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A B S T R A C T

Mainstreaming biodiversity in development cooperation activities is called for by scientists and policy-makers alike,
as the current biodiversity crisis can only be mitigated if the linkages between biodiversity and human wellbeing are
acknowledged. Reconciling biodiversity conservation and human development is a particularly topical challenge in
highly biodiverse developing countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), where the population is
highly dependent on natural resources for their livelihood. This study combines expert interviews with an evaluation
of environmental impact assessment (EIA) reports, in order to determine the current motivations, obstacles and
effectiveness of biodiversity mainstreaming in the DRC and to assess the framing, the representation and use of
biodiversity in recently conducted EIAs in the DRC. Our findings indicate that biodiversity mainstreaming in the DRC
is considered challenging due to enduring contextual (e.g. governance) factors; and that there is a strong support base
for EIA among the interviewed experts. Turning to actual EIAs that were recently performed in the DRC, the diversity
of framings motivating the uptake of biodiversity is remarkable. Instrumental reasons do not thwart intrinsic mo-
tivations –which is indicative of a support base for the non-instrumental value of biodiversity. The use of biodiversity
baseline data in mitigation measures is low, and the taxonomic resolution of the biodiversity data in EIAs is uneven.
Despite these challenges, the potential of EIA in the DRC is considered high, and linkages between project-driven EIA
practice and biodiversity data collection and dissemination should be strengthened.

1. Introduction

Biodiversity is facing a crisis at the global and local level. All dimen-
sions of biodiversity are under –anthropogenic – pressure (Steffen et al.,
2015). This situation threatens human wellbeing in direct and indirect
ways as human systems and -biodiversity-based- natural systems are clo-
sely intertwined (Martin-Lopez and Montes, 2015). Sustaining and pre-
serving ‘nature’s contributions to people’ is now considered a key priority,
as biodiversity loss alters the functioning of ecosystems and their ability to
provide people with goods and services (Diaz et al., 2018; Cardinale et al.,

2012). This is especially the case in Africa, where a substantial part of the
population relies directly upon functioning ecosystems for the provision of
a steady flow of essential goods and services (IPBES, 2018). This is re-
cognized by both conservation and development professionals, whose
shared views on the positive linkages between conservation and devel-
opment objectives present an opportunity for concerted action (Biggs
et al., 2018; Roe et al., 2013).

Despite this realization, biodiversity metrics indicate a continuing
decline of biodiversity and many ecosystem services across Africa
(Costanza et al., 2014; IPBES, 2018). Food and raw materials coupled with
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agriculture are key ecosystem services in the forested parts of western and
Central Africa, while tourism, water and grazing are prevalent in the (semi-
)arid South and South-West (Egoh et al., 2012). However, area-specific in-
depth studies on ecosystem services are still too rare, especially and
paradoxically in some global biodiversity hotspots (Pires et al., 2018), re-
flecting an enduring research bias (Di Marco et al., 2017).

Development cooperation is defined as the range of international ef-
forts aimed at supporting development, which is not driven by profit,
discriminates in favour of developing countries. It is based on cooperative
relationships that seek to enhance developing country ownership and aims
to raise human wellbeing (UN ECOSOC, 2015). Development cooperation
has, as a rule, been organized as a sector-based effort. Indeed, cooperation
efforts are typically directed specifically at agriculture, or at health, or at
education etc. Yet all development is linked to and/or impacts biodiversity,
whether directly or indirectly (Drutschinin et al., 2015; Kok et al., 2008;
Suich et al., 2015). This by no means implies that the efforts to improve
human wellbeing and to conserve biodiversity necessarily lead to win-win
solutions. However the increasing acknowledgement of biodiversity-de-
velopment linkages, which were highlighted most recently by the ongoing
work of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity &
Ecosystem Services (IPBES) (Diaz et al., 2015; IPBES, 2018), has led to the
recognition that biodiversity conservation should be an integral part of
effective development cooperation. International policy forums are calling
for joint action for biodiversity and development, e.g. in the 2010 Nagoya
Declaration on Biodiversity in Development Cooperation and in the Global
Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020, which calls for biodiversity in-
tegration into development strategies (CBD, 2010).

Efforts to integrate biodiversity as a new issue in sectors that have not
systematically addressed it so far, is referred to as ‘mainstreaming’. The
motivation behind mainstreaming is rooted in the understanding that the
causes of biodiversity loss lay within the remit of other policy domains or
sectors (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2017). Hence, these sectors need to
address biodiversity issues in order to curb the negative biodiversity trends.
Biodiversity conservation hence requires a whole-of-government approach
(Adenle et al., 2015). Biodiversity mainstreaming in development co-
operation is now an established stated policy goal of most multilateral (e.g.
the OECD, the World Bank, the European Union) and bilateral (i.e. in-
dividual countries) providers (Drutschinin et al., 2015; Kok et al., 2008;
Persson, 2009), and is supported by the international policy architecture of
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).

