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I. Objectives, targets of the PWG and the meeting, planning ahead 

 

The idea of the Policy Working Group was raised a longer time ago in the Board and was 
confirmed by the Annual Meeting in 2007. It aims to develop policy responses on the drivers 
of biodiversity loss. This way the highest level of proactivity can be realised within CEEweb, 
(also decided by the Annual Meeting last year), which also means setting the agenda for the 
policy makers: to bring up issues which are not considered today at all for instance because 
they are considered taboo. 

The outcome of the PWG shall include a written policy document, and shall appear in the 
work of CEEweb in various ways:  

- CEEweb shall provide this input directly into ongoing policy discussions, e.g. EU 
Budget review, EU post 2010 vision on biodiversity, EU strategy on adaptation to 
climate change, EU Nature directors meetings, convention meetings (e.g. CBD, 
Carpathian Convention), etc. 

-  CEEweb shall communicate this through its publications and the Diversity 
newsletter, which reaches hundreds of decision makers in CEE and in the EU 

- CEEweb shall provide capacity-building for its members and others e.g. through the 
CEEweb Academies 

 

The PWG shall provide guidance for the whole network, including the WGs. It might also 
have other implications (e.g. in terms of capacity) for the WGs. However, all WG Chairs and 
WG members are invited to participate in the PWG, which shall ensure that policies and 
decisions are developed in agreement and with support of the members and WGs. In 
addition, external experts will be invited. All PWG participants shall devote the necessary 
capacity to regularly participate at the meetings, because a basic continuity is needed for 
effective work.  

 

The objectives of the first meeting were to give an introduction into sustainable development 
and discuss some hot topics in the field of nature conservation, like the post 2010 vision on 
biodiversity. The next meeting is scheduled for the summer.  

 

  

 

 

 



 

 

II. Discussions on biodiversity and sustainability 

 

1. The mission of CEEweb in a globalised world 

 

Iván Gyulai, President of CEEweb looked back, when CEEweb was established in 1994. At 
that time major international nature conservation organisations, like WWF and IUCN 
existed already. The founders of CEEweb, some major nature conservation NGOs from the 
region, did not want to duplicate the work of these organisations, but wanted to deal with the 
underlying causes of biodiversity loss and thus conserve the natural heritage of the region.  
They also aimed CEEweb to work in a proactive way, while the members realise their 
activities in a reactive manner. 

 

2. Biodiversity loss in the DPSIR model 

 

With the help of the DPSIR model the participants tried to explore the cause-effect 
relationships between the drivers, pressures, impacts and responses in the case of 
biodiversity loss in the context of the Natura 2000 WG, the Rural Development WG and the 
Sustainable Tourism WG.  

 

Although the time did not allow for determining all the factors within the model, some 
important drivers were identified in the three breakout groups (see some of them 
synthesised in the picture below). Of course even if starting from different contexts (like 
nature conservation, rural development or tourism), the outcome shall be the same after 
sufficient time spent on the exercise. Namely all sectors are linked to each other in various 
ways.  

As it was discussed, it is important to note the time delays among the D, P, S I and R factors, 
which make it even more difficult to give timely response to the impacts. It was also realised 
that most of the responses that we give today focus on the pressures on the environment, and 
cannot change the drivers behind the pressures. In addition, even if some ideas exist on how 
to change the drivers, these ideas are not yet put into practice (e.g. giving up the theory of 
constant economic growth, realising a complete tax reform). 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 1. Simplified DPSIR model of biodiversity loss 

 

The pressures on biodiversity and environment can be always three fold: using the space 
(e.g. habitat loss, fragmentation, land abandonment), using the resources (taking specimens, 
food, water, etc) and causing pollution (e.g. chemicals in transport or agriculture, emission of 
green house gases).  

 

The system of drivers was further presented by Iván Gyulai, identifying different levels of 
drivers (see picture and table below). The most deeply lying drivers are in the culture of the 
individuals and the society, which largely determine the institutional and structural levels of 
drivers. It can be also recognised in the case of urbanisation (a structural driver), as people 
move according to their values: if instead of material values the value of nature and 
environment prevailed in the society, then people would rather move to the countryside.   

