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This report presents the proceedings and results of the conference, Africa Rising: Mobilising Biodiversity
Data for Sustainable Development, which took place in Cape Town, South Africa from 19 to 22 May
2015. The structure and methodology of the conference are outlined, before each day is examined in
detail affording particular attention to the Plan of Action for Mobilising and Mainstreaming Africa’s
Biodiversity Data and the Declaration on Biodiversity Information for Sustainable Development in Africa.
To ensure that the momentum generated by the conference is sustained and applied to maximum
effect, a number of measures are posited. These include growing Africa’s ‘community of practice’ by
engaging additional countries and institutions, and building bridges to other relevant initiatives and fora.

Disclaimer
This report has been prepared by the South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI). In producing
this document, SANBI has relied upon information provided by third parties. Neither the SANBI or any of
its partners give any representation or warranty, express or implied, as to the accuracy, completeness or
fairness of the contents of this document, nor accept any responsibility or liability for any loss, whether
direct, indirect or consequential, arising from reliance on it. The use of this report by any third party for
whatever purpose is solely the responsibility of that party who should use such due diligence to verify
the document’s contents and consult its own advisers as may be appropriate.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The conference, Africa Rising: Mobilising Biodiversity Data for Sustainable Development, took place at
the Old Mutual Conference and Exhibition Centre in Kirstenbosch National Botanic Garden in Cape
Town, South Africa, from 19 to 22 May 2015. It was organised by the South African National Biodiversity
Institute (SANBI) in close partnership with the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF), United
Nations Environment Programme – World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC), and the
USAID Resilience in the Limpopo Basin Programme (RESILIM), with funding from the JRS Biodiversity
Foundation and European Union (EU). It set out to achieve the following objectives:


Increase regional understanding of the biodiversity data-science-policy value chain and identify
the opportunities and solutions that it presents for sustainable development in Africa;



Draw attention to relevant tools, resources and learning networks for building effective
biodiversity information systems in Africa; and



Articulate a ‘Plan of Action’ for mobilising and mainstreaming Africa’s policy-relevant
biodiversity data, and forge international partnerships to implement it.

Approximately 100 delegates attended the conference representing various national agencies, research
institutions, international organisations, and private foundations. A total of 21 African countries were
represented including Angola, Benin, Botswana, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Guinea,
Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Kenya, Senegal, South
Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, and Zimbabwe.
A professional facilitator guided participants through the 4-day programme which comprised a series of
informative presentations, panel discussions and group work, as well as a poster exhibition and field
excursion.
The first day, entitled, ‘Demands & Applications’, served to increase participants’ understanding of the
biodiversity data-science-policy value chain and the contribution that biodiversity data can make
towards sustainable development in Africa. Following the official opening ceremony, a series of keynote
presenters described the political, economic, and ecological dimensions of Africa. The impressive
economic growth recorded in many African countries over the last decade has – it was agreed –
correlated with sharp declines in natural capital. It was noted that much of the continent’s future
development will occur in areas endowed with rich biodiversity. For instance, huge tracks of the Guinea
Savannah are likely to be consumed by agricultural expansion. Various potential development scenarios
were considered and it became apparent that crucial development decisions made in the near-term
could lock Africa into trajectories in the long term. The provision of better data, it was argued, would
enable better decision-making and thereby foster smarter economic growth. This conjecture was
substantiated by a number of presentations depicting some diverse applications of biodiversity data:
from conservation planning and invasive species management; to food security and public health. The
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prevailing mood of the day was one of “Afro-optimism” with phrases such as “this is our time”, “we can
develop differently”, and “Africa can lead the world” resonating through the chamber.
The second day, entitled, ‘Lessons Learnt’, provided an opportunity to share experiences and review key
findings of relevant projects and initiatives undertaken in the region. Through facilitated discussions,
and with reference to several inspiring African case studies, participants reflected on the major
impediments and most promising solutions to establishing and maintaining biodiversity information
systems. Impediments were found to include political and institutional barriers pertaining to restrictive
licensing and secretive cultures; weak project continuity; inadequate data quality; overly complex
systems and cumbersome standards; the physical distance between data holders; the disconnection
between data suppliers and end users; and limited internet connectivity. The “difficulty in matching data
requirements to conservation outcomes” was singled out as a particularly significant challenge. These
impediments were mirrored in the participants’ selection of the most promising solutions to data
mobilisation: connecting disparate communities by improving communication channels; the provision of
tailored training to enhance capacity; the strengthening of incentives for data sharing; and the
articulation of compelling business cases to help leverage political and financial support. In the
afternoon of the second day, participants embarked on a field excursion to their choice of Cape Point,
Table Mountain, and Waterkloof Biodynamic Farm, which provided informal settings conducive to
networking.
The third day, entitled, ‘Help at Hand’, drew participants’ attention towards relevant tools, resources
and learning networks for building effective biodiversity information management systems. Following a
series of presentations and an information fair, the participants were tasked with elaborating their own
‘Plan of Action for Mobilising and Mainstreaming Africa’s Biodiversity Data’. After agreeing on a vision in
the plenary, participants formed breakout groups and began composing a set of goals, objectives,
priority actions, and project concepts. In parallel, a group of five persons drawn from each geographical
sub-region of Africa were tasked with drafting the ‘Declaration on Biodiversity Information for
Sustainable Development in Africa’. The day concluded with a guided tour of Kirstenbosch National
Botanic Garden and official conference dinner at Moyo Restaurant.
The fourth and final day of the conference, entitled, ‘A Way Forward’, coincided with the United Nations
International Day for Biological Diversity (IDB). In breakout groups, participants were provided with
additional time to complete the Plan of Action and Declaration. Each group then reported back to the
plenary giving all participants an opportunity to comment on all components of the Plan of Action and
Declaration. The results were captured by the facilitator and then presented in plenary.
In the Declaration, participants declare their vision for 2030 as a world in which biodiversity information
contributes fully to sustainable development in Africa. They describe biodiversity as “the bedrock of
sustainable development” and data as “the currency of the information age.” They note that “critical
data-deficits impair decision-making”; that “regional co-operation can spur co-ordinated action”; and
that “Africa could lead the world in biodiversity information management.”
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The Plan of Action on the other hand comprises sets of objectives and priority actions nested under the
following four goals:
1. Evidence-based decision-making supported by coordinated science-policy dialogue within and
outside of the biodiversity sector
2. Capacity building across the value chain of data/information, to empower stakeholders to
produce and make accessible accurate biodiversity data for sustainable development
3. Mobilise and make openly accessible relevant biodiversity data to support education, research
and decision making for sustainable development
4. Leverage sustained funding
To celebrate the IDB, participants wrote biodiversity messages on postcards which were later mailed to
various destinations worldwide. Additionally, photographs of the participants holding their biodiversity
messages were taken and widely disseminated through social media. The occasion was also marked by
the official launch of the multiyear EU-funded, GBIF-led programme, Biodiversity Information for
Development, and the reading of the Declaration by a senior African official. Finally, participants
gathered in a fish-bowl arrangement to share their reflections on the conference and suggest ways
forward, before representatives of the four co-organising partners brought the conference to a close.
The conference succeeded in meeting its stated objectives. However, to ensure that the momentum
generated by the conference is sustained and applied to maximum effect, it will be necessary to involve
additional countries and institutions, and to build bridges to other initiatives and fora in the region.
Across the continent, many developments hold immense promise for the mobilisation and use of
biodiversity data: the strengthening presence of international organisations; the continuing
commitment of donors; the emergence of large new projects and programmes; the fashioning of
demand-driven tools; the implementation of data-hungry regional and sub-regional biodiversity
assessments; the adoption of biodiversity informatics curricula by academic institutions; and the
undertaking of cutting-edge biodiversity informatics research at Africa’s leading universities. Thus, the
‘Afro-optimism’, so palpable throughout the conference, appears to be rooted in firm ground. As
SANBI’s Chief Executive Officer, Dr Tanya Abrahamse, remarked, African countries stand to achieve a
great deal by “pooling resources, sharing expertise and working together… using biodiversity
information to build a sustainable future.”
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1. INTRODUCTION
The conference, Africa Rising: Mobilising Biodiversity Data for Sustainable Development, took place at
the Old Mutual Conference and Exhibition Centre in Kirstenbosch National Botanic Garden in Cape
Town, South Africa, from 19 to 22 May 2015. It was organised by the South African National Biodiversity
Institute (SANBI)1 in close partnership with the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF),2 United
Nations Environment Programme – World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC),3 and the
USAID Resilience in the Limpopo Basin Programme (RESILIM),4 with funding from the JRS Biodiversity
Foundation5 and European Union (EU).6 It set out to achieve the following objectives:


Increase regional understanding of the biodiversity data-science-policy value chain and identify
the opportunities and solutions that it presents for sustainable development in Africa;



Draw attention to relevant tools, resources and learning networks for building effective
biodiversity information systems in Africa; and



Articulate a ‘Plan of Action’ for mobilising and mainstreaming Africa’s policy-relevant
biodiversity data, and forge international partnerships to implement it.

Approximately 100 delegates attended the conference representing various national agencies, research
institutions, international organisations, and private foundations. A total of 21 African countries were
represented: Angola, Benin, Botswana, DRC, Guinea, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania,
Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Kenya, Senegal, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda,
and Zimbabwe. A full list of participants list can be found in Annex I.
This report presents the proceedings and results of the conference. Section 2 outlines the structure and
methodology employed, while sections 3 to 6 examine each day in detail affording particular attention
to the Plan of Action for Mobilising and Mainstreaming Africa’s Biodiversity Data (hereinafter, the ‘Plan
of Action’) and the Declaration on Biodiversity Information for Sustainable Development in Africa
(hereinafter, the ‘Declaration’). Finally, conclusions are presented in section 7, focusing specifically on
how to ensure that the momentum generated by the conference is harnessed and applied to maximum
effect.

1

http://www.sanbi.org/
http://www.gbif.org/
3
http://www.unep-wcmc.org/
4
http://www.chemonics.com/OurWork/OurProjects/Pages/Resilience-in-the-Limpopo-Basin-Program.aspx
5
http://jrsbiodiversity.org/
6
http://europa.eu/
2
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2. METHODOLOGY
The conference took place over a period of four days, from 19 to 22 May 2015. Each day was ascribed a
set of objectives and broken into a number of distinct sessions with overarching questions. Sessions in
the first two days comprised of informative presentations and facilitated panel discussions whereas
sessions in the latter two days comprised mainly of group work. A professional facilitator, namely, Mr
Selwyn Willoughby of Refleqt Information Management Services,7 was appointed to guide participants
through the programme. The conference programme can be downloaded from SANBI’s Biodiversity
Advisor website.8
The first day, entitled, ‘Demands & Applications’, was designed to increase participants’ understanding
of the biodiversity data-science-policy value chain and the various opportunities and solutions that it
presents for sustainable development in Africa. Through a series of presentations and facilitated
discussions, participants examined the context and policy framework for biodiversity information
management in Africa before exploring the ways and means in which biodiversity information can
contribute towards sustainable development. This day concluded with a poster exhibition in which
participants were able to showcase applications of biodiversity information management in their
respective countries.
The second day, entitled, ‘Lessons Learnt’, provided an opportunity for sharing experiences and
reviewing key findings of relevant projects and activities undertaken in the region. With reference to
several inspiring African case studies, participants reflected on the major challenges and most promising
solutions concerning the establishment and maintenance of biodiversity information systems. In the
afternoon of the second day, participants embarked on a field excursion to their choice of Cape Point,
Table Mountain, and Waterkloof Biodynamic Farm, which provided informal settings conducive to the
strengthening of interpersonal relations.
The third day, entitled, ‘Help at Hand’, drew participants’ attention towards relevant tools, resources
and learning networks for building effective biodiversity information management systems. Following a
series of inspiring presentations and interactive information fair, the participants were tasked with
elaborating the Plan of Action. After agreeing on a vision in the plenary, participants formed breakout
groups and began composing a set of goals, objectives, priority actions, and project concepts. In parallel,
a group of five persons drawn from each geographical sub-region of Africa were tasked with drafting the
Declaration. The day concluded with a guided tour of Kirstenbosch National Botanic Garden and official
conference dinner at Moyo Restaurant.
The fourth and final day, entitled, ‘A Way Forward’, coincided with the United Nations International Day
for Biological Diversity (IDB).9 In their breakout groups, participants were provided with additional time
to complete the Plan of Action and Declaration. Each group then reported back to the plenary such that
7

http://refleqt.co.za/
http://biodiversityadvisor.sanbi.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Africa-Rising-Program.pdf
9
https://www.cbd.int/idb/
8
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everybody had the opportunity to comment on all components of the Plan of Action and Declaration.
The results were captured by the facilitator on a sticky wall. To celebrate the IDB, participants wrote
biodiversity messages on postcards which were later mailed to various destinations worldwide.
Additionally, photographs of the participants holding their biodiversity messages on placards were taken
and widely disseminated through social media. The occasion was also marked by the official launch of
the multiyear EU-funded, GBIF-led programme, Biodiversity Information for Development,10 and the
reading of the Declaration by Mr Anthony Muyepa, Director General of Malawi’s National Commission
for Science and Technology. Finally, participants gathered in fish-bowl arrangement to share their
reflections on the conference and suggest ways forward, before representatives of the four coorganising partners brought the conference to a close.
The following sections consider each day in greater depth, detailing key messages from various
presentations and summarizing the results of each work session. All conference materials including the
Declaration, Plan of Action, programme, participants list, presentations, and photographs can be
accessed on SANBI’s Biodiversity Advisor website.11

Figure 1. Name tags ready for collection at the registration desk (image credit: Gavin Withers).

10

http://www.gbif.org/bid
http://biodiversityadvisor.sanbi.org/participation/mobilising-africas-biodiversity-data/africa-rising-march-2015cape-town/
11
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3. DEMANDS & APPLICATIONS
Objective: Increase regional understanding of the biodiversity data-science-policy value chain and
identify the opportunities and solutions that it presents for sustainable development in Africa.
Questions:




Why is biodiversity information essential for Africa’s sustainable development?
What is the context and policy framework for biodiversity information management in Africa?
What is the data-science-policy value chain and how can biodiversity information be applied in
practice to enhance decision-making in Africa?

3.1. OPENING CEREMONY AND WELCOME ADDRESSES
The opening session of the conference was facilitated by SANBI’s Head of Biodiversity Science and Policy
Advice, namely, Ms Carmel Mbizvo. She welcomed participants to Kirstenbosch and talked them
through the conference programme explaining its objectives, structure, methodology and expected
outcomes. She then introduced a panel comprising the heads of delegations of the four co-organising
partners.
SANBI’s Chief Executive Officer, Dr Tanya Abrahamse, took to the stage to provide her welcoming
remarks. She listed all 21 African countries represented in the room and expressed enthusiasm for the
Africa Rising narrative. She deplored the recent spate of attacks on foreign nationals in South Africa as a
violation of the country’s democratic values and stressed the importance of African unity. She spoke
briefly on the history of Kirstenbosch National Botanic Garden, of SANBI, and of SANBI’s international
partnerships with organisations like GBIF. She described biodiversity as “Africa’s greatest asset”, “our
continent’s competitive advantage” and as “central to sustainable development”. She underscored the
potential for biodiversity data to invigorate credible research, enable evidence-based policymaking and
catalyse sustainable development.
Dr Abrahamse urged the participants to fully participate in the “global data revolution” and to “put
Africa at the forefront of the information age”. With reference to the challenge of social inequity she
spoke of the need for Africa to pursue a green economy which reconciles development with the
conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity. She encouraged participants to pool resources, share
expertise and work together “using biodiversity information to build a sustainable future”. Finally, she
thanked the co-organising partners, donors, staff members, and participants for their friendship and
collaboration.
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Figure 2. SANBI's CEO, Dr Tanya Abrahamse, speaking in the opening ceremony of the conference (image credit: Gavin
Withers).

In his opening intervention, Mr Donald Hobern, the Executive Secretary of GBIF expressed enormous
pleasure at seeing such strong participation from across the continent. While acknowledging that it is
well beyond our ability to observe, measure and understand everything, Dr Hobern stressed that
biodiversity data must be made globally accessible if future planning and development are to consider
biodiversity. He explained that the decision-makers who are steering our future require up-to-date
reliable data.
Noting that the world is facing severe pressures, Dr Hobern described the vital links between
biodiversity and food security, public health, economic stability and human wellbeing. He said,
“Biodiversity is not just something that suffers if we ignore it, it is something that we depend on for our
future.” He urged participants to help make biodiversity part of the information world in which we live,
before thanking all who had contributed to making the conference possible. He paid special thanks to
the EU for providing funding to support data mobilisation in Africa to help improve our understanding of
and interaction with biodiversity.
The Director of UNEP-WCMC, Dr Jon Hutton, then took to the stage. He indicated that UNEP was
delighted to be supporting SANBI and its partners in such an exciting initiative. Making reference to the
UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in June 2012, Dr
Hutton highlighted UNEP’s strengthened mandate to work in the region. He described UNEP-WCMC as
UNEP’s specialist biodiversity centre and a longstanding partner of SANBI. He explained that the
organisation supports numerous biodiversity initiatives across the planet and is ready to strengthen ties
with African countries.
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After introducing UNEP-WCMC’s 7-person delegation, Dr Hutton shared a personal observation:
“biodiversity, we have to admit, has relatively weak political traction”. This, he described as odd given
that the biosphere is widely understood to underpin life on Earth. He suggested that the lack of political
or financial attention may be due to inherent difficulties in conceptualising, defining, communicating
and interpreting biodiversity. “For some people biodiversity might be elephants and lions; for others it’s
the foundation of life… very often we’re not talking in the same language.” He opined that decisionmakers may not take biodiversity seriously because the data, indicators and tools used to describe
biodiversity are usually inadequate.
Dr Hutton spoke of the imperative to strengthen our understanding of biodiversity not least because it is
‘hardwired into the Sustainable Development Goals’.12 To this end, he expressed his hope that the
conference would act as a catalyst. He concluded, “In future, decision-makers will want this data from
us. It’s an opportunity for us to stand up, for Africa to Rise!”

