, w h ich  could be eas ily com bined w ith  training, capacity building and acce s s
to taxonom ic inform ation.  Th e  CBD depends on k now ledge about specie s , and th us
on ensuring accurate identification.  Electronic k eys to h elp inte r alia identify pest
ins ects; h elpful ins ects , fre s h w ater q uality indicators , pollinators , etc are  a prim e
need.  Th e s e  can be developed as stand-alone projects , or as  part of oth er ongoing
projects .  STAP, th rough  its deliberations , can continue  to as s ist th e  GEF w ith
s election of areas  of support for th is  activity.

Anoth er im portant area of application of Identification k eys is  th e  identification of
alien specie s . Taxonom ic efforts link ed, for exam ple, to th e  alien invasive specie s
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program m e of w ork  is  im pos s ible w ith out a strong bas e  of expertis e  able to identify
specie s .  Th e  arrival and im pact of alien invas ive specie s  cannot eas ily be
anticipated and th e best early w arning system  is  h aving taxonom ic capacity.  Before
alien specie s  can be recognised and identified you need th e  ability to recognis e  and
identify native specie s . Part of th e taxonom ic im pedim ent aris e s  from  th e lack  of
such  expertis e  in m any countrie s .

Taxonom y for environm ental m onitoring, pollution, oth er environm ental is sue s  such
as  outcom e s  from  im pact as s e s sm ent, and general m onitoring activitie s  in inland
W aters , depend on selection and us e  of viable indicators .  Such  indicators can com e
from  a w ell-organised taxonom ic system , but are  les s  effective if th e bas ic
taxonom y is  poorly developed. Th ere  is also a need to integrate taxonom ic activitie s
into stand-alone projects – perh aps  each  GEF project could be encouraged to
explain h ow  th e  taxonom ic im pedim ent w ould be reduced in th e ir proposed
outcom e s .

5.0 KEY AREAS FOR  GEF FUNDING O F COUNTRY-DR IVEN ACTIO N TO
REDUCE TH E TAXO NO M IC IM PEDIM ENT

Follow ing are  a num ber of areas  w h e re GEF funding could be inve sted to reduce
th e  taxonom ic im pedim ent.  Th e s e  are  sum m arised as :

• Repatriation of taxonom ic inform ation and building of taxonom ic
databases, on th e line s  of CONABIO  of M exico.

• Capacity building w ith  UNDP and k now ledge-based activities of UNEP –
Th es e  could be developed under th e developing partners h ip agre em ents .

• Link ing th e GTI w ith  agrobiodiversity efforts, including for food s ecurity.

Prom otion of regional/sub-regional w ork s h ops :

• W h ile GEF norm ally operate s  th rough  developing country-driven proposals,
taxonom ic elem ents  of projects h ave th e  ch allenge of needing to em brace
regional, sub-regional or global aspects . A nece s sary step in stim ulating such
proposals is identification of th e  needs, prioritie s  and opportunitie s  th rough
convening regional/sub-regional w ork sh ops and sem inars.

• Prom oting th e developm ent of regional databases and netw ork s (e .g.
SABONET and BIONET INTERNATIONAL) w as cons idered a k ey activity
and is a potential k ey role for GEF.  Priority w ould be for groups  of econom ic
and/or cons ervation im portance.  Th is  w ill also h elp efforts in prom oting
integration of traditional and m ore  “w estern” scientific approach e s .  Such
projects  w ill yield inform ation th at w ill support th e developm ent of follow -up
projects , including th e building of identification k eys and m onitoring activitie s .
Integration of th e tw o approach e s  could be ach ieved th rough  th e developm ent of
th e  m eans to link  traditional nam e s  to scientific nam e s .

• Focus on sh ort-term  results, and ensure  projects  are  realistically tim ed.  Flora
products for exam ple need to be produced quick ly, perh aps using capacity of
existing projects , or broader projects to advance th e w ork , noting th at a good
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project, lik e  th e Nepal Plant Inform ation Project (funded under th e Darw in
Initiative), w ill tak e  tw o years  to create bas ic inform ation. Th re e -year projects
are  usually adequate for th e  m obilisation of m uch  taxonom ic k now ledge, and
w h ile inadequate to com plete th e  w ork , w ould m ak e s ignificant progre s s  and,
once com pleted, m igh t suggest furth er ph ase s  w ith  different outputs .

UNDP in particular could be h elpful th rough  facilitating south -south  co-operative
efforts  – including across  regions related biologically, even if not geo-politically.

• Ensure projects dealing w ith  protected area establish m ent are based on
adequate taxonom ic inform ation, so th e  effectivene s s  of cons ervation m ay be
m ore  effectively m easured.

• Training placem ents and collaboration on joint projects are  oth er w ork able
approach e s . A m ajor barrier to progre s s  at pre s ent is th e lack  of a
straigh tforw ard route for developing countrie s  to gain th e  re source s  needed to
m ak e  th is  h appen.  Im plem enting Agencie s , and th e GEF Council its elf, m ay
w is h  to cons ider th is  is sue  as a k ey w ay to accelerate relief from  th e taxonom ic
im pedim ent.

• Ensure  training needs for Taxonom y and for organizing taxonom ic
inform ation are  integrated w ith  actual project im plem entation

• Th e GTI Program m e  Officer in th e CBD Secretariat sh ould develop a k it on
th e GTI, w h at it is , h ow  it can be im plem ented, h ow  to link  w ith  GEF and oth er
co-financing Funding poss ibilitie s  etc.  Such  a k it can explore th e  s etting of th e
GTI in th e  global scientific and geo-political realitie s . Th e developm ent of a
consortium  approach  (e .g. FAO/UNEP/UNESCO) to h elp advis e  th e Executive
Secretary of th e  Convention on h ow  to im plem ent th e  CoPs de s ide rata w ill be
crucial in ensuring good training outcom e s , as  w ell as broader im plem entation
of th e GTI.


