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Introduction
Welcome to the IUCN Species Survival Commission (SSC). You have been invited to join an
international network of experts that makes up the largest of the six IUCN volunteer
Commissions. The structure and functioning of IUCN and SSC may appear complex at first, so
this introductory document has been compiled to provide you with a clear overview of both.
The Species Survival Commission was established by IUCN, International Union for Conservation
of Nature, in 1949. Since that time, the SSC has grown into a global, science-based network of
thousands of volunteer experts, working together towards achieving the vision of
“A just world that values and conserves nature through positive action to reduce the loss
of diversity of life on earth”
The major role of the SSC is to:




Provide information to IUCN and the wider world on the conservation of species and on
the inherent value of species in terms of ecosystem health and functioning, the provision
of ecosystem services and the provision of support to human livelihoods; and
Promote the conservation of species, thereby leading to measurable reductions in the
loss of biodiversity.

Collectively, SSC members form a highly-regarded and influential network of species experts that
is able to influence conservation outcomes at all levels, particularly international, through
engaging with each other and collaborating in both the IUCN’s and SSC’s name.
The SSC undertakes assessments of the status of species, develops species conservation action
plans and strategies, prepares technical guidelines and formulates IUCN policy statements. The
Commission delivers and promotes this technical knowledge, advice and policy guidance to those
who can influence the implementation of conservation action across the world. The major role of
the SSC Red List Authorities is to contribute status assessments of their species to the IUCN Red
List of Threatened Species™, in collaboration with Global Species Programme (GSP) staff in the
IUCN Secretariat, and often in partnership with other organisations (such as BirdLife
International, Conservation International, NatureServe, and the Zoological Society of London).
The strength behind the SSC is a worldwide network of volunteer experts who donate their time
and expertise to build a scientific and practical foundation for the effective delivery of
conservation. The thousands of volunteer experts are organized into Specialist Groups (SGs),
Red List Authorities (RLAs) and Task Forces (TFs) arranged taxonomically, thematically and/or
regionally, and convened by the SSC in response to pressing conservation issues.
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Joint vision, goal and objectives of the SSC and IUCN Species Programme
The work of the SSC is guided by the Vision of:
A just world that values and conserves nature through positive action to
reduce the loss of diversity of life on earth.
The overriding goal of the Commission is:
The species extinction crisis and massive loss of biodiversity are universally adopted as a
shared responsibility and addressed by all sectors of society taking positive conservation
action and avoiding negative impacts worldwide.

Main strategic objectives:
For the intersessional period 2013–2016, the SSC, working in collaboration with members,
national and regional committees, other Commissions and the Secretariat, will pursue the
following key objectives in helping to deliver IUCN’s “One Programme” commitment:
1. Assessing and monitoring biodiversity
To assess and monitor biodiversity and inform the world about the status and trends of
biodiversity, especially at the species level, thus providing measures for the health of our one and
only biosphere;
2. Analysing the threats to biodiversity
To analyse and communicate the threats to biodiversity and disseminate information on
appropriate global conservation actions;
3. Facilitating and undertaking conservation action
To facilitate and undertake action to deliver biodiversity-based solutions for halting biodiversity
decline and catalyse measures to manage biodiversity sustainably and prevent species’
extinctions both in terms of policy change and action on the ground;
4. Convening expertise for biodiversity conservation
To provide a forum for gathering and integrating the knowledge and experience of the world’s
leading experts on species science and management, and promoting the active involvement of
subsequent generations of species conservationists.
More information is available in the IUCN Species Programme Strategic Plan 2013–2016,
available on the IUCN Species website, which outlines 36 Key Species Results and a set of
measurable targets for achieving the above strategic objectives.
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Leadership structure of the SSC
The Chair of the SSC is elected by IUCN Member governments and non-governmental
organisations at each World Conservation Congress and heads the Commission for the four year
intersessional period between Congresses. The SSC Chair also serves as a member of IUCN
Council, which is the governing body of the organisation. For the 2013-2016 intersessional
period, the SSC Chair is Dr Simon Stuart, based in Bath, UK. The Council of IUCN has appointed
a Deputy Chair of the SSC to support the Chair. The current Deputy Chair is Dr Jon Paul
Rodríguez, based in Caracas, Venezuela.
The Chair is also supported by a Steering Committee, which advises the Chair and provides
strategic vision and direction to the work of the Commission. The Steering Committee members
are appointed by the Council of IUCN on the advice of the Chair. Details of the current members
of the SSC Steering Committee are given here on the IUCN Species website. Certain members
of the Steering Committee also serve as focal points for Sub-Committees. There are currently
eight SSC Sub-Committees:











IUCN Red List Committee - oversees and guides the work of the SSC on biodiversity
assessments, including strategic responsibility for the IUCN Red List of Threatened
SpeciesTM and the implementation of agreed priorities;
Standards and Petitions Sub-Committee - ensures the maintenance of the scientific
standards of the Red List, and rules on petitions made against species listings;
Invertebrate Conservation Sub-Committee - seeks to enhance the SSC’s work on
invertebrates;
Plant Conservation Sub-Committee – seeks to enhance the SSC’s work on plants;
Marine Conservation Sub-Committee – seeks to enhance the SSC’s work on marine
species;
Freshwater Conservations Sub-Committee – seeks to enhance the SSC’s work on global
freshwater species and associated issues;
Species Conservation Planning Sub-Committee – seeks to enhance the SSC’s work on
effective species planning deriving from the SSC guidelines “Strategic Planning for
Species Conservation”
Policy Sub-Committee – seeks to enhance SSC activities relating to policy, multilateral
agreements and intergovernmental fora.

