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This brief clarifies how to use the 
biodiversity policy marker, and how to 
advance further mainstreaming, for 
contributions related to Water  
and Sanitation.

1. BACKGROUND
In October 2020, Sida received an assignment from 
the government regarding biological diversity and 
ecosystems for the years 2020-2023. The assignment 
instructs Sida to strengthen and deepen the work on 
biodiversity and ecosystems throughout the Agency’s 
total operations.

As part of the implementation of the assignment, 
Sida has identified an internal need to clarify the use 
of the policy marker for biodiversity and the connec-
tion to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) on 
which the marker is based. This is to facilitate for pro-
gram officers to come up with suggestions and ideas 
in the dialogue with partners during an intervention 
planning phase on how consideration of, and benefits 
from, integrating biodiversity in a program/project 
can be optimized. 

Six sectors were identified as extra important 
for integration: Water and sanitation, Agriculture, 
Forestry, Fisheries, Health and Energy.

2. A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE 
CONVENTION ON BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY 
(CBD)1

The Earth’s biological resources are vital to human-
ity’s economic and social development. As a result, 
there is a growing recognition that biodiversity is 
a global asset of tremendous value to present and 
future generations. At the same time, the threat to 
species and ecosystems has never been as great as it 
is today. Species extinction caused by human activi-
ties continues at an alarming rate.

In May 1992, an “Agreed Text of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity” was decided upon and the 
Convention was opened for signature on 5 June 1992 
at the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (the “Rio Earth Summit”).  

1 Introduction (cbd.int)

The Convention entered 
into force on 29 December 
1993. The first session of the 
Conference of the Parties 
was held in 1994 in the 
Bahamas.

The establishment of CBD 
was inspired by the world 
community’s growing com-
mitment to sustainable development and has three 
main objectives:
1. The conservation of biological diversity
2.  The sustainable use of the components of biological 

diversity
3.  The fair and equitable sharing of the benefits 

arising out of the utilization of genetic resources.

3. THE POLICY MARKER FOR BIODIVERSITY 
PROMOTES MAINSTREAMING OF THE CBD’S 
OBJECTIVES
Since 1998, the OECD Development Assistance 
Committee (DAC) has monitored development finance 
flows targeting the objectives of the Rio Conventions2 
on biodiversity, climate change and desertification 
using the so-called “Rio markers”. DAC members 
are requested to indicate for each development fi-
nance activity if the activity targets environmental 
objectives. 

3.1 Sida’s contributions are screened against 
criteria of the Rio markers
Sida’s contributions are screened (for altogether 
eleven policy markers) against the criteria of each 
policy marker. A contribution can be marked with the 
code 0, 1 or 2 depending on to what extent it fulfils 
the criteria for that specific marker. As regards the 
criteria for the Rio marker on biodiversity, it has been 
formulated as follows:

The project/programme promotes at least one of the 
three objectives of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
and the following criteria apply:3 

2 The CBD, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
and the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) were initiated 
at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, hence the name.

3 Source: Sida Statistical Handbook

https://www.cbd.int/intro/


2

The project/programme contributes to one or more of 
the following:
• Protection or enhancing ecosystems (i.e. a forest or 

a river), species or genetic resources through in-
situ or ex-situ conservation, or remedying existing 
environmental damage.

This means that the programme/project contributes 
to this purpose through: 

 – Protection against degradation of ecosystems or 
biodiversity, often place bound.

 – Enhancement of ecosystems, species or genetic 
resources through conservation action at a 
specific place (in-situ) or outside the natural 
environment (ex-situ).

 – To correct or improve (remedy) an existing 
environmental problem that effects biodiversity.

• Integration of biodiversity and ecosystem services 
concerns with recipient countries’ development 
objectives and economic decision making, through 
institution building, capacity development, 
strengthening the regulatory and policy framework, 
or research.

This means that the programme/project contributes 
to this purpose through: 

 – Integration of biodiversity concerns into sectoral 
policy, planning and programmes; e.g. in water 
resources management.

 – Development of legislation and regulations to 
protect threatened species; development of 
incentives, impact assessments, and policy and 
legislation on equitable access to the benefits of 
genetic resources4.

