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Coherent, Synergistic and Integrated Projected 
 
1. Background and Introduction 

The impacts of climate change, biodiversity loss, land degradation and desertification are recognized as the greatest 
challenges the world has ever known and a huge threat to life on Earth.  These conditions do not only affect each 
other directly and through their interactions, but they also have the potential to undermine efforts towards sustainable 
development and to constrain the Millennium Development Goals as well as the principles laid out by Rio+20, 
including the alleviation of poverty. Furthermore, with population rapidly increasing and its dynamics changing, water 
(variability, shortage or excess/flood) is expected to become a serious issue, and more so with climate change. From 
economic and policy perspectives, developing countries, and particularly the poorer segment that heavily depends on 
natural resources will tend to be the most affected. Figure 1 illustrates a highly simplified version of the vicious circle 
of the cross-effects of desertification, climate change and biodiversity loss that, in reality, involve more complex inter-
linkages. Projections of future changes further predict dramatic shifts in the states of many ecosystems, the 
accommodation of which to effective contemporary conservation strategies under uncertain climate regimes and 
other changing conditions (e.g. socio-economic) represents a major challenge to conservation planners, and decision 
makers  at all levels (Watson et al, 2012).  

Figure 1: Simplified vicious circle of cross-effects of desertification, climate change and biodiversity loss 

 
 
Source: Adapted from Safriel, 2011 (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment). 
               
It is known that carbon and water cycles - two large-scale bio-geological processes crucial for life on Earth - depend 
on biodiversity (at genetic, species and ecosystem levels) that can enhance resilience to the effects of climate 
change, help combat land degradation and thereby alleviate poverty to which it is strongly linked.  Overall, a healthy 
ecosystem does not only buffer impacts of climate change (e.g. extreme weather events) but is also a way of 
adapting to and mitigating climate change as well as generating multiple environmental, economic and social 
benefits. In some cases, climate change - clement temperature and increased CO2 - could have positive effects, 
though not long lasting, on some plants via acceleration of biomass production (Bellard et al 2012)1. However, the 
negative impacts of climate change still far outweigh the positive ones particularly as global warming continues.  

Although the threats caused by climate change, land degradation/desertification (including water issues), and 
biodiversity loss are interconnected, many global environmental treaties and goals have been developed in a 
                                                                 
1 For example, the CO2 fertilization could lead to agricultural productivity of some plants categorized as C3 such as potato, rice, soybean, wheat 
and vegetables and some trees (Aydinalp and Cresser, 2008). While CO2 is essential for plant growth, the plants depend also on steady water 
supplies and the right temperature, and climate change is likely to disrupt these through floods and droughts.  
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fragmented way. In reality, the level of interconnectedness and complexity of cross-effects makes isolated 
governance response measures much less effective, at times, cost-inefficient and often cumbersome for Parties in 
terms of fulfilling their obligations and reporting than actually intended (UNEP-GEAS, 2012) (Figure 2). Such projects 
could also have reduced contribution/impact to global environmental goods and services. This  alone can be used as 
a basis to highlight the obvious imperative to support coordinated, holistic, integrated2 and synergistic strategies and 
measures at international, regional, national, sub-national or local levels by the three Rio Conventions, namely the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), to proactively and cost efficiently address 
the complex and interlinked environmental issues that are now attracting global attention and worries, and 
overwhelming international agenda. Hence, the three Conventions have a huge potential and opportunity of turning 
the vicious circle into a successful virtuous circle of multiple direct benefits and co-benefits, and fulfilling their 
mandates by meeting their objectives and long-term plans in a coherent, coordinated and synergistic way.  

 
Figure 2: Cross-effects of isolated activities and responses  
 

 
 
Note: The arrows imply positive/negative direct/indirect impacts of isolated responses, or externalities 
 
 
2. Vision, Rationale and Challenges of Coordinated, Holistic and Integrated Projects  

 
Vision: An integrated project delivery strives to align the interests and practices of the Conventions to effectively 
enhance multiple environmental benefits/co-benefits by synergistically combining various activities and governance 
measures/policies, in order to fulfil their mandates and meet the priorities of countries without wastage of resources 
and in a way that produces synergistic value-added benefits at local, national, and global levels. By doing so, such 
projects facilitate sustainable management and use of resources and adaptation/resilience, and thereby alleviate 
poverty that has become a crucial issue in the world. 
 
