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Die westliche Welt steht vor den Trümmern ihres Weltbildes: In kürzester Zeit
hat ein marodes Finanzsystem die wirtschaftlichen Säulen ins Wanken 

gebracht, auf denen unsere scheinbar so sichere Zukunft aufgebaut war. 
Klimawandel, Energie- und Rohstoffkrisen unterhöhlen unser heutiges Lebens-

und Wirtschaftsmodell. Mit Abwrackprämien und Krisengipfeltourismus wird
diesen Herausforderungen nicht beizukommen sein. Doch welche Perspektive

haben wir dann? Welcher Weg führt in eine nachhaltige Zukunft?

Das Ziel ist klar: eine nachhaltige und gerechte Welt im Jahr 2029. 

Von Ihnen wollen wir wissen:
Was müssen wir jetzt tun, um diese Vision Wirklichkeit werden zu lassen? 

Welche Schritte müssen wir gehen – als Einzelne, als Institutionen oder 
Unternehmen, als Gesellschaft? Ob es dabei um unser individuelles Verhalten

geht oder um ein neues Weltwirtschaftssystem, ob Ihr Weg aus Ihrem
persönlichen Engagement erwächst oder aus Ihrer wissenschaftlichen Arbeit –

wichtig ist, dass Sie uns und andere überzeugen!

Die drei besten Beiträge werden von einer fachkundig besetzten Jury prämiert.
Die Preisträger(innen) erhalten jeweils

eine Einladung zur Jubiläumsveranstaltung »nachhaltig weiter denken« 
des oekom verlags in München am 10. Dezember 2009,

einen Gutschein für Bücher des oekom verlags im Wert von 500,– EUR,
eine Präsentation ihres Beitrags in der Zeitschrift »politische öko logie«, 

im oekom-Newsletter »Nachhaltigkeitsnews« und auf der 
Homepage des oekom verlags.

Bitte senden Sie Ihren Beitrag per E-Mail zusammen mit einem tabellarischen 

Lebenslauf an oekom verlag, Katrin Schießl, schiessl@oekom.de

Der oekom verlag, der Fachverlag 
für Umwelt und Nachhaltigkeit, wird 20! 

Aus Anlass dieses Jubiläums laden wir 
junge Wissenschaftler(innen) und 

Engagierte in NGOs, Unternehmen oder 
politischen Ämtern zu einem 

Wettbewerb ein: 
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n the occasion of the 2009 Conference
on Human Ecology in Manchester, the

German Society for Human Ecology (DGH)
hosts several round tables on cross-cutting
issues in social-ecological research (Franz-
Balsen et al. 2009). One of these events
takes a closer look at how the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cultur-
al Organization (UNESCO) biosphere re-
serves deal with the challenges of an urban-
ized world. This article seeks to provide a
corresponding contextual frame. Against
the historical backdrop of the UNESCO pro-
gramme Man and the Biosphere (UNESCO-
MAB), we highlight current issues in the
World Network of Biosphere Reserves (WNBR)
and introduce an initiative that seeks to
join forces in order to overcome observed
deficits.

The World Network of Biosphere Reserves:
Achievements and Shortcomings
Biosphere reserves have come a long way
since the inception of the UNESCO-MAB
programme in the early 1970s. Originally
set up as mere observatories for interdis-
ciplinary research with a focus on biodiver-
sity and human impacts, it was only after
the 1992 Earth Summit that a more promi-
nent role was given to social and econom-
ic issues. With the drafting of the Seville
Strat egy (UNESCO1995), “reconciling con -
servation and development” became the
UNESCO-MAB programme’s overarching
goal, reinforced in subsequent strategy pa-
pers such as the Seville+5 outcomes (Bridge-
water 2001) and, more recently, the Madrid
Action Plan (UNESCO 2008).

