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Abstract  

One of the challenges faced by the United Nations in addressing global environmental 

issues is to find politically agreeable strategies that promote action at the national level. One 

approach is to designate observances, such as the 2010 International Year of Biodiversity (IYB). 

While the UN has used these international designations for several years, the results achieved 

from them are rarely examined, particularly at the national level. This research asked: How has 

the International Year of Biodiversity been used to initiate actions that protect biodiversity in 

Canada? It developed a case study, based on data collected from a documentation review, semi-

structured interviews, and collaborative dialogues designed to further explore preliminary 

findings. Data were analysed qualitatively. Results converged around six findings, primarily 

around the Year’s use as a communications tool. Ten recommendations aim to guide future uses 

of international designations in Canada as a tool to address global environmental issues. 
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Introduction  

Biological diversity, or biodiversity, is a term that describes the variety of life on Earth 

(Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity [SCBD], 2010). It can refer to the 

composition, structure and function of life at genetic, species and landscape levels of 

organization (Meffe, Nielsen, Knight, & Schenborn, 2002). Aside from its inherent value, 

biodiversity provides human beings with many benefits such as food, water, clothing, building 

materials and genetic resources, to name but a few. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, a 

four-year study conducted by over 1,300 international experts, confirmed biodiversity’s critical 

role in underpinning nature’s contributions to human wellbeing (Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment [MEA], 2005). Human health, including the health of our economies and societies, 

depends on the continuous supply of various ecological services that would be extremely costly 

or impossible to replace (Costanza et al., 1997; Turner & Daily, 2007). At the same time, the 

threats to species and ecosystems are ever increasing and species extinction continues at a 

disturbing rate (SCBD, 2010). If human beings are to live sustainably by adopting patterns of 

development that meet present needs without diminishing the prospects of future generations 

(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987), then conserving the planet’s 

biodiversity must be an integral part of the strategy. 

International Efforts to Preserve Biodiversity 

Governments worldwide have grappled with the accelerating loss of biodiversity for 

many years. In November 1988, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) convened 

the Ad Hoc Working Group of Experts on Biological Diversity to explore the need for an 

international agreement on protecting biological diversity. Its work culminated when the 
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Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) was opened for signature at the first UN 

Conference on Environment and Development (the Rio "Earth Summit") in 1992 and entered 

into force a year later. At present, 191 countries are Parties to the CBD, giving it near universal 

participation (SCBD, 2010) . 

The CBD contains three main goals: the conservation of biological diversity, the 

sustainable use of its components, and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits from the use 

of genetic resources (SCBD, 2000). It links conservation efforts to the economic goal of using 

biological resources sustainably, and sets principles for the fair and equitable sharing of the 

benefits arising from the use of genetic resources, particularly those destined for commercial use. 

The Convention also covers the contentious field of biotechnology, addressing technology 

transfer, benefit-sharing, and biosafety. Being legally binding, the responsibility for achieving 

the Convention’s goals rests with Governments (SCBD, 2000). In 2002, the Parties to the 

Convention adopted a Strategic Plan to guide the Convention’s implementation. In the Plan, the 

Parties commit themselves “to achieve by 2010 a significant reduction of the current rate of 

biodiversity loss at the global, regional and national level as a contribution to poverty alleviation 

and to the benefit of all life on earth” (United Nations Environment Programme, 2002, p. 319). 

The 2010 Biodiversity Target, as it became known, was later incorporated into Goal 7 (i.e. 

ensure environmental sustainability) of the Millennium Development Goals. Heads of State 

further endorsed the biodiversity target at the World Summit on Sustainable Development 

(WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002, and again at the 2005 Millennium Development Goals World 

Summit in New York (Martinez, 2010). 

In spite of existing biodiversity commitments, when the Millennium Assessment report 
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was released in 2005, it concluded that across the range of biodiversity measures, 

current rates of loss were accelerating. The decline was attributed principally to land use 

patterns, climate change, invasive species, overexploitation, and pollution (MEA, 2005). Yet the 

2006 Global Biodiversity Outlook notes that the policies in the Convention were sufficient to 

meet the 2010 biodiversity target (SCBD, 2006). What was missing was action on the ground, 

particularly at the national level (SCBD, 2010). Faced with the challenge of reinvigorating 

commitment to the biodiversity agenda, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) designated 2010 the 

International Year of Biodiversity (IYB). At the launch of the IYB in Berlin on 11 January 2010, 

the world was invited to create greater awareness and better understanding of nature and 

biodiversity issues (SCBD, 2011a). 

UN Designations & the International Year of Biodiversity 

The United Nations proclaimed its first international designation, Human Rights Day, in 

1950, followed by the first International Year on World Refugees in 1959 (United Nations 

Department of Public Information [UN-DPI], 2011) In 1980, Member States formalized the 

guidelines for the proclamation of international observances to help ensure they promote 

awareness of and action on important political, social, cultural, and humanitarian issues (United 

Nations Economic and Social Council [ECOSOC], 1980). Generally, international observances 

are established by the UN General Assembly and require the Secretary-General to establish a 

preparatory process, evaluation and follow-up procedures (UN-DPI, 2011). International 

observances should prompt new activities and strengthen existing ones at both the international 

and national levels and are expected to generate significant follow-up. The guidelines stipulate 

that each international year should have objectives that lead to identifiable and practical results, 
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as well as national committees or similar mechanisms that prepare for, conduct, and 

follow-up on the international year at the national level (ECOSOC, 1980).  

There were five main objectives for the International Year of Biodiversity: 1) to enhance 

public awareness of the importance of biodiversity 2) to raise awareness of current 

accomplishments to save biodiversity 3) to promote immediate steps to halt the loss of 

biodiversity 4) to promote innovative solutions to protect biodiversity and 5) to start a dialogue 

for steps post-2010 (SCBD, 2009). These actions were directed towards individuals, 

communities, organizations and governments.  

At the international level, the designation provoked some response. In September 2010, 

the UN convened a high-level meeting on the importance of biodiversity for sustainable 

development (UNGA, 2010). The tenth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the 

Convention, held towards the end of the IYB in October 2010 in Nagoya, Japan produced two 

important results: Parties adopted a revised 2011-2020 Biodiversity Strategic Plan and agreed on 

a set of 20 related targets (the Aichi Biodiversity Targets) (SCBD, 2011a). Harder to gauge are 

the results of the IYB at the national level, which is the primary focus of this research.  

The Research Question and Related Objectives  

The overall objective of this research is to gain a better understanding of how the IYB 

was used to promote actions that aim to reduce the loss of biological diversity at the national 

level. It is guided by the principle question: how has the International Year of Biodiversity (IYB) 

been used to initiate actions that aim to protect biodiversity in Canada?  

A series of sub-questions originate from the main question and the objectives of the IYB: 

§ What is the range of activities and outcomes that resulted from the IYB? (i.e. what 
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happened on the ground?   

§ Which of the five objectives of the IYB received the greatest amount of attention? Why? 

§ Which specific mechanisms, tools, or processes originating from the IYB contributed to 

actions that aim to better protect biodiversity in Canada?  

§ What barriers existed, if any, in using the IYB to promote action at the national level in 

this developed country?  