Figure 3. Dr Jon Hutton (UNEP-WCMC), Dr Nkobi Moleele (RESILIM), and Mr Donald Hobern (GBIF) addressing the plenary in
the opening ceremony of the conference (image credit: Gavin Withers).

Dr Nkobi Moleele, Chief Scientist of the RESILIM Programme, then took to the stage to deliver his
welcoming remarks. He expressed his happiness to part of the process and gave thanks to the coorganising partners.
Dr Moleele described RESILIM as a programme aiming to reduce climate change vulnerability in the
Limpopo River Basin by promoting the adoption of science-based adaptation strategies. He explained
that the programme is implemented on behalf of USAID by a consortium of partners led by Chemonics
International.13 He suggested that many of the problems facing the Limpopo River Basin are likely to be
experienced in other African river basins.

12
13

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/
http://www.chemonics.com/
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Dr Moleele spoke of the critical role that biodiversity plays in engendering resilience and promoted a
‘systems-thinking approach’ to river basin management: one that accounts for the nexus between
biodiversity, water, climate change, livelihoods, population growth and governance. Alluding to the 4 th
Global Biodiversity Outlook (GBO-4),14 he asked why biodiversity loss is continuing despite increasing
global efforts (e.g. expanding protected areas and increasing investments) to conserve it. “What are we
doing wrong? Is it that we don’t have enough data? Are we capturing the wrong data?”
Dr Moleele shared his personal belief that “biodiversity will only be protected if it is perceived as a way
to create jobs and incomes.” He affirmed the need to monitor biodiversity over time and incorporate its
values into national development and planning processes. To this end, he stressed the importance of
collaborating across systems to feed data into decision-making processes.

3.2. GOODWILL MESSAGE FROM CBD EXECUTIVE SECRETARY
The Executive Secretary of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD),15 Dr Braulio Ferreira de Souza
Dias then issued a ‘goodwill message’ which was duly read by CBD Programme Officer, Mr Nicolaas Van
Der Werf. The full statement has been transcribed from an audio-recording and is available in Annex II.
Highlights of the statement are presented here.
After welcoming participants, Dr Ferreira de Souza Dias drew attention to the CBD Strategic Plan for
Biodiversity 2011-2020 and its twenty global Aichi Biodiversity Targets,16 including Target 19 on sharing
information and knowledge. He explained that Parties to the Convention have made much progress in
revising their National Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAPs) to reflect the ambition of the
Aichi Biodiversity Targets.
Dr Dias explained that data is essential for identifying threats to biodiversity, setting conservation
priorities and enabling targeted cost-effective action. Thus, “progress towards Target 19 can contribute
toward to the attainment of the other Aichi Biodiversity Targets.” He cited relevant findings of GBO-4
including significant progress in sharing biodiversity information, building collaborative networks,
cataloguing the world’s species, and developing DNA barcoding for species identification. However, he
recalled that much data and information remain inaccessible while capacity to mobilise them is lacking
in many countries. He suggested that much more could be done to mobilise data then asked a series of
questions including, “How often do we hide behind a perceived lack of knowledge?”
Dr Dias highlighted an abundance of opportunities to “advance our ability to monitor biodiversity,
understand change, and support policymaking… for positive outcomes”. One such opportunity included
turning the Global Biodiversity Information Outlook (GBIO)17 into a framework for collaborative
14

https://www.cbd.int/gbo4/
https://www.cbd.int/
16
https://www.cbd.int/sp/
17
http://www.gbif.org/resource/80859
15
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implementation of Aichi Target 19. He concluded by wishing participants well and thanking them for
their attention.

3.3. MINISTERIAL STATEMENT
Next, South Africa’s Minister of Environmental Affairs, Hon. Edna Molewa, issued a statement in
absentia, which was duly read by Dr Tanya Abrahamse. A full transcript of the statement is available in
Annex III. Highlights of the statement are presented here.
Minister Molewa described hosting so many esteemed international guests as “a great honour for South
Africa.” She said, “Your presence here today speaks volumes about: your passion for the conservation
and sustainable use of biodiversity; your commitment to the principle of African unity; and your
confidence in the ‘Africa rising’ narrative.” Reiterating the sentiments of Dr Tanya Abrahamse, the
Minister said that South Arica’s transition from apartheid to democracy as a victory for all Africans and
condemned the recent attacks on foreign nationals in the strongest possible terms. She opined that it
was only by working together that African people had triumphed through so many liberation struggles.
She suggested that the same collaborative spirit would be needed to address the new greatest challenge
of our time: “to usher in a new era of sustainable development”.
Minister Molewa highlighted a suite of nature-based solutions that Africa’s rich biodiversity can offer in
the face of unemployment, poverty and climate change. Referring to the social and economic
opportunities associated with ecological infrastructure – nature’s equivalent to ‘built’ infrastructure –
she argued that well-managed biodiversity can support sustainable service delivery in both rural and
urban contexts.
The Minister reminded participants that Africa is a vast continent, brimming with natural resources, rife
with spectacular wildlife and bursting with human ingenuity. She pronounced that “Africa is alive with
possibility, this is our Century and we are rising”, before urging participants to show the world that
Africa is “strong, unified, and progressive”. Describing biodiversity as the “bedrock of sustainable
development” and data as the “currency of the information age”, she called on participants to mobilise
biodiversity data and put Africa at the forefront of this exciting field.
After wishing participants a successful conference the Minister expressed her enthusiasm to strengthen
regional cooperation before calling on participants to observe a 20 second silence to pray for peace and
prosperity across the continent and the world.

3.4. GROUP PHOTOGRAPH
Ms Carmel Mbizvo then introduced the conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby of Refleqt
Information Management Services, who made a number of logistical announcements, introduced SANBI
8

staff members, encouraged participants to ‘tweet’ the proceedings using the hashtag, #AfricaRising, and
laid down a set of ‘ground rules’ including minimising mobile phone use, ensuring inclusiveness in
discussions, speaking slowly to aid the interpreters, and punctually adhering to the programme. Mr
Willoughby then introduced the conference photographer, namely, Mr Gavin Withers, CEO of GW
Photography,18 who promptly ushered participants outside into the courtyard to have a group
photograph taken.

Figure 4. Conference participants (image credit: Gavin Withers). It should be noted that not all the conference participants
feature in this photograph.

3.5. WHERE ARE WE NOW?
Session facilitator: Ms Sibongile Mavimbela, Programme Officer: Environment & Sustainable
Development at the Southern African Development Community (SADC).19
The session facilitator explained that the purpose of the session was to “set the scene” by examining the
‘big picture’ issues facing Africa and considering the positive contributions that biodiversity data can
make towards addressing those issues.
3.5.1. The Context: Africa’s Natural Capital and Ecological Infrastructure
The first presentation of the session was delivered by Mr Maxwell Gomera, Deputy Director of UNEPWCMC. Mr Gomera drew two key messages from the previous speeches: that Africa is booming; and
that the biodiversity underpinning its boom is in sharp decline. Describing this as a paradox, he
18
19

http://www.gwphoto.co.za/
http://www.sadc.int/
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suggested that Africa can be viewed in three ways: as the birthplace of humankind with rich natural
history and outstanding natural beauty; as a place of colonial exploitation, conflict, and poverty,
consigned to history as a laggard; or as the next great frontier and hope for humankind.
Citing the Economist newspaper’s u-turning opinion of Africa as a case in point,20 Mr Gomera asked why
so many commentators were viewing Africa with newfound optimism. He suggested that it may be due
to massive increases in foreign direct investment in Africa over the last decade, reaching approximately
USD 45 billion today. Undoubtedly, Africa’s economy is rising, having already reached 1.6 trillion dollars
surpassing those of Brazil and Russia. He predicted that by 2040 Africa would have the largest
proportion of working age people in the world and described Africa’s economic rise as ‘a really big deal’.
He then tempered this optimism with some cautionary remarks: “In the midst of Africa’s boom, we need
to understand that things could go horribly wrong.”
Citing a WWF report, Mr Gomera explained that 36 % of Africa’s wealth is based directly on natural
capital and that contrary to popular belief, not all of Africa’s wealth is driven by oil. He explained that
natural capital and ecosystem services contribute disproportionately to the incomes of the poor.
Mr Gomera then alluded to the challenge of feeding the world, predicting that it would require huge
tracks of Africa’s ‘Guinea Savannah’ to be cultivated,21 placing enormous pressures on the biodiversity
and natural capital found there. He suggested that biodiversity data is essential for the UN Sustainable
Development Goals 14 and 15. “If we focus our attention on generating better data, we can enable
smarter decisions…” he stated, “…this is Africa’s time, but we need to be careful with how we develop”

Figure 5. Mr Maxwell Gomera (UNEP-WCMC) delivering a presentation on Africa's natural capital (image credit: Gavin
Withers).

20
21

http://www.economist.com/node/21541015
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/20987/icode/
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3.5.2. Ecosystem Assets and Development in Africa
Dr Neil Burgess, Head of Science at UNEP-WCMC, began his intervention by suggesting that Africa is
“much less data-deficient than is often portrayed in the media.” He argued that there is plenty of data
already available with much being collected and compiled by various different organisations.
Backing his argument with vivid maps, Dr Burgess, affirmed that it is already known where Africa’s major
habitats and biomes are; where species richness is highest; and how the continent’s protected areas are
delineated. He explained that sophisticated precipitation and climate models already exist, as do
detailed maps depicting the distribution carbon, water and other ecosystem services and assets. Thus,
he argued, “We have a decent understanding of the distribution of biodiversity and ecosystem assets, as
well as threat and pressures.” He then asked, “How can that data be brought to bear on the question of
Africa’s development in the near future?”
An additional set of maps were presented depicting population density, road networks, oil and gas
fields, planned and existing pipelines, coal reserves, agriculture and so-called ‘development corridors’
which are earmarked for future infrastructure expansion. With this data, he suggested, it is already
possible to predict where the strongest drivers of development will be. “If these plans are put into
operation, then they will drive great changes in land use and put new pressures on biodiversity”
conjectured Dr Burgess. By bringing together different layers of biodiversity value, ecosystem assets,
natural capital and development pressures, he posited that the likely conflicts between biodiversity and
development can be mapped. He referred to existing conflicts in East Africa, West Africa and Sudan
which, he suggested, would be likely to intensify in the future. “It’s a crude analysis”, he conceded, “but
it can help conservationists to direct their efforts.”
3.5.3. Africa’s Ecological Future
Dr Deon Nel, Conservation Director of WWF International,22 then took to the stage to present the latest
results of a pioneering project entitled, Africa’s Ecological Future,23 which is funded by the African
Development Bank (AfDB).24 The project seeks to describe and understand the ecological implications of
different development pathways that Africa could follow.
Dr Nel opined that “in order look forward, one must look back”. Displaying a global map of the Human
Development Index (HDI),25 Dr Nel noted that Africa “sticks out like a sore thumb”. He reasoned that
the discrepancy is largely tied to a long history in which “foreign interests have extracted value from
Africa’s rich resource base to build up capital in other parts of the world.” He described this feature of
Africa’s past as a harsh reality that must be “stared directly in the face we are to look to the future.”

22

http://wwf.panda.org/
http://wwf.panda.org/who_we_are/wwf_offices/regional_office_for_africa/african_ecological_futures/
24
http://www.afdb.org/en/
25
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-index-hdi
23
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Figure 6. Dr Deon Nel (WWF) describing Africa's potential development trajectories (image credit: Gavin Withers).

Shifting focus to the present day, he acknowledged how rapidly the continent is developing: “African
lion economies are almost exceeding the growth rates of the Asian tigers”. The economic growth
sustained in Africa for over a decade would, he predicted, likely continue for several more decades. Dr
Nel then alerted the participants to the 240 % increase in Africa’s ecological footprint over a period of
only 4 decades. Quoting AfDB President, Mr Donald Kaberuka, Dr Nel forewarned that the critical
choices Africa makes today about infrastructure, energy and food production “will shape our
opportunities and options far into the future.”
Dr Nel pondered whether it would be possible for Africa to limit the use of its natural resources and
minimise the size of its ecological footprint while increasing the wellbeing of its people. To help answer
this question, he presented a number of development scenarios in the form of graphs and maps which
suggested that Africa’s vast untapped natural resource wealth is poised for exploitation on a massive
scale.
For instance, 60 % of the world’s available arable land is in Africa; 90 % of Africa’s hydropower and
irrigation potential is untapped; the continent’s electrification rate sits at only 30 %; while half of all new
oil and gas finds occur in Africa. Moreover, there is a plan to spend USD 400 billion on developing 50
large infrastructure projects under the Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA).26 Dr
Nel predicted that “these projects will transform Africa and the way it operates… they could change
everything.”
Dr Nel stressed the imperative to understand the drivers of this development, whether it will be
centrally planned or decentralized, and whether trade will be primarily intra-African or foreign. To
26

http://www.au-pida.org/
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ensure effective natural resource governance, he argued that it would be necessary to: improve access
to continental ecological information that underpins robust development planning; improve institutional
and technical capacity to analyse and interpret data; and develop the appropriate policies and
investment safeguards.
3.5.4. The State of Biodiversity Information in Africa
GBIF’s Senior Programme Officer for Participation, Dr Olaf Bánki, arose to present the state of
biodiversity data in Africa. He expressed GBIF’s strong interest to learn from the African community and
to better understand African needs and success stories. Dr Bánki explained that through a global
network of 54 countries and 39 international organisations, GBIF seeks to make biodiversity data freely
and openly accessible. In Africa, he elaborated, GBIF’s membership includes 14 participant countries and
several international organisations.
Over half a billion species occurrence records have been published through GBIF, some 9 million of
which – comprising 80 % animals and 20 % plants – have been published by 12 African institutions. The
remaining 11 million records about African biodiversity have been published by 10 institutions in 38
foreign countries, mostly in Europe. While the African institutions have published human observation
records primarily, the foreign institutions have published mainly specimen records usually taken from
natural history collections.

Figure 7. Dr Olaf Bánki (GBIF) explaining the sources of GBIF-mediated data about and from Africa (image credit: Gavin
Withers).

Dr Bánki underlined the significant contribution that data publishing makes towards scientific research.
Each year, hundreds of peer reviewed scientific papers use GBIF-mediated data. Furthermore, many of
these papers have strong policy relevance, not least to timber harvesting in Angola, coastal planning in
Madagascar, prevention and control of the Ebola virus, and invasive alien species management.
The publishing and use of GBIF-mediated data is a tangible contribution to Aichi Biodiversity Target 19 of
the CBD Strategic Plan and will also support objectives of the Intergovernmental Platform on
13

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES).27 Dr Bánki concluded by flagging a new GBIF-led
programme, entitled, Biodiversity Information for Development (BID), which is funded by the European
Union (EU). The programme aims to improve the management of natural capital by: (i) increasing the
availability of biodiversity data; (ii) enhancing capacity for biodiversity information management; and
(iii) integrating biodiversity data into policy and decision-making processes.

3.6. ICE-BREAKER: WHO’S WHO AND GROUND RULES
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, invited participants to participate in an ice-breaker.
All the participants gathered in a spacious chamber of the hall. Four persons were designated as ‘signbearers’ and duly positioned in each corner of the chamber. Mr Willoughby then proceeded to ask the
participants a series of questions. After every question, the sign-bearers held aloft one of four different
answers written on a placard. To signal their agreement with one of the four answers, participants were
asked to stand next to the appropriate sign-bearer, walking from corner to corner as needed. After each
question, the facilitator then invited a few people from each corner to briefly elaborate on their
response over the microphone. The exercise helped to reveal the geographical origins, language
preferences, and professional foci of the participants. The inclusion of a couple of humorous questions
also served to loosen the mood of participants.

