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8 QUESTIONS ABOUT THE GLOBAL STANDARD FOR NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS 
 
 
 
 
1. Quick reminder 
a. What are ‘nature-based solutions’? 
The concept of ‘nature-based solutions’ (NbS) was developed during the UNFCCC negotiations in 
2009 and introduced in the 2013-2016 International Union for Conservation of the Nature (IUCN) 
Global Programme. 
 
Nature-based Solutions are defined as ‘actions to protect, sustainably manage, and restore natural 
or modified ecosystems, that address societal challenges effectively and adaptively, simultaneously 
providing human well-being and biodiversity benefits.’1 
 
Nature-based solutions are designed to address major societal challenges, such as food security, 
climate change, water security, human health, disaster risk, and social and economic development.  
They include for example sequestering carbon temporarily or reducing soil erosion by planting 
trees. 
 
Nature-based solutions are now being mainstreamed into a wide range of policy areas, including 
sustainable finance: the newly defined EU list of economic activities contributing to climate change 
adaptation requires for example that all activities ‘favour nature-based solutions or rely on blue or 
green infrastructure to the extent possible.’2 The inclusion of nature-based solutions in the list of 
green economic activities and thus in green bonds will likely contribute to a significant change of 
scale, bringing all the financial firepower – but also the high financial return requirements - of 
pension funds and asset managers to these activities. 
 
The Nature-Based Solutions for Climate Manifesto developed for the UN climate action summit 
2019 is also pushing to scale up exponentially nature-based solutions in Nationally Determined 
Contributions.3  

 
1 WCC-2016-Res-069-EN Defining Nature-based Solutions 
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_069_EN.pdf  
2 European Commission, Draft of the annex 2 to the Commission delegated regulation establishing the technical screening criteria for 
determining the conditions under which an economic activity qualifies as contributing substantially to climate change mitigation or climate 
change adaptation 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12302-Climate-change-mitigation-and-adaptation-taxonomy  
3 The Nature-Based Solutions for Climate Manifesto, developed or the UN Climate Action Summit 2019, 14 August 2019 
http://wedocs.unep.org/xmlui/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/29705/190825NBSManifesto.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  
UN Environment, NBS contribution platform, https://www.unenvironment.org/nbs-contributions-platform  
The REDD+ Acceleration Facility (RAF): Scaling Finance for Tropical Forest Protection (EDF)  
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28872/REDD_Acceleration.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y   
UN-REDD: Supporting countries with complex policy and institutional reforms to scale up climate actions and ambitions on sustainable land 
and forest management, conservation and restoration. 

https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_069_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12302-Climate-change-mitigation-and-adaptation-taxonomy
http://wedocs.unep.org/xmlui/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/29705/190825NBSManifesto.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.unenvironment.org/nbs-contributions-platform
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28872/REDD_Acceleration.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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b. The context of the 2016 IUCN World Conservation Congress 
In 2016, the IUCN World Conservation Congress in Hawaii adopted a number of resolutions that we 
believe to be relevant to contextualize and understand the new global standard for nature-based 
solutions.  
 
These included the resolution 058 calling to develop IUCN’s policy on natural capital, effectively the 
monetary valuation of nature. As the resolution explained, ‘the aim of natural capital approaches is 
to make the value of nature more visible in decision making by governments, businesses, financial 
institutions and society.’ 4 
 
Resolution 059 promoted biodiversity offsetting,5 both ‘like for like’ and ‘like for like or better’ 
types of offsetting. It stated indeed that ‘under the specific conditions outlined in this policy, it is 
IUCN’s position that biodiversity offsets can contribute to positive conservation outcomes (…) The 
goal of biodiversity offsets is to achieve No Net Loss and preferably a Net Gain of biodiversity on the 
ground (…) Biodiversity affected by the project should normally be conserved through an 
ecologically equivalent offset. In some circumstances, where there is good scientific justification, it 
could be appropriate for the offset to conserve a different kind of biodiversity which is of higher 
conservation priority than the type affected (‘like-for-like or better’).’ 
 