In the UN guidelines for the proclamation of international designations, it is anticipated that 

an observance will provide guidance for future international years (ECOSOC, 1980). This 

encourages the evaluative nature of this research and raises an important aspect of the 

relationship between research and assessment. Research produces new knowledge, in this case, 

the descriptive results from a systematic investigation of the IYB’s implementation in Canada. 

By comparison, evaluation carries with it the intention of being useful (Patton, 1982). This 

research does not treat these goals as mutually exclusive. While concern about utility will inform 

the design of the study, so will concern for its accuracy in conducting a thorough, evidence-

based inquiry. Both must be present in a functional evaluation, suggesting an additional sub-

question: 

§ What lessons can be shared to advance the future effectiveness of international 

designations, particularly with regards to the Decade for Biodiversity from 2011 to 2020? 

Together, these questions will guide the design and methodology of the research. 

Significance of the Research 

At the launch of the IYB, many conservationists noted the designation held important 

opportunities in terms of raising public conscience and strengthening national responses for 
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protecting biodiversity (Gordon et al., 2010; Malhorta, 2010; Martens, 2009). Johns 

(2010) concluded that the IYB in Canada offered  “a major opportunity to mobilize action, 

influence decision makers, and elevate biological diversity nearer to the top of the political 

agenda” (p. 338). Whether or not the IYB achieved such desired objectives deserves close 

attention for several reasons. For one, it is clear the UN will continue using international 

designations to mobilize action on topics critical to achieving sustainable development. For 

example, the General Assembly announced 2011 as the International Year of Forests (UNGA, 

2007) and 2012 as the Year of Sustainable Energy for All (UNGA, 2011a). Despite the recurrent 

use and seeming resonance of international designations, very little empirical research exists on 

how they advance international development goals. Towards the end of the IYB, the UN General 

Assembly declared the period 2011-2020 to be a UN Decade on Biodiversity, with the intention 

to support full implementation of the renewed Strategic Plan for Biodiversity, including the 

achievement of the new Aichi targets (UNGA, 2011b). The launch of the Decade provides a 

compelling reason to look closely at if and how the IYB prompted action towards implementing 

the Convention on Biodiversity and whether there are lessons that can be incorporated into plans 

for ensuring the Decade achieves its greatest impact. 

Secondly, for the most part, the tools needed to implement the Convention on 

Biodiversity, including work plans, principles, and guidelines, have already been developed. 

There is little need to create additional multilateral policy; rather, the emphasis needs to shift to 

the full implementation of the Convention. Biodiversity-related policies must be applied and 

integrated into relevant sectors at national and local levels, requiring widespread awareness and 

political support. If a designation such as the IYB, and now the Decade, can be designed to 
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engage actors effectively in key sectors, this not only helps address some of the drivers 

of biodiversity loss, but also contributes to wider awareness of biodiversity issues. With wider 

awareness may come increased political support and the additional resources necessary to bring 

about substantial change. Capturing and better understanding how the IYB has played out in 

specific countries can inform the international community on the effectiveness of UN-declared 

designations as a means to promote action on international agreements.   

Lastly, UN Member States must increasingly work with subnational actors in advancing 

sustainable development. Many subnational entities (e.g. municipalities, businesses, conservation 

organizations, faith-based communities, universities) are forging ahead on biodiversity 

preservation within their own spheres of activity. At the June 2012 UN Conference on 

Sustainable Development, or Rio+20, a strong sense of “we can do this ourselves” was 

detectable outside of the languishing Government proceedings. One UN official noted that 

events outside the formal Government negotiations “changed the nature of U.N. summitry, 

largely by redefining the plurality of actors involved and elevating their ownership of creating 

the future we want” (Revkin, 2012b). Rio+20 produced a myriad of commitments from 

organizations, communities, and companies working worldwide to advance sustainable 

development. Such actors are able to adapt more quickly than national governments. For 

example, cities control local budgets, set policies and enforce regulations, levy fees and charges, 

and oversee planning (Tsay, 2012). Thus international designations, such as the IYB, can be 

opportunities to foster the kind of “active ecological citizenship” that could be the “precursor to 

progress on planet-scale environmental issues” (Revkin, 2012a). Given the scale of the planet’s 

ecological predicaments, essentially all stakeholders must begin to act with the preservation of 
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the global commons in mind. Dobson (2003) constructs the notion of ecological 

citizenship as a concept that combines political and environmental theory and underscores an 

obligation to reduce one's ecological footprint in both public and private spheres. Rio+20 

provided a glimpse of how an UN-led event or process (such as the IYB) can provide an 

opportunity for ecological citizenship to take root and advance action when political systems 

remain at a standstill.  

On a practical level, this research aims to provide the UN with information on the 

effectiveness of international designations as a tool to address global environmental issues based 

on a case study of one ‘advanced’ country. More specifically, it should inform policy-makers as 

to some of the opportunities and barriers that exist for conserving biodiversity at the national 

level (e.g. political or societal obstacles, technical capacity, financial resources). On a more 

theoretical level, it should add to an understanding of using feedback to guide actions within 

adaptive management frameworks, albeit within a top-down, complex international system of 

governance (Holling, 2001). Gunderson and Holling (2002) describe the dynamics of adaptation 

as the slow accumulation of natural and cultural capital - be it in an ecosystem, an institution, or 

a society - interspersed with phases of reorganization where, for brief moments, novelty can 

emerge to become subsequently entrenched. The IYB presented a possible tool to support the 

accumulation of the social capital needed to spur such reorganization and action. The research 

equally hopes to contribute to the application of evaluative methods to global environmental 

programs, taking note that, “Whereas the state of the art in program evaluation is in flux, the art 

of environmental program evaluation has no state at all. It has only artists” (Knaap & Kim, 1998, 
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p. 349). Fifteen years later, comprehensive evaluations of large-scale efforts to 

promote sustainable development remain sparse. 
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Methodology  

Choosing the Case Study Approach 

The guiding methodology for this research is the case study. Multiple approaches for 

examining the IYB were considered before the case study was chosen as the principle method. 

As a point of departure, several researchers (Babbie, 2010; Stake, 2005; Stufflebeam, 2001; Yin, 

2009) suggest that the type of question guiding a study is a useful determinant to suitable 

methods of investigation. Yin (2009) notes that case studies are a preferred method when 

examining “how” or “why” questions because case studies build a complete understanding of an 

occurrence over time (e.g. how was the IYB used in Canada?). Case studies are equally 

recommended when a researcher has little control over events and the focus is on a contemporary 

phenomenon in a real-life context (ibid). This applies to the IYB, as the research is a summative 

evaluation occurring at the end of the initiative and without the possibility of recreating the 

circumstances, processes, or situations under examination.  

In looking at how a certain community or grouping (in this study, Canada) used a certain 

process or event (here the International Year of Biodiversity), a case study approach supports 

descriptive research more completely than a controlled test or detailed survey that captures data 

at a particular moment in time. The distinctiveness of case study research is wanting to retain the 

whole and meaningful characteristics of organizational, social or political events (Stake, 2005). 