Working with the IUCN Secretariat
The SSC is institutionally linked to the GSP, which is one of several IUCN thematic programmes.
The GSP is responsible for supporting the activities of the SSC’s Specialist Groups, Red List
Authorities, and Task Forces, as well as SSC-wide initiatives. The GSP forms part of the IUCN
Secretariat and is based in IUCN’s international headquarters in Gland, Switzerland, from where
staff work on overall management of the Programme, SSC engagement, data management,
communications and finances. It also has a number of units based in Cambridge, UK, including
the Red List Unit (RLU) and the Freshwater Biodiversity Unit (FBU), and includes staff working on
climate change, GIS, biodiversity systems, conservation planning and European assessments.
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The GSP also has a Marine Biodiversity Unit (MBU) and Biodiversity Assessment Unit (BAU)
located in Virginia, USA, and a small team working on invasive species in Nairobi, Kenya.
SSC members may also work directly with IUCN Regional and Country offices. Working in
conjunction with the IUCN Secretariat (including Regional and Country Offices and thematic
programmes) and IUCN Members (governments and NGOs), the SSC is committed to
contributing to the delivery of IUCN’s 2013–2016 programme (please see the Species contact
guide for relevant a staff members to contact).

The work of the Species Survival Commission
Specialist Group contributions to IUCN
The IUCN Global Species Programme and SSC rely on the Specialist Group and Task Force
Chairs to ensure that the work of IUCN is based on cutting-edge conservation science. This is
achieved by, among other things, identifying emerging conservation issues and opportunities,
providing innovative solutions to species conservation issues and engaging (through the SSC and
the GSP) in higher-level analyses of species conservation by integrating data from various SSC
SGs/TFs and other IUCN Commissions.
Specialist Groups and Task Forces are regularly asked to contribute information for IUCN’s
technical inputs to international treaty work including the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species (CITES), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the Convention on
Migratory Species (CMS), the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands and numerous regional
agreements pertaining to species. Input from SGs/TFs is mostly in the form of comments on
agenda items, listing proposals, resolutions, matters pertaining to the sustainable use of species
within their remits, or other substantive issues. IUCN or SSC may also call upon SGs/TFs to
contribute expert information for global, regional or national biodiversity assessments in addition
to indicators of the status and sustainable use of species.
Specialist Groups and Task Forces have the capacity to be extraordinarily effective in these fora
but need to maintain a clear view of their primary conservation interest and IUCN policy. IUCN
policy includes the Resolutions and Recommendations approved by its Members at every World
Conservation Congress, as well as various programmatic and operational policies approved by
the Council. The latest set of Resolutions and Recommendations that were approved at the 2012
World Conservation Congress can be viewed on the IUCN website.

Contributing to the IUCN Red List of Threatened SpeciesTM
The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species™ is the world's most comprehensive inventory of the
global conservation status of plant, fungi and animal species. It uses a set of criteria to evaluate
the extinction risk of thousands of species and subspecies (IUCN Red List Categories and
Criteria (version 3.1)). These criteria are relevant to all species (except micro-organisms) and all
regions of the world. With its strong scientific base, the IUCN Red List is recognised as the most
authoritative guide to the status of global biological diversity. The overall aim of the Red List is to
convey the urgency and scale of conservation problems to the public and policy makers, and to
motivate the global community to reduce species extinctions. The SSC provides much of the data
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for the Red List through its network of Red List Authorities in each Specialist Group, and
sometimes Stand-alone Red List Authorities, many of which are strongly supported by the GSP.
The GSP has developed the Species Information Service (SIS), an online software programme,
to manage the Red List assessment information process: from data collection, to assessment and
finally to publication on the public website. GSP staff and many Specialist Groups are using SIS
for inputting data to the Red List and the GSP has also trained both staff and SSC members to
use this tool to carry out key taxonomic, regional and global assessments (on-going training –
using online training tools and dedicated workshops – is also provided to many other interested
individuals). Please contact the Red List Unit for more information: redlistunit@iucn.org.

Contributing data for Red List assessments
The IUCN Red List of Threatened SpeciesTM is widely acclaimed as the IUCN’s flagship product.
It is highly recognized, widely used and universally valued by all manner of users. The services of
SGs in providing Red List assessments are one of their most valuable contributions to IUCN. One
of the most concrete and predictable tasks of an SG is providing information on species and
conducting assessments of their status using the IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria and
associated guidelines. SG Chairs should be familiar with the process and requirements for
regularly updating the IUCN Red List.
With the increased documentation requirements for the Red List, SSC Red List Authorities need
to plan carefully and organize means of fulfilling this function in an effective and timely way (see
the Rules of Procedure for Red List Assessment Process. GSP staff provide guidance on the
process and timing for conducting and submitting assessments. The process of collecting species
data was standardized in 1994 when the new IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria were
introduced. Depending on the availability of resources, the SSC responds to requests to improve
the capacity of RLAs to complete Red List assessments, through targeted training in applying the
Red List Categories and Criteria and using the SIS. In some cases, where a global or regional
biodiversity assessment project covers species for which an SG is responsible, the SSC is also
able to provide financial resources to assist RLAs in the process of assessing their species for the
IUCN Red List. Such global or regional assessment initiatives are coordinated by staff in the GSP
or by staff in IUCN’s Red List Partner organisations (e.g. BirdLife International).
Thanks to the knowledge and dedication of SSC’s volunteer members, coverage is now complete
for a number of major taxonomic groups including, mammals, amphibians, birds, horseshoe
crabs, conifers, cycads, freshwater crabs and crayfish, lobsters, mangroves, reef-building corals,
seagrasses, groupers, wrasses, sturgeons, and sharks and rays.

Species Conservation Strategies (formerly Action Plans)
The SSC Conservation Action Plan series has been one of the world’s most respected sources of
information on species and their conservation needs. Since the mid-1980's, the SSC has
published more than 60 Action Plans for some of the world’s most charismatic species. These
were compiled by many of the Commission’s 130 Specialist Groups that comprise nearly 8,000
species experts from around the world. These Action Plans represent a significant body of
knowledge on their respective species, some of which are conservation icons and some of which
were rarely considered for conservation priority at the time.
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The resulting amount of conservation action has varied hugely between plans and this led the
SSC to develop a new process that would be better able to link science and management. This
was completed in 2008 under the name “Strategic Planning for Species Conservation: A
Handbook” outlining a multi-stakeholder approach to conservation planning for species.
The Handbook describes when a Specialist Group should proceed with developing a Species
Conservation Strategy (SCS), as these Action Plans are now named, recommends who should
be involved and provides guidelines on how they should be created. Specialist Group Chairs
should refer to the Handbook from now on when wanting to proceed with a range-wide species
conservation strategy. A number of new SSC-endorsed conservation plans are now expected in
coming years. The Species Conservation Planning Sub-Committee provides support and
additional information on species planning – for more information see here.