Rationale:  Such synergy can help: 

• Design and effectively manage projects in a coordinated, holistic, coherent and sustainable way;  
• Reduce shortage or sustainability of funding3 partly by joining resources and proactively addressing many 

issues simultaneously and generating multiple direct benefits and co-benefits; 
• Avoid unintentional negative impacts and externalities at times caused by isolated projects4; 

                                                                 
2 This can be integrated cross-sectoral, cross-thematic, inter and multi-disciplinary, multi-objectives etc… 
3 Such problems can arise from smaller scale isolated projects. 
4 In some cases activities intended to meet the goals of one Convention may negatively affect the goals of another. For instance, some 
strategies used to counter climate change can affect biodiversity adversely – e.g. bio-fuel plantation (clearing land, monocultures of alien 
species can cause the loss of biodiversity (Reid and Swiderska, 2008). Poiani et al (2011) mentioned that only few conservation projects 
consider climate change impacts or have a process for developing adaptation strategies. 



4 
 

• Share monitoring and evaluation and tracking tools, information, and indicators to measure outcome…; 
• Avoid duplication of efforts and facilitate cost-efficiency, and risk and cost sharing; 
• Encourage effective provision of support, capacity building and enabling activities as well as institutional 

strengthening, and cooperation with other MEA and organizations;  
• Facilitate participation of indigenous and local communities without burdening them with isolated obligations, 

gender mainstreaming in a coherent way, and use of traditional knowledge and best practices;  
• Systematically alleviate poverty; and hence,  
• Achieve the objectives and strategic plans of the Conventions and fulfil their mandates through joint efforts. 

 
There is agreement that activities that promote synergies at local, national and global levels are the most effective 
ways to realize multiple benefits and co-benefits. Hence, designing and implementing such activities/projects will be 
critical to realize the principles laid out in Rio outcomes, particularly Rio+20. 
 
Challenges: These include among other, 

• Identifying the kinds of cost-effective, synergistic, coherent and integrated strategies and measures to take; 
• Selecting high impact integrated projects (substantial multiple benefits rapidly) – time is important; 
• Linking  the objectives of the Conventions to local actors’ activities to enable comprehensive environmental 

projects, make use of best practices and traditional knowledge and mainstream gender, by involving all 
stakeholders and accounting for complex institutional arrangements and local customary laws; 

• Coordinating the Strategic Plans, Goals and Targets of the Conventions and of the Financial Mechanisms, 
particularly the Global Environment Facility (GEF) to design and implement such integrated projects;   

• Little guidance available on integrating climate change adaptation or mitigation strategies into contemporary 
conservation planning frameworks (Watson et al 2012) – A challenge to sustainable development. 

 
There are concrete opportunities for the Conventions to jointly address and maximize synergistic actions, within their 
mandates, that can be implemented by establishing appropriate institutional arrangements and communication 
protocols, among other, with respect to their National Adaptation Plan of Action (NAPA of UNFCCC), National Action 
Programs (NAP of UNCCD) and National Biodiversity Strategic Plan of Action (NBSAP of CBD) to ensure adaptation, 
sustainability and resilience.  The United Nations recognizes their interdependence, the strong synergies between 
their efforts to address their mandates; and the complementary nature of their activities that underpins the need for a 
holistic, coordinated and integrated approach5. This implies joint efforts and measures on the ground and policy fora 
such as: 

a) Joint implementation of integrated projects to meet their objectives simultaneously by maximizing synergy 
wherever possible. Linkages between the Conventions become important where the need for enhanced 
cooperation is crucial for maximizing the potential implementation of the Conventions;  

b) Introduction of measures to avoid negative impacts and externalities on each other’s objectives, and 
facilitate co-benefits in their individual/isolated projects where joint synergistic response is not possible. 
 

