
IPBES template for the submission of requests, inputs and suggestions on short-term 

priorities and longer term strategic needs that require attention and action by IPBES 

as part of its future work programme. 

Name and contact details of individual submitting requests/inputs/suggestions: Sarah 

Weiskopf, email: sweiskopf@usgs.gov, phone: 703-648-4073 

Date of submission:  

Submission from:  IPBES member:  __United States of America______________________ 

Observer allowed enhanced participation in line with decision IPBES-5/4: 

__________________________________________________________ 

MEA(s): ___________________________________________________ 

United Nations body: ________________________________________ 

Expert on, and holder of, indigenous and local knowledge:___________ 

Other Stakeholder(s): ________________________________________ 

 

Please provide the following information for any request and, where relevant, for any inputs 
and suggestions (additional attachments can also be submitted): 

Request/input/suggestion: Thematic assessment of freshwater biodiversity 
services 

A global thematic assessment of freshwater biodiversity and its associated nature’s 
contributions to people. Freshwater biodiversity contributes to food security, 
nutritional security, economic security, cultural and recreational services, human 
well-being, and ecosystem function (Lynch et al. 2016).  Freshwater biodiversity is 
arguably among the most threatened globally and, due to data limitations in many 
of these systems, their services are often undervalued or excluded from policy 
decisions. 

Information to accompany requests submitted to the Platform (see also Decision IPBES-1/3 
Procedure for receiving and prioritizing requests put to the Platform): 

1. Relevance to the objective, functions and work programme of IPBES:  

The proposed topic is highly relevant to IPBES’s objective to strengthen knowledge of 
sustainable use of biodiversity and long term human well-being and relates to all aspects of 
IPBES’s Conceptual Framework (i.e., nature, good quality of life, nature’s contributions to 
people, drivers of change). Freshwater biodiversity provides critical sources of food, 
nutrition, income, empowerment, and more for people across the globe. Improved knowledge 
of threats, impacts, and policy options can contribute directly to informed decision making. 

Importance to work programme: 

Freshwater systems comprise only a small fraction (0.8%) of the Earth’s surface. However, 
they support a significant portion of global biodiversity, with over one million estimated 
species, including almost 45% of all fishes (20% of all vertebrates) and 25% of all mollusks 
(Dudgeon et al. 2006).  



The services provided by freshwater biodiversity to human well-being are diverse and varied, 
from food and livelihoods to recreation, pest control, and biomedical research.  Inland 
fisheries and aquaculture, for example, contribute more than 40% of the world’s finfish 
production and provide food for billions and livelihoods for millions of people worldwide 
(Lynch et al. 2016). 

2. Urgency of action by IPBES in the light of the imminence of the risks caused by the issues to 
be addressed by such action: 

Freshwaters are disproportionately threatened by evolving environmental and human-induced 

threats (i.e.,65% of freshwater fish habitats are at risk from anthropogenic stressors; Vörösmarty et 

al. 2010).  The importance of services provided by freshwater biodiversity is also disproportionately 

high in vulnerable communities (e.g., the proportion of populations engaged in inland fisheries is 

higher in Low-Income Food-Deficit countries; Lynch et al. 2017).   

It is imperative that policymakers understand the need to develop sound policies to maintain the 

services provided by freshwater ecosystems (Vörösmarty et al. 2010).  Healthy fisheries require 

functioning freshwater systems but these needs are often superseded by freshwater demands from 

other socially and economically important sectors; however, freshwater fisheries have recently been 

recognized as an important contributor to reaching the SDGs (e.g., SDG 1, No Poverty and SDG 2 

Zero Hunger) through national and regional policies that should be taken into consideration. 

3. Relevance of the requested action in addressing specific policies or processes: 

Freshwater biodiversity and specifically freshwater fisheries provide opportunities for poverty 

alleviation and prevention as a primary livelihood, secondary livelihood, or subsistence; however, 

this contribution is oftentimes undervalued in policy decisions. This thematic assessment could 

enhance policymakers’ understanding of the importance of freshwater biodiversity and provide 

concrete policy strategies to include these resources in decisions. 