In simple language, while ‘like for like’ offsetting aims at recreating the same habitat / ecosystem 
function / species that was destroyed next to where the destruction took place, ‘like for like or 
better’ allows under certain conditions to compensate for the destruction of a specific habitat / 
function / species with a different habitat / function / species and in a different location. Such a 
proposal was already part of the habitat banking draft6 that the European Commission 
unsuccessfully tried to insert into the Habitats and Birds directives in 2014. 
 
While resolution 0397 at the World Conservation Congress promoted ‘protected areas as natural 
solutions to climate change’, resolution 036 focused more specifically on ‘supporting privately 
protected areas’8: it urged to ‘promote and support the voluntary conservation of private and 

 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28792/UNREDD_climate.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y    
The Architecture for REDD+ Transactions (ART): Attracting New Investment to Protect and Restore Forests 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28932/Architecture_REDD%2b.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  
Natural Climate Solutions Alliance (convened by WEF, WBCSD, N4C) 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/29770/NCSA.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  
4’ WCC-2016-Res-058-EN https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_058_EN.pdf  
‘Natural capital approach is used here as an umbrella term for different elements of natural capital assessment – the identification, measurement, 
valuation and accounting of stocks of natural capital or flows of ecosystem services.’ 
’UNDERSTANDING that the aim of natural capital approaches is to make the value of nature more visible in decision making by governments, 
businesses, financial institutions and society, and to drive better outcomes for biodiversity, the environment, and human wellbeing.’ 
5 WCC-2016-Res-059-EN IUCN Policy on Biodiversity Offsets 
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_059_EN.pdf  
‘Under the specific conditions outlined in this policy, it is IUCN’s position that biodiversity offsets can contribute to positive conservation outcomes. 
However, biodiversity offsets are only appropriate for projects which have rigorously applied the mitigation hierarchy.’ 
‘The goal of biodiversity offsets is to achieve No Net Loss and preferably a Net Gain of biodiversity on the ground with respect to species 
composition, habitat structure, ecosystem function and people’s use and cultural values associated with biodiversity. Source: BBOP (2012a).’ 
‘Biodiversity affected by the project should normally be conserved through an ecologically equivalent offset. In some circumstances, where there is 
good scientific justification, it could be appropriate for the offset to conserve a different kind of biodiversity which is of higher conservation priority 
than the type affected (‘like-for-like or better’).’ 
6 Eftec, The use of market-based instruments for biodiversity protection – the case of habitat banking, 2010 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/enveco/pdf/eftec_habitat_technical_report.pdf  
7 WCC-2016-Res-039-EN Protected areas as natural solutions to climate change 
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_039_EN.pdf  
8 WCC-2016-Res-036-EN Supporting privately protected areas 
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_036_EN.pdf  

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28792/UNREDD_climate.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28932/Architecture_REDD%2b.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/29770/NCSA.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_058_EN.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_059_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/enveco/pdf/eftec_habitat_technical_report.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_039_EN.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/resrecfiles/WCC_2016_RES_036_EN.pdf
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communal land, in particular privately protected areas’, and encouraged Member States to ‘create 
or promote legal and financial incentives, including through legal reform as appropriate, for the 
maintenance and strengthening of privately protected areas, particularly in countries where 
restrictions and/or ambiguity in national legislation exist.’ 
 
2. The 2020 IUCN Global standard for Nature Based Solutions 
In 2020, the IUCN published a global standard for nature-based solutions based on 8 principles.9 
The objective of this standard is to provide clear parameters for defining NbS and a common 
framework, in order to increase the scale and effectiveness of the NbS approach. 
 
This standard was unveiled during a virtual event in July 2020, ahead of the 2020 IUCN World 
Conservation Congress that has been rescheduled to 7-15 January 2021. 
 
Some of its principles and criteria, in our opinion, raise important questions outlined below. 
 