Figure 8. The majority of participants indicated English and French to be their preferred languages during the ice-beaking
session (image credit: Gavin Withers).
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3.7. WHAT IS OUR PLAN?
Session facilitator: Mr Maxwell Gomera, Deputy Director, UNEP-WCMC
Following a lunchbreak, the session facilitator welcomed the participants back to their seats. He
explained that the focus of the next session would be to initiate the development of a Plan of Action (for
Mobilising and Mainstreaming Africa’s Biodiversity) and Declaration (on Biodiversity Information for
Sustainable Development in Africa). To this end, he continued, it would be necessary to take into
account existing plans and strategies of relevance to biodiversity information management in Africa.
Thus, the following presenters would outline two relevant initiatives, namely, the GBIF Africa Work Plan
2015-2016 and the 2012 Global Biodiversity Information Outlook (GBIO). Mr Gomera encouraged
participants to draw inspiration from, and ensure alignment with, these initiatives when compiling their
own Plan of Action. He suggested that the Plan of Action should provide a framework for collaboration,
coordination and planning of activities in the region. The Declaration on the other hand, should
comprise a much shorter statement to which participants can all contribute and subscribe. He suggested
that the document would serve as a point of reference, rallying call, and joint statement of intent – an
important output of the conference.
3.7.1. The Global Biodiversity Informatics Outlook
Dr Donald Hobern, Executive Secretary of GBIF, explained to the participants that by presenting the
GBIO, he intended to convey “a vision of how we can collaborate to ensure that every piece of
information on the world’s biodiversity can be brought together” to enable improved understanding of
the distribution, abundance and patterns of life on Earth. He noted that biodiversity information is
widely scattered, stored primarily in documents in libraries or as specimens in natural history
collections, deriving from several centuries of work undertaken in many countries by numerous people
in various languages. He highlighted citizen science as another major source of biodiversity information.
A consequence of there being so many disparate sources of biodiversity information is that it can take
considerable time for researchers to locate and access the information they need. Sometimes
researchers must travel significant distances to visit specimens. This is inefficient and ultimately hinders
decision-making processes. Dr Hobern asked how information sharing for common reuse could be
maximised. Together with partners, GBIF has sought to address this question through the development
of the GBIO. The document offers a framework for reaching a much deeper understanding of the
world’s biodiversity, and through that understanding the means to conserve it better and to use it more
sustainably.
The GBIO identifies four major focal areas to help coordinate action. These include: (i) creating a culture
of shared expertise, robust common data standards, policies and incentives for data-sharing and a
system of persistent storage and archiving of data; (ii) mobilizing biodiversity data from all available
sources, to make them promptly and routinely available; (iii) providing the tools to convert data into
evidence by enabling those data to be discovered, organizing them into views that give them context
15

and meaning; and (iii) generating understanding of biodiversity and our impacts on it by applying
evidence in models, tools for visualisation and identifying gaps to prioritise future data gathering. Dr
Hobern concluded his presentation by proclaiming, “It’s time to think big; it’s time to model all life on
earth!”
3.7.2. The GBIF Africa Work Plan
Next, Ms Hulda Gideon, Node Manager of the Tanzanian Biodiversity Information Facility (TanBIF)28
ascended to the stage. Ms Gideon also serves as GBIF Africa’s elected ‘Regional Representative’ and was
well-placed to present the GBIF Africa Work Plan 2015-2016. She explained that the Work Plan is a
roadmap for the mobilisation of biodiversity data in Africa. It aims to enhance the publishing, discovery
and use of biodiversity data in Africa and is aligned with GBIF’s global work plan and longer-term
strategic plan.
The GBIF Africa Work Plan comprises 8 themes which were agreed as priorities for future data gathering.
These include: invasive alien species; endangered species; agro-biodiversity and forests; endemic
species; medicinal plants; freshwater and wetland species; marine biodiversity; and crop wild relatives
(CWR). She then elaborated a set of four ‘strategic imperatives’ for the GBIF Africa community.
The first strategic imperative is ‘content mobilisation’ which entails the discovery, digitisation and
publishing of biodiversity data, the use of data in science and policy, and the assessment of data needs.
The second strategic imperative is ‘engagement’. This entails organising data-science-policy dialogues,
consultative workshops and establishing a GBIF Africa Science Committee. The third strategic imperative
is ‘informatics’, which entails establishing and strengthening national nodes and data portals. The fourth
strategic imperative is ‘capacity enhancement’ which entails training on matters ranging from data
publishing to science communication.
To implement the GBIF Africa Work Plan, she argued that it be necessary to strengthen the GBIF Africa
network by fostering greater support, participation and buy-in from across the region. Ms Gideon
concluded her presentation by calling for more countries to join GBIF Africa to help build a sustainable
future.
3.7.3. The Declaration on Biodiversity Information for African Development
The session facilitator then invited Dr Gaston Akouèhou, Head of Benin’s delegation, to read the draft
Declaration on Biodiversity Information for Sustainable Development in Africa. The draft had been
prepared in both English and French prior to the conference by a small team of GBIF Africa participants
and representatives of the co-organising partners. In order to ‘democratise’ the process of refining the
text, Mr Gomera, sought to establish a Declaration Working Group (DWG). He called for one volunteer
from each sub-region of Africa to join Mr Russell Galt, Project Coordinator at SANBI, in forming the
DWG. The following persons came forward:
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Professor Mathieu Gueye, Head of Geology and Botany Department at the African Institute of
Basic Research (IFAN) in Senegal (focal point for West Africa);
Mr Innocent Akampurira, GBIF Node Manager and Science Officer at the Ugandan National
Council for Science and Technology, Uganda (focal point for East Africa);
Dr Henri Mbale, Scientific Director at the Congolese Institute for Nature Conservation (ICCN) in
the Democratic Republic of Congo (focal point for Central Africa); and
Ms Lara Rall, Communications Specialist at the RESILIM Programme (focal point for Southern
Africa).

Mr Gomera explained that participants wishing to submit written comments on the draft declaration
should do so via the relevant sub-regional focal point in the DWG. In turn, he asked DWG members to
make themselves available to receive such comments and to incorporate them into a revised draft. The
revised draft would be presented on the third day of the conference for a final round of verbal
comments such that a final draft could be prepared for proclamation on the fourth day of the
conference.

Figure 9. The Declaration Working Group including (left to right), Professor Marhieu Gueye (IFAN), Mr Russell Galt (SANBI),
Ms Lara Rall (RESILIM), Dr Henri Mbale (ICCN), Mr Jeronimo Diogo (CNIC), and Mr Innocent Akampurira (NCST).

3.7.4. Mobilizing data for research and policy
The session facilitator then invited Dr Siro Masinde, Programme Officer at GBIF, onto the stage to give a
presentation on the process of mobilising biodiversity data for science and policy. Dr Masinde explained
that before mobilising biodiversity data, we must define a goal and access policy, and consider how best
to preserve, use and disseminate the data. GBIF promotes open access using a Creative Commons (CC)
license indicating that there are no rights reserved. However institutions may opt to use ‘CC-BY’
requiring attribution or ‘CC-BY-NC’ to require attribution and prohibit commercial use of the data.
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Dr Masinde explained that sources of data include: specimens from museums and herbariums;
observations and sampling results; and records extracted from literature. He described four different
types of data including occurrence data (specimens and observations), sample-based data (from
monitoring and assessments), checklists (taxonomic names), and metadata (descriptions of datasets).
Before mobilising data, it is necessary to decide which data management system to use as there are
many options. It is also necessary to consider which metadata standards to use. GBIF promotes the use
of community-accepted standards for data and metadata which ensure interoperability such as Darwin
Core.
Additional considerations, Dr Masinde elaborated, include the choice of equipment for data capture, the
skills required to achieve the goal, the record keeping arrangements, the security of data storage and
backup facilities, the quality of the data, whether and how the data will be published online, and how
the data will be used in research and policy. With respect to data-publishing, GBIF promotes use of the
Integrated Publishing Toolkit (IPT).29 Dr Masinde concluded by suggesting that Africa could play a much
more active role in mobilizing, sharing and using biodiversity data.

Figure 10. Ms Hulda Gideon (COSTECH) and Dr Siro Masinde (GBIF) respond to questions after giving their presentations
(image credit: Gavin Withers).
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3.8. WHAT IS BIODIVERSITY INFORMATION FOR?
Session facilitator: Ms Kristal Maze, Chief Director: Biodiversity Information and Policy Advice, SANBI
The final session of the first day was facilitated by Ms Kristal Maze, Chief Director for Biodiversity
Information and Policy Advice at SANBI. Having suspected that the participants had various different
viewpoints on rationale for mobilising biodiversity data, Ms Maze suggested that practical use-cases
would be helpful in fostering improved understanding. Thus, she described the purpose of the session as
to showcase a series of examples demonstrating how biodiversity information can be used and applied
in practice.
3.8.1. Sectoral Mainstreaming
The session facilitator invited Ms Caroline Petersen, Head of Ecosystems and Biodiversity at the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP)30 to deliver a presentation on ‘mainstreaming biodiversity
into economic sectors in South Africa’. Ms Petersen explained that UNDP supports countries to access
funds through the Global Environment Facility (GEF)31 and other sources in the focal area of biodiversity.
The GEF-6 strategy places a strong emphasis on Key Biodiversity Areas and, it follows that data is needed
to delineate those areas. Ms Petersen spoke of South Africa’s pressing development challenges and rich
biodiversity. Spatial biodiversity information is needed to help guide economic development in the
country. To this end, South Africa has developed composite multiscale maps of vegetation types which
serve as proxies for ecosystem types, as do landscape units like rivers and wetlands.

Figure 11. Ms Caroline Petersen (UNDP) explaining how biodiversity data can be mainstreamed into planning processes
(image credit: Gavin Withers).

30
31
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Ms Petersen highlighted a number of national planning documents and decision-making processes
which require spatial biodiversity information. These include the National Biodiversity Strategy and
Action Plan (NBSAP), the National Protected Areas Expansion Strategy (NPAES), the siting of electricity
grid infrastructure through Strategic Integrated Projects (SIPs), mining guidelines, environmental impact
assessment (EIA) procedures, and conservation priority-setting.
Ms Petersen concluded by advertising the NBSAP Forum32 which she described as a “one-stop shop”
offering support to countries in their critical work to reverse the global loss of biodiversity by 2020.
Through the NBSAP Forum, countries can access coordinated, targeted and demand-driven support
while connecting with a global community practitioners and expert NBSAP reviewers.
3.8.2. Impact Analysis for Improved Biodiversity Management
The session facilitator then introduced Dr Nkobi Moleele of RESILIM and Ms Blynda Petrie, CEO of
OneWorld Sustainable Investments33 to share their experiences of using biodiversity information to
inform investments in the Limpopo River Basin.
Dr Moleele explained that water, biodiversity and climate change interact in the Limpopo affecting
livelihoods, development and agriculture. Thus, he argued, a systems-based analytical framework is
necessary to better manage current and future risks and vulnerabilities and to formulate appropriate
policies and interventions.
Dr Moleele gave way to Ms Petrie who presented the results of a number of studies undertaken in the
Limpopo River Basin including risk and vulnerability maps, political-economy assessments, and resilience
case studies. She defined vulnerability as “the degree to which a system is susceptible to – and unable to
cope with – adverse effects of climate change”. She suggested that vulnerability in the Limpopo River
Basin is exacerbated by the degradation of ecosystems.
Ms Petrie said, “Biodiversity is an absolutely critical component of the water scarcity problem in the
Limpopo... protecting and restoring degraded areas is essential.” Ms Petrie noted that areas comprising
the richest biodiversity and levels of endemism are often high-altitude areas with the highest rainfall
and water runoff per unit area. Describing water scarcity as the greatest threat to livelihoods,
economies and ecosystems of the Limpopo River Basin, Ms Petrie spoke to the imperative to increase
targeted investments in catchment restoration.
Reiterating the sentiment of Dr Moleele, Ms Petrie shared her belief that biodiversity is more likely to be
protected if it is perceived as a way to create jobs and provide income. She concluded by saying that “a
common vision for sharing the benefits of effective transboundary water management is key to
overcoming the challenge of accelerated water scarcity.”
32
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3.8.3. Food Security: Agrobiodiversity Data for Development
The session facilitator then welcomed Ms Elizabeth Arnaud, Scientist at Bioversity International,34 onto
the stage to talk about the contribution that agrobiodiversity data can make to development. Ms
Arnaud began by defining agrobiodiversity as including “all components of biological diversity relevant
to food and agriculture as well as the components of biological diversity that constitute the agroecosystem.”
Globally, there are 950 species of cultivated plants that are threatened. Species are cultivated for
various purposes including medicine, food, fuel, fodder and construction materials. Approximately 7,000
plant species are edible, but over 50% of our plant-derived calories come from only 3 species, namely,
rice, wheat and maize. This high-dependency on just a few species runs contrary to a healthy diet which
ought to include multiple and diverse foods, as nutrient content varies considerably between species
and even between varieties. She also spoke of the importance of pollinators which contribute to the
production of over 80% of crops traded on the world market and serve as natural pest predators.
Ms Arnaud then highlighted a number of ‘neglected and under-utilised species’ (NUS) which are species
of importance to rural communities but largely neglected by plant breeders, traders and policymakers.
She then described the phenomenon of crop wild relatives (CWRs) which being wild plant species closely
related to crops may have an indirect use as gene donors for crop improvement. Their genetic diversity
may be an important source of future food security, but CWRs are generally neglected and threatened
in the wild.
Ms Arnaud then highlighted a number of past, present and planned projects including one entitled, “In
situ conservation and use of CWRs in three ACP countries of the SADC region”. This project aims to
enhance the link between conservation and the use of CWRs in Mauritius, Zambia, and South Africa. It
will entail capacity building, test-bedding of a toolkit, compiling CWR checklists, publishing biodiversity
data, determining baselines for conservation status and threats.
3.8.4. IPBES Assessments: the Role of Data in Africa Region Assessments
Mr Luthando Dziba, Competence Area Manager for Ecosystem Services at the Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research (CSIR)35 took to the stage to present on the Intergovernmental Platform on
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). Dr Dziba explained that the overall objective of IPBES is to
provide policy relevant knowledge on biodiversity and ecosystem services to inform decision making.
Having been established in April 2012, IPBES now has 124 members and a secretariat headquartered in
Bonn, Germany.
He explained that IPBES has four functions, including conducting assessments, building capacity,
developing science-policy tools, and generating knowledge. He explained that IPBES is multi-stakeholder
in nature, yet governed by a Bureau and Multidisciplinary Expert Panel (MEP). The IPBES Work
34
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21

Programme has several objectives including: strengthening capacity, knowledge foundations the
science-policy interface, and the knowledge-policy interface; and communicating and evaluating IPBES
work. Two deliverables in the IPBES Work Programme are especially relevant to biodiversity informatics.
These are deliverable 1d on generating new knowledge and 4b on developing and implementing a data
management plan. To help meet these deliverables, IPBES has established a Task Force on Knowledge
and Data.

Figure 12. Mr Luthando Dziba (CSIR) presenting on the IPBES Africa Regional Assessment (image credit: Gavin Withers).

One of several thematic or regional assessments being prepared by IPBES is the Africa Region
Assessment. This entails analysing, synthesising and critically judging available information on Africa’s
biodiversity and ecosystem services. Dr Dziba outlined the structure of the assessment including the six
chapter titles. He noted that much data will be needed for the Africa Region Assessment and asked,
“How can Africa organize itself and mobilize data to contribute meaningfully to IPBES assessments?” Dr
Dziba explained that there are many ways for the participants to get involved whether participating as
an expert or providing critical data. He urged participants to make acquaintance with their respective
IPBES national focal points. He concluded, “IPBES holds many fantastic opportunities for knowledge
generation, including indigenous and local knowledge generation. I encourage you to get involved.”

3.9. BIODIVERSITY INFORMATION USE-CASES
The day ended with a poster exhibition in which the conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby,
afforded 1 minute to each person who had chosen to bring a poster to summarize its contents.


Mr Seth Maphalala, Programme Manager at the Swaziland National Trust Commission,
presented a poster depicting a stepwise participatory eco-business planning process
implemented in the Lubombo Transfrontier Conservation Areas (TFCA).
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Mr Abdoulaye Guindo, Regional Coordinator at the Sustainable Development Program of the
River Niger in Mali presented a poster on the sustainable development of the Niger Delta. He
explained the efforts made to establish and maintain a balance between the preservation of the
environment including biodiversity and ecosystems on the one hand, and the promotion of
production activities like apiculture, aquaculture, and agriculture. Mr Guindo then presented a
second poster describing an assessment conducted in order to develop a check list of all the fish
species in the central delta of Niger.
Ms Monica Morrison, PhD student at Stellenbosch University, also presented two posters, both
of which depicted the latest results of research she had conducted in Botswana. Having assessed
the penetration of research results into the policy and practice of wildlife management in
northern Botswana, she made a number of recommendations on how to better communicate
wildlife research.
Mrs Anne-Julie Rochette, Programme Officer at the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences,
presented an initiative to enhance capacity for establishing biodiversity indicators in Africa
through the Capacities for Biodiversity and Sustainable Development (CEBioS) programme. She
explained that the CEBioS programme, training events are organised in partner countries to
develop online information portals on biodiversity and on biodiversity policies.
Professor Pantaleo Munishi Sokoine of the Tanzania University of Agriculture (SUA) who also
serves as Tanzania’s GBIF Head of Delegation, presented a poster displaying results of a study to
assess the status of flora and fauna biodiversity in nature reserves in the Eastern Arc Mountains
of Tanzania.
Mr Jeronimo Diogo of Angola’s National Centre for Scientific Research (CNIC) presented a
project to combat soil erosion in the City of Luena, through the planting of trees. Soil erosion, he
explained, has been a serious problem in Angola although a number of reforestation schemes
have yielded promising results.
Dr Henri Mbale, Scientific Director at the Congolese Institute for Nature Conservation (ICCN)
presented a poster depicting charismatic species found in the DRC. He described a number of
measures taken in recent years to identify, understand and protect the county’s natural
resources.
Dr Doug Harebottle, a Biodiversity Informatics Post-Doctoral Research Fellow at SANBI and the
University of the Western Cape, presented a posted on the establishment of a Biodiversity
Information Management (BIM) Centre of Excellence. He outlined the vision, rationale,
methodology and partners involved in the process.
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Figure 13. Participants viewing posters in the final session of the first day of the conference (image credit: Gavin Withers).
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4. LESSONS LEARNT
Objectives:



Share experiences and review lessons learnt through relevant African projects and activities.
Identify how effective biodiversity information management systems can be efficiently
established and maintained in Africa.

Questions:




Which barriers and solutions pertain to the mobilisation and use of biodiversity information?
What are the challenges, successes, & lessons learnt through building biodiversity information
systems in Africa?
How can national priorities for biodiversity data mobilisation be set?

4.1. HOW DO WE IMPROVE THE MOBILISATION OF DATA?
Session facilitator: Mr Jeff Manuel, Director: Biodiversity Information and Planning, SANBI
The session facilitator, Mr Jeff Manuel of SANBI, welcomed participants to the second day of the
conference, entitled, ‘Lessons Learnt’. He explained that the programme for the day would provide
participants with an opportunity to share their experiences and take stock of relevant projects and
activities undertaken in the region. A field trip would follow in the afternoon, allowing participants to
foster stronger interpersonal relations with a view to catalysing collaboration. Mr Jeff Manuel explained
that the purpose of the first session was to draw from a series of relevant regional projects to identify
the greatest barriers and most promising solutions to data mobilisation in Africa.