In practice mainstreaming encompasses a range of approaches, struc-
tured along the ‘entry points’. Entry points are situated at the national,
sectoral, project and local level. Intervening at any of these entry points can
be done in a variety of ways, ranging from spatial planning to environ-
mental fiscal reform, awareness raising, capacity-building and impact as-
sessment (Drutschinin et al., 2015; OECD, 2012; Vanhove et al., 2017).

Impact assessment, a process aiming at the identification of the future
consequences of current or planned actions (IAIA, 2015), is promoted by
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD, 2018) as a means of in-
tegrating biodiversity in policies. In development cooperation, impact as-
sessment mostly takes on the form of environmental impact assessment
(EIA) at project level, and of strategic environmental assessment (SEA) at
policy, plan or programme level. The application of impact assessment
contributes to internalize the costs and benefits of the conservation and
sustainable use of biodiversity (Tallis et al., 2015). Impact assessment has
been used to integrate cross-cutting development-relevant issues (among
which biodiversity) in development cooperation since the 1980s (SIDA,
1998; OECD DAC, 1992). Although the philosophy and systematic ap-
proach of impact assessment has by now reached almost all countries,
biodiversity is not necessarily adequately considered in impact assessments
and in development cooperation in general (Verissimo et al., 2014; Hugé
et al., 2017). Indeed, impact assessment (in its various forms) is no panacea
to integrate biodiversity into development cooperation, as narrowly utili-
tarian framings of biodiversity tend to dominate it, and as biodiversity
baseline data are seldom used to inform the mitigation of negative biodi-
versity impacts (Hugé et al., 2017). Yet impact assessment also allows to
transparently identify win-win solutions when possible, and to assess trade-

offs between development and conservation when necessary (McShane
et al., 2011). Furthermore, impact assessment has been explicitly designed
to support decision-making and is aligned, albeit imperfectly, to the
iterative cycle of progressing insight that is supposed to underpin devel-
opment cooperation initiatives.

In practice, biodiversity mainstreaming initiatives show varying
degrees of success. Motivational, institutional and means-related (fi-
nancial, capacity and time constraints) barriers often hamper effective
mainstreaming (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2018; Nkiaka and Lovett,
2018). Moreover, biodiversity faces competition from other cross-cut-
ting development priorities. These issues, such as climate change
adaptation, may have a higher political salience than biodiversity, al-
though both are closely related (De Roeck et al., 2018). Reframing
biodiversity concerns can lead to an increase in political prominence,
hence the importance of persuasive narratives and framings in EIA
processes and in their subsequent communication to a wider audience
(Hugé et al., 2017; Rose et al., 2018). Van de Perre et al. (2018) have
recently shown that simplistic assumptions such as generalized co-
benefits between carbon storage and maximum biodiversity, are not
always backed by evidence, demonstrating the need for targeted actions
in favor of both biodiversity and climate adaptation and mitigation.

In order to gain insight in the motivations, challenges and strategies
regarding the mainstreaming of biodiversity in development cooperation,
this study focuses on recent biodiversity mainstreaming efforts in the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). According to the 2016 Human
Development Report, the DRC is categorized as a country with low human
development. With an HDI of 0.435 (and an inequality-adjusted HDI of
0.297), the DRC occupies the 176th place out of 188 countries and is one of
the least developed countries in the world (UNDP, 2016). The three largest
providers of bilateral Official Development Assistance (ODA) are the United
States of America, the United Kingdom and Belgium (OECD DAC, 2016).
The DRC harbours a unique biodiversity, that is severely threatened by
logging, climate change, agricultural encroachment, poaching, infra-
structural development, unregulated mining and conflict (Butsic et al.,
2015). Yet it is still home to an immensely biodiverse range of ecosystems
(Inogwabini, 2014). The Congo Basin, as the second largest forest basin in
the world, is still less affected by deforestation than the Amazon Basin. It
provides a living to around 60 million people in Central Africa and has a
strong potential for job creation (CBFP, 2018). The DRC is the second most
forested tropical country in the world (after Brazil) with 154million hectares
of forest (FAO, 2011), and holds the largest part of the Congo Basin Rain-
forest (60 % according to Verbeeck et al., 2011). Yet, the country loses 0.2 %
of its forest cover every year (FAO, 2015). Since 1999, the DRC has a Na-
tional Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), which is the principal
instrument to implement the CBD at the national level. Coordinated na-
tional-level actions have been undertaken to achieve the CBD’s 2020 Aichi
Biodiversity Targets, but most are not independently reviewed. At the local
level though, many institutes (such as the Congolese Institute for Nature
Conservation (ICCN)) and individuals have contributed to the realization of
the Aichi targets. However, there has been a lack of cooperation between the
Ministry of Environment & Sustainable Development with other ministries,
stakeholders and local communities, and there is still no efficient national
system to monitor and review biodiversity (CBD, 2018).