Technical guidelines
Various technical guidelines produced by the SSC provide guidance to specialised conservation
projects and initiatives, such as re-introducing animals into their former ranges, handling
confiscated specimens and halting the spread of invasive species. All policy statements and
technical guidelines are available here on the IUCN Species website in English, French, Spanish,
and sometimes other languages. There is also an online toolkit of ‘Members Resources’ on the
IUCN Species website, which includes information on developing publications, using the media
and fundraising.

Providing technical advice rather than advocacy
IUCN has a diverse, unique and worldwide membership of governments and NGOs, thus taking
particular care to provide objective conservation science to decision-makers, seeing itself and its
Commissions as being “policy relevant” not “policy prescriptive”. While this approach may be
viewed as overly conservative and methodical, experience over the years has shown that it can
often be very effective in achieving successful conservation action for species.
Specialist Groups and Task Forces have a pivotal role as technical advisors in helping IUCN
address complex and controversial conservation issues, drawing on specific expertise to provide
sound, scientifically rigorous and unbiased information. Many Groups have been drawn into
advocacy roles in support of the taxa within their remit. As an SSC member, and therefore
representative of IUCN, care should be taken to ensure that all approaches are made with
integrity and credibility and acted through the appropriate IUCN channels. Undoubtedly there will
be grey areas here and the SSC Chair’s Office or the GSP can be contacted to provide helpful
advice and guidance.

Structure of the SSC membership
The Commission’s strength and relevance comes from its network of experts who volunteer their
time and expertise to produce the scientific and practical foundation on which the effective
delivery of conservation is built, both within IUCN and beyond. The bulk of the volunteer network
is deployed in approximately 130 Specialist Groups, Red List Authorities and Task Forces, which
are the main working units of the Commission and provide the breadth of expertise and
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commitment that drives the SCC towards achieving its objectives. These Groups are unique
blends of individuals who operate independently, but are committed to SSC’s vision, mission,
objectives and policies, and to those of the IUCN.
Specialist Groups may be organized by taxonomic group, theme, geographic area, and/or around
conservation themes or disciplinary issues such as wildlife health, re-introductions, sustainable
use, invasive species and conservation breeding (click here for a list of all these Groups). Red
List Authorities coordinate and manage the species Red List assessment process and
submission. The majority of Red List Authorities lie within the relevant Specialist Groups.
However, there are a small number of Red List Authorities that are not attached to any particular
SG and are known as Stand-Alone Red List Authorities. Task Forces differ from Specialist
Groups in that they are convened in response to pressing conservation issues and aim to deliver
on agreed outputs within a finite time frame.
Where it is believed that their effectiveness can be enhanced, some Specialist Groups are comanaged with SSC partner organizations (e.g. several groups are co-managed with Wetlands
International). Co-managed SGs should maintain a regular dialogue with these partner
organizations. In return, SGs can expect appropriate acknowledgement and support for their
activities from the partners.

Roles and Responsibilities of SSC members
Specialist Groups and Task Forces, comprised of conservation scientists and practitioners,
monitor the status of species within their remit, identify threats to these species, and prioritise and
promote necessary conservation actions at all levels. They also provide scientific advice to
conservation organisations, government agencies and other IUCN members, and support the
implementation of multilateral environmental agreements like CBD, CITES and CMS. The SSC is
widely known for its issue-related work carried out by its disciplinary Specialist Groups such as on
conservation breeding or the re-introduction of species.
Individual members of SSC’s groups may be researchers, government officials, wildlife
veterinarians, zoo and botanical institute employees, taxonomists, marine biologists, protected
area managers and species experts who conduct research and implement a range of
conservation activities in the field. Through its Specialist Groups,Task Forces and Stand-alone
RLAs, the SSC builds the collective capacity of its members, enhancing their ability to respond to
the challenges facing the conservation of biodiversity. Reciprocally, through the SSC members
have a direct link to the major international conservation fora, such as CBD and CITES, in which
IUCN plays a key role, and also the opportunity to connect and collaborate with colleagues
working on similar issues around the world. Such linkages enable individual members to
contribute more effectively to combined conservation actions globally, as well as in their own
region, country and locality.
On appointment by the SG/TF Chair or Stand-alone RLA, all members should receive a copy of
this “Welcome” document and should confirm their willingness to accept in writing to the Chair.
Chairs hold sole responsibility for group governance and oversight, and SSC members must
clearly understand and agree to such a governance structure at the time they are appointed.
The major responsibility of SSC members is to maintain contact with their Chair and respond in a
timely manner to requests that help the SSC to pursue its objectives in a timely manner. For
example, this may include contributing to reviews of draft SSC technical guidelines and CITES
8

listing proposals, or providing other species conservation advice and tools such as training and
workshop materials. The SSC also requests the services of RLAs in providing Red List
assessments of the species within their remit. This is one of the most valuable contributions to the
SSC and members are asked to familiarize themselves with the IUCN Red List Categories and
Criteria and to respond to requests to assist their Chair with these assessments.
Chairs are asked to be receptive and open to requests to become a member of a Specialist
Group/Task Force/RLA, and members are encouraged to suggest potential new members for
Chairs to consider.
In general, SSC Specialist Group members have the responsibility to contribute to their Specialist
Group for the purpose of raising the profile and credibility of the Commission’s work and their own
species conservation priorities amongst relevant audiences. SG and TF Chairs play a vital role in
achieving a smooth working relationship between IUCN and SSC members, as well as providing
guidance and leadership and ensuring active involvement at all levels.
Points of Note:








On appointment by the SSC Chair and as noted in the Terms of Reference for SG/TF
Chairs, only the SG/TF Chair or their designees are authorized to speak on behalf of the
SG/TF, either in person or over his/her own signature and on SG/TF letterhead;
IUCN has specific rules about who has authority to speak on behalf of the organization, in
public fora, including the SSC. The IUCN Statutes give the right of intervention on behalf
of the organization to the Director General of IUCN or others delegated by her or him. For
SSC, this means that at international meetings only SG/TF Chairs or their designees who
are formal members of the IUCN Delegation are permitted to speak on behalf of IUCN or
the SSC and then only with the agreement of the Head of the IUCN Delegation;
It is extremely important that SSC members inform SG Chairs and the GSP when they
are asked to contribute to proposals to amend the CITES Appendices for CITES CoP
meetings (assisting Parties in this regard, who submit the proposals). Notifying the SG
Chair and GSP should be done as early as is practically possible;
Individual SG/TF members or groups of members may make any statement they wish on
any matter in their independent and private capacity, but they shall not represent
themselves as speaking on behalf of the SG/TF, the SSC or IUCN (including on SG/TF
letterhead) unless the SG/TF Chair has expressly authorized it. This is to ensure
consistency within the group in communicating science-based information on behalf of
IUCN, the SSC and/or SG/TF.