Drivers of the pressures: 

- Materialism, loss of identity and traditional 
lifestyle, profitorientation 
- Cheap natural resources and in comparison 
expensive human labour 
- free trade, cheap transport, perverse 
subsidies, diminishing local market 
- corruption, lobby interests, beleif in 
constant growth 
- etc. 

Pressures directly causing bidi loss: 

- changes in land use (green field 
investments, intensification in 
agriculture, land abandonment) 
- climate change 
- invasive alien species 
- pollution 
- etc. 

Impact of biodiversity loss: 

- decreasing resilience 
- higher vulnerability and risks 
- decline in ecosystem services, e.g. 
decreasing yield in agriculture and  
genetic resources,  decline of recreation 
value for tourism, etc.  
- lower quality of life 

Responses to be given to the impact, 
which can change the drivers/pressures: 

- taxing the resources and not the labour 
- setting absolute limit to the production, 
consumption 
- education of producers and consumers 
- etc. 

 

 

State of the environment, in this 
case biodiversity loss 



 

Picture 2. The iceberg of cause- effects (Iván Gyulai) 

Cultural level drivers of the society 

• Values 
• History/convention 
• Ideology, philosophy 
• Politics 
• Policies 
• Strategies 
• Plans/programs 

Cultural level drivers of the individuals 

• Values 
• Customs/habits  
• Views/wisdom 
• Knowledge 
• Practice 
• Behaviour 

Institutional level drivers 

• Legal regulation and implementation 
• Economics 
• State budget 
• Public administration 
• Education 
• Health/health insurance 
• Pension system 
• Safety 

Structural level drivers 

• Production patterns 
• Tertiary industry (services) 
• Consumption patterns 
• Spatial structures 
• Urban structures 
• Infrastructure 

 

Table 1. Levels of drivers behind biodiversity loss (Iván Gyulai) 

 

 

 

Picture 3. Values of the society (Iván Gyulai) 



 

3. Introduction to sustainable development 

 

Introduction to sustainable development was given, which was accompanied by intensive 
discussions.  

Future scenarios  

I. Catastrophe scenario 

• We are over the turning point, we can't avoid the global catastrophe 

• Develop faster to enjoy the rest of the time 

• There is little chance that this will happen 

 

II. Techno-optimistic scenario 

• We have been solving problems since human have been evolving, we will overcome 
current problems as well 

• Speed up and go ahead 

• It entails a high risk, and there is the biggest chance that the society decides to go into 
this direction  

 

III. Global crisis scenario 

• A global crises is coming with heavy impact on human society 

• We will be forced to turn to sustainability, nothing serious will happen until then 

•  There is biggest chance that this will happen eventually 

 

IV. Sustainable society scenario 

• We still can turn back from the current direction, if the society wanted 

• For this the society needs to change its view, values, behaviour, production and 
consumption patterns 

• There is no risk involved, but there is little chance that this will happen  

 

 

The concept of sustainability  

 

The most well-known definition of sustainable development comes from the Brundtland 
Commission: “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. One of its shortcomings is that it only 
deals with humans and ignores other living beings. Besides the Brundtland report called for 
more economic growth and also said that for solving environmental problems just more 
financial resources and better regulation are needed. It also mistakenly accused poverty of 
environmental problems. However, the report correctly stated that all issues of environment 
and development are interrelated.  

In this (current) paradigm of economic growth (also accepted by the Brundtland Commissin) 
the aim is economy and humans and nature are merely considered as tools in the scheme.  

Under a new paradigm economy is just a tool, not an aim. It is the interface between society 
and the environment. In contrast environment is a precondition, limit and opportunity at the 
same time.    

 



 

 

Picture 4. The three “pillars” of sustainability. Nature, economy and society are not equal in 
their relationships, and thus cannot be considered as three pillars next to each other. Instead 

nature sustains society, while economy is the interface between nature and society. 

 

In this new paradigm a different definition was given by Herman Daly, saying that 
sustainable development is “progressive social betterment without growing beyond 
ecological carrying capacity”. Instead of growing bigger, development means becoming 
better in this approach.  

In addition, as it was argued, the aim of any development (whether of species or societies) is 
the better adaptation to the environment. In this context all inventions, techniques can 
contribute to the adaptation if the specific circumstances require this (for instance even an 
atomic bomb can save the earth if a huge meteor is approaching).  