The programme’s paradigm shift over
the last two decades assigned a new and
more ambitious role to the former research
sites (Batisse1997).Biosphere reserves were
increasingly seen as “learning laboratories
for sustainable development” (Ish waran et
al. 2008), with their three functions – con-
servation, development, logistic support –
and three zones – core, buffer and transi-
tion – becoming conceptual cornerstones
of that new approach. New thematic issues
such as stakeholder involvement, environ-
mental education, quality economies and
– more recently – climate change, ecosys-
tem services and urbanization burgeoned
and flourished throughout the WNBR.

However, as regional development per-
spectives took precedence over merely eco-
logical viewpoints on strategy papers and

conferences agendas, this shift was not
necessarily reflected in management prac -
tice and research activities of participating
reserves (Fall and Andrian 2004). Ishwa -
ran et al. (2008) highlight that up to date,
a large number of biosphere reserves des-
ignated pre-Seville remain faithful to their
earlier focus on conservation. The results
of the Governance of Biodiversity (GoBi)proj-
ect show a similar discrepancy between
international targets and on-the-ground
implementation in a large number of sites
(Stoll-Kleemann 2005, 2008, Stoll-Klee-
mann and Welp 2008). Even with respect to
research and monitoring, Lass and Reuss-
wig (2002) stress that the social dimension
of biosphere reserve management remains
a “widely neglected issue” (p. 4).

Another potential remains largely un-
tapped: information exchange and mutu-
al learning within theWorld Network is not
taking place with the frequency and inten-
sity desired by programme officials and
biosphere reserve coordinators. While UN -
ES CO-MAB strategists consider “learning,
together with accumulation and transfer
of knowledge (…) key to the future of bio -
sphere reserves” (Ishwaran et al. 2008, p.
130), the UNESCO-MAB International Co-
ordinating Council (ICC) deplores that
“much of the information, experiences and
lessons learned (...) are not readily available
for UNESCO-MAB audiences and other
user groups” (UNESCO 2009).Similarcom-
munication and knowledge gaps have been
observed by the GoBi project mentioned
above (see, e.g., Stoll-Kleemann 2005, 2008).
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However, attempts to bring together the
scattered activities within theWNBR, turn-
ing the network into a genuine communi -
ty of practice (Wenger 1998), are held back
by a number of institutional and techno-
logical obstacles, such as communication
bottlenecks between local and internation-
al levels (Bouamrane 2007, Schaaf 2009,
personal communication).

The Global Research Centre for 
Biosphere Reserve Advancement
The Global Research Centre for Biosphere
Reserve Advancement (C-BRA)is an emerg -
ing alliance of scientists and researchers
involved in the management of UNESCO
biosphere reserves around the world. Com-
mitted to the principles laid down in the
Seville Strategy and the Madrid Action Plan,
its proponents see the 553 biosphere re-
serves in 107 countries as a network of
learning sites, whose local experiences
should feed into national policy making
and be exchanged and built on interna-
tionally. 

C-BRA seeks to create a community of
science and practice for theWNBR through
its functions as a

forum of interdisciplinary, trans-disci-
plinary and applied research;
promoter of international cooperation
between biosphere reserves, politics, me-
dia, research, non-governmental orga -
nizations (NGOs)and the private sector;
supporter of governments and NGOs
in the establishment of new biosphere
reserves;
provider of management advice for ex-
isting biosphere reserves.

The Centre is located at the University of
Greifswald (Germany), and supported by
an association with currently 63 members
from 18 countries (June 2009). Twelve ex-
perts from UNESCO, NGOs, research in-
stitutes, universities and individual bio -
sphere reserves supervise its work. 

Research and Education Projects: 
Emphasis on Social Dynamics
One of C-BRA’s priorities is strengthening
social science perspectives in biosphere
reserve management and research. The
work of the team is based on the experi-

ences and networks of the ongoing GoBi
research project (2004 to 2010). Own and
associated research projects complement
the portfolio.