 – Capacity building in taxonomy5, biodiversity 
assessment and information management 
of biodiversity data; education, training and 
awareness raising on biodiversity.

• Developing countries’ efforts to meet their 
obligations under the Convention on Biological 
Diversity.

This means that the programme/project contributes 
to this purpose through:

 – Preparation of national biodiversity plans, 
strategies and programmes; biodiversity 
inventories and assessments. 

4 I.e. that the physical access to genetic resources is facilitated and that the 
benefits obtained from their use are shared equitably with the providers. 
E.g. if a plant contains material that can be used to produce drugs that 
cures dangerous diseases medical companies shall be able to use it but 
at the same time local communities that have managed the area where 
the plant grows shall be fairly compensated for their efforts.

5 Classification, especially of living organisms e.g. identifying species of 
bees that are important pollinators in agriculture.

 – Establishment of protected areas and protecting 
endangered or vulnerable species and their 
habitats6. 

 – Research on ecological, socio-economic and 
policy issues related to biodiversity.

The Classification for the biodiversity – 0, 1 or 2 – 
 depends on the extent of fulfilling the criteria.

According to the Sida Statistical Handbook, this is 
how the marker shall be classified:

2 – Principal objective
The main objective of the project/programme accord-
ing to its documentation is to achieve one or more 
of the criteria; it would not have been implemented 
without that intention.

1 – Significant objective
At least one objective to achieve a criterion above is 
explicit in the project/programme documentation; 
however, it would have been implemented even with-
out that intention. 

0 – Not targeted
The project/programme has been screened against 
the criteria above but has been found not to fulfil 
them.

4. EXAMPLES OF ACTIVITIES TO FACILITATE 
BIODIVERSITY MAINSTREAMING IN WATER 
AND SANITATION (SECTOR CODE 140)
Rivers, lakes, streams and inland wetlands are home 
to an extraordinary diversity of life7. Covering less 
than 1 percent of Earth’s surface, these ecosystems 
host approximately one-third of vertebrate spe-
cies and 10 percent of all other species including an 
estimated and 17 800 fish species8. Nowhere is the 
biodiversity crisis more acute than in freshwater eco-
systems. These ecosystems are also critical for deliv-
ering water and water related services. The obvious 
biodiversity relevant contributions within the sector 
are e.g. contributions relevant to water resources 
protection and rehabilitation, integrated watershed, 
catchment and river basin protection and manage-
ment. Close to 50 per cent of the Earth’s land surface 
area is comprised of shared river and lake basins. 
Some 276 river basins cross the political boundaries 
of two or more countries, and about 40 per cent of the 
world’s population lives in river and lake basins that 
cross international borders. Globally, about 2 billion 

6 The natural home or environment of an animal, plant, or other organism.
7 Sida 2021, Freshwater Ecosystems, Biodiversity and Poverty Alleviation, 

Thematic Brief
8 Statistics from https://cdnsciencepub.com/doi/full/10.1139/er-2015-0064

https://cdnsciencepub.com/doi/full/10.1139/er-2015-0064
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people depend on groundwater, which includes well 
over 300 transboundary aquifer systems9.

Freshwater ecosystems also provide services to 
billions of people, including impoverished and vul-
nerable communities. However, the management of 
freshwater ecosystems worldwide has frequently 
prioritized a narrow range of services for macroeco-
nomic benefit at the expense of habitats, flora and 
fauna, and the diverse benefits they provide to com-
munities. Consequently, the current rate of wetland 
loss is three times that of forest loss, and populations 
of freshwater vertebrate species have fallen at more 
than twice the rate of land or ocean vertebrates.

