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The Conservation Commons
A global network – supporting informed 

conservation practice
www.conservationcommons.org
The urgent need for biodiversity information
Environmental degradation and species loss continue to accelerate. Solutions may be found to reverse these trends, but only with comprehensive data, information and knowledge on the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity. Accessing biodiversity data and sharing conservation knowledge are not simple tasks, however. Difficulties abound. Much of the data, information and knowledge conservationists require is fragmented, difficult to find, or simply not accessible. This challenge is considerably magnified in many developing countries – mega-diverse countries – where the consequences of under development and the “digital divide” present enormous challenges to the realization of successful conservation efforts on the ground. 

At the beginning of the millennium, heads of state gathered to reflect on the state of the world and human development – recognizing among other essential needs the imperative for preserving the world’s biodiversity as a fundamental component for sustainable development. Under the auspices of the Convention on Biological Diversity, a global accord was struck – an agreement by governments around the world to significantly reduce the rate of biodiversity loss by 2010. Open and effective access to the best available scientific information, knowledge, and best practice is central to this effort. With anything less, this target will not be met. 
The Conservation Commons
Long before the 2010 Target was conceived, the conservation community recognized the pressing need for improved access to biodiversity data and information – and the associated challenge of effectively integrating these assets into decision making, both within and outside of the conservation community. Launched in November of 2004 and lead by IUCN – The World Conservation Union, the Conservation Commons represents a coherent, coordinated, and shared response to meeting this challenge.
A growing international cooperative effort of conservation organizations, research agencies, scientific institutions, and corporations – the Conservation Commons – is working to remove barriers to access, more effectively connect practitioners to data and information assets, and develop and adopt standards for integrating these assets to support the generation of knowledge and best practice. The purpose of the Conservation Commons is to ensure open access and fair use of data, information, knowledge, and expertise on the conservation of biodiversity – for the global conservation community and beyond. 
The Conservation Commons has coalesced around an agreed set of principles – defining a commonly held vision for open access, shared responsibilities, and ensuring the most effective use of biodiversity data and information. Over 65 institutions have formally endorsed these principles since the Conservation Commons was launched at the IUCN World Congress in November, 2004 - and the initiative drew the attention of 188 national governments at the 8th Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in March, 2006. 
Traditional Knowledge and Open Access
Indigenous communities are closely tied to the land, which forms an important basis of their culture and traditional ways of life. As a consequence, the conservation of nature and biodiversity have long been priorities among aboriginal groups, and there is a natural affinity between the goals of conservation organizations and indigenous communities. 
It has long been recognized that indigenous peoples groups have access to unique traditional knowledge of importance to conserve biodiversity. While some of this knowledge is sacred to the communities themselves and cannot be shared, or could be proprietary in some way (such as traditional medicines), much of this knowledge of importance to conservation does not have these restrictions. 

The global dialogue on Access and Benefit Sharing under the CBD has tended to polarize debate around traditional knowledge related to genetic resources that that could be utilized for commercial purposes. While this is an important issue which must be resolved, this debate has also tended to obscure discussion on (and limit access to) the large body of existing “ecological” traditional knowledge – knowledge with limited potential commercial value, but hugely important in supporting successful conservation efforts on the ground.

There has been a willingness of late amongst some indigenous groups to explore ways to move beyond this impasse. The Conservation Commons wishes to support indigenous communities in this regard by convening a dialogue with the conservation and scientific communities that will define the legal, technological, and cultural conditions under which indigenous communities can participate in a global “commons” of biodiversity data, information, and knowledge.
Proposal
A two day meeting will be convened in the 4th quarter of 2006, bringing together a focus group of key individuals from the indigenous and conservation communities knowledgeable of the problem, and who are working towards solutions to address this issue. The meeting will be held in an indigenous community in North America and co-organized with that community – bringing together representatives of the indigenous and conservation communities from around the world. The goals of this meeting will be to survey traditional ecological knowledge “assets”, define the specific conditions under which indigenous groups would be willing to participate in a global “commons” of biodiversity information and knowledge, and specifically to identify mechanisms through which these conditions can become clearly understood by the conservation and scientific communities.  

The expected long term goal of this exercise is to develop and peer review a “code of conduct” for conservation and scientific organizations when engaging with local and aboriginal communities regarding the use of traditional knowledge for conservation purposes. It is expected that this code of conduct will be ready for launch and endorsement in time for the IUCN World Congress in 2008.

In addition to this scoping meeting, it is expected that two discussion papers will be prepared during this process. One paper will review the experience, from the perspective of indigenous people, on the interaction with conservation and scientific groups and the use of traditional knowledge for conservation purposes by these organizations. A second paper will review the legal issues which must be taken into account when considering a code of conduct for conservation and scientific organizations.

Principles of the Conservation Commons


Open Access


The Conservation Commons promotes free and open access to data, information and knowledge for conservation purposes.  





Mutual Benefit


The Conservation Commons welcomes and encourages participants to both use resources and to contribute data, information and knowledge.





Rights and Responsibilities


Contributors to the Conservation Commons have full right to attribution for any uses of their data, information, or knowledge, and the right to ensure that the original integrity of their contribution to the Commons is preserved. Users of the Conservation Commons are expected to comply, in good faith, with terms of uses specified by contributors and in accordance with these Principles.