To date, C-BRA researchers have tak-
en up work on a comparative analysis
of four German biosphere reserves un-
der the title Societal Processes for the In-
tegration of Nature Conservation and Sus-
tain able Use, funded by the German
Foundation for the Environment (Deut-
sche Bundesstiftung Umwelt). 
A European survey of Protected Area
Management Effectiveness Evaluation
(PAME) is carried out in cooperation
with the University of Queensland, Aus-
tralia, UNEP-WCMC, EUROPARC Fed-
eration, Equilibrium and the German
Agency for Nature Conservation (Bun-
desamt für Naturschutz, BfN). 
Earlier this year, a Summer School on
Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD)brought together 26 experts from
Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin Ameri-
ca at the International Academy for
Nature Conservation on the Island of
Vilm in the run-up to UNESCO’sWorld
Conference on ESD. 
Fact-finding missions, workshops and
conferences have been scheduled lat-

er this year with partners in Vietnam
to create learning centres for protect-
ed area management and initiate re-
search cooperations.

Building a Community of Practice: 
The Biosphere Research Platform
There have been numerous calls for more
intense information exchange within the
WNBR. On the occasion of the 3rd World
Conference on Biosphere Reserves in Madrid
2008, theUNESCO-MAB Secretariat agreed
to continue with the development of a de -
cen tralized, web-based clearing house
mechanism (CHM). Following this decen -
tralized approach, C-BRA is currently de-
veloping a “science and research hub” un-
der the umbrella of theUNESCO-MAB and
CHM, building on the team’s earlier work
in that field.

Dynamic and direct information ex-
change is essential to the survival and the
success of any web-based community. In
developing theWNBR’s Biosphere Research
Platform (see figure), C-BRA therefore
adopted a user-centered and adaptive ap-
proach. The exchange of researchers and
practitioners generated crucial informa-
tion on user’s potential needs and inter-
ests. A group of experts was formed to ac- >

The Biosphere Research Platform has a user-centered and adaptive approach. With a release
scheduled in early August 2009, the first prototype of the platform will provide four interdependent 
sections: library, tools, community and research sites.

FIGURE:

270_272_DGH  22.08.2009  15:33 Uhr  Seite 271



www.oekom.de/gaia  | GAIA 18/3(2009): 270–272

272 DGHMITTEILUNGEN

tiative. The positive response of local, na-
tional and international partners indicate
that the centre’s mission fills a recognized
gap in the World Network of Biosphere Re-
serves. It is the sincere hope of C-BRA’s
proponents that their efforts not only help
to create a more dynamic, interconnected
and productive community of practice, but
ultimately, that this exchange of knowl-
edge will result in better informed deci-
sions on the ground – for the benefit of
nature and humans alike.
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company the development process: At the
moment, ten committed individuals from
five continents provide input on content or-
ganization, identify desired features, and
test the platform prototype.

With a release scheduled in early August
2009, the first prototype of the platform
will provide four interdependent sections:

Library: Pooling information on bio -
sphere reserve management, such as
scientific articles, case studies, guide-
lines, maps and management plans,
etc. Documents are organized accord-
ing to main themes, spatially refer-
enced and linked to the members who
uploaded them.
Community: Profiles of members, their
research interests and expertise. Indi-
viduals present their work, identify proj-
ect partners and discuss common chal-
lenges with their colleagues in forum
discussions (with moderation).
Research Sites: Collection of key data
for each biosphere reserve, building on
the UNESCO-MAB database, search-
able by category, size, region, interests,
activity, etc. Close integration with data
of community members allows the cre-
ation of local, national and regional re-
search profiles.
Tools: Section to be developed accord-
ing to the user’s interests and priorities.
Potential features include collaborative
platform surveys, project monitoring,
decision support tools and GIS inte -
gra tion.

In order for the Biosphere Research Plat-
form to remain flexible and easily adapt-
able to future needs and challenges, it is
based on the open source software pack-
age Drupal. Close integration with other
elements of UNESCO’s forthcoming CHM
is aimed at and desired. The 2009 Confer-
ence of the European Man and the Biosphere
Network (EuroMAB) will provide an op-
portunity to discuss these and other chal-
lenges.

Outlook
Even before the official inauguration of C-
BRA, several projects in the fields of re-
search, education and communication have
emerged in association with the new ini-
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