Some actions to reverse the rapid worldwide de-
cline in freshwater biodiversity and the linked threats 
to poverty alleviation10 (see also Sida 2021, Freshwater 
Ecosystems, Biodiversity and Poverty Alleviation, 
Thematic Brief for additional information), include the 
following: 
1. Accelerate implementation of environmen-

tal flows11 and Integrated Water Resource 
Management (IWRM); 

2. Improve water quality to sustain aquatic life; 
3. Protect and restore critical habitats; 
4. Manage exploitation of freshwater species and 

riverine aggregates; 
5. Prevent and control non-native species invasions in 

freshwater habitats; 
6. Safeguard and restore freshwater connectivity. 
7. Climate change12

8. Source-to-Sea approach13

The poor are the most vulnerable to environmental 
risk factors such as degraded freshwater ecosystems 
and climate change that has led to less predictable 
water availability. Communities living in areas where 
freshwater biodiversity is not upheld tend to be im-
poverished with little to no access to improved water 
sources and sanitation facilities. The sustainability 
of freshwater resources and safe drinking water 
projects depend on appropriate management of the 
broader watershed. Protecting free-flowing river 
systems, intact wetlands and groundwater recharge 
areas is also essential for maintaining ecosystem 

9 https://www.watergovernance.org/resources/transboundary-water-
management-why-it-is-important-and-why-it-needs-to-be-developed/

10 An extensive description of the nature of these actions can be found in 
https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/article/70/4/330/5732594

11 An environmental flow is the water provided within a river to maintain 
ecosystems and their benefits where there are competing water uses and 
where flows are regulated e.g. by dam construction

12 Jiménez Cisneros, B.E. et al.(2014) Freshwater resources. In: Climate 
Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and 
Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA.

13 https://www.siwi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Source-to-sea-guide_
webb.pdf

resilience and protecting WASH infrastructure against 
the impacts of natural disasters, climate change and 
variability. Furthermore, recent research14 has found 
that forest cover in watersheds is a key predictor of 
rural child diarrheal disease. Similarly, by improving 
the treatment of wastewater and increasing water 
use efficiency a contribution could be eligible for the 
marker. Designing WASH programs with biodiversity 
concerns in mind can reduce the pollution of aquatic 
ecosystems and lessen the amount of water taken 
from rivers or lakes. 

Natural ecosystems such as forests, grasslands 
and wetlands harvest water, remove chemical and 
biological contaminants, and store and deliver this 
water for both human use and sustaining ecosystem 
functions. Overall water ecosystems provide many 
services to humanity but in order to do that, biodi-
versity must be sustained and managed sustainably. 
In the next section, some examples of activities that 
address challenges to freshwater biodiversity are 
highlighted. 

Sida contributions integrating any of the activities 
featured here could be marked with “1” or “2” for the 
biodiversity marker.

4.1 Examples of activities addressing 
challenges to freshwater biodiversity

4.1.1 Implementing IWRM
• Application of IWRM is a constructive way to 

address and balance the legitimate needs of various 
stakeholders on utilizing finite water resources. 
Where IWRM is not used in decision-making 
processes on freshwater management there is a 
risk that the aspects of less powerful stakeholders 
like local fishing communities are not adhered to 
and, implicitly, to the detriment of biodiversity.

4.1.2 Transboundary water management
• Applying the UN Watercourses Convention15 is an 

appropriate policy framework for states sharing a 
common water resource to promote sustainable 
management of freshwater biodiversity across 
international borders.

4.1.3 Sustaining and protecting freshwater 
resources 
Accelerate implementation of environmental flows 
• Applying environmental flows is an action whereby 

a river’s need for water, debris and sediment 
to ensure that aquatic ecosystems stay healthy 

14 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-017-00775-2
15 Full name; Convention on the Law of the Non-navigational Uses of Inter-

national Watercourses https://unece.org/environment-policy/water/un-
watercourses-convention

https://www.watergovernance.org/resources/transboundary-water-management-why-it-is-important-and-why-it-needs-to-be-developed/
https://www.watergovernance.org/resources/transboundary-water-management-why-it-is-important-and-why-it-needs-to-be-developed/
https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/article/70/4/330/5732594
https://www.siwi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Source-to-sea-guide_webb.pdf
https://www.siwi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Source-to-sea-guide_webb.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-017-00775-2
https://unece.org/environment-policy/water/un-watercourses-convention
https://unece.org/environment-policy/water/un-watercourses-convention
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and provide benefits to people. Without careful 
flow management, water impoundment by dams 
and reservoirs or abstraction for irrigation can 
devastate ecosystems and livelihoods downstream. 
Integrating flow management into river basin 
development provides the means to make 
consensus-based decisions on how to manage 
trade-offs between infrastructure development 
(including for agriculture and hydropower), 
livelihoods and ecosystems.