Clearly stated expectations and a definition of responsibilities allow everyone to understand their
roles and limits, as well as the roles and limitations of others. It is important for the broader SSC
network to understand what to expect from the SSC Chair, the SSC Chair’s Office and the staff of
the GSP. In general, the SSC Chair’s Office staff and GSP staff are able to respond and work
directly with the SG/TF Chairs and officers, but not with individual Group members (SSC has
~8,000 individual members).
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Benefits of SSC membership
Relationships within each SG/TF and between SG/TFs, the SSC and IUCN are based on mutual
benefits and reciprocal advantages. Membership offers opportunities for individuals to work within
the SSC network, to contribute to species conservation, and be part of a well-respected and
highly effective body of experts. Often the greatest reward that SSC members feel is the ability to
contribute their own expertise to the global conservation effort and the aggregation of their
knowledge for higher-level impact.
In brief, SSC membership provides the following benefits:















The ability to influence policy and decision making within the individual Specialist Groups,
the SSC and IUCN and beyond, at a global policy level as well as internationally through
the policy fora in which IUCN engages (e.g. the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)
and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora (CITES));
Leveraged and amplified effectiveness on conservation issues;
Contribution to the IUCN Red List of Threatened SpeciesTM;
Contribution to Species, the annual report of SSC;
Up-to-date information on the most important threats to biodiversity and the actions being
taken to mitigate these threats;
Communication with a global network of experts within and outside a members own field
of expertise;
Affiliation with the single largest professional body of species experts in the world, and,
correspondingly;
Professional honour and peer recognition, and personal and professional satisfaction;
Inclusion in the SSC Directory of Members;
One-third discount off IUCN Publications;
Meeting attendance: Specialist Group Meetings, IUCN Regional Meetings, SSC Regional
Meetings and SSC Commission-wide meetings, usually held in conjunction with the IUCN
World Conservation Congress are open to SSC members1; and
Access to information exchange through e-mail, dedicated listservs, the Species ebulletin, Specialist Group newsletters, and IUCN, SSC and Specialist Group websites.

The major responsibility of SSC members is to maintain contact with their Specialist Group Chair
and respond promptly to requests that help the SSC to pursue its objectives in a timely manner.
For example, this may include contributing to reviews of draft SSC technical guidelines and
CITES listing proposals or providing other species-conservation advice and tools, such as training
and workshop materials. The SSC also requests the services of Specialist Groups in providing
Red List assessments of the species within their remit. This is one of the most valuable
contributions that Specialist Groups make to the SSC and members are asked to familiarize
themselves with the IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria and to respond to requests to assist
their Specialist Group Chair with these assessments.

1

Please note that meeting attendance is usually at the member’s own expense.
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In general, SSC Specialist Group members have the responsibility to contribute to their Specialist
Group for the purpose of raising the profile and credibility of the Commission’s work and their own
species conservation priorities amongst relevant audiences. It is important to note that Specialist
Groups are not advocacy bodies per se - they are providers of sound, defensible, technical
information. Therefore, while Specialist Group or Task Force members may communicate the
work of a Specialist Group or Task Force, only the Chair of a Specialist Group or Task Force is
authorised to speak on behalf of the Group, directly and over his/her own signature under the
Group’s letterhead. Likewise, a Specialist Group or Task Force Chair will only speak on behalf of
the SSC or IUCN when authorised to do so.

Use of Logos
Use of the IUCN and SSC logos is at the discretion of the SSC Chair, and permission for use can
only be granted by the SSC Chair. The SSC logo must always be used in tandem with the IUCN
logo, thus permission for its use must always be sought. The IUCN SSC logo is commonly used,
for example, on Group websites and newsletters; invariably, requests for permission to use the
logo in such cases are a given, but there may be instances in which the Chair may consider that
the use of the IUCN SSC logo would not be appropriate. Note that there are strict guidelines
governing the use of the IUCN SSC logo, which must be followed.

Communication
Members are actively encouraged to contribute to communicating the work of the SSC both
across the IUCN network and through external channels. Please liaise with your Chair to bring
exciting, topical and newsworthy material to the attention of the SSC Chair’s Office and the GSP.
For more information on communication, see the Terms-of-Reference IUCN Species Survival
Commission Specialist Group and Task Force Chairs 2013-2016 and the SSC Communications
Quick Reference Guide.

Fundraising
In general, IUCN SSC Specialist Group Chairs, and the Groups themselves, are not
implementers of conservation projects or programmes on the ground. Implementing conservation
action should largely remain the domain of individual SG members or groupings of members. The
SG Chair and other SG officers play an important role in supporting their members, albeit not
necessarily in the implementation of projects or programmes per se. In essence, the SG/TF
Chairs and support staff will generally act in a support function to better enable their members to
collect species information and to implement species conservation action. The role of the SG/TF
Chairs and support staff could be described as facilitation and networking at a higher level to
support the conservation activities of their members in the field.
SG/TFs are encouraged to seek funds to support the group’s operations if necessary, but
preferably to focus any fundraising efforts on support for priority conservation actions. At times,
this may involve helping individual SG members or groups of members to secure funds for
activities which their SG has identified as priorities.
For more information on fundraising, see the documents “A Guide to Seeking Funding from
Foundations” and “Fundraising: A Summary for SSC Specialist Groups”.
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What next?
If you are a member of a Specialist Group, Red List Authority or Task Force, we recommend that
you contact your Chair or Focal Point for guidance and advice regarding your membership and
the expected deliverables of your Group. Please bear in mind that, due to the size of our
membership, the SSC Chair, SSC Chair’s Office, and GSP staff are not generally able to
communicate directly with individual Group members. Further information on the SSC can be
found on the IUCN Species webpages.
Your invitation to join the IUCN Species Survival Commission is based on your considerable
expertise, which we believe will add value to the work of the Commission. We sincerely hope that
you will accept your invitation to contribute to the world's greatest source of information about
species, their importance, their conservation threats and their conservation needs.