3. Identification of Area and Integrated Projects for Implementation 
 
This consists of: 

• Understanding the potential impacts of climate change and identifying where and which climate change, land 
degradation and biodiversity loss issues and unsustainable use of resources are most critical to address; 

• Giving priority to areas of high vulnerability and critical for environmental integrity for the provision of 
ecosystem goods and services, and where integrated projects could minimize the effects of climate change 
and facilitate adaptation and resilience;  

• Selecting projects with high potential multiple local, national, global benefits/co-benefits (value-added) and 
that contribute to the alleviation of poverty; 

                                                                 
5 http://www.global-mechanism.org/dynamic/documents/document_file/ccesinfokit_web-1.pdf 
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• Exploring and integrating potential human response, participation (mainstreaming, gender consideration, 
traditional knowledge, best practices, poverty issues…); 

• Identifying the extent of possible benefits and expected outcome (Short to long-term results); 
• Understanding institutional arrangements, local customary laws and governance, coordinating institutions ..; 
• Addressing current data/knowledge gaps in order to establish baselines, indicators, monitoring and evaluation 

(M&E), and tracking tools to verify desired outcomes; 
• Developing adaptation strategies and measures, evaluating their feasibility, understanding trade-off and 

estimating cost and resource requirements as well as identification of Partners to be involved in funding – 
(GEF and co-financing in this case); 

• Accounting for uncertainty (flexibility), implementing/adapting, and learning from experience.6 
 

While main risk conditions consist of lack of efficient management, clear objectives and key outcome/success 
indicators, or tracking and M&E tools, and lack or insufficient life cycle project review,  important criteria include 
equity consideration,  institutional arrangement and compatibility of policy combinations, and cost and long term 
environmental effectiveness among other. Overall, identification of area and integrated projects for implementation 
require thorough understanding of the synergies between the international regimes regarding the UNFCCC, the CBD 
and the UNCCD and their protocols.   
 
 
Example 1 – Drylands (Global Issues):  The United Nations Decade for Deserts and the Fight Against 
Desertification (UNDDD 2010-2020)7 indicates that drylands (arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas) account for 
41.3% of the land surface of the Earth of which about 58% grasslands and rangelands. Eight of the 25 global 
hotspots are found in drylands and so far, only 8% of drylands is protected and this is not representative of all dryland 
subtypes (Davies et al 2012). About 44% of all of the world’s cultivated systems are found in these regions as well 
(UNDDD 2010-2020). Dryland Mountains cover 8.5% of the Earth’s land surface but are found among the least 
known environments in the world as well as the most over-looked by policy and decision makers (FAO et al, 2011). 
Furthermore, drylands are home to 2.1 billion people representing 35.5% of global population, the majority of which in 
grasslands and rangelands. 90% of these people are found in developing countries and more than 70% of the 1.1 
billion of the people that live below the poverty line inhabit rural areas and are directly dependent on natural 
resources (Birch et al, 2010). Additionally, at 18.5% growth rate, drylands population is increasing faster than in any 
other ecological zones according to UN-Habitat8. Although dryland mountains have only 296 million inhabitants 
globally (89% in developing countries), they have an outstanding strategic value by serving as ‘water towers’ and 
source of other environmental services on which the remaining dryland population living in dry lowland areas 
additionally depend on (FAO et al, 2011).  
 