Improve water quality and counter pollution to sustain 
aquatic life and thus biodiversity
• Policy and management options include improved 

wastewater treatment or reuse, regulation of 
polluting industries, market instruments that 
reflect downstream pollution costs, improved 
agricultural practices, and nature-based solutions 
such as floodplain wetland restoration or riparian 
buffer zones.

• Potential mitigation of emerging contaminants 
includes advanced treatment of municipal 
wastewaters and source reductions. Reduction of 
pollutants is usually an effective mean to counter 
pollution and necessary for some emerging 
contaminants given the lack of treatment options, 
and gains are being made (e.g. reducing use of 
antibiotics in livestock production and microbeads 
in cosmetics). Reductions in human pharmaceutical 
usage is more difficult but downstream gains and 
better protection of biodiversity could occur through 
both improved disposal of unused medications and 
advanced wastewater treatment.

Protect and restore critical habitats
• A variety of interventions can mitigate negative 

impacts on freshwater biodiversity from prior 
degradation and reduce future risks. These include 
community conservation of habitats for flagship, 
keystone, or culturally important species; formal 
protected area designations; land-use planning 
(often linked with markets for ecosystem services); 
and habitat restoration programs.

Manage exploitation of freshwater species and riverine 
aggregates 
• Policy frameworks to guide harvests of freshwater 

species are often insufficient, and enforcement 
is also poor, making sustainable management 
difficult. A good example of a policy framework is 
FAO’s Rome Declaration16 from 2016, which describes 
the steps needed for sustainable freshwater fisheries. 

16 https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cb25b843-b90b-4fd6-a0ae-
9f8caab7327a/

Prevent and control non-native species invasions in 
freshwater habitats
• Preventing introduction is the best approach to 

limiting impacts. Efforts have been focused on 
identifying major introduction pathways, such as 
trade in live organisms, ballast-water transfers 
from ships, releases of unwanted animals from 
aquariums, and aquaculture and horticulture 
escapes.

Safeguard and restore freshwater connectivity
• Coherent planning for energy and water along 

the IWRM principles, including strategic siting 
of new infrastructure, can balance connectivity 
maintenance with hydropower generation or water 
storage.

4.2 Providing safe WASH services and 
sustaining freshwater biodiversity go hand  
in hand 
Sida contributions in the WASH sector that integrate 
biodiversity conservation can complement and pro-
tect investments in water and sanitation by increas-
ing the reliability and quality of water flows to human 
populations.

This section provides suggestions on how biodi-
versity can be mainstreamed in the WASH programs 
and thus help promoting the objectives of the CBD. 
The activities could, if implemented into a project/
programme, qualify the contribution to be classified 
as “1” – significant objective – for the Rio biodiversity 
marker.

The partner can work to improve the quality of 
 water resources intended to provide drinking water 
for unserved communities. Proposed activities to 
restore watersheds where drinking water is obtained 
could include:

 – Tree planting along rivers and lakes to reduce 
erosion and the amount of sediment and pollution 
entering the water source while at the same time 
helping the groundwater level to remain stable. 
The trees might also attract birds and other 
fauna that can increase the biodiversity along the 
watershed. 

 – Restore wetlands near settlements that are served 
with new sanitation. Actions include draining 
clogged rivers and streams providing water to the 
wetlands and blocking man-made channels that 
have dried out the wetland. This will help restore 
the water level and vegetation will return to the 
wetland. By diverting wastewater to the wetland 
from the settlement, a natural cleaning process 
(i.e. Nature based Solution) will be initiated by the 

https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cb25b843-b90b-4fd6-a0ae-9f8caab7327a/
https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cb25b843-b90b-4fd6-a0ae-9f8caab7327a/
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vegetation that will absorb excessive nutrients 
and bacteria. The vegetation can be removed 
regularly to be composted or burnt. As a “by 
product”, the restored wetland can become a 
feeding ground for birds, fish, mussels, snails and 
the like thus promoting biodiversity.