Criterion 3: NbS result in a net gain to biodiversity and ecosystem integrity  
3.4 ‘Utilising NbS can provide an opportunity to enhance biodiversity conservation and ecosystem 
management efforts (…), they could be designed to re-introduce lost components of an existing 
ecosystem, for example, by deliberately choosing formerly existing species of vegetation when 
restoring.’ 
 

 
Biodiversity offsetting 
We understand the reference to ‘net gain’ to mean that the standard fosters biodiversity offsetting 
– in line with resolution 059 of the WCC 2016 ‘IUCN Policy on Biodiversity Offsets.’ We also 
understand the statement that NbS can be designed to deliberately re-introduce lost species as 
fostering ‘like for like or better’ offsetting – in line with the same WCC 2016 resolution.  
 
Q1: If this is the case, how does the standard plan to address the documented conceptual issues of 
biodiversity offsetting, including measurement issues, incalculable additionality, highly uncertain 
valuations, and the inexistence of a price signal?10 
 
Q2: If biodiversity offsetting is to be promoted, is there a risk that forthcoming mandatory 
restoration targets and protected areas11 could be used as offsets and instrumentalized to maintain 
the status quo in developed countries? 
 

 
 

 
9 IUCN, Guidance for using the IUCN global standard for nature-based solutions, 2020 
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2020-020-En.pdf  
10 Green Finance Observatory, 50 shades part II: the fallacy of environmental markets, 2019 
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/50-shades-biodiversity-final.pdf  
11 European Commission, EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030  
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/strategy/index_en.htm  
Greenfield P, The Guardian, UN draft plan sets 2030 target to avert Earth's sixth mass extinction, Jan2020 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jan/13/un-draft-plan-sets-2030-target-to-avert-earths-sixth-mass-extinction-aoe  
Survival International, UN plan to protect 30 percent of the planet by 2030 could displace hundreds of millions, NGOs and experts warn, Sept 
2020 
https://www.survivalinternational.org/news/12455#:~:text=In%20May%202021%2C%20the%20Conference,area%20over%20the%20co
ming%20decade.  

https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2020-020-En.pdf
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/50-shades-biodiversity-final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/strategy/index_en.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jan/13/un-draft-plan-sets-2030-target-to-avert-earths-sixth-mass-extinction-aoe
https://www.survivalinternational.org/news/12455#:~:text=In%20May%202021%2C%20the%20Conference,area%20over%20the%20coming%20decade
https://www.survivalinternational.org/news/12455#:~:text=In%20May%202021%2C%20the%20Conference,area%20over%20the%20coming%20decade
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Criterion 4: NbS are economically viable  
‘The return on investment, the efficiency and effectiveness of the intervention, and equity in the 
distribution of benefits and costs are key determinants of success for an NbS.’ 
 
‘Innovative and evidence-based tools for the valuation of nature, along with ideas for NbS 
contributions to markets and jobs, encourage creative (blended) financing of NbS, thereby 
increasing the likelihood of their long-term success.’ 
 
‘For NbS to be sustainable there must be a strong economic consideration (…) otherwise we run the 
risk of implementations confined to their project lifetimes (for example, 5 years) where, upon 
closing, the solution and multiple benefits provided decline and, eventually, cease to exist, even 
possibly leaving the landscape/seascape worse off than before.’12 
 
‘4.4 NbS design considers a portfolio of resourcing options such as market-based, public sector, 
voluntary commitments and actions to support regulatory compliance.’ 
‘The fact that NbS simultaneously offers multiple benefits to different stakeholders may place limits 
on some sources of financing, thereby undermining the interventions’ long-term viability. For 
example, private investors may not wish to bear the cost of delivering public goods or public 
authorities may be reluctant to cover costs for benefits that will accrue privately.’ 
 

 
Economic viability and market-based solutions 
Q3: Are ‘return on investment’ and ‘contribution to markets’ relevant criteria to assess the 
effectiveness of policy tools designed to address the 6th mass extinction of species? 
 