The general aims of this study are to gain a better understanding of:
i. biodiversity mainstreaming in development cooperation in general; ii.
biodiversity mainstreaming in a biodiversity-rich developing country
such as the DRC. Hence, this study aims:

• To determine the current motivations, obstacles and effectiveness of
biodiversity mainstreaming in the DRC; (objective 1)
• To assess the framing, the representation and use of biodiversity in a
selection of Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) recently
conducted in the DRC; (objective 2)

The study uses a combination of i. key informant interviews, and ii.
qualitative analysis of reports of EIA (environmental impact assessment)
conducted in the DRC.
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2. Methods

2.1. Outline of the methodology

We used two different methods. In order to explore the dynamics of
biodiversity mainstreaming, we started with interviews, as this method
allows to explore a topic through mutual learning between interviewee and
interviewer. Interviews also allow the research team to identify issues that
may not have been considered initially. Interviews allow to scope the topic
of research (Young et al., 2018), and make it possible to probe respondents
regarding suggested motivations and obstacles for biodiversity main-
streaming, without presenting the respondent with pre-established opi-
nions or biases. We also performed qualitative content analysis on a set of
EIAs, to assess the framing, representation and use of biodiversity in EIAs
(objective 2).

2.2. Interviews

2.2.1. Interview structure
The interviews focused on the following components:

i Motivations underlying the mainstreaming of biodiversity in devel-
opment cooperation;

ii Obstacles to biodiversity mainstreaming (at the donor and recipient
side of the partnership);

iii Current and potential effectiveness of biodiversity mainstreaming
approaches;

The structure and formulation of the questions was based on the lit-
erature, in particular on the work of Mace (2014) and Chan et al. (2016)
who propose motivations for biodiversity mainstreaming; and on the work
of Miller (2014); Drutschinin et al. (2015) and Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al.
(2017) regarding the identification of obstacles to biodiversity main-
streaming, and regarding the assessment of current and potential effec-
tiveness of biodiversity mainstreaming efforts. Biodiversity mainstreaming
tools were proposed to the respondents, based on the work of Hugé et al.
(2017) and Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al. (2018).

Each interview was semi-structured (following a fixed set of questions
but with ample opportunity to come up with other ideas in an open-ended
format) for reasons of comparability and interpretability, and to ensure
some flexibility as well. Each interview consisted of 32 questions, among
which 7 closed-end questions, 9 Likert-scale questions (involving a score
following a pre-established set of possibilities) and 16 open-end questions.
The interviews were conducted face-to-face. The interview process fol-
lowed the methodological guidance proposed by Young et al. (2018).

2.2.2. Interview respondents
The interviews were conducted with respondents, with diverse back-

grounds, ranging from academic to governmental and non-governmental
organizations, and with at least three years of experience on the biodi-
versity-development cooperation interface in the DRC. Potential re-
spondents were contacted by e-mail. The pool of potential respondents
consisted of resource persons who have been/are involved with the design,
application and/or evaluation of development partnerships between
Belgian and Congolese organizations (governmental or non-governmental)
since 2012. Additional respondents were selected through snowball sam-
pling at the end of each interview by asking the interviewee whether (s)he
knew any other potential respondents who met the selection criteria. In
total, 10 experts were interviewed. The focus on Belgian-Congolese co-
operation is motivated by the fact that the DRC is the single biggest re-
cipient of Belgian Official Development Assistance; that Belgium is the
third largest bilateral donor for te DRC (OECD DAC, 2016); and that Bel-
gium has a Law on Development Cooperation which specifically mentions
the environment and the sustainable management of natural resources as a
priority topic (Moniteur Belge, 2013). At the onset of every interview,
participants were informed about the objectives of the study. Moreover
their anonymity was guaranteed and their consent was formally requested.

Although the number of interviewees is quite low, the specificity of the
topic at hand made it difficult to select a high number of potential inter-
viewees. Moreover, the quality of the received responses is more important
than the quantity, as the questions are purely qualitative in nature. A
posteriori we identified a high level of consensus amongst respondens,
hence confirming a saturation curve of added information.

2.2.3. Interview: data analysis
The answers to the closed-end questions (Yes/No and Agree/Disagree)

were analyzed using descriptive statistics. A percentage threshold of 75 %
was used to determine whether consensus (>75 % of respondents gave the
same answer) was reached or not (following Chu and Hwang, 2008; and
Hugé et al., 2010). The Likert-scale of possible answers ranged from 1 to 5.
All answers to the 16 open-ended questions were analyzed using the qua-
litative coding approach used by Rose et al. (2018). For each interview,
initial codes (i.e. keywords) were manually extracted from the answers data
in order to create a coding scheme. Subsequently, similar initial codes were
joined to form merged codes (meaning that similar keywords were re-
grouped based on the similarity of the topic, see Appendix A). From the
merged codes, final codes or key themes regarding the integration of bio-
diversity in Belgian development cooperation in the DRC arose.

2.3. Assessment of biodiversity integration in EIAs

2.3.1. Selection of EIAs
The framing, the representation, and the use of biodiversity in miti-

gation actions were assessed by focusing on a selection of EIAs from the
World Bank database (http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/
docadvancesearch). We selected all publicly available EIAs performed for
World Bank-financed projects in the DRC in the last four years (March
2014 - March 2018) in the agricultural, forestry, fisheries and environ-
mental sectors (as these are the –World Bank pre-defined- activity sectors
most directly related to biodiversity). This approach yielded seven EIAs.
The World Bank is the only multilateral donor that has a comprehensive
EIA database that is freely accessible online (Hugé et al., 2017).