Useful resources
A full list of available documents and resources which members may find useful:
Directory of Specialist Groups
Profile of each Specialist Group and RLA (Advancing the Species Conservation Agenda: An
overview of the IUCN SSC Network 2009-2012 )
Species Magazine – Annual Report
Monthly Species e-bulletin
IUCN Knowledge Products
IUCN Species Programme
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species™
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Annex 1. Guidelines for SSC Members on Engaging in the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES)
This annex has four parts:
1. IUCN’s history in the Convention
2. IUCN’s role in CITES
3. Current opportunities for participation in CITES by Commission members
4. Principles of engagement

1. IUCN’s history in the Convention
IUCN’s history in CITES stretches back to 1963 when the idea for a wildlife trade
convention was first proposed at the 7th IUCN General Assembly in Nairobi. Since the
Convention entered into force in 1975, IUCN has been a significant contributor and
technical advisor to the Convention. Indeed, several Decisions and Resolutions of the
Conference of the Parties (CoP) have specifically requested IUCN’s assistance in
working with the CITES Secretariat and the Parties2.
Engagement in the Convention by the different parts of IUCN (and particularly the IUCN
Secretariat) has varied greatly over the years but has traditionally been led primarily by
the Global Species Programme (GSP) in the IUCN Secretariat and the Species Survival
Commission (SSC). The Head of the GSP, or another senior GSP staff member, has
generally served as the head of the delegation at CITES CoP (and also at Standing
Committee meetings), and for many years, GSP housed a Species Trade and Use Unit
(formerly the Wildlife Trade programme).
SSC’s engagement in CITES has been executed through its diverse assemblage of
expert-based Specialist Groups. The level of involvement of Specialist Groups is varied,
depending on several factors including the nature of the species under the remit of the
group, the expertise and capacity of the group, and its Chair, the degree to which
Conference Resolutions or Decisions request involvement, and many other factors. The
African Elephant Specialist Group (AfESG), for example, has been involved with CITES
for as long as elephant issues have been on the agenda. Indeed, the elephant debate
has shaped the AfESG as much as it has shaped CITES itself and has influenced the
manner in which the group has operated since, with a close focus on the technical rather
than the political. On the other hand, the Crocodile Specialist Group has operated in a
rather unique manner within CITES, providing pro-active, science-based support to
Parties to help them design, develop and manage their sustainable use programmes.
SSC’s thematic Specialist Groups have also played critical roles in the Convention,

2
For example, the original CITES rhino Resolution 9.14 (subsequently revised) was drafted by the SSC African and Asian Rhino Specialist Groups at the request
of the CITES Secretariat, presented to the CoP by a Scientific/Programme Officer from each group, and subsequently approved with minor modifications.

13

particularly through what is now the Sustainable Use and Livelihoods Specialist Group.
The SSC Chair has often been a member of the IUCN delegation to CITES, and indeed
has sometimes served as the head of delegation. SSC Specialist Group members
usually form the majority in any IUCN delegation to CITES meetings.
Although IUCN’s involvement in CITES has been led by GSP and SSC, other global
programmes (and Commissions) have provided essential support. In particular, IUCN’s
Environmental Law Programme/Centre was responsible for preparing a succession of
drafts of the Convention text following adoption of the Resolution at the 1963 IUCN
General Assembly. It was also instrumental in developing TRAFFIC, and has, over the
years, continued to provide legal advice in support of the Convention. Engagement by
IUCN’s regional offices has been varied; regional offices in Africa have been involved in
supporting the administration of the CITES MIKE project (although not currently in any
other CITES activities), while IUCN Oceania has been involved in several CITES-related
activities in the Pacific Islands. Finally, global and regional communications have always
played an important function in communicating awareness and policies around the
Convention.
TRAFFIC, as the wildlife trade programme of IUCN and WWF, fulfills a vital and
complementary function in providing policy and technical support to the Convention.
TRAFFIC was originally established as an SSC Specialist Group in 1976 (“Trade
Records Analysis of Flora and Fauna in Commerce”), one year after the Convention
came into force, to provide information and assistance to aid decision-making in CITES.
IUCN and TRAFFIC have always maintained a close working relationship, and since
1987 have jointly produced the Analyses of the Proposals to Amend the CITES
Appendices (or CITES Analyses, for short)3.
A detailed review of IUCN’s past and present engagement in the Convention can be
found here.
Note that IUCN engages with CITES not simply because it should (as it touches on
major issues of species conservation), but also because CITES is a key part of the IUCN
work programme. IUCN’s priorities as concerns CITES for the current IUCN
quadrennium are indicated in the Species Strategic Plan 2013-2016.

2. IUCN’s role in CITES
Today, IUCN is classified / accredited as an International Governmental Organization
within CITES, and is widely viewed within the Convention as a provider of credible and
unbiased scientific and technical advice (especially in support of the IUCN/TRAFFIC
Analyses of the Proposals to Amend the CITES Appendices, formulation of NonDetriment Findings, the Review of Significant Trade process, etc). IUCN offers a unique
array of scientific and technical expertise to CITES, and can bring the diverse
perspectives of its worldwide membership to bear on complex issues before CITES
Parties, at global, regional and national levels. IUCN has played an important role as a