Figure 14. Mr Jeff Manuel (SANBI) facilitating a session on biodiversity data mobilisation (image credit: Gavin Withers).
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4.1.1. Findings of BIOPAMA
The session facilitator invited Mr Andrew Cottam, Post-Doctoral Researcher at the Joint Research
Centre (JRC)36 of the European Commission, onto the stage to present the findings of the Biodiversity
and Protected Areas Management Programme (BIOPAMA).37 Mr Cottam explained that the JRC is the
main research organisation for the European Commission and comprises 7 scientific institutes including
the Institute of Environment and Sustainability which focuses on global land cover mapping, biodiversity
information services, and data integration. Mr Cottam noted that the JRC has been active in Africa for
over 20 years primarily through the Observatory of Central African Forests.38
Mr Cottam then shifted focus to BIOPAMA, stating the aim of the programme: “to address threats to
biodiversity in African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries,39 while reducing poverty in communities in
and around protected areas.” He indicated that the programme would enhance existing institutions and
networks by making the best available science and knowledge available for building capacity to improve
policies and enable better decision-making. The programme, he elaborated, is a four year-initiative
(2012-2016) funded by 10th European Development Fund (EDF)40 and managed by the JRC and the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).41
To improve the availability of biodiversity data, regional observatories and information systems regional
observatories will be set up in Africa. Capacity building in biodiversity informatics will be led by IUCN,
while the GBIF-led Biodiversity Information for Development (BID) Programme will help to provide the
species data to the regional observatories.
Although BIOPAMA is still a relatively young project, lessons can already be drawn from it. For instance,
“Technology is not an issue… requirements are the issue”. Mr Cottam expounded, “It is not easy to
understand what is needed and useful… and there is great difficulty in matching data requirements to
conservation outcomes.” Mr Cottam argued that efforts must be requirements-driven rather than datadriven as “mash-up tools do not work”. Other challenges he chose to highlight include political and
institutional barriers pertaining to restrictive licensing and a culture of secrecy; weak project continuity;
inadequate data quality; complex systems and heavy standards deterring people from sharing their
data; and the physical distance between data holders and limited internet connectivity.
Mr Cottam indicated that the most important lesson they had learned is that “we must focus on what is
needed… we must prioritise datasets we intend to mobilise.” This necessitates giving greater attention
to defining the period of data, spatial area, and quality required.
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https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/
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4.1.2. Findings of UNEP-WCMC
The session facilitator invited Dr Eugenie Regan, Senior Programme Officer at UNEP-WCMC to share the
findings of work undertaken across the continent. Dr Regan mentioned that the United Nations (UN) has
declared 2011 to 2020 as the Decade for Biodiversity. Alluding to the 4th Global Biodiversity Outlook
(GBO-4), Dr Regan noted that the pressures on biodiversity are worsening despite a strengthening of
global responses. She questioned whether sufficient data is reaching decision-makers.
Drawing from the results of two recent workshops held by UNEP-WCMC in Pretoria and Pyeongchang in
2014, Dr Regan suggested that the biggest barrier to data mobilisation may be the “disconnect between
biodiversity informaticians (data suppliers) and decision-makers (end users).” She attributed this to a
lack of communication and understanding between different communities. In some cases, she noted,
government departments refuse share data with other government departments.
Citing Uganda as a case in point, she suggested that countries should establish national cross-sectoral
task forces to help mobilise information to support national accounting and the production of NBSAPs.
Additionally, Dr Regan opined that monitoring systems and data collection capacity should be assessed
to shed light on the flow of data in each country. She continued, “We need to understand what is going
on, we need to ensure that the data is accessible in one place”. Dr Regan conjectured that national
information systems should be established to channel biodiversity data to decision-makers in
consumable formats. Remarking on the low capacity for data collection and management in many
African countries, she suggested that capacity building should also be a priority for action. Finally, she
suggested that more information should be collected on the importance of biodiversity to national
economies, as “we need to make a strong business case for biodiversity information.”
To address these barriers, UNEP-WCMC is engaged in a number of initiatives. Through the Biodiversity
Indicators Partnership (BIP), UNEP-WCMC is connecting data suppliers and end-users while supporting
the GBO-4, the CBD and other multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs). So too, UNEP-WCMC is
working with the UN Statistics Division to develop certain indictors for the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and to help bring biodiversity information into national accounting. Another initiative is the
Proteus Partnership, through which UNEP-WCMC is delivering biodiversity information to businesses in
formats that they can understand and use. Furthermore, UNEP-WCMC will lead a new Global
Environment Facility (GEF) project to connect data suppliers and decision-makers in Ghana,
Mozambique and Uganda.
Dr Regan concluded by sharing her belief that “better data packaged in the right format for decisionmaking leads to better decisions and will ultimately lead to smarter economies.”
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Figure 15. Dr Eugenie Regan (UNEP-WCMC), Mr Abdoulaye Guindo (Mali), and Dr Kimba Ousseini (Niger) (image credit: Gavin
Withers).

4.1.3. Findings of the Regional JRS Project
Mr Russell Galt, Project Coordinator at SANBI, then came forth to share lessons learnt from
implementing the JRS-funded project, Mobilising Africa’s Biodiversity Data42. Mr Galt explained that the
project commenced in October 2013 and has entailed engaging a network of African governments,
research institutions, NGOs and international organisations to develop an African strategy for mobilising
policy-relevant biodiversity data while strengthening regional collaboration and capacity in biodiversity
informatics. He said that the barriers and solutions identified by the previous presenters resonated with
his own experience “We want relevant, reliable, high-quality data to flow freely from the point of
capture to the point of use.” To this end, the data-science-policy value chain must be streamlined.
Mr Galt noted there are 5 main reasons why biodiversity data mobilisation stalls. Legally, the use of
restrictive data licensing blocks its use; technically, many software systems do not adequately support
data-sharing; culturally, data secrecy is still the default position of most organisations; financially,
insufficient resources are allocated to data-sharing activities; and politically, governments are not yet
fully committed to the principle of free and open access to biodiversity data.
Mr Galt acknowledged the substantial progress made by many African partners in the face of severe
resource constraints, which render their achievements altogether more remarkable. Describing the
project as a collective effort, he invited some of the project partners to share their experiences from the
42
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floor. Ms Hulda Gideon, Node Manager of the TanBIF, volunteered to share her insights. She suggested
that trust and capacity were most essential to enabling data mobilisation and use. Russell agreed,
making reference to the importance of face-to-face meetings in fostering trustful working relations. He
concluded by stressing, “We want data-sharing to be the norm, not the exception.”
4.1.4. Findings of the National Scientific Research Centre (CNIC)
Mr Jeronimo Diogo of Angola’s National Centre for Scientific Research (CNIC) then took to the stage to
deliver a presentation on the mitigation of soil erosion in Angola, focusing specifically on the City of
Luena. He explained that soil erosion is problematic across much of the country causing extensive
damage to suburbs, railways, roads and water supplies. He explained that this is due to a lack of
awareness and unsustainable land use. When it rains heavily, deep ravines appear across the City of
Luena. Historically, little or nothing had been done to slow the phenomenon. Thus the CNIC decided to
research the potential for diversifying agricultural practices and planting of agro-forestry trees to
stabilize soil and increase food supply. To this end, CNIC had trialled a long list of agro-forestry trees.
They found the Australian species, Acacia mangium, to be the most effective at stabilising and restoring
the fertility of soils. Food crops such as the common bean, cowpeas and maize were also planted in the
rehabilitated areas. An assessment of the agronomic yields found that the food crops were helping to
strengthen food security, provide income sources and reduce poverty.
4.1.5. Findings of Sud Experts Plantes
Dr Anne-Sophie Archambeau, Node Manager of GBIF France, then took to the stage to present the
findings of the project, Sud Experts Plantes (SEP).43 The project aims to help tropical developing
countries to document, understand and sustainably use their plant biodiversity. Funded by the French
government, the first project cycle ran from 2006 to 2012 and was implemented in 22 countries.
Through the provision of training and the convening of scientists with policymakers, the SEP project has
helped developing countries to defend their rights in international biodiversity negotiations while
contributing to the goals of the Global Strategy for Plant Conservation.44 The SEP project has involved
education, training workshops, and seminars; the launch of the biannual journal, Flora of Indochina; the
provision of technical support to herbaria and botanical gardens; and the provision of competitive
funding for research and herbarium work.
The greatest achievements of the SEP project have been: stimulating the production of high-quality
research and establishment of herbariums through the provision of competitive funding; the
development and delivery of the SEP Capacity Enhancement Programme for Developing Countries (SEPCEPDEC); and the provision of education and training, including an international Master’s program in
tropical plant biodiversity.

43
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Dr Archambeau concluded her presentation by announcing the commencement of a follow up project
entitled Sud Expert Plantes Sustainable Development (SEP2D).45

4.2. CORROBORATING KEY FINDINGS
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, then requested the participants to reflect on the
preceding presentations and draw from their personal experiences to each write down on pieces of
paper what they consider to be the single greatest barrier and the single greatest solution to mobilising
biodiversity data. The participants were then invited to attach these to a sticky wall. The purpose of this
exercise, Mr Willoughby explained, was to gauge the opinions of participants to help guide further
deliberations. Once all the participants had posted their opinions, Mr Willoughby clustered them into
distinct categories. The following bullet points constitute a word-for-word transcription of the results.
4.2.1. Challenges to Data Sharing
FINANCE






Inadequate resources to package and publish data
High costs involved in data mobilisation processes
Lack of sponsorship for data collection from the field
Insufficient money

DATA MANAGEMENT STRATEGY









Fragmentation of data holders
No clear plan or explanation of how data sharing will help or be useful
Data management and sharing is not a priority for data producers
Statistical challenges in finding the answers to real questions
Incentives for data providers are still weak despite 20 years of talking
Behavioural barriers related to career rewards
Concerns about fairness, recognition and perceived financial value

STANDARDS

45





Data can be complex and difficult to consume



Sustainability of sources of data (museums, herbariums, etc.)

Data are not formatted following consistent standards
Concerns about interpretation of raw data (an absence of records does not equal
absence of occurrence)

http://www.sud-expert-plantes.ird.fr/sepDD
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SCIENCE-POLICY LINK






Lack of political will



Biodiversity is but one key component within our system and thus a systems approach
should be taken



Data is available but it is generally difficult to access and use

Data value chain still not clear
Lack of relevant capacity along the value chain
Researchers lack confidence in their own data

STRATEGIC

CAPACITY & SKILLS






Limited skills capacity in biodiversity informatics
Changes required in certain careers
Share citizen science success case studies with regard to biodiversity digitization
Bias towards science-based training for conservation managers which is a limitation on
managing protected areas

DATA ACCESS POLICY



Sensitivity of data e.g. traded or threatened species

4.2.2. Solutions to Data Sharing
INCENTIVES






Demonstrate good value for money
Sponsor the collection of fresh field data
Strengthen the motivation for data-holding institutions to provide data
Provide genuine incentives to those providing the data

SCIENCE-POLICY LINK





Provide easy access to data – web service – “data as a service”



Strengthen the data-information-knowledge-policy interface

Ensure data is easily consumable
Improve the science-policy interface and raise interest of politics to receive biodiversity
data relevant to their decisions.

COMPELLING BUSINESS CASE
31






Make a compelling story and business case





Language barrier

Use data to tell a convincing story
Raise awareness among data-holders of the advantages of data-sharing
Increase motivation to provide data in a timely manner

LANGUAGE

Translation and rendition
Ensure that we communicate clearly

CAPACITY AND TRAINIING






Strengthen the capacities of scientists and politicians







Provide financial resources to data holders for packaging and publishing data

Effective training of students and researchers in biodiversity informatics tools
Turn citizen scientists into ambassadors of biodiversity
Increase incentives to pursue academic career in biodiversity informatics

FINANCE

Financial resources for data mobilisation processes
Increase the availability and sufficiency of funding
More support for ‘memory institutions’
Change requirements of donors and journals to ensure that data is made freely available

Figure 16. The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby (Refleqt) distilling from participants a set of challenges and
solutions to biodiversity data mobilisation (image credit: Gavin Withers).
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4.3. HOW DO WE BUILD EFFECTIVE INFORMATION NETWORKS?
Session facilitator: Mr Selwyn Willoughby.
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, called for participants to take their seats before
explaining the purpose of the next session as being to showcase a series of inspiring African initiatives.
These case studies would illustrate how effective biodiversity information networks can be established
in practice.
4.3.1. Albertine Rift Biodiversity Information Management System
Dr Nick King, Board Member of the Albertine Rift Conservation Society (ARCOS),46 took to the stage to
share the experiences of ARCOS in establishing the Albertine Rift Biodiversity Management and
Information System (ARBMIS).47 He explained that the presentation should have been delivered by his
Rwandan colleague, Mr Faustin Gashakamba, Director of Development, Knowledge Management and
Outreach, who was unfortunately unable to attend.
Dr King said that in 2007, ARCOS developed the Albertine Rift Biodiversity Monitoring Framework
through which 5 institutions of 5 different countries in the region signed an agreement to share
biodiversity data. ARCOS then joined GBIF and by 2011, commenced developing the ARBIMS portal with
funding from the JRS Biodiversity Foundation. ARCOS then conducted a stakeholder consultation
including a capacity needs assessment for data-holders, before organising a series of training courses
and supporting data mobilization initiatives such as digitization of herbarium specimens.
Dr King suggested that the key success factors of ARBIMS are the regional aspect (it covers
transboundary ecosystems); the collaborative aspect (many partners contributing to and benefiting
from the system help to sustain it); the use of common standards (i.e. GBIF standards) which add value
to the data mobilised; the availability of open-source tools which can improve cost-effectiveness of the
system; and the user-friendliness of the system.
Challenges which had to be overcome include a lack of complete and accurate checklists, limited
capacity in the region, a lack of government financial support, weak incentives for data sharing and
difficulty in demonstrating the contribution of biodiversity data to decision-making. Dr King then listed a
number of lessons learned. He suggested that much more must be done to: convince data holders that
data papers are valuable; formalise partnerships with potential data holding institutions; ensure that
data generated by government-led studies is preserved and shared; create legal framework conducive
to data-sharing; promote information management at the regional level; build trust for regional
information sharing; and fashion improved data management tools.

46
47

http://www.arcosnetwork.org/
http://arbmis.arcosnetwork.org/out.biodiversitydata.albertine.php

33

Going forward, Dr King indicated, ARCOS would be renewing data-sharing agreements with its partners
and seeking to mobilise additional stakeholders while rolling out a regional bioinformatics training
programme.
4.3.2. Strategy for a Sustainable Network and Data Mobilisation
Professor Jean C. Ganglo of the University of Abomey-Calavi,48 who also serves as the GBIF Node
Manager of Benin and the Vice Chair of the GBIF Science Committee, then took to the stage to present
his country’s experience in establishing a sustainable network for data mobilisation. He explained that
the critical success factor is the team which comprises 7 persons. Having published over 100,000 records
in less than three years, Professor Ganglo explained that one of their core activities is to raise project
funds by preparing and submitting project proposals. He paid special thanks to the JRS Biodiversity
Foundation, French Government and GBIF Secretariat for their support. He explained that the team also
lobbies its own government for additional funds.
Having hosted a GBIF Africa regional meeting in July 2014, the team is now in the process of establishing
a centre of biodiversity information at the University of Albomey-Calavi. The team has placed a strong
focus on capacity building and with help from the University of Kansas trained numerous students on
biodiversity information management. Capacity building opportunities are also provided to potential
data providers and users through national and international workshops. Certificates of attendance are
provided to help incentivise participation in the training workshops.
He continued, “We are speaking to various institutions to inform them that publishing biodiversity data
is essential for the sustainable development of the country.” So too, he explained, they are encouraging
potential data providers and users to undertake research activities in biodiversity informatics
highlighting the international recognition that they stand to gain. These efforts have met with increasing
success and in the coming years, it is expected that much more data will be published. Professor Ganglo
reflected on a recent workshop organised in Benin from 12-14 May 2014, at which they sought to
capacitate data providers and sensitize heads of institutions and policymakers with the support of GBIF
France. He concluded, “We want to build more partnerships with other countries to help mobilise data
at the regional level.”

48

http://www.uac.bj/home/
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Figure 17. Mr Donald Hobern (GBIF), Dr Olaf Bánki (GBIF), and Professor Jean Ganglo (Benin).

4.3.3. Biodiversity Information Management at SANBI
Ms Fatima Parker-Allie, Deputy Director at SANBI, was then invited by the session facilitator to share
South Africa’s experiences in biodiversity information management, specifically the South African
Biodiversity Information Facility (SABIF)49 and the factors that have enabled the country to mobilise data
and build effective networks. South Africa joined GBIF in 2003 with a strong mandate from the
Department of Science and Technology (DST).50
With a view to developing a stronger network of biodiversity informatics professionals, strengthening
the science-base for biodiversity informatics and expediting the dissemination of biodiversity data,
SABIF was then established by ministerial decree. DST began funding GBIF-related activities as they
clearly aligned with the government’s ten-year innovation plan to transform South Africa from a
resource-based economy into a knowledge-based economy.
SANBI was created in 2004 with a responsibility to monitor and report on the status of biodiversity as is
enshrined in the country’s law. SANBI must collect, generate, process, coordinate, and disseminate
information about biodiversity and maintain databases. To this end, SANBI’s Biodiversity Information
Management Directorate was established to coordinate the needs of the organisation and its partners.
Thus, Ms Parker-Allie argued, SANBI has a very strong legal and institutional mandate to mobilise
biodiversity data.
Data has been mobilised through the provision of catalytic seed funding which led to larger projects and
dedicated staff capacity. An additional success factor has been the establishment of large cohesive
networks of partners through awareness raising and outreach including the organisation of the national
Biodiversity Information Management Forum (BIMF) as well as regional engagement and leadership

49
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through GBIF Africa. SANBI has also been active in promoting data-sharing through implementation of
data standards.
To date, approximately 14 million records from over 15 data-holding organisations have been mobilized.
SANBI has created a number of additional systems to support biodiversity information needs of the
country. One example is the Biodiversity Advisor website51 which provides access to data and content
through SANBI’s information systems. More recently a shared national vision for innovative information
architecture has been developed, and this will evolve into Biodiversity Advisor 2 which will respond
more easily to policy. She concluded, “Our biodiversity information must be managed as a strategic
asset that will leverage shared value to South Africa in supporting sustainable decisions towards the
broader national developmental objectives.”
4.3.4. Building an effective biodiversity information network in Ghana
Dr Alex Asase, the Node Manager of the Ghanaian Biodiversity Information Facility (GhaBIF)52 and
Lecturer at the University of Ghana, proceeded to the stage to share his country’s highlights, lessons and
success stories. He began by contextualising Ghana as a country rich in biodiversity but suffering from a
lack of accurate, up-to-date information on the current status of biodiversity. This imposes major
constraints on sustainable development.
Dr Asase suggested that effective partnerships are essential to success. Partnerships forged with
academia, research institutions, government ministries, NGOs, and individual scientists were critical for
efficient mobilization and use of biodiversity information about Ghana.
Dr Asase explained that in 2009, following a series of stakeholder consultations, Ghana joined GBIF to
take advantage of a suite of opportunities. Nevertheless, considerable challenges have been
encountered relating to culture, capacity, funding, legal issues, political support and diplomacy. To
manage these challenges, Dr Asase explained that political support had been leveraged from the
Ministry of Environment through the signing of a MOU with GBIF and that funds had been raised from
the JRS Biodiversity Foundation. To address the issue of intellectual property rights (IPR), a workshop
had been organised to provide stakeholders with a better understanding of the need to share data.
Dr Asase indicated that becoming a member of GBIF was very helpful as it provided access to tools,
training opportunities, and mentoring grants. A total of 29 countries have published data about Ghana
through GBIF, specifically, 342 occurrence datasets comprising 239,260 records. Ghana has itself
published an additional two occurrence datasets comprising 93,346 records covering 76 countries,
territories and islands.