Q4: Should NbS foster the monetary valuation of nature and market-based solutions, i.e. 
transferring conservation from governments to Wall Street, given their conceptual issues?13  
 
The justifications provided seem quite weak: putting a price on nature and relying on financial 
markets would allegedly ‘encourage creative (blended) financing of NbS, thereby increasing the 
likelihood of their long-term success.’  
Q5: What is the evidence that blended financing increases the likelihood of long-term success? 
Compared to which alternatives? What is its long-term effectiveness compared to the very good 
track record of traditional binding environmental regulation curbing biodiversity destruction? 
 
Q6: Should blended financing be encouraged at all, given documented evidence of bad value for 
money for taxpayers, risk of budgetary time bombs and moral hazard associated with it?14 
 
The various sources of financing considered are justified by the fact that ‘private investors may not 
wish to bear the cost of delivering public goods.’ It does not come as a great surprise that private 
investors may not wish to reduce their profits in order to comply with environmental regulations, 

 
12 IUCN, Guidance for using the IUCN global standard for nature-based solutions, 2020 
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2020-021-En.pdf  
13 Green Finance Observatory, 50 shades part II: the fallacy of environmental markets, 2019 
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/50-shades-biodiversity-final.pdf  
14 Sueur, J-P. and Portelli, H., Les contrats de partenariats : des bombes à retardement ?, Rapport fait au nom de la commission des lois, no. 733 
(2013-2014), 16 July 2014 http://www.senat.fr/notice-rapport/2013/r13-733-notice.html  
UK Treasury, Private Finance Initiative, Seventeenth Report, 18 July 2011, 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmtreasy/1146/114602.htm  

https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2020-021-En.pdf
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/50-shades-biodiversity-final.pdf
http://www.senat.fr/notice-rapport/2013/r13-733-notice.html
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmtreasy/1146/114602.htm
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but how is that a justification?  Along the same reasoning, some individuals may not wish to bear 
the cost of delivering public goods such as paying for public healthcare staff’s salaries through their 
income tax, but this is not considered a valid reason to look for other sources of financing. This 
striking statement, together with the statement that we need strong economic considerations to 
ensure the long-term success of the projects, raises fundamental questions:  
Q7: If private actors require high profitability and financial incentives to protect biodiversity over 
the long term, then shouldn’t we rely on time tested binding environmental regulations instead 
that require no such thing? More generally, are governments still able to regulate, or are we 
considering that we need to rely instead from now on the goodwill of private actors incentivized 
with subsidies, new profit opportunities and other forms of de-risking by the State, as per the ‘Wall 
Street consensus’?  
 

 
Criterion 6.2 The rights, usage of and access to land and resources, along with the responsibilities 
of different stakeholders, are acknowledged and respected  
‘The legal and customary rights to access, use and control management over land and natural 
resources, particularly of vulnerable and marginalized groups, needs to be respected and upheld. 
Rights, use and responsibilities of stakeholder groups in relation to the NbS should be analysed and 
assessed, using appropriate tools and by building upon the outcomes of stakeholder analysis or 
mapping (5.3). This is particularly important when dealing with Indigenous communities, where 
Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) must be used (5.2).’ 
 

 
Stakeholder groups and customary rights 
Q8: How do we ensure that the stakeholder groups - on whose analysis will rely the respect for the 
customary rights of vulnerable communities – are not unbalanced and do not overwhelmingly 
represent a minority of private interests? 
 
This question is particularly important in our view in light of the resolution 036 WCC 2016 described 
above, that called to promote privately protected areas ‘including through legal reform as 
appropriate, for the maintenance and strengthening of privately protected areas, particularly in 
countries where restrictions and/or ambiguity in national legislation exist.’ Should this resolution be 
interpretated as calling for the formalization of land rights on indigenous land and the privatization 
of the last commons in developing countries, then it would be essential in our view that the 
stakeholder groups be balanced and ensure a fair representation of all interests, in order to avoid 
risks of land-grabbing. 
 

 
 

********************** 
 