2.3.2. Step 2: detailed EIA analysis
For each selected EIA, the following aspects were analyzed (based on

Hugé et al. (2017) and Khera and Kumar (2010)):

• Inclusion of biodiversity aspects: mainly described by the positive and
negative impact of project activities on biodiversity.
• Inclusion of biodiversity baseline data and the level of detail: basic de-
scriptions, ecosystems information, data at a certain taxonomic level
(class, family, genus, species…).
• Use of the biodiversity baseline data in the environmental management
plan (EMP) and/or linkages between the data and prevention/miti-
gation measures outlined in the EIA.

The identification of the representation of biodiversity in the EIA
processes was mainly based on the biodiversity baseline data sections in
the EIAs. By qualitatively comparing the environmental management
plan sections of each EIA with its biodiversity baseline data section, we
collected information about the actual use of EIA data to inform future
decision-making.

2.3.3. Step 3: biodiversity framings
With this step, we aimed to identify the dominant biodiversity

framing in each EIA. This was done using the existing descriptors re-
flecting the range of biodiversity framings in the literature (Table 1) and
by using Dryzek (2013) approach, which lists the constitutive elements
of framing and identified characteristic language and assumptions (re-
garding biodiversity) to perform the qualitative coding. The main
guiding questions were:

• How is biodiversity understood? Which basic concept (scientific
entities such as taxa, ecosystems,…) or constructs (domestic animals
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etc.) are recognized?
• Which assumptions are made about relationships? (impact, causal-
ities,…)
• Which keywords or metaphors are used to describe biodiversity?
This exercise yielded a list of descriptors (keywords) (Table 1) for

each EIA. We subsequently compared these case-specific descriptors
with key descriptors of biodiversity framings as drawn from the lit-
erature (Holmes et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2011; Mace, 2014; Tallis and
Lubchenco, 2014 –which are outlined in Table 1) and we synthesized
the results in Table 6.

3. Findings

3.1. Motivations, obstacles, effectiveness and tools for biodiversity
integration in development cooperation (interviews)

The results of the Likert scale questions are displayed in Table 2. The
underlying motivations for biodiversity mainstreaming show that intrinsic
reasons coexist with instrumental reasons. This indicates that the most ef-
fective way to convey a biodiversity conservation message varies depending
on the target audience and context. The respondents agreed that ‘lack of
capacity’ constituted an obstacle at the Belgian level, as well as the ‘lack of
political will’ at various Congolese government levels). In their perception, a
‘lack of harmonization within DRC’ and the ‘lack of financial commitment’
were also major obstacles at the Congolese side. The experts consider the
local level of decision-making in DRC as potentially most efficient for the
integration of biodiversity (very effective), followed by both the national
and the sectoral levels (effective). Currently, the experts find the national
budget of DRC to be ‘very ineffective’ in integrating biodiversity and some
claim biodiversity-allocated budgets to be virtually inexistent. For an op-
timal integration of biodiversity, the respondents indicate that national
development strategies, national biodiversity strategies and the national
budget could form very effective entry points. The potential role of DRC-
specific country strategies of donor countries as biodiversity entry points,
remains unclear for the respondents. When investigating how effectively
different development sectors in DRC are currently integrating biodiversity,

all sectors are deemed by the respondents to score ‘ineffective’. Change
towards a better integration of biodiversity is deemed most effective in the
‘Agriculture’, ‘Forestry’ and ‘Energy’ sectors. Finally, Payment for Ecosystem
Services (PES) and certification schemes are not seen as very promising. EIA
is scored as potentially –more- effective in the future, while the broader
approaches of capacity-building, regulation and legislation are considered
potentially very effective strategies.

The results of the closed-end questions are shown in Table 3. Con-
sensus was reached for 4 out of the 7 questions. The respondents all
agreed on the necessity of the integration of biodiversity in develop-
ment cooperation in DRC. Accordingly, 80 % believed conservation of
biodiversity and ecosystem services to be crucial for poverty alleviation
in the country. The respondents showed mixed responses to the ques-
tion on who needs to lead the way in biodiversity mainstreaming,
which was seen by most as a shared responsibility between donor
(provider) country and recipient (partner) country. Most participants
were not familiar with the IPBES, showing the gap between interna-
tional platforms and biodiversity mainstreaming actions on the ground.
However, almost all participants believe this type of platforms could
have an impact on biodiversity policy in DRC. All participants agreed
that access to existing biodiversity data and EIAs should be improved.

The findings of the open-end questions were analyzed using quali-
tative content analysis (as in Rose et al., 2018), are synthesized in
Table 4 and presented in full Appendix A at the end of this paper.

3.2. Findings of the EIA analysis

Table 5 represents the inclusion of biodiversity in the seven ana-
lysed EIAs. The outcomes of Table 5 were synthesized in order to obtain
Table 6. The analyzed EIAs build on a wide variety of biodiversity
framings. Most of the representations of biodiversity show a low taxo-
nomic resolution, highlighting mostly vernacular names and mostly
lacking quantification and assessments of threat and vulnerability le-
vels. Furthermore, only one EIA (EIA 3) had an environmental man-
agement plan (EMP) in which biodiversity baseline data were included.