51
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Figure 18. Dr Alex Asase (Ghana) and Ms Fatima Parker-Allie (SANBI) (image credit: Gavin Withers).

4.4. HOW DO WE IDENTIFY PRIORITY NEEDS?
Dr Olaf Bánki, Senior Programme Officer for Participation at GBIF, then presented the preliminary
results of a survey conducted through the BID programme. He explained that the survey was focused on
determining the needs of two target groups: data-holders and decision-makers. So far 54 responses had
been received (40 data-holders and 14 decision-makers) from across Africa. He encouraged those who
had not yet responded to do so in the days ahead.
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby then split the participants into 5 separate groups.
Each group was asked to work together to address three questions. The groups would have an
opportunity to report back to the plenary the following day. Their feedback would be used to guide
further discussions and inform the development of a Plan of Action. The following questions were
posed:




Do you have any current initiatives for identifying data needs?
Have you identified their needs and can you list them?
Who are the recipients of the data?

4.5. FIELD TRIPS
After lunch, participants embarked on a field trip their choice of three options. One group visited Cape
Point which is the most south-westerly tip of Africa and boast dramatic landscape covered in endemic
fynbos. A second group took the Cable Car up to the top of Table Mountain which has been voted one
37

of the 7 natural wonders of the world. A third group embarked on a biodiversity heritage tour of
Waterkloof Biodynamic Farm where they learned about eco-friendly viticulture and tasted local wines.
The purpose of these field trips was provide participants with an opportunity to spend time with each
other in an informal setting with the rationale that stronger interpersonal working relations would be
formed. Despite some unforeseen delays in departing on the field trips, most participants appeared to
thoroughly enjoy themselves which lightened the atmosphere of the following day, and arguably
increased the productivity of group work.

Figure 19. Participants enjoying South Africa's magnificent natural heritage (image credits: Russell Galt).
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5. HELP AT HAND
Objective: Draw attention to relevant tools, resources and learning networks for building effective
biodiversity information systems in Africa.
Questions:



What should be the vision, goals, objectives and priorities for the mobilisation and use of
biodiversity information in Africa?
Which planned or existing initiatives, tools, networks and resources can support the attainment
of these goals?

The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, welcomed participants to the third day of the
conference and proceeded to remind them of the progress achieved thus far. He explained that they
had achieved the 1st conference objective, namely, to identify the opportunities and solutions that
biodiversity information presents for sustainable development in Africa. Mr Willoughby then elaborated
the process and methodology for the remainder of the conference. He said the aim was to establish a
vision for Africa, with a set of goals, objectives, priority actions, project consortia, and funding partners.
To aid the participants, he presented a slide depicting a graphical representation of how the Plan of
Action and Declaration would be structured (see figure below).

Figure 20. A diagram presented by the conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby (Refleqt), to the participants.

Mr Willoughby reminded participants that they were halfway through the conference and encouraged
them to pause, reflect and proceed towards meeting the 2nd and 3rd conference objectives.
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5.1. WHERE CAN YOU GET HELP?
Session facilitator: Ms Belynda Petrie, CEO, OneWorld Sustainable Investments
Ms Petrie explained that the purpose of the session would be to highlight a number of tools and learning
resources which could help African countries in mobilising biodiversity data.
5.1.1. GEO BON and BON in a Box
The session facilitator invited Dr Gary Geller, Senior Expert for Biodiversity and Ecosystems at the Group
on Earth Observations (GEO),53 onto the stage to present a toolkit for developing national observation
systems. Dr Geller explained that the GEO Biodiversity Observation Network (BON)54 facilitates
observation system development and related activities and that BON in a Box is a new toolkit which can
help to simplify the development of national BONs. He explained that the mission of GEOBON is to
improve the acquisition, delivery, and application of information describing biodiversity change and its
implications, particularly for decision-makers. The approach is very collaborative and wide in scope.
He described BON in a Box had been developed to assist countries with the difficult task of setting up
and operating observation systems. By simplifying the process, he argued, the probability of
implementation would be increased. He explained that data flows along a value chain comprising a
series of steps: system design, data collection, data management, data analysis, and reporting.
Recognising the importance of continuity along this value chain, BON in a Box provides a set of tools for
each step including observation system components and capacity building.
A prototype is being developed by Colombia’s Humboldt institute. It gives pointers to those who are
seeking to establish what to do. Dr Geller explained that GEOBON is not a funding source for this, but it
is available to work with governments. He asked the participants, “Would a BON in the Box for Africa be
of interest?” He proposed starting small at the SADC level then expanding accordingly. He concluded by
stating that “GEOBON is all about facilitating collaboration and BON in a Box is one way to achieve that.”
5.1.2. Learning Networks
The session facilitator then invited Ms Hulda Gideon of TanBIF to speak about the opportunity that GBIF
Africa presents for participating in a learning network. Ms Gideon explained that GBIF Africa is a regional
network for enhancing biodiversity informatics in Africa. The network comprises voting and associate
participants including 14 countries and 3 organisations. It was established in Entebbe, Uganda, in 2010,
with a view to fostering enhanced discovery, publishing and use of biodiversity data for evidence-based
decision-making on the conservation and sustainable use of African biodiversity.
Key achievements of GBIF Africa include facilitating collaboration and networking, enhancing technical
capacity, and publishing more than 14 million biodiversity records through the GBIF portal. She alluded
53
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to several relevant projects in the region including Sud Expert Plantes, GBIF mentoring projects, JRSfunded projects and additional projects funded by African governments.
Looking to the future, Ms Gideon indicated that the community will continue implementing the GBIF
Africa Work Plan 2015-2016, strengthen ties with high-level decision-makers, recruit and engage more
members, institutionalise the structure of GBIF Africa, provide mentoring to new members of GBIF
Africa and continue supporting various biodiversity information initiatives. She concluded by
encouraging additional countries to join GBIF and enjoy the benefits of being part of a vibrant, focused
network.
5.1.3. UNEP-WCMC Tools and Resources: Unlocking the Potential of Biodiversity Data
Next, Ms Petrie invited Mr Tim Wilkinson, Head of Informatics at UNEP-WCMC, to describe a suite of
tools and resources which can help unlock the potential of Africa’s biodiversity data to contribute
towards sustainable development. He began by citing the CEO of Hewlett-Packard, Ms Carly Fiorina:
“The goal is to turn data into information, and information into insight”. This he said is a good way to
describe the journey as we need data to tell a narrative to decision-makers.
The first application he demonstrated was Protected Planet,55 the online home of the World Database of
Protected Areas. It includes data on 209,000 protected areas covering 15.4 % of the world’s terrestrial
areas and 3.4% of the oceans. He indicated that the data can be freely downloaded and that in the last
month alone, there were over 6,000 downloads. The second application he demonstrated was Species
Plus56 which provides critical information on species such as distribution and trade. Each day, the
website receives approximately 1,700 species searches and over 70 species lists are downloaded. He
noted that Loxodonta africana is the most popular species among users.
He finished by presenting a project run in Abu Dhabi in 2014, entitled, The World of Blue Carbon.57 It
gathers remote sensing data in a cloud geospatial database and uses citizen scientists to validate the
data. UNEP-WCMC has helped to build a field tool application which can assist with data capture. The
data is then shared directly through a public-facing website and is ultimately used to inform planning
and decision-making.
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Figure 21. Mr Tim Wilkinson (UNEP-WCMC) and Dr Neil Burgess (UNEP-WCMC) (image credit: Gavin Withers).

5.1.4. GBIF Tools and Resources
Dr Siro Masinde, GBIF’s Programme Officer for Content Mobilization, came forth to talk about the tools
and resources offered by GBIF. These include best practice and guidance materials to support data
holders in digitizing, managing and publishing their data, which can be freely downloaded from the GBIF
website. Additionally GBIF coordinates a number of expert task forces to support ongoing exchange of
expertise and development.
He described GBIF as a global data publishing platform with approximately 676 data publishers. To
support data publishing, GBIF promotes the Integrated Publishing Toolkit (IPT) which enables publishing
from databases, spreadsheets or text files and facilitates their citation.
GBIF also provides a global platform to access over 500 million occurrence records relating to over 1.6
million species. The GBIF participant portals are maintained by GBIF members giving access to
biodiversity data relevant to specific countries of thematic networks. Many participants collaborate to
jointly maintain portals thereby saving on development and maintenance costs.
GBIF offers support to help its members build biodiversity information facilities (BIFs) coordinated by a
Node Manager to facilitate the mobilization, management and reuse of biodiversity data at the national
or thematic level. The GBIF resource library provides users with a gateway to relevant tools, manuals,
presentations, and outreach material. GBIF has established a Capacity Enhancement Framework which
supports mentoring, regional collaboration, advocacy and needs assessment with a view strengthening
the technical and functional capacity of participants. Capacity enhancement support is also provided by
the GBIF’s large online community of people committed to sharing biodiversity data by supporting each
other, pooling resources and sharing expertise.
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5.1.5. Determining Policy-relevant Biodiversity Data
Mr Russell Galt of SANBI came forth to present the latest version of a toolkit to determine policyrelevant biodiversity data. The toolkit, he explained, had been developed in consultation with a
multitude of African partners and constituted a central deliverable of the JRS-funded project, Mobilising
Africa’s Biodiversity Data.
Mr Galt explained that one of the greatest challenges encountered in the mobilisation of biodiversity is
to match the supply of data with the demand for data. It is not always clear how the data will be useful
and consequently if can be difficult to prioritise data to mobilise. Thus, the toolkit in question has been
developed to propose a set of methodologies to determine policy-relevant biodiversity data. The
rationale is that by focusing on policy-relevant biodiversity data, the value of data mobilisation will
become more apparent and a virtuous cycle may be created whereby donors and governments are
more willing to support biodiversity data mobilisation activities.
Mr Galt proceeded to outline the four methodologies in the toolkit. The first approach, he explained, is
to refer to explicit stipulations of data needs in relevant documents such as NBSAPs and conservation
management plans. The second approach is to infer implicit non-stipulated data needs by scanning the
different policy domains to identify issues which are likely to demand data. The third approach is to
engage and consult stakeholders to determine and verify policy-relevant data, as has been effectively
achieved in Tanzania. The fourth approach is to mobilize metadata and respond using demand signals to
inform the calibration of data mobilisation strategies.
Mr Galt concluded by paying tribute to the JRS Biodiversity Foundation and GBIF Africa for their support
and indicated that the toolkit would be further refined in view of being published in August 2015.
5.1.6. Biodiversity Informatics Curricula
Ms Fatima Parker-Allie of SANBI then took to the stage to talk about a biodiversity informatics
curriculum being developed in partnership with the University of Western Cape (UWC).58 She explained
that in South Africa, as in other parts of the world, biodiversity informatics is a young field and lies at the
nexus of a number of disciplines. Thus there are enormous challenges in recruiting and retaining
biodiversity information management personnel. To address this challenge, SANBI has sought to
influence academic curricula by partnering with UWC to create a postgraduate hub, award bursaries,
and coordinate an internship programme.
Through the UWC-SANBI partnership, plans are underway to establish a Southern African Centre of
Excellence in Biodiversity Informatics, and a 5-year research strategy and curriculum for biodiversity
informatics are being developed. Additionally, SANBI is focused on developing the skillsets of its own
staff through training and recruitment. To improve the quality and use of information, SANBI is training
data providers and data users on data mobilisation, fitness for use, and modelling. To build an inspired
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network, SANBI has organised several Biodiversity Information Management Forums (BIMF) and sought
to promote biodiversity informatics through targeted communications and marketing.
5.1.7. Building In-depth Capacity in Biodiversity Informatics
Professor Jean Ganglo of the University of Abomey-Calavi then took to the stage to share his
experiences in building biodiversity informatics capacity in Benin. He indicated that discovery and access
to primary biodiversity data are critical to enable evidence-based decision-making at all levels. He noted
that while plant specimen collections in Benin data back to the 18th century, the digitization and
publication of records only began in 2010. Currently some 197,805 occurrence records of Benin’s
biodiversity are accessible through GBIF and over 100,000 of which were published by GBIF Benin over
the past 3 years.
He explained that in order to support scientists to inform decision-making processes, greatly enhanced
capacity is needed. He elaborated that capacitating research and teaching staff in biodiversity
informatics is a prerequisite to sustaining biodiversity data mobilisation. He described capacity building
as being of “upmost importance”. To this end, Benin is partnering with institutions such as SANBI and
the University of Kansas to develop a biodiversity informatics curriculum for masters and PhD students.
Challenges to overcome include a lack of capacitated staff and resources to implement the curriculum.
Going forward, Professor Ganglo indicated it would be necessary to fundraise to support the
programmes, strengthen partnerships to create synergies and deliver in-depth biodiversity informatics
training to teaching staff.
5.1.8. BHL-Africa: Scanning Locally, Collaborating Globally
Ms Anne-Lise Fourie, Chair of Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL) Africa,59 then came forth to speak
about the work of the library “scanning locally and collaborating globally”. She began by citing a quote
of Charles Darwin, “The cultivation of natural science cannot be efficiently carried on without reference
to an extensive library.” She explained that the BHL was created in 2006 and has since made 46 million
pages of biodiversity literature available via the internet. In Africa, BHL was launched in 2013 in three
regions (Western and Central Africa, Eastern Africa and Southern Africa). The initiative seeks to espouse
values of open access, collaboration and transparency.
BHL Africa digitizes literature and thereby raises awareness of Africa’s variety of biodiversity material
and facilitates research on Africa’s biodiversity. BHL Africa also seeks to increase the audience and build
partnerships. The JRS Biodiversity Foundation is supporting a 3-year project involving 10 institutes in
Kenya, Uganda and South Africa, with the aim of enhancing capacity and digitizing 200,000 pages of
identified material. Other ongoing BHL Africa projects include: (i) Connecting Content: A Collaboration to
Link Field Notes and Published Literature; (ii) The Art of Life: Data Mining and Crowdsourcing the
Identification and Description of Natural History Illustrations from the Biodiversity Heritage Library; (iii)
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Purposeful Gaming and BHL: engaging the public in improving and enhancing access to digital texts; and
(iv) Digging into Data: Mining Biodiversity Project.
Ms Fourie explained that BHL Africa is sustained by passionate people willing to collaborate to meet
common goals. Ms Fourie concluded, “BHL serves as a model for a large-scale curated digital library
collection, it is the jewel in the crown!”

Figure 22. Ms Anne-Lise Fourie (SANBI) speaking about BHL Africa (image credit: Gavin Witherss).

5.2. HOW DO WE LEVERAGE RESOURCES?
Session facilitator: Ms. Cecilia Njenga, Head of Sub-regional Office, UNEP
Following a tea break, Ms Cecilia Njenga, Head of UNEP’s Sub-regional Office for Southern Africa,
welcomed participants back into the hall. She explained that the purpose of the session would be to
highlight some opportunities to leverage financial resources to support biodiversity data mobilisation in
Africa.
5.2.1. Sud Expert Plantes Développement Durable
Ms Njenga invited the first presenter, Dr Pierre Radji, Curator of the National Herbarium of Togo, onto
the stage to speak about a new project, entitled, Sud Expert Plantes développement durable (SEP2D)
which would be running for 5 years until 2020. Dr Radji explained that the objectives of SEP2D are to
enhance scientific capacity, strengthen the science-policy interface, better understand and sustainably
use biodiversity, defend countries’ interests in international negotiations, and strengthen academic and
research institutions. The project will be open to 22 countries, 19 of which are in Africa.
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Planned activities under SEP2D include a series of thematic research projects, pilot operations, support
to collections, workshops, conferences, training. The intention is to activate scientists to support the
conservation and sustainable use of plants, while encouraging balanced public-private partnerships, and
the appropriation and implementation of CBD principles by countries.
It is also intended that GBIF-related systems including biodiversity information facilities (BIFs) will be
deployed in SEP2D participant countries and that a helpdesk will be made available to French speaking
countries on the GBIF infrastructure and tools. Additionally, data access, discovery and use will be
enhanced through a number of data-publishing pilot projects. SEP2D is funded by the French
government to the tune of EUR 5.3 million. It is anticipated that a call for project proposals will be issued
in mid-2016 with a view to commencing projects by January 2017.

Figure 23. Dr Pierre Radji (Togo) speaking about the SEP2D project (image credit: Gavin WIthers).