A heated debate developed about the definition of development (whether it is a human 
concept or not, whether we shall define it universally or we shall apply it specifically to 
society). It was also raised that if instead of adaptation (which is clearly a precondition for 
the survival for all species, including humans), an additional aim shall be agreed by society, 
like social betterment. No agreement could be reached on these issues among the 
participants. 

Sustainable development also raises the question, what to sustain? It is important to realise 
that human can sustain the society, but human can’t sustain the system, the system sustains 
the human (i.e. the society, which is as a subsystem of the biosphere). It was also emphasised 
that sustainable development is an ongoing process in an ever changing environment, thus it 
is not possible to “meet” sustainable development.  

Importantly sustainable development is not equal to environmental protection. 
Environmental protection, which has developed into a sector by itself, wants to prevent, 
mitigate, or solve environmental problems. Its basic question is how to do it? However, 
applying end-of-pipe solutions only contributes to even bigger environmental problems. On 
the contrary sustainable development wants to avoid environmental and social problems 
through careful decisions. Its basic question is what and why to do?  



 

Basic principles of sustainability 

• Holistic approach  

• Social justice  

• Sustainable use of resources 

• Quality of environment 

 

Holistic approach means system thinking, to try to understand how things are interrelated 
and to consider all potential effects of our intervention into a system. 

 

 

Systems are always controlled to keep around the equilibrium that is appropriate in the given 
conditions. These conditions are determined by the bigger system, of which this subsystem is 
part of. An example for this control is the mechanisms of evolution. While mutation creates 
new traits (thus the individual “develops” in a given direction), natural selection regulates 
this development (conserves the traits within the population). This twofold control ensures 
that the species can best adapt to their changing environment, and getting rid of either side 
of this control would be fatal for the survival of the species.  

However, lacking the holistic approach human tries to avoid negative feed backs and only 
contributes to the creation of bigger ones. Examples for this come from various sectors.  

When people started to use cars, the newly emerging problem of accidents gave a negative 
feed back to people which indicated to them that they shall reduce the speed they drive. 
However, instead the seat belt was invented, and the cars could run even faster. As the 
growing speed of transport further increased the number of accidents, other technical 
inventions were introduced, like the air bag (first in the front , later also on the side). While 
we cannot solve the problems of accidents without dealing with all their root causes, we also 
generate other (social, environmental) problems with the increased car transport. 

Such mechanisms also work in our everyday life. When we have headache, quite likely from 
the increased stress and unhealthy lifestyle, we do not respond to problem through changing 
these underlying causes, but get rid of this negative feedback with a pain killer. Needless to 
say, the problem in the long run evolves into more serious symptoms. 

Altogether we think that we can get rid of the bad/uncomfortable/risky side of our actions 
and keep and even increase the positive side, but we forget that it is impossible to solve these 
antagonisms. Avoiding these negative feedbacks will just lead to even more serious negative 
responses later, which we have not even thought of before.  

Consequently sustainable development means to break down the current problem spirals. 
We shall not earn money for solving problems, when at the same time this also contributes to 
creating more problems. If we are able to stop creating these problem spirals, we will save 
time, avoid high risks and eliminate growing burdens on the society and nature.  



 

4. Different approaches to biodiversity conservation  

 

Some of the limitations of the classical approach of species and habitats conservation 
and ecological networks were presented by Sarolta Tripolszky. She mentioned the 
following limitations: low representativeness of protected areas, illegal harvesting in spite of 
the protection regime, low connectivity of ecosystems, the great human impact coming from 
outside these areas, low management (a research on protected areas from around the world 
showed that only 12% of them have management plans implemented). At the same time 
protected areas and ecological networks shall respond to the growing global challenges such 
us climate change, the increase of agricultural areas and growing human populations.  

As it was pointed out, a fundamental problem of the PA networks is that in general they 
target species and habitats, not processes. It is doubtful whether we can conserve the 
same species and habitats composition within a changing environment. According to the 
observations and future estimations, species and habitats need to shift more kilometres per 
year northwards because of climate change. In light of this fact it is questionable if the 
Natura 2000 network of protected areas can be an effective tool of biodiversity conservation. 
While enhancing the connectivity of PA networks can help, it is not a solution for all species 
(e.g. those unable to migrate). What is more, if we use extra resources for these actions, then 
we even create additional environmental pressures.  This rigid system does not allow for 
effective biodiversity conservation.  