Table 1
Schematic overview of key descriptors for different biodiversity framings derived from scientific literature. Adapted from Hugé et al. (2017).

Biodiversity Framings Key descriptors Source

Nature for itself Species;
Wilderness;
Protected Areas;

Mace (2014)

Nature despite people Extinction threats, threatened species;
Habitat loss;
Pollution;
Overexploitation;

Mace (2014)

nature for the people Ecosystems;
Ecosystem services;
Economic values;

Mace (2014)

People and nature Environmental Change;
Resilience;
Adaptability;
Socio-ecological systems

Mace (2014)

Nature protectionists Protected Areas;
Limiting human presence & disturbance;
Biodiversity protection as primary goal;

Miller et al. (2011)

SOCIAl conservationists Sustainable use;
Development and welfare-oriented goals;
Poverty alleviation and social justice;

Miller et al. (2011)

traditional
conservation 2.0

Bio-centric motivation;
Conserving ecosystem processes;
Biodiversity in pristine areas and in modified landscapes;

Holmes et al. (2017)

Nearly new conservation Market-based instruments;
Strong role of science;
Avoid harm to people when protecting biodiversity;

Holmes et al. (2017)

Market skepticism Benefits for the people are key;
Opposes links with capitalism and corporations;

Holmes et al. (2017)

Intrinsic value of nature Protect nature for its own sake; Tallis and Lubchenco (2014)
inSTRUMENTAL value of nature Protect nature for human’s sake; Tallis and Lubchenco (2014)

J. Hugé, et al. Environmental Science and Policy 104 (2020) 107–120

110



4. Discussion

4.1. The Congolese context & the bigger picture

Given the international importance of the DRC biodiversity and eco-
systems, and the breadth of its development challenges, assessing how
biodiversity can be integrated in the country’s current and future devel-
opment is a topical and urgent issue. The motivations underlying the in-
tegration of biodiversity in development cooperation in the DR Congo are
diverse. Both the interview respondents as the analyzed EIAs tend to
combine different narratives to call for biodiversity integration. The EIAs
do not always exhibit a strong dominance of instrumental, utilitarian mo-
tivations. While this may be due to the relatively small sample of studied
EIAs, it hints at differences between the overwhelmingly utilitarian fram-
ings of biodiversity that were identified by Hugé et al. (2017) in EIAs
conducted in West-Africa. Discussions on the most compelling framing of
biodiversity are held at the global level (Borie and Hulme, 2015) and at the
national and local level (Rose et al., 2018), and are subject to change.
However, the direct dependence of many Congolese on functional ecosys-
tems providing a steady range of benefits, means that one would expect an
essentially instrumental framing of biodiversity ‘for human development’.
However our findings suggest that motivations for mainstreaming biodi-
versity are less unequivocally utilitarian than one might expect. Indeed
some of the analyzed EIAs reflect a ‘nature for itself’ framing, while the
respondents similarly find the intrinsic value of nature important. This may
mean that there is no need to frame biodiversity in a merely utilitarian way
in order to make people act –intrinsic value and a sense of international
responsibility may actually be widely shared. The diversity of views un-
derpinning the mainstreaming of biodiversity in development cooperation
can be positive – as it allows a wider range of strategies than the mere
‘commodification of nature’ to work. However, governance challenges
threaten the effectiveness of any biodiversity-action in the DR Congo.

Governance efficiency remains a challenge to systematically main-
stream biodiversity issues in development policies and projects in the DRC,
ranging from the enduring geo-political instability to the unsupervised,
non-transparent and fragmented resource extraction strategies (Butsic
et al., 2015; UNEP, 2011). This situation makes it difficult to harmonize
priorities regarding biodiversity integration between the DRC and pro-
viding countries, and hampers the systematic application of biodiversity
mainstreaming tools that require a long-term commitment. Similarly,
while the interviews allowed us to identify which sectors are considered
the most effective to focus on in terms of biodiversity action (agriculture,
forestry, energy), these perceptions ideally need to be confronted to the
realities on the ground (what about the actual effectiveness?). Brandt et al.
(2016) for example, highlight the ineffective sustainable forest manage-
ment practices in the DRC, while Samndong et al. (2018) pinpoint the
complex system of statutory and customary land tenure which makes
REDD+ (Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation)

Table 2
Descriptive statistics of the answers on the Likert scale questions. Scales ranged
from 1 (Not important at all; Very ineffective; Not an obstacle-in bold) to 5
(Very important; Very effective; Major obstacle-in bold) with ‘3′ indicating an
intermediate answer.

1 Reasons to INTEGRATE biodiversity in
DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION?

Mean scores

Important
Provisioning ecosystem services 4,7 Very Important
Supporting ecosystem services 4,6 Very Important
Regulating ecosystem services 4,6 Very Important
Cultural values 4,2 Important
2 HOW EFFECTively is biodiversity currently
integrated in Belgian development cooperation in
the DR CONgo?