5.2.2. Biodiversity Information for Development (BID)
Dr Olaf Bánki of GBIF came forth to present the funding opportunities envisaged through the
Biodiversity Information for Development (BID) Programme. He explained that BID is a multi-year EUfunded programme to increase the availability and use of biodiversity information in research and
decision-making in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific. In doing so, the BID Programme will help to
improve the management of natural capital in support of human wellbeing. A strong focus will be placed
on enhancing capacity and integrating biodiversity information into policy and decision-making
processes.
Dr Bánki reminded participants that multilingual surveys had been issued to gain understanding of
biodiversity data needs and resources in Africa. The BID Programme, he continued, would be launched
on the final day of the conference to coincide with International Day for Biological Diversity (IDB).
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Thereafter, a first call for project proposals in Africa would be issued as early as July 2015, with a second
call in Africa planned in 2017.60
Dr Bánki elaborated that in the upcoming call, grants totalling EUR 900,000 would be awarded to three
different categories of projects: national grants up to EUR 60,000 per consortium; consortium grants up
to EUR 20,000 per partner; and small grants up to EUR 5,000. He indicated that priority themes include
protected areas, threatened species and invasive alien species, but also project which contribute best
practices, engage data users to integrate biodiversity information into decision-making, and build lasting
collaborative networks.
Dr Bánki concluded by emphasising the opportunity that the BID Programme presents to catalyse data
mobilisation in Africa and encouraged participants to keep abreast of the programme by visiting GBIF’s
website.
5.2.3. BIOPAMA as a resource
The session facilitator, Ms Cecilia Njenga, then invited Mr Selwyn Willoughby to suspend his role as
conference facilitator in order to give a presentation on the training opportunities entailed with the
Biodiversity and Protected Areas Management Programme (BIOPAMA). Mr Willoughby explained that
the vision of BIOPAMA is to address threats to biodiversity in protected areas in Africa, the Caribbean
and the Pacific through improving access to the best available information, strengthening existing
institutions and networks, and enhancing capacity to improve policy and decision-making processes. A
major objective of BIOPAMA is to establish observatories which serve as knowledge centres for the
regions with Regional Reference Information Systems (RRISs). These online information systems will link
protected area-related information and data in the region while providing access to authoritative
scientific information to support policy and decision-making (e.g. information on agriculture, mining, oil
and gas concessions, infrastructure). Establishing the RRISs will require institutional support, training
and outreach, and operational support. In order to strengthen key institutions, training will be provided
on policy development, negotiation, use of the RRIS, and data management. The next training events
will take place from 29 June to12 July 2015 in Niger and from 20 to 23 July 2015 in Kenya.
5.2.4. CEBioS Programme
Ms Anne-Julie Rochette, Programme Officer at the Capacities for Biodiversity and Sustainable
Development (CEBioS) Programme,61 then took to the stage. Ms Rochette explained that the CEBioS
Programme is based at the based at the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences (RBINS)62 and funded
by the Belgian government to provide capacity building on biodiversity policy and research with a view
to promoting sustainable development in developing countries.
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Ms Rochette described the RBINS as having expertise in a wide range of disciplines from chemistry to
nature conservation, and listed the organisation’s strategic objectives pertaining to the “transversal
theme of biodiversity and ecosystem services for the reduction of poverty.” The objectives included
strengthening the scientific and technical knowledge base, increasing the exchange of information,
raising public awareness, mainstreaming biodiversity into policymaking, improving monitoring, and
enhancing capacity in partner countries.
Ms Rochette explained that in order to meet these strategic objectives, the RBINS issues annual calls for
proposals to African countries. Grants are awarded for training of scientists and institutions in
taxonomy, modelling, research, data publishing, and building Clearing House Mechanism (CHM)63
websites, as well as for workshops, networking events, knowledge exchange, and public awareness
raising. Ms Rochette encouraged participants to keep abreast of these opportunities and apply should
they have a good proposal.
Ms Rochette then shifted focus to the Royal Museum for Central Africa (RMCA)64 which, she explained,
aims to conserve, manage and render available its rich collection of African specimens and associated
data, while stimulating knowledge transfer towards Africa. The RMCA is partnering with RBINS to
organise training for African partners on topics ranging from data dissemination to fitness for use. The
Congo Biodiversity Initiative,65 she highlighted, is a product of this collaboration. It entails enhancing
capacity of relevant stakeholders while building an inventory of biodiversity in the Congo Basin.
Ms Rochette then promoted Ichthyology FishBase,66 through which RMCA is responsible for managing
information on African fish species, and the Central African Biodiversity Information Network (CABIN)67
project which is funded by the Belgian government.

5.3. REVIEW AND REFINEMENT OF DRAFT DECLARATION
Dr Jon Hutton of UNEP-WCMC then facilitated a plenary discussion on the draft Declaration on
Biodiversity Information for Sustainable Development in Africa. On the first day of the conference, the
draft Declaration had been read in the plenary by Dr Gaston Akouèhou of Benin and hard copies had
been circulated in both French and English. So too, focal points had been nominated from each subregion of Africa to form a Declaration Working Group (DWG) tasked with receiving and incorporating
participants’ comments. Dr Hutton explained that this session would allow some of the comments to be
discussed openly. With the draft Declaration projected onto a large screen, Dr Hutton voiced his own
suggestion that the Declaration be aligned with the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services (IPBES). He then invited inputs from the floor.
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The comments received are listed in Annex IV. Here they are summarised only. With respect to the
vision, it was suggested that a concise, bold, time-specific, one-sentence mantra calling for
“governments to act”, should be developed. Several participants requested that specific messages or
emphases be included in the Declaration. For instance, it was argued that a greater prominence should
be afforded to the notion of ecosystem services, the need to enhance capacity, commitment to
responsible stewardship of data and “continuous innovation in developing tools that speak to user
needs.” Much time was spent discussing the target audience of the Declaration.
It was suggested that a more inclusive approach be taken by broadening the suite of stakeholders to
include “the people of Africa”, “policymakers and government”, “communities”, “scientists and research
managers”, “every player within the value-chain”, and “business”. So too, participants scrutinised the
definitions of terms such as ‘value-chain’, ‘global change, and ‘communities’. Some participants
commented on the structure of the draft Declaration, requesting that bullet points be re-ordered, while
others critiqued the grammar, spelling and language.
It was requested that in addition to English, the final versions be made available in French and
Portuguese. All of the participants’ comments were recorded by the DWG who then set about preparing
a revised version to be presented in the plenary again the following day.

Figure 24. A discussion on the Declaration took place in the plenary on the third day of the conference (image credit: Gavin
Withers).

5.4. BGIS: ONLINE BIODIVERSITY PLANNING
During the lunchbreak and in response to a request of some participants, Mr Fhatani Ramwashe, GIS
Technician at SANBI, took to the stage to present the Biodiversity Geographical Information System
(BGIS).68 Mr Ramwashe explained that BGIS is an online tool which assists in biodiversity planning and
decision-making by offering comprehensive and freely accessible spatial biodiversity information. BGIS is
part of SANBI’s Biodiversity Advisor website which comprises a wide array of biodiversity tools. BGIS is
managed by a small unit in SANBI which provides services including: training on GIS, information
68
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management and web mapping; data and information analysis, interpretation and application; and
specialist advice on spatial information management practices. Mr Ramwashe concluded by encouraging
participants to visit the BGIS website and consider setting up similar systems in their own countries.

5.5. REPORT BACK FROM GROUP WORK
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, invited representatives of each of the 5 groups which
had worked separately the previous morning, to report back in plenary. With a view to identifying the
participants’ greatest needs, the breakout groups had been tasked with answering the following
questions:




Do you have any current initiatives for identifying data needs?
Have you identified their needs & can you list them?
Who are the recipients of the data?

The groups reported back in turn and despite some expected repetition, the exercise proved to be
useful in inducing participants to unpack the data-science-policy value chain. For the sake of brevity,
their answers are merged and presented in the following sub-subsections.
5.5.1. Do you have any current initiatives for identifying data needs?
It was noted that donors prefer to allocate resources to projects which will have practical implications.
Thus when planning data mobilisation activities, it is normally necessary to take into account the needs
of users. Ms Andrea Nunes, General Coordinator of the Brazilian Ministry of Science and Technology,
who was participating in the conference as an observer, indicated that in Brazil all data mobilisation
projects are policy-driven.
Several countries including Ghana, Tanzania and South Africa, have already conducted data needs
assessments at the national level while in Kenya, a needs assessment is currently underway. Kenya
recently produced a National Biodiversity Atlas which induced considerable demand for data. Malawi
has just joined GBIF and is seeking support to conduct a needs assessment. Across the continent,
various projects are digitizing herbarium specimens usually in a prioritized manner, with a view to
meeting identified needs.
The Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT)69 manages an online facility, through which users can submit
requests for specific datasets. Likewise, SANBI’s Biodiversity Advisor website and BGIS provide users
with an option to submit requests for data or additional layers.
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At the regional level, the GBIF Africa countries have together agreed upon a set of thematic data
priorities to guide future data mobilisation initiatives. These thematic priorities are documented in the
GBIF Africa Work Plan 2015-2016.
One group opined that African efforts to identify data needs of different user groups are generally
inadequate.
5.5.2. Have you identified their needs & can you list them?
Biodiversity data, it was noted, is required for a wide range of decision-making processes:
environmental impact assessment (EIA); land use planning; mapping of land degradation and restoration
potential; protected area management and expansion; conservation priority setting; ecosystem
assessment; ecosystem services valuation; anti-poaching; and invasive alien species management.
On group remarked that data requirements change over time as projects, programmes and policies
evolve, sometimes rapidly. Another group spoke of the great difficulty they had in trying to understand
and identify data needs given the distance between biodiversity informaticians and policymakers. They
argued that information management forums and stakeholder surveys are necessary to accurately
determine data needs. In this vein, ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability highlighted a local
government survey it has been conducting.
Large mismatches were said to arise between the data which biodiversity informaticians choose to
mobilise and the data which decision-makers actually require. “Demand signals often fail to reach
biodiversity informaticians”, remarked one participant. It was agreed that much information is currently
unpublished and stored in disparate sources that can be painstakingly difficult, if not impossible, to
access.
Many people are seeking biodiversity information that is both free and intelligible. For data to be useful,
it must be packaged in easily consumable form. Technical jargon is not always welcome in the eyes of
decision-makers.
All the groups spoke about biodiversity indicators. By definition, biodiversity monitoring requires
biodiversity data, and as one group argued, “When it comes to biological indicators, we must talk in a
vocabulary that everyone understands.” Another group concurred, “data is needed for many different
types of indicators and accounting systems at various different scales… but we must tell a consistent
story from monitoring to decision-making.”
In Senegal and Niger, studies to compile checklists and assess the state of the countries’ biodiversity
have created considerable demand for data. In Madagascar it was noted, more accurate information on
species distribution is needed to inform protected areas management.
Several groups lamented a severe lack of data on wetlands and aquatic biodiversity which hinders
sustainable management thereof.
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5.5.3. Who are the recipients of the data?
The groups listed numerous recipients of data including institutions such as: national departments,
ministries and other government agencies with competence for statistics, forestry, fisheries, public
health, and the environment; aviation authorities (bird strikes); non-governmental organisations
(NGOs); international organisations; universities and research institutions; libraries; and private
companies. They also listed individuals including; natural resources managers; environmental
consultants; conservationists; researchers; policymakers; land planners; and farmers.
In conclusion, Dr Donald Hobern, Executive Director of GBIF, suggested that “the big challenge is boiling
these down to a short, concise list of clear priorities, rather than a long exhaustive list which defeats the
purpose of prioritization.”

Figure 25. Mr Matabaro Ziganira (KZN Museum) reporting back in the plenary (image credit: Gavin Withers).

5.6. WHAT ARE OUR REGIONAL OBJECTIVES & PRIORITY ACTIONS?
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, talked the participants through the barriers and
solutions to data mobilisation that had been identified and captured on the sticky wall. He explained
that having been “listening to conversations and comments throughout the conference” he had distilled
a number of potential goals for inclusion in the Declaration and Plan of Action. He then provided the
participants with an opportunity to comment on the appropriateness and comprehensiveness of the
goals, resulting in the merging of some goals and the appearance of certain new goals.
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A discussion ensued about the target audience of the Declaration. Mr Peter Lukey, Chief Director of Air
Quality and Climate Change at South Africa’s Department of Environmental Affairs, reasoned that if the
aim is for biodiversity information to contribute fully to sustainable development, then the Declaration
must target decision-makers. Dr Nkobi Moleele of RESILIM agreed, remarking that “the data that we are
generating is not yet impacting on decision-making so we should target decision-makers”.
Other participants expressed a preference for a wider target audience include, as GBIF’s Dr Olaf Bánki
suggested, decision-makers, data holders, and data users. Mr Matabaro Ziganira, Biodiversity
Informatician at the KwaZulu-Natal Museum, agreed urging that all actors along the data-science-policy
value chain be considered. Mr Frank Oguya, the Biodiversity Databases Coordinator at the National
Museums of Kenya, reminded participants to focus on addressing the problem of “how to get research
into policy and practice.” Dr Will Banham, Head of Capacity Building at UNEP-WCMC, suggested that the
goals could be framed around different interest groups.
After much deliberation, the participants eventually reached a consensus: that the target audience
should comprise governments, donors, and any stakeholder with the potential to catalyse the
mobilisation and use of Africa’s biodiversity data. Participants reached further consensus that a total of
four goals should be selected for inclusion in the Declaration and Plan of Action. Thus, the conference
facilitator handed to each participant a set of four red paper dots which he asked them to place on the
sticky wall next to the potential goals that they considered to be most important for enabling
biodiversity information to contribute fully to sustainable development in Africa. The results are as
follows:













Effective communication within and outside of the biodiversity sector/Demonstrate policy
relevance and application of biodiversity data (37)
Capacity development (35)
Leverage sustained funding (31)
Increase data mobilisation data about and from Africa (28)
Frameworks for identifying priorities (28)
Remove barriers to data sharing (22)
Create a platform for engagement (17)
Strengthen links between science and policy (16)
Improve cooperation (10)
Creating enabling policy framework (7)
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Figure 26. Participant prioritising the goals to include in the Plan of Action and Declaration (image credit: Gavin Withers).

The conference facilitator then asked the participants to form four breakout groups, one for each of the
four most popular goals. He appointed four facilitators and asked that they oversee each group in
reformulating the selected goals “in more poetic terms” and in developing a set of objectives and
priority actions under each goal. The four most popular goals and the group facilitators were as follows:
1. Effective communication within and outside of the biodiversity sector/Demonstrate policy
relevance and application of biodiversity data - Mr Jeronimo Diogo of Angola’s National
Scientific Research Centre (CNIC).
2. Leverage sustained funding - Professor Jean Ganglo, GBIF Node Manager for Benin.
3. Capacity development – Dr Olaf Bánki, Senior Programme Officer for Participation, GBIF.
4. Increase data mobilisation data about and from Africa – Dr Alex Asase, GBIF Node Manager for
Ghana.
Mr Willoughby provided guidance to the participants which can be found in Annex V. Participants spent
the rest of the afternoon working in their groups.

Figure 27. One breakout group deliberating in the Glass House at Kitstenbosch Garden (image credit: Gavin Withers).
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5.7. GARDEN EXCURSION AND OFFICIAL CONFERENCE DINNER
In the early evening, SANBI’s Principal Communications Officer, Mr Andrew Jacobs, guided participants
around Kirstenbosch National Botanic Garden. With over 7,000 species in cultivation including many
rare and threatened species, the garden is one of Africa’s most popular tourist attractions welcoming
over one million visitors each year. Aside from supporting natural forest, fynbos and a wide variety of
indigenous wildlife, the garden provides numerous jobs and makes a valuable contribution to the local
economy. Widely regarded as one of the most beautiful gardens in the world, this short field excursion
provided participants with an opportunity to learn more about South Africa’s unique biodiversity
heritage while strengthening interpersonal relations.

Figure 28. Mr Andrew Jacobs (SANBI) leading participants on a guided tour of Kirstenbosch National Botanic Garden (image
credit: Gavin WIthers).

The tour concluded at Moyo Restaurant where amid much fanfare and live music, participants were able
to enjoy traditional South African cuisine.

Figure 29. The official conference dinner took place at Moyo Restaurant (image credit: Gavin WIthers).
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6. A WAY FORWARD
Objectives:




Identify priority actions, conceptualise concept notes, and forge project consortia.
Celebrate the International Day for Biological Diversity.
Proclaim a ‘Declaration on Biodiversity Information for African Development’ and compile a ‘Plan
of Action for Mobilising & Mainstreaming Africa’s Biodiversity Data’ to spur coordinated action
and investment in the region.

Questions:



Which priority actions must be taken to catalyse the mobilisation and use of biodiversity data?
Who and which consortia are best-placed and willing to implement the priority actions?

The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, welcomed participants to the fourth and final day of
the conference which coincided with the International Day for Biological Diversity. He announced a
number of amendments to the conference programme which were made in order to give participants
more time to complete their group work. After reminding participants of the conference objectives and
recapping some highlights of the previous three days, he talked through the remainder of the
programme. The morning would be spent completing group work whereas the afternoon would be
spent piecing together the Plan of Action and Declaration, before reflecting on ways forward.
Mr Willoughby urged participants to focus on developing the Plan of Action. With respect to the priority
actions therein, he asked participants to specify links to the relevant partners, resources, and initiatives.
Before recommencing the group work, there was an opportunity for participants to voice any concerns
or seek clarification in the plenary. Several participants asked for greater clarity on who exactly was the
Plan of Action for and one participant questioned the authority of the conference participants to
“impose a wish list on the whole of Africa”. A discussion ensued around the purpose and legitimacy of
the Plan of Action until participants reached a common understanding that it would: (i) be non-binding
in nature; (ii) reflect the will of the conference participants and not necessarily their governments; (iii)
highlight thematic priorities for collaboration; (iv) align with other relevant plans and strategies; (v)
constitute a ‘living document’ that will be subject to further revisions post-conference; and (vi) provide a
framework for planning and coordination. SANBI’s Mr Russell Galt encouraged participants to regard the
Plan of Action “not as a burdensome bundle of obligations but rather as a suite of opportunities to spur
collaboration and accelerate data mobilisation.”
6.1. CELEBRATING THE INTERNATIONAL DAY FOR BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY
To celebrate the occasion of the International Day for Biological Diversity, Ms Shahieda Davids, Principal
Communications Officer at SANBI, organised a number of festivities. Firstly, she arranged for
participants to have their photographs taken standing in front of the conference banner and holding a
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placard comprising a biodiversity message. These photographs were ‘tweeted’ through social media
using the hashtag, #AfricaRising.

Figure 30. Dr Omokafe Ugbogu (Nigeria) sending a biodiversity message to the world (image credit: Gavin Withers).

Secondly, she invited participants to write biodiversity messages on African wildlife postcards and
address them to anyone anywhere in the world. These postcards were later collected and posted
accordingly. Thirdly, the participants were invited outside into the courtyard where they met with a
group of school children from Constantia Primary. The participants presented the school children with
an indigenous tree to plant in their school.

