The potential for Biosphere Reserves to achieve UK social, economic and environmental goals 
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1 The evolving meaning of Biosphere Reserve

The origin of Biosphere Reserves goes back to the "Biosphere Conference" organized by UNESCO in 1968, the first intergovernmental conference to seek to reconcile the conservation and use of natural resources, thereby foreshadowing the present-day notion of sustainable development
.  In 1973, the concept of Biosphere Reserves was formally established within UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) programme.  Their functions were to conserve biodiversity and provide facilities for research, education and training. 

The  MAB philosophy and programme was substantially revised at the 1995 Seville Conference which created a "Statutory Framework of the World Network of Biosphere Reserves” and associated criteria for designation. According to Article 3 of this framework, Biosphere Reserves (BRs) are expected to be “sites of excellence to explore and demonstrate conservation and sustainable development on a regional scale”.  BRs are expected to combine three functions: conservation; sustainable development; and logistic support (education, training, exchange etc)

Management of BRs is conceived within a threefold zonation – a core zone of high biodiversity value subject to some form of legal protection; a buffer zone managed in such a way as to secure the qualities of the core while at the same time encouraging sustainable use; and a transition zone, which may include urban areas, in which the ethos of sustainable development can be pursued more broadly, and where the links and inter-dependencies with the core and buffer zones can be explored and demonstrated.

The most recent interpretation of the nature and purpose of biosphere reserves is to be found in the Madrid Action Plan (MAP: UNESCO, 2008), which includes the following vision statement: “The World Network of Biosphere Reserves of the Man and the Biosphere Programme consists of sites of excellence to foster harmonious integration of people and nature for sustainable development through participation, knowledge, well-being, cultural values and society’s ability to cope with change, thus contributing to the [Millennium Development Goals]”. 
The term Biosphere Reserve is therefore a misnomer: the designation is neither restrictive nor exclusive, except in so far as a legally designated core zone is required. Taken as a whole it is not a protected area as defined by IUCN. Rather it is the only global designation – or accreditation – for an area demonstrating excellence in sustainable development in practice.

Governance of Biosphere Reserves is highly variable, ranging from relatively autonomous facilitating teams, through a variety of representative and participatory structures, to relatively formal and powerful institutions – and there is no international consensus or indeed guidance on the best governance model. This diversity has been allowed, if not encouraged by UNESCO to maximise the opportunities for learning and demonstration. There is one key proviso however. The Statutory Framework specifies the need for participatory decision-making structures, involving a wide range of stakeholders, as well as provisions for a “management policy or plan for the area as a biosphere reserve”.

2 International review – benefits and conditions for success

Biosphere reserves vary greatly in terms of size, nature of the environment, economy, society and governance. They range from early BRs designated in the 1970’s and early 1980’s (including most of those in the UK) primarily for their ecological qualities, to more recently designated sites where the emphasis is more firmly placed on sustainable development and which may encompass large urban areas and degraded habitat.

Our analysis reveals that reported benefits are diverse, reflecting the scope of the BR objectives. However, most studies are based on qualitative assessments, often informed primarily by those actively engaged in the process. There are few objective studies based on stratified survey of local communities, and there is very little hard evidence of positive marginal (or added value) benefit.

There are several reasons for this. Firstly, it is costly and time consuming to undertake detailed social and economic survey. Secondly, the anticipated benefits from BRs are mainly about sustainability – in other words long-term benefits. In almost all cases we lack the social, economic and environmental time series data to establish any impact. Thirdly, where we do have such data, it is usually impossible to establish the “control” or baseline: what would the trend have been without the BR? Could these benefits have been realised through alternative processes? 

The BR concept is all about ways of doing things, the future, quality of life – a philosophy rather than a development mechanism. Benefits are bound to be intangible or very difficult to measure. 

This is why most of the benefits identified are “perceived process benefits” – such as awareness raising; conflict resolution, stakeholder forums, labelling schemes, monitoring programmes etc. The “outcomes” in terms of social, economic and environmental benefit have nowhere been systematically monitored or verified.

Notwithstanding these limitations the literature review and case studies suggest the following strategic benefits:

· The BR concept is an incentive/facilitating mechanism for the implementation of a broad development philosophy which is specifically conceived as likely to generate social, economic and environmental benefits in the long term.

· Although there are alternative delivery mechanisms (such as Agenda 21; planning and development vision for some local government; codes of practice for business etc) none of these offer the combination of:

· a short term reward in terms of a globally respected designation/quality assurance; 

· associated marketing opportunities for sustainably produced products or sustainably managed environments; 

· a practical focus on an identified human-natural system, or a particular “place”, whose characteristics can be seen to improve through the BR implementation; and

· international networks through which to share experience and develop partnerships. 

· The BR label is the only existing global “standard” associated with area based sustainable development and associated products – something which, judging by most discussions of the nature of sustainability, is sorely needed.