2,1 Ineffective
3 Obstacles to the integration of biodiversity in
development cooperation (at level of the Belgian
government)

Lack of knowledge on the link between biodiversity and
development cooperation

3,7 Obstacle

Lack of access to biodiversity baseline data 3,2 Neutral
Lack of biodiversity awareness 3,2 Neutral
Lack of capacity 3,5 Obstacle
Lack of alignment between Belgium and DRC 2,8 Neutral
Lack of harmonization between Belgium and other

donor countries
3,1 Neutral

Lack of harmonization within Belgium 3,1 Neutral
Lack of political will 3,9 Obstacle
Geographical spread is too large 3,3 Neutral
Biodiversity is a long-term commitment 2,8 Neutral
Lack of financial commitment (ODA) 4,1 Obstacle
4 Obstacles to the integration of biodiversity in
development cooperation (at level of the DRC
government)

Lack of knowledge on the link 3,7 Obstacle
Lack of access to biodiversity baseline data 4,2 Obstacle
Lack of biodiversity awareness 3,3 Neutral
Lack of capacity 4,2 Obstacle
Lack of harmonization within DRC 4,7 Major obstacle
Lack of political will 4,4 Obstacle
Geographical spread is too large 3,4 Neutral
Biodiversity is a long-term commitment 3,7 Obstacle
Lack of financial commitment 4,8 Major obstacle
5 Possible effectiveness of different levels of decision-
making in DRC

International 3,4 Neutral
National 4,1 Effective
Local 4,7 Very effective
Sector 3,9 Effective
6 Current effectiveness of biodiversity entry points in
DRC

National development strategies 2,3 Ineffective
National biodiversity strategies 2,9 Neutral
National budget 1,3 Very ineffective
Country strategies of donors 2,6 Neutral
7 Potential effectiveness of biodiversity entry points in
DRC

National development strategies 4,8 Very effective
National biodiversity strategies 4,8 Very effective
National budget 4,9 Very effective
Country strategies of donors 3,9 Effective
8 Current effectiveness of development sectors in DRC
regarding biodiversity integration

Agriculture 1,9 Ineffective
Forestry 1,9 Ineffective
Infrastructure 1,4 Very ineffective
Education 2 Ineffective
Health 1,6 Ineffective
Energy 2 Ineffective
Governance 1,6 Ineffective
Gender 1,6 Ineffective
Communities & human settlements 1,9 Ineffective
Culture 2,1 Ineffective
9 Potential effectiveness of development sectors in
DRC regarding biodiversity integration

Agriculture 4,7 Very effective
Forestry 4,8 Very effective

Table 2 (continued)

1 Reasons to INTEGRATE biodiversity in
DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION?

Mean scores

Infrastructure 4 Effective
Education 4,3 Effective
Health 3,6 Effective
Energy 4,7 Very effective
Governance 4,1 Effective
Gender 3,7 Effective
Communities & human settlements 4,3 Effective
Culture 3,7 Effective
10 Potential effectiveness of biodiversity integration

tools in DRC
Payment for Ecosystem Services 3,4 Neutral
Certification schemes 2,8 Neutral
EIA (with EMP) 3,6 Effective
Capacity building 4,6 Very effective
Regulation and legislation 4,7 Very effective
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less effective. Policies aiming at multiple-use forest management exist
(Nasi et al., 2012), though one-size-fits-all solutions such as state-owned
reserves, are not necessarily the most effective solution to protect and
sustainably manage the DRC biodiversity (Inogwabini, 2014). The multi-
plicity of challenges to sustainable forest and biodiversity management
such as the lack of inter-ministerial coordination, competing commercial
interests and inadequate land use policy -which does not prioritize de-
velopment in less biodiverse areas- continues to drive deforestation and
forest degradation in the Congo Basin (Tegegne et al., 2016).

4.2. Limitations of EIA as a biodiversity-mainstreaming tool

As most scholars and practitioners agree that specific, ‘one-issue’ bio-
diversity impact assessments (contrasted with multidimensional environ-
mental impact assessments, which include water, air, soil etc.) are probably
not the most effective tool to mainstream biodiversity (e.g. Roe and
Geneletti, 2016), the inclusion of biodiversity in existing, multi-dimensional
environmental impact assessment processes is essential. Despite the existing
guidance at the international level (e.g.OECD-DAC, 1992; SIDA, 1998; CBD,
2016); and despite experience with biodiversity mainstreaming by way of
EIAs in many countries, the practice still shows mixed results in the sector of
development cooperation. Even within an international organization such