3

http://www.traffic.org/cites‐cop‐papers/CoP15‐IUCN‐TRAFFIC‐full‐Analyses‐English‐web.pdf
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convener (through, for example, Range-State Dialogues and workshops), and in
capacity building and awareness-raising.
However, there have been calls from within IUCN for the Union to consider a more vocal
role in the Convention. Following what many considered a contentious 15th Meeting of
the Conference of the Parties to the Convention in Doha, Qatar, IUCN’s Council
requested a review of the Union’s activities and processes in support of the Convention
(not just at the CoP, but also inter-sessionally) to help “identify better IUCN’s niche” in
the Convention. Since the CoP was perceived by some as a culmination of IUCN’s
waning ability to influence decision making in the Convention, part of better defining this
niche related to whether or not IUCN should take a more formal “position-oriented”
stance in CITES, including on listing proposals and agenda items at meetings. The
premise for this proposition was that IUCN could yield more influence and achieve better
success within the Convention by not maintaining a stance of such staunch neutrality on
issues for which there is sound science available. This premise has two likely
shortcomings:
1) First is the assumption that by taking more of a strong advocacy role within CITES, it
could yield more influence. In fact, this is not assured and majority opinion within IUCN
SSC (and indeed from a number of voices outside) holds the view that the opposite
would be likely: the neutrality of the IUCN/TRAFFIC Analyses almost certainly would be
jeopardized; IUCN’s role as a credible source of information, expertise and assistance
which are founded on impartiality would be neutralized with likely strong erosion of
support from Parties; and Parties would move to seek out other sources of independent
information and advice, with no guarantee that they could be assured of finding the right
information in the process. In short, IUCN may risk vacating a niche that few others have
the credibility to occupy, for a space already populated by many others and with little
obvious evidence of conservation benefit;
2) Second, a move to become more position oriented could result in unexpected
complications for IUCN in terms of constituency management, given that many IUCN
Members (both government and NGO) might not necessarily agree with the positions
taken. In fact, IUCN has not necessarily been entirely neutral in CITES; for example,
Position Papers produced by IUCN for some CITES CoPs have presented a position on
a pre-identified set of agenda items, albeit not those of a more controversial nature4.
However, the further Position Papers ebb away from a position of neutrality, and the
more an IUCN delegation acts in support of these positions, the greater is the risk that
IUCN Members may come to question IUCN’s role. Although comparisons are made
with IUCN’s slightly more position-oriented role in the CBD, the two Conventions are not
the same: both are legally binding, but CITES wields the unique authority to impose
sanctions or punitive measures on Parties for failing to take action.

For now, the best way to articulate IUCN’s role in the Convention is one of treading a
delicate line between being formally neutral, while informally trying to steer things
towards particular conservation outcomes that it feels are warranted on the basis of the

4

The recommendations in the “Position Paper” produced for CITES CoP15 (Appendix II) were limited to the CBD post‐2010 plan, indicators, IPBES, CITES and livelihoods, NDFs,
and criteria for inclusion of species on the Appendices. IUCN has never produced recommendations on listing proposals based on the Analyses (although TRAFFIC does), and,
indeed, the Position Paper at CITES CoP15 failed to even encourage Parties to heed the scientific evidence presented in its own Analyses.
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scientific evidence available and often collated by IUCN in its knowledge products,
particularly the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Because this line is so fine,
because CITES protocols are easily inadvertently infringed, and because the SSC is
filled with the diversity of passionate and dedicated people that it is, the line is
sometimes easily crossed. Acquiring the skills of treading this line carefully comes with
experience, and even the most experienced are not infallible.

3. Current opportunities for participation in CITES by Commission members
CITES Committees5 and Conference of Parties
SSC members may have the opportunity to participate in the formal meetings of the
Convention in a variety of ways, as highlighted below. In such meetings, the only
circumstance in which SSC members are able to represent the interests of IUCN is in
those instances indicated below.
Table 1. Opportunities for participation by SSC members in formal CITES meetings noting circumstances
under which members may formally represent the interests of IUCN
Meeting

Standing
Committee
(SC)

Animals
and Plants
Committee
(AC/PC)

CITES
CoP

Participation

Authority to speak on behalf of
IUCN*

As an invited representative on the IUCN delegation

Yes

As representatives of Parties that are members of the SC, or as
delegated observers sent by Parties not members of the SC

No

As invited observers by the Chairman of the SC

No

As elected members (or alternate members) of the AC & PC

No

As the elected Chairman or Vice-Chairman of either AC & PC

No

Representing a Party as an observer

No

As an invited observer by the Chairman of either AC & PC (TRAFFIC
staff usually attend as observers)

No

As an invited representative on the IUCN delegation

Yes

As a representative of a Party to the Convention

No

As a representative of a non-governmental or other intergovernmental
organization

No

As an invited representative on the IUCN delegation6

Yes

In a formal capacity within CITES at CoP (e.g., as Chairman of
Committee I or II).

No

* Pending endorsement of the Head of the delegation

5

See http://www.cites.org/eng/disc/sc.php and http://www.cites.org/eng/disc/ac_pc.php

6

For example, in the case of the AfRSG, the Scientific Officer attended CoP 15 as part of the IUCN Delegation, while seven other AfRSG members attended representing range
States and non‐governmental and international governmental organizations.
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Inter-sessional processes
Inter-sessionally, IUCN Commission members may participate in CITES in any one of a
number of activities, and opportunities to do so may be both reactive or proactive;
-

-

-

-

A SG chair, or SG member, may be contacted by the CITES Secretariat (or a
contractee of, such as UNEP-WCMC) to review documents, provide expert
advice or undertake contracted work related to CITES decisions. In recent years,
SSC members have contributed to formal processes, such as the Review of
Significant Trade (RST) and the Periodic Review process;
IUCN Commission members may participate in CITES inter-sessional working
groups. IUCN representation on inter-sessional working groups is coordinated by
the SSC Network Support Officer in the GSP with SG chairs, or members, acting
as focal points for different issues;
SG members may also become involved in a range of CITES-relevant activities
that are not necessarily directly requested by the CITES Secretariat or originate
in CITES technical meetings. These include activities related to capacity building
and non-detriment findings which are usually conducted with Parties;
SGs may report incidents or cases of non-compliance to the CITES Secretariat,
including direct observations of illegal trade or concerns regarding other noncompliance.

In all cases above, it is the duty of the Specialist Group Chair or designated CITES focal
point in the SG to notify the relevant IUCN Secretariat focal points in the Global Species
Programme before-hand. See the Principles below (Communication).