Figure 31. Ms Lucy Waruingi (ACC) presenting an indigenous tree to children of Constantia Primary School (image credit:
Gavin WIthers).

57

6.2. PROCLAIMING THE DECLARATION
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, then asked the participants to resume to their seats
and called upon the Declaration Working Group (DWG) to present the latest draft. Mr Russell Galt of
SANBI thanked his fellow DWG members and all who had contributed comments. He explained that
most, although not all, of the multiple comments received had been implemented. The process of
drafting the Declaration had, he suggested, been very a useful exercise in bringing participants ‘onto the
same page’. He assured participants that the Declaration would be translated into French, Portuguese
and possibly Swahili. He then invited the Director General of Malawi’s National Commission for Science
and Technology, Mr Anthony Muyepa, to read the near-finalised draft to the participants. The
Declaration now reads as follows:

Declaration on Biodiversity Information for Sustainable Development in Africa
On this International Day for Biological Diversity in 2015, we the participants of the conference, Africa
Rising: Mobilising Biodiversity Data for Sustainable Development, held in Cape Town, South Africa, from
19 to 22 May 2015, agree that the quality of decision-making relies on the quality of information
considered and hereby declare our vision for 2030 as a world in which biodiversity information
contributes fully to sustainable development in Africa. Specifically, we desire that:


Governments subscribe to the principle of free and open access to biodiversity information.



Policymakers are adequately informed to respond effectively to global environmental change.



Countries are sufficiently capacitated to measure and track the status and trends of biodiversity
and ecosystem services.



Biodiversity considerations are mainstreamed into all planning decisions.



All sectors of society can contribute towards and benefit from a global pool of biodiversity
knowledge derived from Earth observations.

Biodiversity is the bedrock of sustainable development. In Africa, biodiversity makes a profound
contribution to human wellbeing and security, underpinning vital sectors including agriculture, fisheries,
forestry, water, public health, tourism and energy. Next to our people, biodiversity is our greatest asset.
If managed wisely, it could bring about a surge in green economic opportunities, strengthening the
resilience of livelihoods and catalysing sustainable development across the continent.
Data is the currency of the information age. The global data revolution presents new opportunities for
evidence-based decision-making, active citizenship, technology transfer, education and research.
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Critical data-deficits impair decision-making. Achieving sustainable development in Africa will require
relevant reliable biodiversity information as well as tailored products and services to be made available
to researchers, natural resource managers and policymakers in consumable forms.
Regional co-operation can spur co-ordinated action. By working together we can pool resources, share
expertise, enhance capacity and efficiently progress towards the following goals:


Evidence-based decision-making supported by co-ordinated science-policy dialogue within and
outside the biodiversity sector



Capacity building across the information value chain to empower stakeholders to produce and
make accessible accurate biodiversity data for sustainable development



Mobilize and make openly accessible relevant biodiversity data to support education, research
and decision-making for sustainable development



Leverage sustained funding

Africa could lead the world in biodiversity information management. Our continent is bursting with
human ingenuity and brimming with natural resource wealth. Let us unlock the potential of biodiversity
information to help secure a sustainable future for all. It is our responsibility.

Figure 32. Mr Anthony Muyepa (Malawi) read the finalized Declaration to the conference participants (image credit: Gavin
Withers).
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6.3. COMPILING THE PLAN OF ACTION
The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, then invited representatives of each of the four
groups to come forth and present their findings in the plenary. These were captured by the conference
facilitator on the sticky wall.
The Plan of Action for Mobilising & Mainstreaming Africa’s Biodiversity Data
The following list comprises the goals (BOLD CAPITAL), objectives (normal font) and priority actions
(italics) as formulated by the conference participants.
2. EVIDENCE-BASED DECISION-MAKING SUPPORTED BY COORDINATED SCIENCE-POLICY
DIALOGUE WITHIN AND OUTSIDE OF THE BIODIVERSITY SECTOR
o To increase the capacity of scientists to understand policy issues and policymaking
needs
 Encourage students to include a module in communication/political
science/economics when studying environmental science
o To embed a coordinated outreach strategy included as part of the operations budget of
relevant projects from the outset
 Encourage universities to offer this option
 Creation of well-packaged, copy-written, well-marketed case studies that show
impact
 To include in any gathering of scientists at various fora, sessions or workshop on
effective communication (perhaps lead by a marketing specialist)
 Make better use of our media/journalists network to report and highlight
biodiversity matters and the stories that intrigue and capture imaginations
 Facilitate biodiversity in the popular press through workshop bringing journalists
an scientists together to learn from each other
o To develop a suite of biodiversity indicators which translate scientific data into a
language which embeds biodiversity into the sustainable development agenda
 Change the narrative of biodiversity indicators to reflect that natural assets are
inextricably linked to the integrity of our economy
o Inclusion of biodiversity dialogue on the agenda of high-level African regional meetings
or gatherings such as the AU and AMCEN
3. CAPACITY BUILDING ACROSS THE VALUE CHAIN OF DATA/INFORMATION, TO EMPOWER
STAKEHOLDERS TO PRODUCE AND MAKE ACCESSIBLE ACCURATE BIODIVERSITY DATA FOR
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
o Building the institutional capacity of staff
 Capacity enhancement to support institutional relations and frameworks i.e.
MoUs, MoAs, Legislation, Convention.
 Enhance collaborations
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o

o

o

o

o

Increasing technical skills of staff
 Increase in human staff capacity and numbers of skilled staff
Building institutional capacity relating to infrastructure and facilities
 Biodiversity informatics infrastructure in place
 Enhance internet connectivity and information & communications technology
 Data collecting tools in place
 Link to sustained financial resources
Capacity development to ensure fitness for use and publishing of data
 Training on biodiversity data collection and dissemination and use and analysis
and application
 Empowerment and training for all stakeholders involved in order to produce
reliable and accurate biodiversity data that will be easily accessible
 Training on tools for generation of biodiversity data
 Enhancing, mobilising, digitizing, and mapping information management skills
 Methodology for collecting reliable biodiversity data using standards
Capacity building to support sustainability
 Grant proposal development
 Facilitation skills – awareness creation on the importance of data
 Capacity building in information & communications technology
 Use and implementation of data portals
Human Capital development in Academia/ Biodiversity informatics
 Development of curriculum for biodiversity informatics
 Building human capital in biodiversity informatics at universities
Capacity assessment for biodiversity informatics
 Mapping of actors and stakeholders
 Gap analysis – needs, what are the existing capacity building initiatives

5. MOBILISE AND MAKE OPENLY ACCESSIBLE RELEVANT BIODIVERSITY DATA TO SUPPORT
EDUCATION, RESEARCH AND DECISION MAKING FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
o Mobilising historic/legacy data
 Inventory, structured metadata mobilisation
 Digitization of data and associate resources
 Business case for legacy data mobilisation
 Identify and encourage the use of existing data type repositories
o Mobilise current biodiversity data for status and trends
 Status: identify data gaps – data deficiencies, taxonomic and geographic
coverage – to help set data mobilisation priorities
 Identify data sharing platform for non-species data
 Comment: for the data mobilisation a very important aspect is missing:
reflection on the type of data needed for sustainable development
o Promote the collection of a minimum set of data for countries Protected Areas and key
ecosystems
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Make any land cover maps available.
Mobilise best possible checklists for – species per country, protected areas, & key
ecosystems

4. LEVERAGE SUSTAINED FUNDING
o Equip stakeholders to make the case for biodiversity informatics
 Assess and summarize the value and benefits of biodiversity information
 Summarize models and document successes
o Develop engagement strategies
 Identify and engage with key actors
 Develop a strategy to target key actors
 Execute engagement strategy
 Documents and information materials for key actors

6.4. REFLECTIONS IN A FISHBOWL
Mr Russell Galt of SANBI explained that the purpose of the session would be to initiate an “organic
discussion” in which participants could reflect on the conference proceedings, voice any issues that had
not yet been satisfactorily addressed, share their take home messages, and pitch their ideas for next
steps. The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby invited participants to arrange their seating into
concentric circles facing the central point. The advantage of this ‘fishbowl’ arrangement is that it would
allow all participants an opportunity to contribute. The feedback of participants is summarized and
listed in chronological order as follows:








Ms Georgina Avlonitis, Professional Officer at ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability,
expressed appreciation for the diversity of participants and the format of the conference,
noting, “there has been a great balance of knowledge exchange, networking and hands-on
group work.”
Professor Pantaleo Munishi Sokoine, Head of Tanzania’s delegation, said that the conference
had helped to unpack the data-science-policy value chain, fostering common understanding of
the value of biodiversity information, and providing clarity on the roles of relevant actors.
Mr Seth Maphalala, TFCA Programme Manager at the Swaziland National Trust Commission,
observed that a great deal of effort goes into rendering biodiversity information available and
accessible. “For those of us who need that information, our greatest lament has always been
inaccessibility” thus the conference was an important step in the right direction. Mr Maphalala
suggested that greater focus should be placed on the data-mobilisation opportunities entailed
with soaring mobile phone use in Africa.
Ms Sibongile Mavimbela, Programme Officer for Environment and Sustainable Development at
SADC, opined that such gatherings play an important role in bringing policymakers together with
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researchers. This is especially useful for a coordinating agency like SADC which must keep
abreast of issues and needs to inform policy development processes.

Figure 33. Participants reflecting on the conference in a fishbowl arrangement (image credit: Gavin Withers).

The conference facilitator, Mr Selwyn Willoughby, asked participants to consider what they had found
most challenging personally and professionally during the conference, or to reflect on anything new that
they had learned.












Dr Pierre Radji, GBIF Node Manager of Togo, told participants that he has often stressed the
importance of involving decision-makers and policymakers in regional biodiversity informatics
meetings. To this end, the conference had been successful. He suggested that a good balance
had been struck between presentations and group work, and suggested that, going forward, the
scope of collaboration should be expanded to include additional countries.
Dr Anne-Sophie Archambeau, GBIF Node Manager of France, suggested that the vision, goals,
objectives and priority actions listed in the Declaration and accompanying Plan of Action were a
testament to the amount of work undertaken during the conference. She praised the African
countries for forming such an active network.
Mr Baba Ainina, GBIF Node Manager of Mauritania, signalled his satisfaction with the
conference, noting that the three conference objectives had been met. He suggested however,
that the real challenge lay ahead, in implementing the Plan of Action. To sustain the
momentum, it would be necessary to strengthen regional cooperation.
Mr Matabaro Ziganira, Biodiversity Informatician at KwaZulu-Natal Museum, indicated that he
had earlier held aloft a white placard comprising a statement that truly reflects the ethos of the
conference: “Diverse and different”. He explained that diversity whether cultural or biological, is
“Africa’s force”. He noted that the diversity of participants did not hinder their reaching of
consensus on a Declaration and Plan of Action.
Ms Fatima Parker-Allie, Deputy Director at SANBI, shared her observation that the conference
had reiterated many of the issues and priorities identified through the GBIF Africa Work Plan
2015-2016. She regarded this as an affirmation of the work of GBIF Africa.
Ms Kerry Maree, Biodiversity Mainstreaming Officer at CapeNature, expressed her appreciation
of the participation of donors and remarked on the “positive feeling about the potential for
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funding activities around biodiversity information management.” She suggested that South
Africa has a responsibility to teach and learn from other African countries.
Professor Mathieu Gueye, Head of Geology and Botany at the African Institute of Basic
Research (IFAN), praised the speakers for delivering such high quality presentations. He
described the conference as enriching, interactive, productive, and positive leading to multiple
opportunities for fundraising. He expressed his personal confidence in the community’s ability
to mobilise data for the wellbeing of Africa.
Ms Hulda Gideon, GBIF Node Manager of Tanzania, indicated that the same priorities identified
by GBIF Africa were identified by other African countries. She was thus encouraged to note that
there is “a common understanding of the need to share biodiversity data in Africa.”
Mr Andrew Cottam, Post-doctoral Researcher at the EU’s Joint Research Committee, suggested
that the greatest difficulty he had encountered during the week was in connecting to the Wi-Fi.
However, he noted, the lack of Wi-Fi may have been conducive to the remarkably active
participation of participants. He praised the participants for maintaining such high attention
levels throughout the week.
Dr Joao Ferreira of Angola’s National Scientific Research Centre (CNIC), expressed gratitude to
all involved in the conference. While acknowledging that many nationalities were present, he
noted that several important countries were absent. He suggested that in future, the organisers
should involve even more African countries and expressed enthusiasm on the part of Angola to
continue participating in such African biodiversity information management initiatives.
Dr Gary Geller, Senior Expert for Biodiversity and Ecosystems at the Group on Earth
Observations (GEO), thanked the conference facilitator for reiterating the conference objectives
throughout the week. However, he noted that the topic of regional collaboration did not receive
as much traction during the discussions as he had anticipated. He stressed that the next
challenge would be in maximising the impact of the conference outcomes and sustaining such
high levels of engagement.
Mr Nico van der Werf, Programme Officer at the CBD Secretariat, indicated his appreciation of
the venue, and paid special tribute to SANBI’s Mr Andrew Jacobs for taking participant on the
guided tour, and to Ms Kristal Maze for presenting a tree to the school children who, he
described as ‘our hope for the future”.

Mr Selwyn Willoughby then asked participants to share their thoughts on how best to sustain the
momentum generated by the conference.




Professor Jean Ganglo, GBIF Node Manager of Benin, attributed the success of the conference
to the involvement of so many partners, the clear and continuous communication about the
importance of biodiversity data mobilisation, and the production of a common vision and Plan
for Action to guide future collaboration.
Dr Donald Hobern, Executive Director of GBIF, indicated that he had drawn immense
encouragement from the commitment of African countries to cooperating on biodiversity
information management. He praised the participants for developing the Declaration and Plan
of Action and encouraged all participant to think about how they can help Africa progress
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towards the common vision. The GBIF Secretariat, he explained, is readily available to support
these efforts.
Dr Doug Harebottle, Biodiversity Informatics Post-Doctoral Research Fellow at SANBI, expressed
appreciation of the interactive format of the conference. He described the conference as
“passionate and motivating” and suggested transforming the Facebook page, ‘Biodiversity
Informatics South Africa’ into ‘Biodiversity Informatics Africa’ to help sustain the community.
Mr Kimba Ousseini, Director of Statistics in Niger’s Ministry of Environment and Urban
Development, opined that the conference had been successful in three main ways. Firstly, it the
participation had been inclusive, multidisciplinary and open. Secondly, there were many
opportunities to network and foster partnerships. Thirdly, the field trips were enjoyable and
served to buoy the atmosphere. He asked, however, “Who will take leadership of the Plan of
Action to ensure that it is implemented going forward?”
Mr Jeronimo Diogo of Angola’s National Centre for Scientific Research (CNIC) asked for further
information on the International Day for Biological Diversity (IDB), and specifically, the number
of years that SANBI had been commemorating the occasion.
Mr Anthony Muyepa, Director General of Malawi’s National Commission for Science and
Technology thanked SANBI and its partners for organizing the conference. He emphasised the
importance of mobilising biodiversity data along the value chain to meet the needs of decisionmakers. He suggested that, as a new GBIF Participant, the conference had provided Malawi with
a good starting point for collaborating across the region.
Dr Frank Oguya, Biodiversity Databases Coordinator at the National Museums of Kenya,
suggested that the conference could be regarded as GBIF Afirca’s “coming of age”. Paying
tribute to SANBI and the GBIF Secretariat, he suggested that the conference had taken African
biodiversity informatics “to a higher level” and that a “critical mass” may have been reached.
Mr Abdoulaye Guindo, Regional Coordinator at the Sustainable Development Program of the
River Niger Inner Delta, thanked the organisers for inviting a representative of Mali and offered
to play a role as a “disseminator and champion” in his home country. However, he noted that
many North Africa was under-represented at the conference and suggested that bridges be built
to strengthen ties with that sub-region.
Ms Halima Kilungu, Lecturer at the Open University of Tanzania, claimed to have learnt a great
deal from the conference of relevance to her research. The conference had helped to bridge the
gap between scientists, policymakers and end-users.
Ms Elizabeth Arnaud, Scientist at Bioversity International, said she was positively surprised by
how many countries were represented in the conference. She suggested that all participants
should become champions of Plan of Action, before asking how the conference would feed into
the Biodiversity Information Standards (TWDG) conference due to take place in Nairobi, Kenya,
from 28 September to 1 October 2015.
Ms Anne-Julie Rochette, Programme Officer at the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences,
praised participants for participating so actively in the interactive sessions. Reiterating the
comments of others, she suggested that the challenge will to ensure that the Plan of Action is
taken forward and implemented.
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Ms Monica Morison, a PhD student at Stellenbosch University, explained the conference firmly
aligned with her research interests and paid tribute to all the scientists who “stepped out of
their comfort zones to think about the policy-relevance of their work.”
Dr Adeniran Akanni, Principal Scientific Officer at Lagos State Ministry of Environment,
expressed great satisfaction with the Declaration and Plan of Action. However, he suggested
that participants alone could not implement the outcome. Rather the participants should seek
support from various regional bodies like the African Union and the Economic Community of
West African States (ECOWAS).
Dr Siro Masinde, Programme Officer at GBIF, urged participants to maintain the forward
momentum, by keeping in contact and continuing to work together.
Dr Henri Mbale, Scientific Director at the Congolese Institute for Nature Conservation (ICCN),
indicated that, from a DRC perspective, the conference had been very useful and that he would
be willing to act as a champion for the Declaration and Plan of Action. He expressed his hope
that the conference would be repeated as well as his excitement at the prospect of
strengthening ICCN’s collaboration with African partners.

Figure 34. Mr Seth Maphalala (Swaziland) shaing his 'take home messages' with fellow participants (image credit: Gavin
Withers).

6.5. COMMUNICATIONS
The conference facilitator then invited Ms Shahieda Davids, Principal Communications Officer at SANBI,
to report to participants on the “hive of social media activity” relating to the conference. Ms Davids
explained that there had been almost 500 ‘tweets’ about the conference and that SANBI had gained
many online ‘followers’. She referred participants to SANBI’s Twitter page70 and read out a selection of
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https://twitter.com/sanbi_za
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the tweets which, she noted, had come from a wide variety of organisations and individuals. She
encouraged the participants to continue interacting online.