Thus the case study methodology facilitates an examination not only of the IYB’s specific 

objectives, but also stays open to the unplanned processes and mechanisms that prompted (or 

failed to prompt) action over time. However, a case study is not unlimited in scope. Stake (2005) 

notes the preferred case is a bounded, specific, and functioning entity. In this research, the 
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central unit of analysis is the International Year of Biodiversity, temporally bound by 

the year 2010 and spatially bound by occurrences that took place in Canada. 

Case study methodology is not unknown in the field of evaluative research (Yin, 1992). 

Patton (2002) identifies several uses for case studies in evaluation, including illustrating certain 

topics within an evaluation and enlightening situations in which the phenomenon being evaluated 

has no clear, single set of outcomes. This is fitting to the IYB, because while the research is 

meant to be primarily descriptive, it also aims to examine practically how international 

designations such as the IYB can be structured to promote engagement. The result of this 

research, as presented in the Discussion section, is a set of recommendations for engagement on 

international designations based on a case study of the IYB that: 

… looks at a program in its geographic, cultural, organizational, and political contexts, 

closely examining its internal operations and how it uses inputs and processes to produce 

outcomes. It examines a wide range of intended and unexpected outcomes. It looks at the 

program’s multiple levels and also holistically at the overall program. It characterizes 

both central dominant themes and variations and aberrations (Stufflebeam, 2001, p. 34).  

Importantly, it can be difficult to structure a case study when the boundaries between the 

phenomenon and its context are not clearly evident. Yet the IYB cannot be analyzed outside its 

contextual conditions, which are relevant to how the Year was used in Canada as a tool to 

advance biodiversity preservation. Thus case study investigators must cope with a situation 

where there may be more variables of interest than data points (Yin & Davis, 2007). In response, 

an essential tactic is to use multiple sources of evidence. This study uses three sources of data: a 

document review and content analysis (i.e. to identify main stakeholders and predominant 
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themes), in-depth, semi-structured interviews with key informants (i.e. to probe for 

further information), and follow-up synchronous (e.g. webinars) and asynchronous (e.g. email) 

corroboration of data with informants (i.e. to continue to explore and validate findings). It is not 

uncommon to have participants assist in the sorting of data into meaningful conclusions, helping 

researchers to assess whether or not the relationships and patterns displayed are ones that key 

informants also recognize as valid (LeCompte, 2000). Taken together, the three research 

methods provide a means of triangulation, or ‘the combination of methodologies in the study of 

the same phenomenon’ (Denzin, 1970, p. 291) and aim to provide the “confluence of evidence 

that breeds credibility’ (Eisner, 1991, p. 110). 

Addressing the Limitations of the Case Study Method 

All research methods have discernable advantages and disadvantages. Though the case 

study allows for the evaluation of a contemporary phenomenon within its relevant context, it is 

not without its challenges (Babbie, 2010) Rigorous case study design ensures what some 

researchers (Donaldson, Patton, Fetterman, & Scriven, 2010; Scriven, 1993; Stake, 2005) have 

categorized as either technical criteria (e.g. internal and external validity, reliability) or utility 

criteria (e.g. reliability, relevance, timeliness). Table 1 below summarizes some of the common 

concerns around rigorous case study design, applies them to the IYB research, and explains how 

they are addressed in this study. 
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Table 1: Addressing case study limitations in the IYB study (Adapted from 
Stufflebeam, 2011)  

Common case 
study concerns  

How it applies to the  
IYB case study 

How concern is addressed 

Construct validity  
i.e. case study fails 
to develop correct 
measures for 
concept under study. 

Need to define concepts or 
measures used to evaluate 
the IYB (e.g. what is meant 
by activities, tools, barriers). 

Clearly define operational concepts, 
ground in literature if possible 
Use multiple sources of evidence, look for 
convergence/divergence in lines of inquiry 
Ensure case design is guided by predefined 
research questions 
Share findings with key informants and 
colleagues to explore explanations 

Internal validity  
i.e. case study 
claims unclear 
inferences, such as 
X led to Y, without 
consideration that Z 
may have 
contributed to Y. 

Not as relevant to a 
descriptive case (i.e. what 
happened for the IYB, what 
tools/processes/barriers were 
encountered).  
More relevant to formulating 
recommendations based on 
research findings  

Make use of well-documented analytical 
tools during data analysis 
Do careful coding and pattern matching to 
maintain a “chain of evidence”; stay open 
to rival explanations 
Be cautious of inferences during data 
analysis step. 

External validity  
i.e. knowing how 
the study’s findings 
can be generalized 
beyond the study 

Consider if and how 
recommendations apply to 
other countries and/or other 
UN designations 
 

Restrict generalizations to Canadian 
context 
Use Yin’s (2009) distinction of analytical 
versus statistical generalization 

Reliability 
i.e. the study’s 
procedures can be 
repeated with 
similar results 

Minimize error and bias in 
the collection of data from 
each source (documentation, 
semi-structured interviews 
and subsequent informant 
validation).  
 

Provide detailed case study protocols & 
document procedures followed  
Keep databases of data sources 
Practice good research skills – ask clear 
questions, be a neutral listener, adapt, have 
a firm grasp of issues under study, be alert 
to preconceived notions. 

Data management 
i.e. takes too long 
and produces 
massive amounts of 
data 

Focus on the purpose of a 
descriptive case, i.e. to 
determine how the IYB was 
used in Canada and provide 
insight into improving the 
use of such designations 

Begin with an overall research design 
guided by specific research questions 
Clearly state scope and purpose as a 
descriptive effort 
Use software to facilitate the coding of data 
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Common case 
study concerns  

How it applies to the  
IYB case study 

How concern is addressed 

Utility  
i.e. the research 
concerns itself with 
yielding useful 
insight 

Ensure data collected is 
relevant, adequate in scope, 
and shared with relevant 
stakeholders. Maintain 
integrity. 
 

Ensure that data collected informs 
proposed research questions. 
Conform to procedures described in the 
study’s ethics review  
Share results with those involved in the 
follow-up Decade on Biodiversity (2011-
2020) in Canada. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis: The Case Study Protocol 

A thoughtful case study design links the propositions under study (i.e. the main research 

questions and five sub-questions) to the evidence required, its collection, and specific approaches 

to its analysis. Simply put, a case study protocol details the steps taken for getting from here to 

there, where here is the initial set of the questions seeking answers and there is some set of 

conclusions about the questions (Yin, 2009). 

The first step in data collection was a documentation review and analysis. This entailed 

finding, selecting, appraising, and summarizing the data contained in a range of documents about 

the IYB, in general, and its observance specifically in Canada. The full list of documentation 

reviewed, which included UN, government, and partner organization reports, website content, 

and other communications, is available in Appendix A: Overview of the Documentation Review. 

Overall, the research undertook a systematic review of approximately 22 documented sources. 