as the World Bank, the inclusion of biodiversity (including its framing, its
representation, the quality of its baseline data and its inclusion in the mi-
tigation measures of the EMPs) remains poor. Translating the high-level
biodiversity conservation commitments (CBD, Sustainable Development
Goals...) into action requires linking biodiversity data to decision-making,
for which EIAs are one of the essential instruments. The generation of EIAs
with compulsory inclusion of biodiversity would force parties and stake-
holders to consider most negative side-effects from the onset of programmes
and projects. This could be a safeguard against the spirit of post hoc re-
mediation after the damage is done, in crisis management mode, as is too
often the case. However, our study shows that biodiversity concerns and
data that are included in EIAs in the DRC, most probably do not achieve an
impact at the decision-making level. EIAs hence remain a mostly theoretical
exercise. This is a missed opportunity, as EIAs typically propose and include
biodiversity indicators, which are crucial to measure the change in biodi-
versity over time (Rochette et al., 2019). Reflecting on biodiversity fram-
ings, collecting data and developing indicators is essential, yet, in the EIAs
studied, these components typically fail to get included in the mitigation
measures that an EIA is supposed to propose. Efforts by the Congolese and
their development partners are needed to strengthen the linkages between
biodiversity data and decision-making – this can happen through EIA in-
deed (King et al., 2012), yet needs to be seen in the bigger picture of

Table 3
Answers to the Yes (Agree) and No (Disagree) questions. Consensus was reached when the same answer was given by>75 % of the respondents.

closeD-end question Yes No Consensus?

1 Do you agree with the statement that conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity are intrinsically linked to development cooperation? 7 3 No
2 Do you believe that it is necessary for biodiversity to be integrated in development cooperation in the DRC? 10 0 Yes (100%)
3 Do you agree with the following statement: conservation of biodiversity (and ecosystem services) is crucial to ensure poverty alleviation in the DRC? 8 2 Yes (80%)
4 In the context of the Belgium-DRC cooperation, do you agree with the following statement: 'Donor organizations/countries lead the way to
biodiversity integration in development cooperation.'?

4 5 No

5 Are you familiar with IPBES? 3 6 No
6 Do you believe such platforms (as IPBES) can have an impact on biodiversity policy in the DRC? 8 1 Yes (89%)
7 EIAs performed in World Bank projects are freely accessible online. It is however harder to gain access to project reports of bilateral, multilateral,
non-governmental or private organizations. Do you agree that project databases and therefore their EIAs should be more transparent?

9 0 Yes (100%)

Table 4
Synthesis of the qualitative content analysis of the open-ended questions of the interviews (see Appendix A for full results).

Component of the questionnaire Key issues emerging from the interviews

Integration of biodiversity in development cooperation:
general

Importance of link between biodiversity and development cooperation not widespread
Negative impacts of development cooperation on biodiversity exist
Link biodiversity & climate change
Biodiversity needs to be fostered, also without development cooperation
Priority on livelihoods

Integration of biodiversity in development cooperation:
DRCongo context

Links and tradeoffs between development and biodiversity in DRC
Lack of theoretical and practical knowledge
Lack of effective implementation
Alignment of Belgium and DRC priorities not evident
Slowly arising harmonization (between donors and within Belgium)
Lack of and/or misuse of financial resources and capacities (individuals and institutional support)
Need for more access to/and or new approaches for biodiversity baseline data
Geographical scale and political status of DRC make commitments harder
Long-term vs. short-term solutions

Responsibilities and knowledge-sharing Decentralization needed in DRC, yet all decision-making levels are important
Development cooperation agencies
Prioritization effort of Belgian government
Weak alignment between Belgium and DRC
DRC ownership
All national strategies should include a biodiversity entry point (transversal approach of strategies)
Monitoring of budgets rather than setting penalties
Education and awareness raising
Importance of different sectors
Scientific knowledge and capacity
IPBES
Biodiversity integration outside of development cooperation

Biodiversity integration tools Lack of the use of integration tools in DRC
Reasons for the lack of use of integration tools in DRC
Integration of biodiversity in project documents
(list of mentioned) biodiversity integration tools
Combination of biodiversity integration tools
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monitoring, reporting and verification too (Vanhove et al., 2017). Despite
the account of ‘under-performing’ EIA practice in the DRC the respondents
agree that EIA has the potential to be an effective biodiversity main-
streaming tool. Biodiversity data may still be fragmented in DRC, but in-
itiatives, such as the Consortium Congo 2010, have successfully generated
and disseminated biodiversity data (CSB, 2014). Moreover, as the intrinsic
value of biodiversity is apparently recognized in the studied EIAs, there is
fertile ground for more EIAs to be conducted. In a spirit of dialogue,
alignment and harmonization, donor and recipient countries should work
towards an enhanced integration of biodiversity in EIAs.

EIA is not sufficient to mainstream biodiversity in development
actions in the DRC, but neither is it an artificial approach. With uneven,
yet often high-quality output, the outcomes are still under-performing
because of a range of contextual factors, such as a lack of enforcement,
a lack of EIA understanding and uptake by decision-makers, a slowly
improving but still pervasive lack of biodiversity data, and an enduring
governance conundrum.