Land degradation and desertification in drylands have been and continue to be major threats to the ecosystem and 
biodiversity and these are being exacerbated by climate change. The situation in drylands is summarized briefly in 
Table 1.  An important factor in environmental degradation in drylands is the weak governance, and especially the 
undermining of customary institutions prior to replacing them with effective alternatives (Davies et al, 2012). The 
global extent of drylands, the unique features and values of dryland biodiversity, the size of population mean that no 
global solution for sustainability (economic or environmental), or poverty reduction can be successful if dryland 
biodiversity and the unsustainable use and management of resources in these regions are neglected. Hence, the 
problems affecting drylands are major challenges to policy initiatives aiming to support sustainable development. 
There is emerging evidence that carbon sequestration projects for example in the wide expanses of dryland agro-
ecosystems could have much greater co-benefits than previously expected (FAO, 2011). The sequestration of carbon 
has the potential to counter degradation and increase the productivity and sustainability of the ecosystems. 
Grasslands and rangelands are also ecosystems where changes in human management can have substantial 
                                                                 
6 Based on http://www.unep.org/policyseries/Sustainable_intergrated_Solutions.pdf, Poiani et al, 2011 and Watson et al (2012). 
7 http://www.un.org/en/events/desertification_decade/value.shtml 
8 This is as cited by UNDDD-2010-2020. 

http://www.unep.org/policyseries/Sustainable_intergrated_Solutions.pdf
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impacts on carbon storage and sequestration; but they are also the most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change 
(FAO et al, 2011). It is important to remember that the endemic flora and fauna of the regions that may serve a great 
deal as climate change continues due to their resistance to extreme conditions may start to disappear; this means a 
huge global loss.    
 
Table 1: Climate change mitigation, Land degradation and desertification, and Biodiversity in drylands 
 

Climate Change Mitigation  in Drylands Land Degradation in Drylands Biodiversity in Drylands 

• Drylands store: 36% of the total carbon 
stocks in terrestrial ecosystems; 53% of 
global soil carbon; 14% of global biotic 
carbon (FAO et al, 2011). 

• Current structure of dryland farming 
systems can be altered to result in carbon 
sequestration in the range of 2-2.9 
Mg/ha/year (FAO et al, 2011); 

• IPCC and other assessments suggest: 
- Drylands are the most vulnerable to CC; 
- Could become a huge source of GHG 

emission, BD loss, desertification, 
poverty, and obstacle to sustainable 
development. 

• Reduction of Carbon sinks in Dryland 
Mountains alone is about 300Mt/year (FAO 
et al, 2011). 

• Globally, 24% of drylands degraded:  
-  20% are cropland and 20-25% 

rangeland, and 42% forests (UNDDD 
2010-2020); 

• Forests and Mountains are severely 
threatened  and endangered: 
-  Livestock husbandry, overharvesting 

of fuel wood, altered hydrologic and fire 
regimes, pollution, … (FAO et al, 2011) 

• The Mountains have a Water Tower 
function. 

• Spread of invasive alien species (e.g. 
negative impact on water supply and 
socio-political dynamics); 
 

• Annual loss due to degradation is in 
Billions (FAO et al, 2011). 

• Holds 64% of all birds, 55% mammals, 
25% of amphibians…;  

• Only 8% protected; 
• Pivotal Role in traditional risk 

management strategies; 
• Vital to the well-being of: 

a) Millions of people;  
b) Global benefits: carbon storage, 

products) – (Davies et al 2012). 
• Arid plants know as drought escaper, 

evaders, resisters, endurers (IPCC9), 
(Outstanding potential as a Reservoir) 

• Grasslands and rangelands = most 
biologically diverse regions of the world 
(Davies et al 2012); 

• Dryland mountains are associated with 
40 of the WWF’s Global 200 eco-
regions on all continents10 

 
 
Example 2: Peatlands (Global issues) 