As suggested by Bowen (2009) concern was not placed on how many documents were reviewed, 

but rather on the quality of the documents and the evidence they contained. The authenticity, 

credibility, accuracy, and representativeness of the selected documents were carefully 

considered.  
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These documents were rich sources of data. Apart from providing contextual 

information for the research, the document review was particularly useful in the pre-interview 

research phase (e.g. providing leads for probing interview questions) as well as post-interview 

phase (e.g. cross-checking respondent data). The analysis of the documents consisted of 

organizing information into categories that were central to the research questions (i.e. main 

activities, tools and processes used, barriers encountered, all within the context of the IYB), 

using standard techniques for concept recognition (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; 

Krippendorff, 1980; Labuschagne, 2003; Ryan & Bernard, nd). Overall, the document analysis 

provided relevant background and contextual information, additional questions to be asked, 

supplementary data, a means of tracking developments related to the IYB, and a verification of 

findings from other data sources, all known functions of this method (Bowen, 2009). 

A second step in the data collection consisted of a number of semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews (18 in total) conducted by telephone or by Skype. Interviewees were selected via a 

purposeful sampling of the organizations that were publically acknowledged as partners on the 

official website for the IYB. Additionally, a snowball sampling procedure was introduced by 

asking each official partner interviewee if there were other organizations that should be 

contacted for the study. This resulted in four additional interviews. My concern for determining 

the sample was prioritized by a desire to generate insights into key issues, not to create empirical 

generalization from a sample to a population (Ausband, 2006; Patton, 2012). Participants were 

invited by email to take part in the study (see Appendix B: Interview Recruitment Email). The 

point at which responses ceased to provide new information and answers became largely 

repetitive determined the sample size (Guest, Bruse, & Johnson, 2006). This point was 
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recognized as one of diminishing returns in the data collection, as new interviews 

added little to existing responses to questions pertaining to various aspects of the IYB (Miller & 

Salkind, 2002). 

A schedule of interview questions was developed using tested techniques for conducting 

semi-structured interviews (e.g. question order, floating prompts, paraphrasing, listening skills) 

(Leech, 2002; Steinar, 2007) (see Appendix C: Schedule of Interview Questions). Each interview 

lasted between 35 to 50 minutes, was digitally recorded, and subsequently transcribed into 

verbatim narratives.  The transcripts were then entered into a mixed methods research software 

program called Dedoose, which supported the process of excerpting and coding, recording 

descriptors for respondents, and analysing the interview data. As is generally expected with 

developing in-depth case studies, the research generated a significant amount of qualitative data. 

Appendix D contains an overview chart of the resulting codes and excerpt counts for each 

question in the interview schedule. Using the Dedoose software, transcripts were analysed using 

open methods to assess the prevalence of codes, their concurrence, similarities and differences in 

related codes, and other relationships that arose (Miles & Huberman, 1994). LeCompte’s (2000) 

systematic process of looking for frequency (items identified because they are numerous), 

omissions (items identified because they missing), and declarations (items identified as present 

and significant by study participants that a researcher must verify) was also used to crosscheck 

categories and themes. Concept analysis, particularly the examination of repetitions, linguistic 

connectors, and metaphors and analogies, was used to explore possible meaning behind the 

recorded communication in order to probe the data further and illicit greater understanding 

(Krippendorff, 1980; Ryan & Bernard, 2003). 
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Data was coded progressively, so that information obtained in the 

documentation review and initial interviews was incorporated into ensuing interviews, each step 

informing subsequent ones. This approach was described as “three concurrent flows of activity: 

data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing/verification” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 

10). Continued consideration was also given to avoiding what several researchers have cautioned 

to be the subjective nature of qualitative analysis (Baptiste, 2001; Golafshani, 2003), stemming 

in part from the researcher’s role as “the instrument for analysis” or the one making the 

judgments used in coding, categorizing, decontextualizing, and recontextualizing the data (Starks 

& Brown Trinidad, 2007, p. 1376). However, Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 237) underscores that case 

study methodology “contains no greater bias toward verification of the researcher’s preconceived 

notions than other methods of inquiry”. As previously noted, the triangulation of data sources for 

this study is one tactic against bias. Golafshani (2003) asserts as equally important a conscious 

effort on the part of the researcher. For this reason, the IYB study used the technique whereby 

the researcher “recognizes and sets aside (but does not abandon) their a priori knowledge and 

assumptions, with the analytic goal of attending to the participants’ accounts with an open mind” 

(Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007, p. 1376). Other reflexive practices involved consulting with 

colleagues throughout the research and writing memos throughout the analysis to help examine 

how the researcher’s ideas evolve with the data. Tufford and Newman (2010) describe such 

techniques as bracketing, or processes that help a researcher to maintain self-awareness 

throughout the phases of the research. Having worked with the United Nations for several years, 

I took care to observe my reactions and question how my past experiences or cognitive biases 

were being brought to bear on the data collection and analysis. 



 25 

A final step in the data collection and analysis was communication with key 

informants to further explore, discuss, and validate the research’s findings. This occurred during 

a webinar in which preliminary findings were shared with available participants, as well as 

through follow up email communication. Eight organizations reviewed, added to, and helped to 

refine the preliminary data, assessing whether or not the findings are ones that some IYB 

partners recognize as valid. Ideally this helped to reduce the researcher’s tendency toward bias, 

as well as advanced the usefulness of the results. 

In terms of data collection, two limitations in the research design were identified in 

retrospect. One was to have collected more descriptors on the IYB partners during the semi-

formal interviews. Beyond geographic location, data that could have proved useful include size 

of the organization, number of years of experience working to advance biodiversity protection in 

Canada, and level of self-determined experience in communications and outreach (e.g. excellent, 

mediocre, or none). This would have allowed for an exploration of concurrences to enrich the 

study’s findings. A second limitation was not having left more time for additional outreach 

during the last step of exploring the study’s initial findings with key informants. This step was 

not only valuable for validating the study’s analysis, but it also markedly engaged informants in 

the research, challenging them to review their IYB experiences with other biodiversity advocates 

and practitioners. 
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Findings and Analysis 

The Context: Parameters and Tools Developed for the IYB 

When the UN General Assembly declared 2010 the International Year of Biodiversity, it 

designated the Montreal-based Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity (SCBD) as 

its international focal point. In this role, the SCBD produced a series of tools for the IYB, with 

an apparent emphasis on branding and communications (SCBD, 2011a).This includes: 

• The IYB website (www.cbd.int/2010): The website acted as a hub for promotional materials, 

including the IYB logo and slogan (“Biodiversity is Life. Biodiversity is our Life”), the 

communications guide, fact sheets on various aspects of biodiversity, and a database of 

official partners and their events, searchable by country. The website also contained links to 

the IYB’s social media tools, namely a Facebook page (www.facebook.com/iyb2010) and 

videos that were accessible on a YouTube channel (www.youtube.com/user/chm.cbd). The 

SCBD’s report of the IYB suggests the Internet played a paramount role in promoting the 

designation (SCBD, 2011a). 

• The IYB logo (see figure 1): Created by a communications-consulting firm with the support 

of the Government of Canada, the logo was translated into several languages. Partners could 

use the logo (e.g. for placement in their own materials) by request to the SCBD. The SCBD 

reports that over 2000 organisations worldwide requested permission to use the IYB logo and 

notes its appearance on urban transit systems, in television commercials, on the Jeopardy 

game show, in films at the FIFA world Cup, on websites, on posters and banners, as postage 

stamps, on the Airbus A380 aircraft, in in-flight magazines, and a number of other products 

around the world (SCBD, 2011a). 
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Figure 1: The 2010 International Year of Biodiversity logo and website 

Highlights of the International Year of Biodiversity (p.4), by the Secretariat of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (SCBD), 2011, Montreal: Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity. Copyright 2011 by the SCBD. Adapted with permission. 
 