4.3. Limitations of the present study

This study aims to shed a light on an under-studied topic, the ex-
pectations and practice of EIA in the DRC. As the study is based on a
relatively limited number of respondents and case studies, it provides an
exploration of the topic rather than a comprehensive overview. Some
questions may reflect a bias by the research team, although care was taken
to formulate all questions in a neutral way. Moreover, with hindsight, it
may have been preferable to provide the respondents the opportunity to
tick a ‘no opinion’ answer in the Likert-scale questionnaire. Given the
dynamic and ultimately political nature of the use and implementation of
biodiversity mainstreaming in development cooperation, readers should
be aware that the findings of this study are not cast in stone, and are
subject to changing –political- circumstances, e.g. regarding the political
prominence of biodiversity and development cooperation.

5. Conclusion

There is no panacea for biodiversity mainstreaming in development
cooperation. Based on the interviews conducted in this study, the most
effective approaches to mainstream biodiversity depend on the fram-
ings which underpin the preservation of biodiversity (framings that
were shown to go beyond the merely utilitarian one in the DRC in our
EIA-analysis); on the local governance context (incl. the involvement of
diverse stakeholders; the collaboration between ministries, and the
availability of robust data); and on the willingness and capabilities of
the recipient country and its providing partners to achieve common
goals in agreement with national and international commitments.

The global importance of the Congo Basin’s biodiversity and the direct
dependence of many Congolese on a diverse range of ecosystem services
make it urgent to improve biodiversity mainstreaming. EIA is an approach
to foster biodiversity conservation and human development, as it allows to
move beyond the paralyzing gridlock of a narrow ‘nature despite people’-
framing. Policies for biodiversity conservation do not need to impose
constraints on development per se, as shown by the diversity of framings
fostered in the analyzed EIAs and by the support for EIA expressed by the
interview respondents. These findings are of direct relevance to Congolese
policies and programmes, such as the ambitious DRC National Biodiversity
Strategy & Action Plan (NBSAP).

The lack of robust, attributable outcomes of –cumulative- EIA experi-
ence in the DRC is due to: i. extrinsic factors (outside EIAs), such as the lack
of a conducive institutional framework which would allow inclusive, data-
driven, transparent and enforced governance practices; and to: ii. intrinsic
factors (inside EIAs), such as the lack of clear linkages between the biodi-
versity baseline data in the EIA and the eventual mitigation measures
proposed by the EIA, and the non-standardized biodiversity data collection.
We recommend future research lines on i. the interplay between EIA and
other decision-support processes; ii. the potential customization andTa
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adaptation of EIA practice to the Congolese context; and iii. the types of
data and data-sharing platforms that could maximize uptake of biodiversity
information by decision-makers at different decision-making levels.

EIAs do provide an opportunity to translate biodiversity data into
relevant decision-making support, if the EIA processes show the flex-
ibility in framing biodiversity in the most compelling way, if the col-
lected biodiversity data are sufficiently structured, accessible, high-
quality and if those data are actually used when proposing alternatives
that can mitigate the potential negative impacts on biodiversity.
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Table 6
Schematic overview of the framing and representation of biodiversity in analysed EIAs. Table 5 is a synthesis of Table 4. The link between biodiversity baseline data
provided in the EIA and the environmental management plan (EMP) is indicated with “-“: no link, “+”: link.

EIA Number Biodiversity Framing Representation of biodiversity Decision-making
context

EIA 1 > Intrinsic Value/Nature for itself: iconic species
> Instrumental value/Nature for people/Social conservationist:
sustainable use of ecosystem services

> Vegetation types and forest categories
> Species-level for some fauna

–

EIA 2 > Intrinsic Value/Nature for itself: species
> Nature protectionist/Nature despite people: habitat loss, limiting
human disturbance

> Vegetation types and forest categories
> General names for fauna
> Type of ecosystems present

–

EIA 3 > Intrinsic Value/Nature for itself: species, protected areas
> Instrumental value/Nature for people/Social conservationist:
sustainable use of ecosystem services (plant and fish resources)
> Nature protectionist: protected areas, surveillance

> Map with protected areas
> Mention of forest categories
> Description of protected areas
> Table with deforestation rates in the area
> General names for fauna

+

EIA 4 > Nature protectionist/Nature despite people: habitat loss,
surveillance, protected areas, overexploitation
> Instrumental value/Nature for people/Social conservationist:
sustainable use of natural resources

> Mention of vegetation types
> Low resolution of faunal baseline data, e.g. reptiles, herbivores,
carnivores…
> Process of creation of protected areas described (as done by the
Congolese Institute for Conservation of Nature (ICCN))
> Mention of protected areas in DRC (+map)

–

EIA 5 > Instrumental value/Nature for people/Social conservationist:
sustainable use of natural resources

> Mention of main national vegetation types
> Fauna: mention of 3 iconic species
> Poaching and fishing are major threats for biodiversity

–

EIA 6 > Intrinsic Value/Nature for itself: species, protected areas
> Instrumental value/Nature for people/Social conservationist:
sustainable use of natural resources

> Vegetation types, some genera mentioned
> Mention of some fauna species (
> General names for fauna (like ‘birds’)

–

EIA 7 > Instrumental value/Nature for people/Social conservationist:
sustainable use of natural resources
> Intrinsic Value/Nature for itself: species, protected areas

> Vegetation types mentioned per zone
> Mention of some fauna species

–

Fig. 1. Outline of the methodology of this study.
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