This topic is highly relevant to policy and decision making as assessment of the major threats to 

freshwater biodiversity, impacts to nature’s contributions to people provided, such as food and 

income security, and policy options to counteract or mitigate those threats will provide specific 

strategies for policy makers to enact given a certain threat or impact to freshwater biodiversity. 

Freshwater biodiversity is also directly related to achievement of international policy goals, 

including Aichi Biodiversity Targets, specifically those under Strategic Goals B and C, and across 

the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).   

4. Geographic scope of the requested action, as well as issues to be covered by such action:  

Scope: Global freshwater ecosystems 

Issues to be addressed: Threats to biodiversity, associated impacts to the nature’s contributions to 

people provided by freshwater biodiversity (e.g., food and nutrition, livelihoods, income, cultural 

services, recreational services, ecosystem function, water quality and quantity, and education), 

policy options, and opportunities for engagement with sustainable development sectors. 

5. Anticipated level of complexity of the issues to be addressed by the requested action:  

This assessment would have a fairly narrow focus as it will only cover freshwater ecosystems. 
This decreases the level of complexity slightly and can increase the relevance to 
policymaking. 

6. Previous work and existing initiatives of a similar nature and evidence of remaining gaps, 
such as the absence or limited availability of information and tools to address the issues, and 
reasons why IPBES is best suited to take action: 

Freshwater biodiversity is impacted by many factors, including the upstream drainage network, the 

surrounding land, the riparian zone, migrating aquatic fauna, downstream reaches and other human 

and natural stressors (Dudgeon et al. 2010). Data limitations and capacity remain one of the largest 



gaps in addressing the issue of maintaining the contributions to people provided by freshwater 

biodiversity. 

Global assessments related to water resources normally rely on limited data and information, which 

greatly limits efforts to prioritize, protect, and rehabilitate freshwater ecosystems (Vörösmarty et al. 

2010). Current limitations exist for truly valuing freshwater biodiversity. For example, the full 

contribution of freshwater fisheries to human well-being and the economy is often not fully 

quantified, creating a challenge in developing truly sustainable development decisions while 

considering multi-sectoral freshwater use. 

Existing initiatives (not an exhaustive list): 

FW BON - Freshwater Biodiversity Observation Network 

BioFresh project- network of global freshwater biodiversity 

WaterFuture Freshwater Biodiversity Working Group 

IUCN Freshwater Species Specialist Group 

Ongoing SDG Exercise conducted by ‘InFish’ international research network - preliminary analysis 

shows strong linkages between inland fish and reaching the SDGs 

IPBES is best suited to bring together the relevant experts, expertise, and data and information to 

assess the (1) threats to freshwater biodiversity, (2) impacts to the ecosystem services provided and 

human well-being, and (3) present strategies and policies that could help to mitigate the threats and 

reduce the detrimental impact to humans and ecosystems from changes in freshwater biodiversity. 

7. Availability of scientific literature and expertise for IPBES to undertake the requested action: 

A literature review of the available literature would need to occur to identify available data and best 

practices related to policy and management decisions to freshwater biodiversity; however, the 

available literature is sufficient to conduct the proposed assessment. 

Furthermore, various groups mentioned above focused on freshwater biodiversity changes exist and 

could be leveraged to identify potential authors and compile the available information. 

8. Scale of the potential impacts, and potential beneficiaries of the requested action: 

FAO (2018) has reported that over 60 million people in low income countries rely on  sources of 

freshwater biodiversity, such as fish,  as a source of livelihood with women representing more than 

half the individuals in freshwater fisheries supply chains.  

Thus, this thematic assessment has the potential to impact low income communities globally that 

rely on freshwater biodiversity for income generation, food security, and nutritional security as well 

as local governance institutions tasked with managing freshwater resources. This assessment could 

also serve as a way to inform not only policymakers but industry professionals on best practices 

regarding the maintenance of freshwater biodiversity when dams or other structures will impact 

these systems. 

9. Requirements for financial and human resources, and potential duration of the requested 
action:  

2 year assessment 

Financial and human resources similar to that of the invasive species thematic assessment 

10. An identification of priorities within multiple requests submitted: 

No other requests submitted. 

11. Any other relevant information (including a list of any attachments provided): 
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