Figure 35. Ms Shahieda Davids (SANBI) reporting on a "hive of social media activity" (image credit: Gavin Withers).
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Figure 36. Screenshot of SANBI's Twitter page during the conference.

68

6.6. CLOSING CEREMONY
As the day drew to a close, the conference facilitator invited the heads of the four co-organising
partners – SANBI, GBIF, UNEP-WCMC and RESILIM – to deliver their final remarks.
A speech prepared by GBIF’s Executive Director, Mr Donald Hobern, who had earlier left to catch a
flight, was read by his colleague, Dr Olaf Bánki, Senior Programme Officer for Participation. He said
“This meeting has shown yet again, the level of commitment and enthusiasm for biodiversity across the
African continent.” Mr Hobern lauded the participants for their active contributions, careful thought and
strong vision for cooperative activity. He suggested that the messages emanating from the conference
would support the development of capacity and tools at national, regional and global levels. He thanked
the European Union (EU) for funding the Biodiversity Information for Development (BID) Programme. So
too he thanked SANBI, the JRS Biodiversity Foundation, UNEP-WCMC, USAID and RESILIM for their
contributions to the meeting. He reminded participants that GBIF would soon issue a call for proposals
through the BID Programme and signalled his confidence that a wide range of exciting proposals would
be received.
Dr Jon Hutton, Director of UNEP-WCMC, thanked the participants for welcoming his team and expressed
his hope that their relationships would be long and fruitful. He remarked on the impressively “positive
spirit of the conference” and how firmly focused many of the participants are on providing the
biodiversity information that decision-makers need. So too, he noted, it is widely accepted that the
needs of decision-makers must be better understood. However, he warned, simply providing decisionmakers with information will not necessary result in the right decisions being made. He suggested that
the community should be more proactive and proposed creating and rolling out an entirely new concept
which, “for want of a better expression”, he called “the Red Line Process”. He argued that the
community should be doing more than simply providing data; that it “should be drawing the red lines
around the ecological infrastructure which nobody should mess with, because… these are things that we
cannot compromise and we cannot live without.” He suggested that protecting this ecological
infrastructure is much more important than “worrying over” the endangered species issues which
occupy so much of our time. He encouraged the participants to develop and promote such a concept,
clearly demarcating Africa’s critically-important ecological infrastructure areas, and rallying support to
protect them in perpetuity. He concluded by thanking the partners and participants.
A speech prepared by RESILIM’s Chief Scientist, Dr Nkobi Moleele, was read by his colleague, Ms Lara
Rall, Communications Specialist. Dr Moleele explained that the RESILIM programme is transboundary in
nature and “cannot be achieved without partnerships.” He thanked everyone involved in making the
conference a success. He urged participants seeking further information on RESILIM to keep in touch
and expressed excitement at the prospect of collaborating with them. He suggested that the
development of innovative tools would assist RESILIM in strengthening the resilience of ecosystems and
communities in the Limpopo River Basin. After completing Dr Moleele’s speech, Ms Rall made some
personal remarks about how enriching the conference had been and thanked the partners and
participants accordingly.
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Ms Carmel Mbizvo, Head of Biodiversity Science and Policy Advice at SANBI, indicated how humbled she
felt by to hear so many participants express thanks to SANBI. She described the opportunity to work at
the Africa level as a great honour and thanked the partners and participants for their efforts. She
remarked that the community could achieve much more by working together, pooling resources and
sharing expertise. Responding to Mr Willoughby’s question about how to sustain the momentum, she
suggested that the Declaration and Plan of Action be kept alive through continuous collaboration. This,
she argued, would help to realise synergies. She noted the forthcoming IPBES Africa Regional
Assessment as an important opportunity to take the conference outputs forward, by linking data with
science and policy. .
Mr Jeff Manuel, Director or Biodiversity Information and Planning at SANBI, was invited to close the
conference. He shared his overriding impression of the conference as being “one of diversity”. This
diversity, he noted, was illustrated on many levels by the presentations, rich discussions, and icebreaking sessions. He noted that “we are all at different places on the same journey, we have a diversity
of needs, but we share much in common.” He then proceeded to thank the donors – the JRS Biodiversity
Foundation, the EU and USAID – for recognising the community’s needs and enabling it to convene. He
thanked the co-organising partners – GBIF, UNEP-WCMC, and RESILIM – for their hard work and
support. He thanked: Mr Selwyn Willoughby for aptly facilitating the conference to achieve the stated
objectives; the SANBI staff who had been busy behind the scenes to organise the event; the catering and
interpretation team for their services; all the speakers for providing such nourishing food for thought;
and last but not least, the participants for participating so actively.
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7. CONCLUSIONS
The conference proved to be successful in several regards. Firstly, the extremely high quality of
presentations set the tone for many stimulating and enriching discussions. Secondly, the interactive
format of the conference and simultaneous language interpretation enabled all participants to voice
their opinions and contribute actively. Thirdly, the diversity of participants, hailing from across Arica and
beyond, extended the outreach and impact of the conference (a total of 21 African countries were
represented, including countries which had little or no prior involvement in regional biodiversity
information management activities). Fourthly, the participation of donor agencies and the
announcement of various funding opportunities engendered a sense of optimism that collaborative
proposals borne out of the conference could potentially find traction. Fifthly, the participation of
policymakers, including senior government officials, signalled a degree of African institutional
commitment which has, historically, been difficult to secure at such meetings. Sixthly, the proclamation
of a joint Declaration and the preparation of a Plan of Action comprising a common vision and set of
goals constitute concrete outputs which can serve to promote and catalyse coordinated activities in the
region.
To ensure that the momentum generated by the conference is sustained and applied to maximum
effect, it will be necessary to involve additional countries and institutions, and to build bridges to other
initiatives and fora in the region. Across the continent, many developments hold immense promise for
biodiversity data mobilisation and use: the strengthening presence of organisations like GBIF and UNEPWCMC; the continuing commitment of donors like the JRS Biodiversity Foundation, EU, and USAID; the
emergence of large new projects and programmes like BID, BIOPAMA, and CEBioS; the fashioning of
demand-driven tools like those presented by GEOBON, RESILIM and SANBI; the execution of datahungry initiatives like the IPBES Africa Regional Assessment and WWF’s African Ecological Futures
project; the delivery of a biodiversity informatics curriculum to build human capital; and the undertaking
of cutting-edge research in biodiversity informatics at Africa’s leading universities.
In the opening ceremony of the conference, South Africa’s Minister of Environment, Honourable Edna
Molewa, noted, “As Africans, we have witnessed many liberation struggles… it is by working together
that we have been able to come so far…” This sentiment strongly resonates with the ongoing struggle to
liberate Africa’s biodiversity information for sustainable development.
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ANNEX I: LIST OF PARTICIPANTS

Title

First name

Surname

Company

Job Title

Country

Dr

Tanya

Abrahamse

SANBI

CEO

South Africa

Mr

Baba

Ainina

Ecole Normale Superieure de Nouakchott

Mauritania

Mr

Innocent

Akampurira

Uganda National Council for Science and Technology

GBIF Node Manager
Science Officer / GBIF
Node Manager

Dr

Adeniran

Akanni

Ministry of Environment, State of Lagos

Principal Scientific Officer

Nigeria

Dr

Gaston

Akouehou

Benin Ministry of Environment

GBIF Head of Delegation

Benin

Dr

Anne-Sophie

Archambeau

GBIF France

Node Manager

France

Ms

Elizabeth

Arnaud

Bioversity International

France

Prof

Alex

Asase

University of Ghana

Scientist
Associate Professor &
Lecturer

Ms

Gina

Avlonitis

ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability

South Africa

Dr

Will

Banham

UNEP-WCMC

Dr

Olaf

Banki

GBIF

Mrs

Nadine

Bowles-Newark
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ANNEX II: GOODWILL MESSAGE FROM CBD EXECUTIVE SECRETARY
19 May 2015
Goodwill message* from Dr Braulio Ferreira de Souza Dias, Executive Secretary of the Convention on
Biological Diversity
*Transcribed from an audio recording.
Dear participants, it is my pleasure to welcome you all to this meeting of Mobilising Biodiversity Data for
Sustainable Development in Africa. I’m pleased that the Convention Secretariat has been able to
participate in this workshop organised by the South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) in
close collaboration with other partners including UNEP-WCMC.
As you know the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 and its twenty global Aichi Biodiversity
Targets, including Target 19 on sharing information and knowledge, were adopted at the 10th meeting of
the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity held in Nagoya, Japan, in 2010.
Parties to the Convention have been translating these targets into national targets as part of their
updated and revised national biodiversity strategies and action plans, which we call NBSAPs. Forty-five
revised NBSAPs have now been received by the Secretariat and this number is expected to double by
June and triple by the end of the year. I would also like to draw your attention to the fact that the
Secretariat maintains a target database on its website.
Biodiversity-related information is vital to identify threats to biodiversity, to determine priorities for
conservation and sustainable use, and to enable targeted and cost-effective action. Given this, progress
towards Target 19 can contribute toward to the attainment of the other Aichi Biodiversity Targets. This
target is a general commitment by CBD parties to increase the amount and quality of biodiversityrelevant information and technologies available, to make better use of these in decision making, and to
share them as widely as possible.
Last October the flagship publication, Global Biodiversity Outlook 4 (GBO-4), revealed that data and
information on biodiversity are being shared much more widely through a range of national, regional
and global initiatives. Also GBO-4 revealed recent trends which include networks to promote and
facilitate free and open access to digitized records from natural history collections and observations
including through citizen science initiatives, collaboration to build a complete catalogue of the world’s
species, and the development of DNA barcoding as a means of identifying species. However, much data
and information remain inaccessible and capacity is lacking to mobilise them in many countries.
Therefore, I think that we have to do better and that we can do better. How often do we hide behind a
perceived lack of knowledge, lack of data, lack of baselines and of monitoring information? Yes access to
credible data is a challenge everywhere, but have we really done enough to mobilise data that is
available but hidden in various institutions of which only partial or aggregated published information is
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accessible and raw data is needed for additional analysis and monitoring. Have we really consulted the
best scientists and holders of knowledge in all the regions to seek their advice and get their
assessments? Are we really collaborating with organisations and networks that maintain regional and
global databases and contributing systematically to these databases, and are we really investing in
efforts to link our national datasets with those from other countries?
I see plenty of opportunities for us to advance from a scientific and technical perspective our ability to
monitor biodiversity, understand change and support policymaking to plan for and support positive
outcomes in accordance with the objectives of the Convention and the Aichi Biodiversity Targets.
For instance, I would like to suggest that we transform the Global Biodiversity Information Outlook,
launched by the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) in July 2012 into a framework for a
continuous partnership or initiative for the implementation of Aichi Target 19 and to pave the way for
further mobilised data useful to countries for both scientific advances and for decision-making at the
political level. I trust that you will have fruitful and interesting scientific and technical discussions during
this session and I look forward to receiving an update from my staff on the good progress made from
this workshop. Thank you for your attention.
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ANNEX III: MINISTERIAL STATEMENT
19 May 2015
Statement of Hon. Edna Molewa, Minister of Environmental Affairs
Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the conference, Africa Rising: Mobilising Biodiversity Data for
Sustainable Development; and welcome to South Africa.
It is our country’s great honour to receive you at the historic Kirstenbosch National Botanic Garden to
deliberate on the role of biodiversity data in Africa’s sustainable development. Your presence here
today speaks volumes about: your passion for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity; your
commitment to the principle of African unity; and your confidence in the ‘Africa rising’ narrative.
South Africa’s transition from apartheid to democracy was one of the world’s most iconic testimonies of
tolerance and peaceful co-existence. The transition was a victory for all Africans: and our country shall
never forget the friendship, assistance and solidarity that foreigners – especially our African brothers
and sisters – accorded to us in our darkest days.
The recent attacks on foreign nationals that we experienced violated the values that South Africa strives
to espouse: respect for human life, human rights and human dignity, as well as Ubuntu, which was a
guiding ideal during South Africa’s liberation struggle – Ubuntu is also the first value to which SANBI
ascribes as an organisation. The South African Government condemns the violence in the strongest
possible terms.
President Jacob Zuma has mandated an Inter-Ministerial Committee to speedily address the situation
and its underlying causes. We are making determined efforts to show each other and the world that
these attacks are an unfortunate situation.
We urge all South Africans and all foreign nationals to operate within the laws of our country and
respect our Constitution. It is important that we all respect the rule of law.
As Africans, we have witnessed many liberation struggles. It is by working together that we have been
able to come so far in banishing the scourge of oppression and intolerance from our land.
Yet in the words of the late President Nelson Mandela, "After climbing a great hill, one only finds that
there are many more hills to climb."
Perhaps the greatest challenge we now face is to usher in a new era of sustainable development; one in
which human well-being and social equity are meaningfully improved, and one that is underpinned by
healthy ecosystems that deliver so many essential services. Our continent’s vast wealth of biodiversity –
our variety of life from genes, species and ecosystems – offers us a suite of natural solutions in the face
of unemployment, rising poverty and climate change. It is a formidable challenge, but Africa is equal to
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the task, especially if we continue working together to unlock the social and economic potential of
biodiversity.
In South Africa we speak about our ecological infrastructure - nature’s equivalent of built infrastructure.
It includes our mountain catchments, wetlands and coastal dunes, and is increasingly being recognised
for its importance to service delivery in both the rural and urban contexts.
However, this has not always been recognised as such, largely because the goods and services provided
by ecological infrastructure have to date been freely available in relative abundance. Land degradation
and climate change, however, are rapidly undermining the world’s ecological infrastructure and its
ability to support sustainable service delivery.
We live in a vast continent, brimming with natural resources, rife with spectacular wildlife and bursting
with human ingenuity. Africa is alive with possibility, this is our Century and we are rising. So let us show
the world that we are a strong, unified, and progressive.
Let us continue working together with common cause for greater good. If biodiversity is the bedrock of
sustainable development and data is the currency of the information age, then let us mobilise
biodiversity data; and let us put Africa at the forefront of research and innovation in this exciting field.
This inaugural gathering is a momentous occasion and one which should fill us with pride and hope. I
regret that I cannot be there with you in person, but I will keep abreast of the conference from afar and
wish you every success in the days ahead. It is with great anticipation that I look forward strengthening
our regional cooperation.
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ANNEX IV: COMMENTS ON THE DRAFT DECLARATION

Vision






A one-sentence mantra is required for the vision
The vision must be more concise
A vision needs a timeline so add a target date to the vision
Be bold with a vision calling for governments to act

Include
 Include capacity more explicitly






Include commitment to responsible stewardship of data
Include “commitment to continuous innovation in developing tools that speak to user needs”
Include “optimal use of resources”
Include a communication strategy

Definitions







Unpack and reflect on the ‘value chain’
Want a visual demo/version of what is needed
Bullet no. 3: Clarity on “global change”
Unpack what is meant by “global change”
Importance of citing the term ecosystem services (under “Biodiversity is the Bedrock of…”)

Stakeholders













Include a broader suite of stakeholders
Be more inclusive stating “the people of Africa”
Collapse “policymakers and government” into one point
Unpack what is meant by “communities”
Bullet no. 1: be more inclusive than government
Bullet no. 1+3: using government plus policymakers interchangeably? Clarity needed.
Bullet no. 2: Scientists, research managers fully equipped…
Government to be responsible for data
Bullet no. 2: Every player within the value-chain to be empowered
Needs to be inclusive of the data users and managers
Suggestion to mention business

Structure



Change sequencing of bullets
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Expand



Bullet no. 2: Linking data value chain

Grammar, spelling and language



Title in French – corrections, grammar and spelling.

Other initiatives



Ensure alignment with the IPBES Technical Coordination Unit for Africa

Process



One representative from every sub-region will participate in a Declaration Working Group to
receive and incorporate comments.




Tomorrow revised version will be provided
The final Declaration will be translated into Portuguese and French.
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ANNEX V: GUIDANCE ON DEVELOPING THE PLAN OF ACTION
Africa Rising Conference, 19-22 May 2015
Guidance on developing goals, objectives & priority actions

Goals
Goals are well-defined, targeted statements that give you clarity, direction and focus. It is a broad aim
toward which your efforts are directed. It’s a “what,” not a “how.” In other words, it tells you where
you are going rather than how you will get there.

Objectives
An objective is a specific and measureable milestone that must be achieved in order to reach a goal, i.e.
it is the “how” you will get there.
It is important to define what you need to do to achieve your goals in measurable and realistic terms.
Ideally, you should have only 2 or 3 objectives that you want to work towards within a defined
timeframe. Any more than that, you risk taking on too much and achieving nothing.
A common approach to developing your objectives is to use the formula for the five characteristics of
well-developed objectives – S.M.A.R.T.
Specific – What exactly are you trying to accomplish? The more specific you can be, the more likely the
goal will be accomplished.
Measurable – How do you know if you are successful? Answer the questions “How much?”, “How
Many?”, and “By When?”
Attainable – Is this realistic based on the resources you have or can acquire to achieve them or a major
obstacle to success? The best goals should encourage you to reach, but not so far as to involve
unavailable resources or unrealistic expectations.
Relevant – Will this goal help you reach your vision? Setting goals that do not align themselves with your
ultimate outcome will divert your attention from those that help you get where you want to go.
Timely – What is the deadline for this effort? Without having specific time frames associated with each
goal, you most likely will not achieve them because the day to day interruptions will take over.

Priority Actions
The priority actions will be the basis for the action plan. It describes in great detail exactly how the
objectives will be implemented to accomplish your gaols ultimately leading towards realising your
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vision. The priority actions refer to specific changes to be sought, and the specific action steps necessary
to bring about the changes.
Action steps include:







Action: What will happen?
Person(s) responsible: Who will lead and do what?
Date to be completed: Timing of each action step.
Resources required: Resources and support (both what is needed, what is available and possible
sources).
Risks and recommendations to overcome it.
Collaborators (Consortia): Who else should be part of this action?
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