 
• Communications Guidelines: The SCBD hired specialist agency Futerra Sustainability 

Communications to create a brand for the initiative. In its report on how biodiversity can be 

communicated in a way that will change behaviours and policies, the agency urges 

communicators to “kill off the extinction message” and embrace communications that are 

'personal, rewarding and fun with a clear, relevant call to action' (Futerra Sustainability 

Communications, 2010, p. 11). The Communications Guide prescribes a four-part message 

for the IYB, the last part being a call to action devised by the partner organization. The Guide 

also specifies strict brand usage instructions (e.g. typography, colour palettes) as well as rules 

and a waiver with regards to using the official IYB logo (SCBD, 2009). 

The Communications Guide provides an indication of the overall aims of the IYB and 

defines who the target users are meant to be. It details the objectives for the IYB as follows: 

1. Enhance public awareness of the importance of safeguarding biodiversity. 

2. Raise awareness of the accomplishments to save biodiversity that have already been 
realized by communities and governments. 

 
3. Encourage individuals, organisations and governments to take the immediate steps 
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needed to halt the loss of biodiversity. 
 

4. Promote innovative solutions to reduce the threats to biodiversity. 
 

5. Start dialogue between stakeholders for the steps to be taken in the post-2010 period 
(SCBD, 2009). 

 
These actions were directed towards IYB partners, implied to mean those that are already 

working on efforts to promote the protection of biodiversity. The Guide’s instructions state, “We 

need your help to spread the messages and brand identity we have created for the International 

Year of Biodiversity to all your relevant stakeholders. This will ensure significant action is taken 

worldwide to halt the loss of biodiversity” (SCBD, 2009, p. 3). Partners, as identified in Figure 2, 

were strongly encouraged to target their stakeholders by adhering to the messages and brand 

identity developed in the IYB Communications Guide. Figure 2 depicts the “message 

megaphone” conveyed in the Guide. 

Figure 2: The "message megaphone" for IYB communications 

 
Communication Guidelines, (p.3), by the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(SCBD), 2009, Montreal: Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity. Copyright 2011 
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by the SCBD. Reprinted with permission. 
 

Other efforts undertaken by the SCBD includes attendance at IYB launches and closing 

ceremonies, an IYB museum that showcased sample promotional items, the dissemination of 

collateral materials (e.g. pins, t-shirts, bookmarks, posters) and the use of the IYB logo in its own 

letterhead, notepads and all publications. The SCBD won the 2010 Green Award for best Global 

Campaign for their promotion of the IYB (SCBD, 2011a). The 2011-2020 Decade on 

Biodiversity now aims to build on this initial outreach and resulting achievements.  

Given that the SCBD supports the activities of over 190 Parties to the Convention, its 

reporting on the outcomes of the IYB are top-down and broad-ranging. The Secretariat estimates 

some 400 IYB partners, featuring some 1143 activities across 192 countries (SCBD, 2011c). The 

case study presented here, on the implementation of the IYB in Canada, aims to delve into how 

the use of these tools and processes transpired on the ground. 

The Implementation of the IYB in Canada 

Setting the context: A brief overview of biodiversity preservation in Canada. 

Canada is the second-largest country on the planet, covering approximately 6.7% of the 

Earth’s total surface area (Government of Canada, 2009). This area includes considerable 

biodiversity resource, including 24% of the Earth’s wetlands, 20% of its freshwater, 10% of its 

forests, and a large arctic ecosystem that covers nearly one-quarter of its landmass. The 

population of Canada totals approximately 33 million and is concentrated mostly around its large 

cities in the south (ibid).   

As a party to the Convention on Biodiversity, Canada was required to prepare a National 
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Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP). Canada’s Biodiversity Strategy was 

released in 1996 after a three-year process undertaken by a federal provincial-territorial 

biodiversity working group (Minister of Supply and Services Canada, 1995). Although the 

Strategy has not been revised since 1996, a National Biodiversity Outcomes Framework was 

developed in 2005 in order to complement the Biodiversity Strategy’s strategic directions, which 

were deemed as still relevant. The Framework was approved by Ministers responsible for 

Environment, Forests, Parks, Fisheries and Aquaculture, and Wildlife in October 2006, and was 

built around four outcomes: healthy and diverse ecosystems, viable populations of species, 

genetic resources and adaptive potential, and sustainable use of biological resources 

(Government of Canada, nd). 

A first deliverable from the Outcomes Framework has been the 2010 Ecosystem Status 

and Trends Report for Canada, mandated by the Canadian Councils of Resource Ministers 

(CCRM) and released during the IYB. The report confirms that despite progress in some areas, 

biodiversity is being lost and will come under increasing pressure due to land use, industrial 

pollution, invasive alien species and a changing climate (Federal Provincial and Territorial 

Governments of Canada, 2010). The 2010 Ecosystem Status and Trends Report and Canada’s 

latest national report to the CBD provide the most current information to both Canadians and the 

international community on the country’s efforts to conserve biodiversity.  

Relevant to the context of the IYB is the fact that biodiversity policies and management 

activities in Canada are undertaken at the federal, provincial, territorial and municipal or local 

levels (Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2005). Governments at all of these levels have 

developed and implemented a wide range of laws, policies and programs that deal with 
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biodiversity (Bocking, 2000). This bottom-up approach to biodiversity management, 

supported by the federal Biodiversity Office, is regarded as highly successful (Prip, Gross, 

Johnston, & Vierros, 2010). Thus, the IYB in Canada was positioned to build upon existing 

levels of stakeholder involvement at several levels on issues concerning biodiversity. 

Operational arrangements for the IYB 

Environment Canada was designated the national focal point for the IYB in Canada. The 

department viewed the IYB as “a time to celebrate, reflect upon, and renew Canada’s 

commitment to the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity” (Environment Canada, 

2011, p. 1). The main thrust behind the Government’s approach to the designation was to 

encourage a range of stakeholders - federal, provincial and territorial governments, businesses, 

cities, organizations and citizens – to participate in activities to mark the designation and raise 

awareness for biodiversity issues. 

Environment Canada disseminated information and resources about the IYB to a federal 

inter-departmental committee on biodiversity, as well as to a federal-provincial-territorial 

Biodiversity Working Group. Both bodies consist of working level officials operating to advance 

Canada’s Biodiversity Strategy (Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2005). The Ministry 

also convened close-to-monthly conference calls among an informal IYB network. Though no 

written records or minutes are available from these meetings, a key informant described their 

purpose as “to share information on what each of us were doing to promote IYB”. 

Teleconference meetings were described by one government employee as “helpful and a good 

opportunity to share information with each other, to keep each other in the loop, and to bring 

more attention to the issue.”  