· The designation has the potential to:

· Attract those in search of a high quality sustainably managed environment and associated services (leisure, recreation, adventure, study, pleasant living environment);

· Provide a practical and unifying focus for sustainable development initiatives;

· Raise the levels of awareness, understanding and pride in the local environment and the way in which it is managed, which in turn can inject and attract dynamism into the local economy;

· Lever in additional support or project funds by both assuring the quality of the environment and the sustainability of the local economy.

· Dependent on circumstances the lack of regulatory powers associated with most BR designations can be either a strength or a weakness : 

· To those who dislike or despair of the highly regulatory approach to environmental protection, the BR offers  a more constructive and conciliatory approach; an opportunity to prove that we can do better without regulation. 

· In situations where the capacity to organise is poor, where community coherence and identity is weak, and where existing governance structures are fragmented and/or duplicated, the lack of authority may be a weakness. 

The actual benefits realised will depend upon the perceived need, the local capacity and opportunity to meet these through a BR type designation, and the political will. 

3 Benefits in terms of meeting UK and devolved administration policy objectives

Given the scope of the biosphere reserve concept, it is perhaps not surprising that successful implementation would contribute to very large range of UK and devolved administration policies. In fact it is hard to find a policy to which a successful BR would not contribute. We have listed the main ones, including the priorities, aims and objectives associated with each, in a separate Appendix available on request.

The following phrases can be found again and again in policy statements, strategies and action plans: sustainable development; sustainable communities; mainstreaming the ecosystem approach; taking decisions at the appropriate spatial scale; healthy functioning ecosystems; quality of life; access and outdoor recreation; participation in planning and management; consideration of biodiversity in all decision making; living within environmental limits; sustainable food production; quality management systems and quality labelling; engagement of local people in decision making; adaptive management; developing a robust evidence base; holistic approach. 

In practice these concepts are so broad, so often repeated, yet with so few tangible mechanisms for their implementation, that there is a danger of them becoming devalued. 

The Biosphere Reserve concept roots these aspirations within a defined area whose structure to some degree reflects people’s relationship with nature. It brings the ideas literally down to earth. It therefore has significant potential to contribute to many of these policy aspirations.
4 Evaluation of benefit

In making our assessment of the social, economic and environmental benefit in relation to the case studies we used a six stage process, and this methodology could be used for evaluations of both existing and potential BRs. The methodology is described in detail in section 6, and builds on an assessment framework developed in previous studies. 

Given the lack of effective baselines, “controls” and comprehensive trend data in most circumstances, the analysis is bound to be largely qualitative and based on perceived benefits. The key to an informed and unbiased analysis is to ensure a fair representation of these perceptions across the local community, and to ask always the question what would or could have happened/what is likely to happen without the BR?. Wherever possible statistical evidence is then sought to support and strengthen the qualitative analysis.

If the study relates to potential benefit, it will be necessary to assess capacity to implement the BR concept and realise potential benefit by assessing the area against the conditions for success discussed below.

5 Conditions likely to favour the realisation of potential benefits

It is clear that the concept of a Biosphere Reserve has potential. It is one of the few tools we have to promote sustainable development in practice. However, its scope and complexity are such that it is unlikely to generate significant benefits unless certain key conditions are in place, relating to the place itself and its natural resources, the economic structure, attitudes and awareness of local people, and governance structures. These conditions are summarized below and discussed in more detail in the text. Not all are required, but the more that are met, the more likely is significant benefit.

Ecology and geography

· A high quality natural environment, or one with the potential to become high quality;

· Attractive and accessible to local people for recreation and education;

· Attractive and accessible to tourists, and with potential for exploration, interpretation and education;

· Clear functional links between the quality of the environment and the lives of local people; 

· Large enough to support significant sustainable land use activity and levels of production or service provision which can usefully be marketed under a BR/sustainable development label. 

Economy

· A perception of need for regeneration, new initiative, a new way of doing things amongst the local population and especially key players – and broadly based interest in sustainable development;

· Opportunity for improved livelihoods, income or new development related to the qualities of the natural environment (e.g. local food or wood products; outdoor recreation; tourism);

· The existence of local crafts or local processing of food and natural products.

Society and governance

· High levels of awareness of natural values;

· Local institutions or individuals keen to “champion” development and conservation;

· Strongly supportive local government – preferably with boundaries coincident with the BR;

· A coherent community – a common sense of identity and pride – preferably related in some way to the natural environment (e.g. fisheries, farming, shooting, education, recreation etc).

Many of these characteristics cannot be drawn on a map – they depend on the nature of society, local culture and governance. By far the most important characteristic is the presence of a group of motivated and capable people, broadly representative of the interests of local society, who believe in the idea. This may be an influential individual, the local council, or a strong and effective partnership of interests.