Peatlands are important wetland ecosystems that are crucial for maintaining hydrological systems’ functioning, as 
centres of biodiversity and major carbon sinks.  Approximately 4 million km2 of the Earth (about 3% of the earth’s 
terrestrial and freshwater surface and about 10% of its global freshwater resources) is covered with peatland of more 
than 30cm of peat11, and an additional 5-10 million km2 with less than 30cm mostly in permafrost regions. Peatlands 
of various sizes are also found in almost all countries of the world (Joosten, 2010(1)). Healthy Peatlands/wetlands 
provide a myriad of benefits such as provision of water, harvestable resources and cultivated foods for human use, 
and have cultural heritage function, substantial role in recreation and tourism, research, flood attenuation, erosion 
control, sediment trapping, nutrient and toxicant assimilation and carbon storage. This precious habitat that is often 
overlooked and undervalued12, covers less than 3% of the land surface of the Earth, but contains twice as much 
carbon as the world’s forests. Peatlands are currently being degraded fast and becoming a major source of GHG 
emission worldwide and a source of biodiversity loss, land degradation and poverty particularly in tropical regions 
(Parish et al, 200813, Joosten, 2010(1)). For instance, peatland drainage results in substantial emissions of carbon 
dioxide and nitrous oxide that urgently should be addressed in a post-2012 climate policy framework (Joosten, 2010 
(1)). The main issues related to Peatlands are summarized in Table 2. Some estimates indicate that investments in 
measures to avoid the degradation of peatlands or restoration of those that are degraded can be up to 100 times 
more cost effective than other mitigation responses (SCBD, 2009). However, one of the biggest obstacles to 
sustainable use of tropical peatlands is the distribution of responsibilities for the resources within the peatland 
                                                                 
9 http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/tar/wg2/index.php?idp=430 
10 (FAO et al, 2011) 
11 A peat is a compact brownish deposit of partially decomposed and compact brownish deposit of partially decomposed vegetable matter 
saturated with water: found in uplands and bogs in temperate and cold regions and used as a fuel (when dried) and as a fertilizer. 
12 (http://www.rspb.org.uk/news/309884-hidden-benefits-of-peatlands-revealed-by-new-inquiry). 
13 As cited by SCBD, 2009. 
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landscape to several agencies (e.g. forestry, agriculture, environment…) that operate virtually independently of each 
other (Wosten et al 2007). 

 
Table 2: Climate change, Land degradation and Biodiversity and Peatlands 
 

Climate Change and Peatlands Degradation and Peatlands Biodiversity and Peatlands 
• Peatlands store about twice the carbon of 

the entire Earth’s forest systems; 550Gt 
in their peat; 30% of global soil and 75% 
of atmospheric carbon14 

• Peatlands drainage leads to substantial  
emissions of carbon dioxide and nitrous 
oxide: 
- Inventory on Global CO2 emission from 

drained peatlands increased by 20%  
- Global emission of CO2 from 500 000 

km2 of degraded peatlands may 
exceed 2 Gt; 

• Peatlands rewetting may globally reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions with several 
hundred Mt CO2-eq/yr15 

• Peatlands are being degraded fast; 
• Natural peatlands are destroyed at the 

rate of 4,000 km2/year (reduction of peat 
by 20km3 globally; 

• Most of the loss in natural peatlands: 
- 50% due to agriculture; 30% to Forestry 

and 10% due to peat extraction 
• Investment in Peatlands may be 100 

times more cost effective than other 
mitigation measures; 

• Paludiculture = Paludi-future16 agriculture 
on wet and rewetted peatlands promising. 

• Peatlands have high biodiversity value 
particularly in Tropical areas; 

• Play significant roles in sustaining 
ecosystem services e.g.:  
- water cycling; protection against 

flooding; provision of food, fodder, … 
• Main obstacle in Tropical Peatlands: 

Several agencies involved (forestry, 
agriculture, environment) operating 
almost independently; 

• Need for new legislation to protect 
peatlands in a coherent and coordinated 
way through the Rio Convention, NBSAP, 
NAP, NAPA is an opportunity; 

Sources: Based on Parish et al, 200817, Joosten, 2010 (1) and (2), SCBD, 2009, Wosten et al 2007, and Peat portal.  
 
 

Expanded Constituency Workshop (ECW) 
Practical Exercise on Synergies  

 
The three Rio conventions foresee and promote the creation of synergies between them for their harmonized 
implementation. In 2001, the Joint Liaison Group (JLG) on synergies between the three Rio conventions has been 
established. The objective was, among other, to improve and enhance coordination between the three Conventions 
(e.g. exchange of relevant information, joint work, and cooperation on adaptation). Possible areas of cooperation 
identified by the Group included capacity building, exchange of information, technology transfer and reporting etc.  
Since then, many workshops have been held, COP decisions have been taken, Ad Hoc Technical Expert Groups 
formed and presentations have been made on synergies. The GEF has also made efforts to assist in these efforts 
while fulfilling its own mandate and COP guidance. However, overall, very little results have been seen on the 
ground.  
 