 32 

In addition to outreach among its existing network of partners working on 

biodiversity issues, Environment Canada encouraged the Canadian public to undertake activities 

and events for the Year and to share their stories via an interactive website. These submissions 

were collated and categorized by stakeholder (e.g. academic and scientific institutions, the arts 

community, business, civil society organizations, indigenous groups, youth) and formed the 

content to Canada’s report to the SCBD on the IYB observance (Environment Canada, 2011). A 

further element of Environment Canada’s effort to promote the IYB was a small contract with 

the Canadian Environmental Network to select and support at least one IYB-related event in each 

province and territory. Most of the selected activities took place across Canada on May 22, the 

International Day for Biodiversity, so as to mark both the day and year. 

The Range of Activities that Resulted from the IYB in Canada (Finding 1 and 2) 

FINDING 1: Looking at the full range of activities that took place in Canada, the 

IYB designation was used primarily as a communications and awareness-raising 

tool. 

Environment Canada’s report (2011) on the IYB lists roughly 145 separate activities that 

took place as events, report launches, programs, new or revised websites, and education 

initiatives that were undertaken under the auspices of the IYB.  Of these activities, roughly two-

thirds (approximately 90) were one-time events that profiled the IYB in some way, including 

symposiums, launch ceremonies, exhibits, art displays, trade shows and the like. At several 

events, Environment Canada showcased Hinterland Who's Who, its series of public service 

announcements about Canadian wildlife, and its BioKit, a set of biodiversity exploration guides. 

Some events contained particularly creative elements, for example, Nova Scotia Nature Trust’s 
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supporters dressing up as species at risk and talking to spectators at the Blue Nose 

Marathon in Halifax. Others included active, hands-on components, such as the Winnipeg Living 

Prairie Museum working with inner-city youth on creating butterfly gardens using native prairie 

plants or the Oak Hammock March hosting walking tours to explore the diversity of local 

wetlands.  A particularly large event was the unveiling of the Canadian Museum of Nature’s 

renewed exhibit site, reopened after a six-year refit of the building and serendipitously timed to 

coincide with the IYB. Many of these events and their public outreach components were 

discussed in greater detail during the key informant interviews with IYB partners. 

In addition to events, there were 14 reports launched (e.g. the Ecosystem Status and 

Trends 2010 report, the compendium of Canadian Business and Biodiversity Case Studies, 

Biodiversity Reports for Ontario and the Northwest Territories); 24 communication and 

education initiatives (e.g. biodiversity films, webisodes, internal newsletters, bulletins) and 7 

new or revised websites (e.g. the Canadian Environmental Network created an IYB website; 

ICLEI Canada created a new biodiversity section on their website to profile Canadian Cities and 

Biodiversity Case Studies) (Environment Canada, 2011).  

Taken together, the information gleaned from the SCBD’s own Communications Guide 

(2009), Environment Canada’s IYB materials, and the data collected from interviews point to the 

finding that the IYB designation was used primarily as a communications and awareness-

raising tool. The SCBD engaged a specialized communications firm to develop branding for the 

IYB, invested in a professionally designed logo, and provided extensive guidance on messaging. 

Its direct request to partners was to help spread the IYB brand and message, versus, for example, 

a call to community action, a policy renewal campaign, or extensive habitat restoration efforts. 
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(SCBD, 2009).  This is likely because the SCBD regards the lack of public awareness 

on the importance of biodiversity, which it connects to biodiversity’s relatively low political 

importance, as among the most serious barriers to achieving the objectives of the Convention on 

Biological Diversity (SCBD, 2011b). Accordingly, Environment Canada focused its own efforts 

heavily on public outreach and sharing information, as demonstrated by its IYB materials. 

The data collected from partner organizations further confirm the utility of the IYB 

mainly as a tool to raise public awareness about the importance of biodiversity. Of the eight 

themes that were identified on how partners used the IYB, most examples fell into this area, as 

presented in Table 2. 

Table 2: How some partners used the IYB 

How partners interviewed used the IYB 

 
Frequency of 

code 
 

To raise public awareness about the importance of biodiversity  25 

To secure resources, both in-kind and financial support 7 

To initiate a hands-on project, often locally-based 5 

To engage a stakeholder other than the public - e.g. government bureaucrats, 
businesses, municipal authorities 

5 

To strengthen mandates, link with concurrent agendas 5 

To start a post-2010 dialogue/long-term planning 4 

To profile current accomplishments 2 

To promote innovative solutions to protecting biodiversity 2 
 

When partners were queried about their motivation for engaging with the IYB, many 

used descriptive metaphors to suggest that the IYB helped to amplify and further promote and 

engage others in on-going biodiversity work. Respondents’ language provided a sense that the 
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IYB was used when it was advantageous, for example, by offering further legitimacy 

and generating buy-in to and support for existing projects and efforts. Illustrative excerpts are 

captured in Table 3.  

Table 3: Excerpts using metaphors to describe the motivation to use the IYB 

  
“One thing we used to promote involvement in our case studies was the upcoming 2010 Year of 
Biodiversity, as a sort of carrot to bring people on board.” 
 
“I think we used it mostly to augment things that were already underway. We used it as an 
opportunity to tie in what was already in the programming cycle, to give it greater rationale and 
credence... you know, to try and tell a bigger story, to hook people in… that's how we used it.” 
 
“The [IYB] was a great hook to get the municipality on board, to get them to see that what we 
were doing was important and a part of the bigger picture.” 
 
“Frankly, I used the International Year of Biodiversity largely because it existed. It was a hook 
that we could at least try to hang our hat on and raise the profile of what we are doing.” 
 
 
“As a large, well-established organization, we use professional marketing tactics. So when there 
is a backdrop, like the international year, which has its own marketing and communications 
machine to help put those words out there, it's a great thing for us to align with, to leverage in 
our work.” 
 
“The IYB helped us leverage our activities, to get more mileage out of our communications and 
outreach.” 
 
 
“So, I mean, [the IYB] was thematically promoted through the Corporation, our own company, 
as part of our broader efforts. We participated, but it was sort of used as an over-arching 
umbrella that adds value and provides some context to our existing efforts.” 
 

 

FINDING 2: The IYB was more often used to augment existing and on-going work 

in the area of biodiversity, less to create new initiatives.  



 36 

The most frequent responses to why a partner engaged with the IYB were that 

it was a “good fit”, it corresponded well with existing work and mandates, or that the IYB added 

value and helped to leverage on-going communication activities. This was supported by the 

information collected from publications, strategy documents and website materials. Very few 

respondents shared that the year prompted new programs or initiatives, though some indicated 

that it facilitated their outreach to new or additional partners and funders. Thus, a second finding 

is the IYB was more often used to augment and communicate existing and on-going work 

in the area of biodiversity, less so to create new initiatives. In this way, many partners found 

use in the IYB because it supported that which they were already struggling to promote with 

their continuing efforts to protect and preserve biodiversity (see Table 3). 

The Use of the IYB’s Five Objectives (Finding 3 and 4) 

FINDING 3: Of the IYB’s five objectives, Objective 1 concerning enhancing public 

awareness received the greatest amount of support among IYB partners. Other 

objectives appear to have been given far less attention. 

FINDING 4: Sound knowledge of global governance for biodiversity and its 

application in Canada, extensive contacts, and long-term experience in advancing 

biodiversity policy facilitate advance planning and being able to use the IYB beyond 

a communications tool. 