 – Initiate zoning around the watershed that indicates 
areas where activities that might harm the 
biodiversity of the watershed – and thus its 
capability to provide healthy drinking water. 
Activities thus not being allowed close to the 
watershed could include conventional agriculture 
(leaked fertilizers could change the chemistry 
of the water and pesticides could harm water 
organisms that help clean pollutants), polluting 
industries, untreated wastewater releases from 
households, unregulated and/or commercial 
hunting and fishing. 

 – In order that the resources are equitably shared 
from the improved watershed and provide not 
only biodiversity benefits but also social and 
economic goods the partner could facilitate and 
support multi-stakeholder water user groups 
for collaborative water resource planning and 
management.

4.3 Address climate change impacts on 
freshwater ecosystems 
• Healthy freshwater ecosystems – i.e. with sufficient 

environmental flows and sustained biodiversity both 
when it comes to flora and fauna – are an important 
asset for helping local communities adapt to 
climate change. Not only are free-flowing rivers and 
rich wetlands important assets for water services 
during heat waves but they are also providing food 
security, e.g. when harvests fail due to droughts 
and other types of extreme weather.

4.4 Implement a “Source-to-Sea” approach 
• Implementing a Source-to-sea approach17 on 

freshwater biodiversity management implies 
directly addressing the linkages between land, 
water, delta, estuary, coast, nearshore and ocean 
ecosystems in support of holistic natural resources 
management and economic development.

4.5 Justification for applying the Rio marker 
for biodiversity
If implemented in a project/programme the above 
activities are delivering on the first criteria of the 
biodiversity marker and the contribution could thus be 
classified as 1 – significant objective – for the biodi-
versity marker. 

4.6 Case studies to draw inspiration from
Uganda – Keeping the water in the landscape18

Indonesia – WASH in watersheds, West Java19

Colombia – The Bogotá Water Fund20

17 https://siwi.org/publications/implementing-the-source-to-sea-
approach-a-guide-for-practitioners/

18 Wetlands International. Landscape scale Disaster Risk Reduction: Keeping 
the water in the landscape, Uganda https://www.wetlands.org/publica-
tions/landscape-scale-disaster-risk-reduction-keeping-water-landsca-
pe-uganda/

19 Conservation International. WASH in watersheds. https://www.conserva-
tion.org/docs/default-source/publication-pdfs/wiw-west-java-factsheet-
june-2020-final-v2.pdf?Status=Master&sfvrsn=5176dea2_2

20 CBD 2010, page 28-29. Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity. 2010. Drinking Water, Biodiversity and Development: A Good Practice 
Guide. Montreal, 41 + iii pages. cbd-good-practice-guide-water-booklet-
web-en.pdf

GLOSSARY*

”Biological diversity” – means the variability among living 
organisms from all sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, 
marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological 
complexes of which they are part; this includes diversity within 
species, between species and of ecosystems.

”Ecosystem” – means a dynamic complex of plant, animal and 
micro-organism communities and their non-living environment 
interacting as a functional unit.

* Convention on Biological Diversity, Article 2. Use of Terms.

https://siwi.org/publications/implementing-the-source-to-sea-approach-a-guide-for-practitioners/
https://siwi.org/publications/implementing-the-source-to-sea-approach-a-guide-for-practitioners/
https://www.wetlands.org/publications/landscape-scale-disaster-risk-reduction-keeping-water-landscape-uganda/
https://www.wetlands.org/publications/landscape-scale-disaster-risk-reduction-keeping-water-landscape-uganda/
https://www.wetlands.org/publications/landscape-scale-disaster-risk-reduction-keeping-water-landscape-uganda/
https://www.conservation.org/docs/default-source/publication-pdfs/wiw-west-java-factsheet-june-2020-final-v2.pdf?Status=Master&sfvrsn=5176dea2_2
https://www.conservation.org/docs/default-source/publication-pdfs/wiw-west-java-factsheet-june-2020-final-v2.pdf?Status=Master&sfvrsn=5176dea2_2
https://www.conservation.org/docs/default-source/publication-pdfs/wiw-west-java-factsheet-june-2020-final-v2.pdf?Status=Master&sfvrsn=5176dea2_2
https://www.cbd.int/development/doc/cbd-good-practice-guide-water-booklet-web-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/development/doc/cbd-good-practice-guide-water-booklet-web-en.pdf