The idea behind this session is to shift the approach towards the promotion of synergies. During this session, 
stakeholders will present the reality on the ground:  
 How the conventions are implemented;  
 What actions are taken to promote synergies both at an institutional (between the ministries involved in the 

implementation of the conventions) and operational (in concrete projects /programmes) levels; 
 What are the hindrances to the effective materialization of such synergies; 
 What best practices have been observed etc.   

 
This will be followed by interactive debates to identify concrete ways to overcome the identified shortfalls and develop 
synergies. 
                                                                 
14 http://www.peat-portal.net/index.cfm?&menuid=119&parentid 
15 This is taking into account that only part of this area is available for rewetting and that CO2 reduction may be partly annihilated by re-installed 
CH4 emissions (Joosten, 2010 (1&2)). 
16 http://www.paludiculture.com/fileadmin/user_upload/Dokumente/pub/Paludiculture_Paludifuture_PI_2010.pdf 
17 As cited by SCBD, 2009. 
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The GEF ECWs provide unique opportunity to discuss synergy among Rio Conventions as it gathers Rio 
Conventions Focal Points, GEF Operational Focal Points and representatives of the civil society to discuss cross 
cutting issues for all of the Conventions.  This is important, since as practice shows little interaction takes place at 
country level among the Rio Convention Focal Points, despite the fact that they could be staff of the same ministry.  
 
Objective of this session: To have concrete recommendations coming from the main actors of the implementation 
of the Rio conventions present at the ECW on how to develop concrete synergies between the Rio conventions at 
local and national level. 
 
Expected outcome of the meeting: It is expected that a series of recommendations that the Focal Points will bring 
back to their respective ministers will result from the session. The recommendations will also be inserted in the ECW 
minutes and could be used for other ECWs. Ideally, after all the ECWs would have been held the three Secretariats 
would compile the recommendations prepared by the countries and make them available for Parties and other 
stakeholders. 
 
Structure of the session: 

 
1) First part: (1:30 minutes) 
Work groups: the participants are divided by countries to form work groups. They will identify similarities, duplications, 
and opportunities for synergies in NAP, NAPA and NBSAP:  
 

a. The focal points of the conventions will briefly present the main themes / priorities of their respective NAP, 
NAPA and NBSAP and how the foreseen actions are implemented and financed. 30mn (10mn each); 
 

b. Discussion between all representatives of the countries to identify the main and pressing similarities, 
duplications, overlapping activities what could be jointly implemented, what are the hindrances to such joint 
implementation (30mn) 

 
c. Wrap-up of the discussions identifying and writing on papers inter alia:  

i. The similarities / duplications (e.g. afforestation program in both the NAP and the NAPA)  
ii. Ways to overcome duplications and create synergies (e.g. use jointly the STAR resources foreseen 

for biodiversity and land degradation to build a unique afforestation programme) 
iii. Hindrances to the realization of the synergies (e.g. different ministries are handling the NAP and 

the NAPA and are not collaborating) 
iv. Ways to tackle them (e.g. creation of a collaborative platform ) 

 
d. Each country will then put on the walls their findings on small pieces of paper divided by color/theme (e.g. 

similarities/duplication on red paper; how to create synergies on green paper…) c & d together 30mn. 
   

2) Wrap-Up and clustering of the issues (20mn).  
The participants will have 20 minutes to regroup similar issues as presented on the wall by the countries.  Reporters 
will be designated to write up recommendations (ideally bullet points on one page) based on the finding of the 
countries and clustering of issues (during lunch break).  

 
3) Presentation and approval of recommendations (30mn).The reporters will present the paper for final debate 

and approval.  
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