One of the questions guiding this research is “Which of the five objectives of the IYB 

received the greatest amount of attention and why?” Given findings one and two, there is 

evidently support for use of Objective 1: Enhance public awareness of the importance of 

safeguarding biodiversity. Table 2 indicates that there were fewer activities supporting the four 
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other objectives, namely to profile current accomplishments (Objective 2: Raise 

awareness of the accomplishments to save biodiversity); to initiate a hands-on project (Objective 

3: Take the immediate steps needed to halt the loss of biodiversity); to promote innovative 

solutions to protecting biodiversity (Objective 4); or to start a post-2010 dialogue/long-term 

planning (Objective 5). Thus, of the IYB’s five objectives, Objective 1 concerning enhanced 

public awareness received the greatest amount of support among IYB partners. Other 

objectives appear have been given far less attention. 

Answering the “why” part of the research question becomes far more difficult and 

interesting. A review of the data collected via interviews provided some explanation. For 

example, with regards to Objective 2 on profiling accomplishments, some respondents voiced 

frustration with a perceived lack of accomplishments and solutions for biodiversity preservation. 

“In some cases, a few good things have been done. The list is a lot longer, unfortunately, on the 

things that haven't been done,” noted one informant. Another stated, 

 We will work to raise awareness, but we can’t celebrate the profound lack of movement 

in Canada on biodiversity. We have many good tools to conserve biodiversity… We have 

national acts, such as the Species at Risk Act or the Oceans Act. We have wonderful 

strategies, such as a Marine Protection Strategy. We have really good plans that are all 

laid out. But when it comes to implementation, we seem to fall short, every single time. 

Concerning Objective 3 on taking immediate steps to halt the loss of biodiversity, one 

informant observed, 

To even throw [Objective 3] into the mix, tries to make the year something more than a 

communications tool. It diverts attention away from the awareness raising, which it is 
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feasible to do, whereas the year would have to be completely structured, 

financed, and coordinated in a different way if you were to accomplish [Objective 3]. 

Beyond these insightful anecdotes, probing the data further revealed another possible 

explanation for why Objectives 2 through 5 were used to guide activities to a much lesser extent 

by IYB partners. A descriptor that was attached to each of the interviewees was whether or not 

they had direct contact with the SCBD. The other was provincial location. Each of the 5 

instances where an informant indicated working to advance any of the objectives two through 

five, by initiating hands-on action, promoting innovative solutions, or engaging in the post-2010 

dialogue (around the expiration of the 2010 biodiversity targets), was co-related with contact 

with the SCBD, as well as being located in the province of Ontario or Québec. Moreover, there 

was concurrence between the codes for these activities and the codes for having “long-term 

experience” working on biodiversity issues in Canada and “extensive contacts” in government 

and elsewhere. Therefore it is possible that partners who were able to use the IYB beyond a 

communications tool required greater knowledge of the international agenda, extensive contacts, 

and previous experience working on these issues  (See also Table 4: Tools and other factors that 

facilitated use of the IYB). As noted by one IYB partner, “We knew where to go and, if we 

needed something, how to get it, and that was to a great advantage.” Being located in Ontario or 

Québec may facilitate these contacts, as the SCBD is located in Montréal and the federal 

Biodiversity Office is in Burlington, Ontario. “Having the SCBD in Canada is helpful, as so 

much comes down to our personal connections. It is who you know, and not what you know,” 

shared an informant. It should also be noted however, that Ontario is increasingly proactive in its 

biodiversity policies (Kenny, Elgie, & Sawyer, 2011), and used the IYB to launch a number of 
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forward-looking reports (e.g. State of Ontario’s Biodiversity 2010 report; the Province 

of Ontario Ecological Footprint and Biocapacity Analysis). This could have also contributed to a 

more substantial uptake of the IYB by these some of these partners.	  

This finding seemed to resonate with informants during the validation of findings phase 

(step three) of data collection. For example, one informant who had previously indicated 

working on Objectives 4 and 5 shared that she had been to several international meetings of the 

Conference of Parties to the CBD, had been a part of past government delegations, and regularly 

consulted with a “network of contacts and friends that have been working to advance this agenda 

for more than two decades now”. Not surprisingly, this particular use of the IYB involved 

kicking off a project that demonstrates a sound knowledge of international biodiversity 

governance and its implementation in Canada. It aimed to develop and engage a range of local 

stakeholders in the implementation of a regional Strategic Plan for Biodiversity that is based on 

the global Aichi Biodiversity Targets. The key informant chose to highlight that “the local 

application of an international strategic plan intrigued both the Government and several of our 

funders.” 

Importantly, informants also highlighted another enabling factor to working on all of the 

IYB objectives during the data validation step. Those interviewees with contacts in the SCBD 

and relevant government ministries benefited from having “good lead time” in knowing about 

the IYB and were able to plan ahead to undertake significant projects beyond just  “placing the 

logo on things.” A review of the initial interview data confirmed a concurrence between advance 

knowledge of the IYB and using it to advance its full range of objectives. Thus, a fourth finding 

is that sound knowledge of global governance for biodiversity and its implications in 
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Canada, an extensive network of contacts and allies, and long-term experience in 

advancing biodiversity policy seem to facilitate advance planning and being able to use the 

IYB to a fuller extent, beyond mainly as a communications tool. 

Tools and Mechanisms that Facilitated Use of the IYB in Canada (Finding 5) 

FINDING 5: The information and resources contained on the IYB’s website, 

particularly the IYB’s logo, were deemed helpful tools for using the IYB. As much 

as possible, communication guidelines around a designation should be simply stated, 

with the understanding that not all organizations using such guidance will have a 

specialized communications focus or expertise. 

While uptake of the IYB’s five objectives was partial, most partners acknowledged their 

utility. One partner organization noted that the objectives helped them to “quickly understand 

how to align our priorities and projects with the UN designation” and another, that they 

“provided direction for the IYB’s use, even if we selected from among them.” Of the other tools 

that were developed by the SCBD, both the website and the official IYB logo appear to have 

been widely used (see Table 4). The website seems to have been accessed mainly to register as 

an IYB partner, gain further information on the use of the Year, and spark ideas around using the 

designation for communications and outreach. “I was on the website a number of times”, 

commented one partner, “I looked at some of their public facing materials. When it seems like 

there are no new ideas under the sun, occasionally I would find something to inspire, looking at 

the way they phrased things, their stats, that kind of stuff, which was helpful”. Approximately a 

third of respondents noted that the general SCBD website contains helpful information, 
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sometimes too much and quite detailed on multilateral treaty process of the CBD, so 

having a separate IYB website was deemed a favourable approach.  

The use of the logo seems to have served as the minimum standard for engagement with 

the Year (e.g. “all we did was slap the logo on our website”), a topic further explored in the 

discussion on barriers and missed opportunities to using the IYB. For most, registering and 

submitting the waiver for using the logo was a straightforward process, while for some, it caused 

some minor hassle and confusion. Presumably having partners formally request permission to 

use the logo allowed the SCBD to keep a compendium of IYB partners, though partners listed on 

the IYB website are fewer than those organizations that indicated acquiring permission to use the 

logo and that engaged in using the IYB.  