4. Principles of engagement
The following guiding principles:





espouse the critical role that Specialist Groups have played in the Convention
since its very inception, and their value as one of the most cost-effective
mechanisms for advancing the conservation of different species groups;
recognize that Specialist Groups operate in all sorts of different ways and that
levels of experience in CITES vary tremendously;
are neither intended to be prescriptive nor to impede the work of Specialist
Groups;
are intended to help SG Chairs and members, especially those new to CITES
processes, understand how they can simultaneously push for scientifically sound
conservation outcomes in CITES yet also remain conscious of the need to avoid
conflicts of interest or jeopardizing IUCN’s unique role.

The conservation imperative
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The primary objective of any Commission member’s engagement in Convention
processes is to ensure a positive outcome for the species concerned. Achieving



this requires a delicate balancing act between, on the one hand, targeted,
respectful, and open discussions that may be held in the corridors or in informal
meetings between members and Party delegations, and, on the other hand, more
guarded, science-based neutrality (which need not be free from suggested
recommendations per se) in formal (plenary or break-out) sessions or in any
written statements;
Specialist Group Chairs are reminded to help Specialist Group members
understand the distinction between engaging in one’s individual capacity
compared with doing so on behalf of the Specialist Group. The latter is only
possible where authority to do so has been granted by the Specialist Group
Chair. See Communication.

Communication




7

While a number of Specialist Group Chairs have extensive experience in the
CITES arena, others may not or they may have group members who are more
adequately suited to dealing with CITES-related matters. In such cases,
Specialist Groups dealing with species in international trade are encouraged to
consider nominating an individual to serve as a “CITES focal point” on a
quadrennial basis. This focal point would be the named entry point for
communication between the IUCN Secretariat focal points and the Specialist
Groups, in much the same way as such a person is specifically tasked with filling
this role for Red Listing;
It is the duty of the Specialist Group Chair or designated CITES focal point in the
SG to notify the relevant IUCN Secretariat focal points in the Global Species
Programme when (and before):
o The Specialist Group intends writing directly to the CITES Secretariat in
the name of the Specialist Group on a sensitive or controversial matter7
(e.g., a Specialist Group may receive information relating to noncompliance or enforcement that they wish to bring to the attention of the
Convention);
o The Specialist Group is involved in preparing documentation or reports as
may be called for in a Conference Resolution or Decision;
o The Specialist Group or Specialist Group members have been involved in
drafting a proposal to amend a CITES Appendix (this has bearing on
IUCN’s role in the Analyses). SG Chairs are reminded that the “Welcome
to the IUCN Species Survival Commission” document (effectively, the
Terms of Reference for SSC members) specifically asks SSC members
to “…inform SG Chairs and the GSP when they are asked to contribute to
proposals to amend the CITES Appendices for CITES CoP meetings
(assisting Parties in this regard, who submit the proposals)”. Notifying the
SG Chair and GSP should be done as early as is practically possible”
o The Specialist Group is approached formally by the CITES Secretariat on
any issue (as above, SG members approached in an individual capacity
must notify SG Chairs and the GSP);

Note that such a notice should invariably be made by the Chair of the Group, and if not the Chair then with the Chair’s knowledge and consent. See also “Speaking on behalf of
the Specialist Group” in “Guidelines for IUCN SSC Specialist Group and Task Force Chairs”
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o

The Specialist Group is approached by a Partner or external organization
asking for the input, comments or advice of the SG on a potentially
sensitive or controversial matter (see The Obligations of others below).

CITES procedures








For those new to CITES, the bureaucratic and operational procedures of the
Convention can be challenging. However, it is critical that they are strictly
adhered to – IUCN has no exemption. Members attending formal meetings
should be sure to familiarize themselves with the Rules of Procedure (CoP8; SC9;
AC10/PC11).
Note that only Parties can submit formal documents for meetings. However,
some Specialist Groups are formally mandated or contracted to produce
documents or reports in advance of meetings. For example, AfRSG, AsRSG and
TRAFFIC are jointly mandated by CITES Parties to submit a report on rhinoceros
status, trends and trade to the CITES Secretariat prior to each CoP, pursuant to
Resolution 9.14.
Information Documents for meetings may be submitted at any time for CITES
meetings, subject again to the relevant Rules of Procedure (but see below). The
submission of any such documents or proposals to the CITES Secretariat must
be coordinated with the Global Species Programme (see also Input to meetings,
below).
Specialist Groups wishing to have representation12 on the IUCN delegation at a
forthcoming meeting, should make their intentions known to the IUCN Secretariat
focal points at least 90 days in advance of the meeting in order for the IUCN
Secretariat to send the necessary request letters to the CITES Secretariat well
before registration deadlines.

Input to meetings




Information Documents that Specialist Groups want to submit to meetings of
CITES, either through a Party or through the CITES Secretariat (or directly via
IUCN), must be sent to the IUCN Secretariat focal points as soon as possible
and no later than two weeks in advance of a meeting in order to allow adequate
time for review. The Head of Delegation may reject Information Docs for a variety
of reasons, including if the forum is not considered appropriate or the document
requires significant revision (with inadequate time available);
The IUCN Secretariat focal points, which coordinate the IUCN Delegation’s
overall preparations for meetings, will send out requests for input on agenda

8

http://www.cites.org/eng/cop/E14‐Rules.pdf

9

http://www.cites.org/eng/com/sc/rules.pdf

10

http://www.cites.org/eng/com/ac/19/E19‐02.pdf

11

http://www.cites.org/eng/com/pc/E‐PC‐RoP.pdf

12

Invariably, representation is by the Chair, the CITES focal point, or the Group’s programme officer.

19

items in advance of meetings. Where Groups that will not be represented on the
IUCN Delegation wish for the IUCN Delegation to convey information to the
meeting concerning matters relevant to the species in the remit of the Group, this
should be transmitted to the IUCN Delegation at least two weeks in advance of
a meeting.