This suggests that Biosphere Reserves should not be selected and “designated” according to detailed criteria and a top down process. Rather the concept should be promoted in the manner of a quality management scheme: you need to fulfil some very basic criteria, and then demonstrate capacity and performance against the key functions of the biosphere reserve. This is bottom-up self selection rather than top down designation, and has the capacity to positively influence a far greater range of people.

6 The role of UK MAB and a “fully functioning network”

6.1 Re-launch

The idea of a Biosphere Reserve is old and confused. The changes in meaning and approach are not reflected in the name. Most of the existing BRs in the UK do not score well according to the new criteria, or in terms of the favourable conditions listed above – and in themselves send the wrong message about the meaning of Biosphere Reserve. 

Yet the idea is a good one: it is a logical and common sense approach; it hits a wide range of policy “buttons” at UK and devolved administration levels; it chimes well with the stated vision of most local and national government – but offers an extra dimension in terms of international “quality assurance”.

There are two ways forward: either drop the idea as confusing and outdated and channel money into other sustainable development initiatives; or re-launch so that all of those with an interest in sustainable development, or communities with a “place” image which chimes with the BR concept, become aware of its potential. We believe that the idea is good enough to merit the latter – especially since so many people are struggling to articulate the practicalities of sustainable development and the ecosystem approach, and there appear to be few codified alternatives - and none with global credibility.

Our case studies – and common sense – suggest that strong support from local government and local politicians, together with representatives of resource users and a cross-section of the local business and civic community, will be critical to the success of any BR. These, rather than the nature conservation agencies, should be the target for any publicity/re-launch. Such a re-launch might include:

· TV, radio or blog series on Biosphere Reserves worldwide ending up with a thoughtful programme in the UK;

· National re-launch conference, with new name
, to which key local government representatives, resource user representatives (farmers, forester, fishermen, tourism etc) are invited;

· Press awareness – press articles in national and local papers;

· Dynamic website with new articles, editorials etc

The hosting of UK MAB within the International Wildlife Division of DEFRA sends the wrong messages about the nature of biosphere reserves, and the possibility of bringing it under the Strategy and Sustainable Development Directorate of DEFRA, or more directly under the UK National Commission for UNESCO should be considered. Strengths and weaknesses of the various alternatives are discussed in the main report.

The UKMAB Committee will also need to rebalance its membership to demonstrate the focus on sustainable development rather than primarily nature conservation. In particular it should seek closer association with the Sustainable Development Commission, and effective representation of local government and resource user groups, either directly on the MAB Committee or on task orientated working groups.

The “lapsed” biosphere reserves should be downplayed in any publicity and, if there is no prospect that they can become “modern” BRs, should be withdrawn from the World Network of BRs by the UK government.  As with the withdrawal of four UK sites in 2001, this would be seen as good practice by UNESCO and would show UK commitment to the effective implementation of the BR concept.

Significant one-off resources would be required for an effective re-launch, and in the medium term support for a programme officer to facilitate establishment of a network of UK biospheres would be desirable. The initial focus for this support work should be clearly on the biosphere reserves, rather than research and international development, although these areas of activity should continue to be pursued by the UKMAB committee and its members.

6.2 Costs and benefits of a “fully functioning” network

Once a significant network of BRs in the UK is established, there may be opportunities to benefit from some form of “network” organisation. Our review of experience, and understanding of broader economic literature suggests that such a network at national level may deliver the following benefits:

· Economies of scale (e.g. in training programmes, promotion programmes, access to R&D funding; dissemination of best practice);

· Sharing of experience and learning;

· Representation of BR interests and experience at UK and international level.

If these economies of scale and associated benefits are genuine, then member BRs should benefit in terms of lower costs and/or higher returns, and should themselves be prepared to pay for costs associated with the network, in the same manner as producers fund producer organisations. This would then allow for sustained funding of a programme officer/secretariat, which in turn would enhance its capacity to lever in additional funding to create a more effective and higher profile MAB programme in the UK.

Our research on BR networks in other countries reveals a wide variety of mutually supportive activity, including joint research and learning; training and demonstration; capacity building; marketing; monitoring and information; fund raising; and awareness raising. 

However, there should be no rush to designate “12” BRs in order to create a “fully functioning network” as suggested in the TOR. It takes much time and effort to raise support and awareness to a level likely to create demand for, and underpin a successful BR, as the Kristianstad case illustrates. In any case a smaller number of UK BRs can take advantage of the well established European and global networks. The emphasis should be on quality and success for individual BRs to prove the approach and enhance the quality status of the brand. Expansion of the network should be a response to demand rather than ambition.
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� UNESCO MAB “Biosphere Reserves in a nutshell”.


� Biosphere Reserve must remain the technical international designation, but there is no reason why a UK “working” name should not be used, as is the case in several other countries.
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