At the same time the example was also mentioned that in the light of climate change oak is 
planted in the Hungarian Bakony mountains instead of beech, as according to the predicted 
climate change of the coming 50-60 years this species will be more adapted to this 
environment.  

The lack of holistic approach to problems is also present in climate change mitigation. 
Although various factors contribute to climate regulation, the current regulation only deals 
with green house gas emission. It ignores the role that natural vegetation cover plays in local, 
regional and global climate regulation or the role of carbon sinks that we degrade (e.g. 
removal of marine species, which absorb carbon). Thus the correct approach would be on 
one hand regulating the input (the production of fossil energy) and on the other hand 
rehabilitate the natural vegetation cover.  

In the case of invasive alien species the prevention would be also easier than managing or 
eradicating with additional energy and resources input the introduced species. This could be 
even contra productive. 

The concept of ecosystem services, which provides a new approach in biodiversity 
conservation was also briefly discussed. Although the concept can be readily used in 
awareness raising, some doubts were raised if economic valuation can be a tool in their 
protection. Putting a price on ecosystems does not protect them, but can further aggravate 
the problems, as pricing is based on the current (unbalanced) values of the society and not 
on the indispensable role they play in the life supporting processes.  For instance the practice 
of wetland banking in the US leads to the substitution of natural ecosystems with artificially 
created ones and to the additional environmental pressure from extra energy and resource 
input.   

  

 

5. Working on a common vision for biodiversity after 2010 

 

The European Union and most states of the world jointly made the commitment to halt the 
loss of biodiversity (or significantly reduce its current rate) by 2010. Although all signs show 
that this will not happen in Europe and in the world, the EU already starts to work nowadays 
on a post 2010 vision for biodiversity. CEEweb also would like to provide input into these 
discussions through various forums in the coming months.   

Two possible targets were discussed. The first is about giving back land to nature, where 
natural succession can take place without human restoration, reconstruction activities (i.e. 



without further energy and resource use).  This approach could affect the pressures on 
environment on the input side (resource use and use of space affect the state of environment 
on the input side of human activities, while pollution affect on the output side of activities).  

This way original natural structures could work. The target could be giving back 1% of the 
intensively used land each year to nature. This 1% could be easily realised through increasing 
efficiency and would not have serious economic consequences. On the contrary, it would 
create a competitive advantage for the participating economies, as cutting the resources use 
will be an inevitable necessity for each country in the future. Thus “early birds” could develop 
the ways of adaptation in time and gain an economic advantage compared to other countries.  

The other possible target is to reduce the ecological footprint of Europe. However, some 
doubts were raised about the implications of such a target on the virtual footprint of Europe, 
i.e. if it would lead to a further increase of the virtual footprint outside Europe. Further 
investigation of this issue is necessary also through having a closer look at the calculation 
method.  

 

 

6. Conclusions  

 

Although formal decisions were only made about the work of the PWG and not on the policy 
itself, some ideas were raised which can provide input into the future CEEweb policy: 

 

• The CEEweb policy shall first of all target the drivers behind environmental pressure 
and not the pressures themselves 

• Changing the value of society is a core element in changing the drivers  

• Economic growth cannot be sustained, a maximum limit must be set on the resource 
and energy use 

• Regulation is much more effective on the input side, which would also imply a 
substantial change in the current climate change mitigation: dealing with fossil 
energy input and vegetation cover instead of CO2 emission. A possible tool could be a 
tax reform, where resources are taxed and not human labour 

• Efforts shall focus on giving space for natural processes and not on preserving the 
species and habitats composition, which would require a great change in the current 
nature conservation approach and practice (e.g. protected areas, Natura 2000) 

• The valuation of ecosystem services is not acceptable because it is based on the 
current flawed values of the society 

• Giving space back to nature (without active restoration) e.g. by 1% per year can 
positively reduce pressures 

•  Reduction of the ecological footprint could also reduce the environmental pressure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CEEweb for Biodiversity is a network of non-governmental organizations in the Central 
and Eastern European region. Our mission is the conservation of biodiversity through 

the promotion of sustainable development. 

 