Serving on an IUCN delegation








Commission members participating in an IUCN Delegation are subject to the
IUCN Secretariat Procedures for IUCN’s Policy Work13;
The Head of the Delegation is responsible for all formal communications on
behalf of IUCN, approving statements and press releases, and delegating
responsibility to delegation members to speak on certain issues.
Formal interventions may be made by delegates where discussed with, and
agreed by, the Head of Delegation. Interventions made by delegates in a formal
hearing should be respectful, firm, succinct, and grounded in scientific facts. In a
formal intervention, the use of wording that draws attention to facts and evidence,
rather than promulgates or argues for a particular line of action, should be the
norm (e.g., phrases like “draw attention to” may be better than “urges…”), in line
with IUCN’s general “policy relevant” rather than “policy prescriptive” approach;
Delegates are encouraged to provide, upon request, technical and sciencebased information to Parties and Observers relating to the Agenda Documents
during informal discussions, and to assist participants understand IUCN's
scientific contributions (e.g. explain the rationale in the Analyses or about Red
List criteria);
It is the responsibility of all members of the delegation to ensure that the
Delegation Head is kept reliably informed on all potential matters of controversy
relating to their particular focal area.

Serving on a non-IUCN Delegation




As noted above, Commission members serving on a non-IUCN Delegation (for
example, on the Delegation of an observer organization or of a Party) do not
have authority to speak on behalf of IUCN, at least not formally (they, of course,
have authority to speak on behalf of their respective Delegations);
In informal settings, Commission members should use their discretion in deciding
when it is appropriate to speak on behalf of the Specialist Group, but should
endeavour to make clear the distinction. Commission members are reminded
that it is only appropriate to speak on behalf of the Specialist Group, when the
Specialist Group Chair has expressly given delegated authority to do so.

The CITES Analyses

13

th

http://www.iucn.org/about/work/programmes/global_policy/ (last version 7 May).
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The CITES Analyses have the potential to influence Parties’ decision-making
before and during the CoP and are therefore one of IUCN’s most critical
products;
To maintain the scientific rigour and neutrality of the Analyses, IUCN’s approach
is to ensure that the process is ring-fenced from external subjective influences.
Possible conflict of interest may arise due to Specialist Groups members (in their
individual capacity or other) having been directly involved in supporting Parties to
draft or review proposals for amendments to CITES Appendices (or indeed been
directly responsible for initial drafting the proposals). In such cases, it is the
responsibility of such members and the SG Chair to disclose to the
Analyses review team any potential conflict of interest in order to ensure
independent, non-biased review;
The Chair or CITES focal point should assist the Analyses team in ensuring
necessary impartial, unbiased, scientifically rigorous input from relevant
Specialist Group members and identifying group members that would be able to
review the draft Analyses, and to ensure that reviews are done in a timely and
expedient manner. Note that the CITES Analyses must be completed within 60
days of the CoP (leaving a total of 90 days for the reviews to be conducted).

Assisting with listing proposals




Specialist Groups may sometimes be called upon, or invited by Parties, to help
review or possibly even draft a listing proposal for a forthcoming CoP. In such
reactive cases, it is the responsibility of the Specialist Group Chair or CITES
focal point in the group to manage Specialist Group member engagement with
the relevant Party or authorities. As noted above, it is then the responsibility of
such members and the Specialist Group Chair or CITES focal point to
disclose to the Analyses review team any potential conflict of interest in
order to ensure independent, non-biased review (although members
involved in these early stages need not be excluded from later review).
Specialist Group members may sometimes, of their own volition, develop a listing
proposal for a particular species. In such proactive cases, the only appropriate
course of action is for the member to act in their personal / institutional capacity.
Recognizing that the SG may subsequently become officially involved either presubmission (e.g., if asked to review a draft proposal by a Party) or postsubmission (in the Analyses), it is the responsibility of Specialist Group members
to inform Specialist Group Chairs and the CITES focal point in the group, and the
Analyses team if contacted, how they have been involved in such a process.

The obligations of others
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A number of Partner organizations may fulfil functions relative to the Resolutions
of the Convention that require expert input or the input of Specialist Groups or
individual Specialist Group members (e.g., UNEP-WCMC often undertakes to
handle the Review of Significant Trade). Key collaborating Partners, such as
UNEP-WCMC, are aware of the need to keep IUCN Secretariat focal points and
Specialist Group Chairs informed on all communications; others may not be, and

as noted above it may be prudent to notify the IUCN Secretariat focal points if
you are approached by an external organization on a potentially sensitive matter.

The obligations of the IUCN Secretariat






The IUCN Secretariat is responsible for overall coordination of the Union’s
engagement in CITES. The IUCN Secretariat has assigned focal points to serve
as the primary liaison with Specialist Groups (and indeed with other IUCN
Programmes and Regional Offices). It is IUCN’s responsibility to ensure that said
focal points are clearly identified to Specialist Group Chairs.
It is the responsibility of the IUCN Secretariat focal points to:
o Ensure and maintain good communications with Specialist Group Chairs,
or their designated CITES focal points, on all CITES matters, including
notifying Groups of any CITES-related matters relevant to species within
their remit whether or not on the formal agenda of a forthcoming meeting;
o Extend to Specialist Groups a formal invitation to serve on the IUCN
Delegation at forthcoming meetings;
o Ensure IUCN’s general compliance with CITES procedures, and to assist
Groups, and in particular any individuals new to the CITES process, with
understanding and complying with CITES procedures;
o Coordinate IUCN’s preparations in advance of formal CITES meetings;
o Involve and consult Specialist Groups in the CITES Analyses. In such
cases, the Analyses team will interact with one person in the Specialist
Group, either the CITES focal point or the Specialist Group Chair (who
should recommend suitable Specialist Group members as potential
reviewers to the Analyses team). It is the responsibility of the Analyses
team to seek a disclosure of any conflict of interest from that Specialist
Group member directly (advised, where able, by the Chair or CITES focal
point).
IUCN Secretariat focal points may not present, or purport to be presenting, the
views of a Specialist Group without the permission of the Group.

CITES resources
The CITES website maintains a comprehensive set of resources relating to CITES
processes and procedures. Some useful links include:
CITES Virtual College: https://eva.unia.es/cites/
CITES Terminology: http://www.cites.org/eng/resources/terms/index.php
The Evolution of CITES handbook (9th edition; by Willem
http://www.cites.org/common/resources/Evolution_of_CITES_9.pdf
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Wijnstekers):