The communications guide that was prepared by specialist agency Futerra Sustainability 

Communications for the SCBD appears to have been far less exploited than the IYB logo. Only 

two interviewees gave examples that demonstrated the Guide’s use, mainly as having read its 

contents and including a “call to action” in their public messages. Furthermore, a review of the 

public materials and messages developed by IYB partner organizations indicate that the SCBD’s 

exact and rigorous messaging guidelines were only loosely followed. Key informant views 

collected on this point indicate that the communication guide may have been too detailed, 

prescriptive, and focused on specialized communications techniques that were seen as 

inapplicable or immaterial to some partner organizations. One informant shared, 

 We are such a small not-for-profit, with very limited funding, so we really struggle to get 

our own awareness materials out. It wasn’t an oversight, we simply can’t get caught up in 
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a detailed brand if it is complicated and time consuming and it means being less 

able to get our own messages out. 

Overall, the information and resources contained on the IYB’s website, particularly 

the IYB’s logo, were deemed helpful tools for using the IYB. As much as possible, 

communication guidelines around a designation should be simply stated, with the 

understanding that not all organizations using such guidance will have a specialized 

communications focus or expertise. 

Table 4: Tools and other factors that facilitated use of the IYB 

Intended Frequency of 
code 

The IYB website 15 

The IYB logo 15 

The communications guide on messaging for the IYB 2 

Monthly teleconferences convened by EC 1 

Unintended  Frequency of 
code 

Direct interaction with the SCBD in Montréal  7 

Knowledge of international governance (i.e. the CBD and its 
processes) 

4 

Long term experience working on biodiversity issues in Canada 3 

An extensive network of pertinent contacts 3 
 

The IYB website, logo and communications guide were all intended as tools that would 

support the use of the IYB by its partner organizations. Table 4 also lists some of the unintended 

mechanisms that were uncovered during the study’s data gathering. As previously discussed with 

regards to finding 4, contact with the SCBD, experience in working with biodiversity policy both 

internationally and in Canada, and a network of pertinent contacts were also identified as factors 
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that enabled the use of the IYB. Equally relevant to this discussion however, are some 

of the tools and mechanisms that were missing in using the IYB to its greatest potential, findings 

uncovered through the exploration of barriers to using the IYB and what partners considered to 

be the “missed opportunities”. 

Barriers and Missed Opportunities to Using the IYB in Canada (Finding 6) 

FINDING 6: Barriers to using the IYB can be organized into five broad categories: 

a) limitations in the role of government; b) poor reach among a wide audience; c) 

the absence of strategic coordination; d) weak partnerships and collaboration; and 

e) the overuse of UN Years.  

A fourth question raised by this research is, “What barriers existed, if any, in using the 

IYB to promote action at the national level?” Interestingly, respondents readily acknowledged 

they were hindrances, but struggled to fully describe them. A way of prompting their thinking 

was to frame the question in terms of missed opportunities around using the IYB. Discussing 

missed opportunities pointed to barriers to be overcome, and in many respects, helped to answer 

the last and most important question posed in this study, that is, what lessons can be shared to 

improve the future effectiveness of international designations? Identifying difficulties to using 

the IYB is an important step to strengthening the use of such UN designations, because only 

once barriers are recognized can action to address them begin. 

The coding and interpretation of the data revealed a suite of topics that characterized 

barriers to using the IYB. Themes fell into five broad categories: a) limitations in the role of 

government; b) poor reach among a wider audience; c) the absence of strategic coordination; d) 

weak partnerships and collaboration; and e) overuse of UN Years. Each of these is a full, 
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complex topic in itself and many sub-topics were explored within these five areas.  

Limitations of the role of government. 

A first main barrier that is illustrated in Figure 3 is “limitations in the role of 

government,” for which over 40 coded excerpts appeared in the interview transcripts. To further 

probe the theme of government limitations, data were coded for subthemes, which emerged as 

“the promotional approach to the Year,” “nominal political support,” “lack of multi-sector 

engagement,” and “internal incoherence.” 

Figure 3: Barriers related to limitations in the role of Government 

 
 

The government’s primary use of the IYB to promote “awareness” corroborates the 

finding that the IYB designation was used primarily as a communications tool.  However here, 

such an approach was identified explicitly as a barrier and a missed opportunity. Given that the 

government’s own reports suggest critical action is needed to maintain the functioning of 

ecosystems in Canada (Environment Canada, 2011; Federal Provincial and Territorial 
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Governments of Canada, 2010), several informants noted the IYB should have been 

used beyond a public awareness campaign in order to galvanize action and political will for the 

protection of biodiversity at the federal, provincial and local levels.  

Within the subtheme “nominal political support,” it was observed that several of the IYB 

partner organizations have worked closely with Environment Canada on biodiversity for several 

years. A recurring observation was the Ministry’s increasingly limited capacity to support 

initiatives like the IYB. “The people handling the biodiversity file at Environment Canada are 

incredibly dedicated, very committed, but they are very limited by the overall political picture,” 

was one observation, “my [Environment Canada] colleagues are great, but they are totally hand-

tied in terms of capacity,” was another, and “I know the individuals involved at the federal level 

believe in the need to step up action on biodiversity, but the political support they have is next to 

nothing. It's embarrassingly poor,” was yet another. As depicted by Figure 3, this barrier was 

seen as a contributing factor to other constraints, including limited resources for IYB projects 

and programs (outside of two non-governmental funding sources, identified as foundations and 

municipal resources), as well as the missing coordination for the Year towards strategic 

collaboration and action-oriented partnerships. One IYB partner observed, 

To work with a government that from the outset does not see biodiversity as a priority 

makes the IYB, at best, an exercise in public relations. It means that committed partners – 

both within and outside of government - need to become much more creative around the 

use of something like the Year. 

This idea is revisited in the recommendations resulting from this study.  Some sources 

noted that it is not a matter of available resources, but rather the allocation of those resources. 
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One interviewee observed,  

It depends on priorities. If you look at the Canadian Endangered Species Conservation 

Council, they hardly ever meet, they don't produce anything, and the one program that 

they had [the Recovery of Nationally Endangered Wildlife program], nobody knows if 

it's operating anymore. They have no resources, they have no technicians. But, if you 

look at another council, like the Canadian Council of Natural Resource Ministers, that 

Council, they've got an entire Secretariat, they've got things going all over the place, 

they've got resources flowing out of their ears. So, it's not a matter of we don't have the 

resources, it is a matter of prioritizing those resources.  

Details regarding the financing of the protection of biodiversity are not mentioned in 

Canada’s national biodiversity strategy and action plan, which incorporates a qualifier that 

activities will be undertaken in accordance with fiscal capabilities (Minister of Supply and 

Services Canada, 1995). 

The sparse evidence that ministries other than Environment Canada worked to promote 

the IYB points to another subtheme within government limitations, that is, the lack of multi-

sector engagement. Despite the existence of an intergovernmental committee on the IYB, the 

review of other ministries’ websites and reports showed very few activities to engage around the 

Year. IYB partners equally noted that biodiversity issues are “parceled off” or “shoved over” to 

Environment Canada, indicating what they deemed a narrow understanding of biodiversity and 

what the Convention is meant to accomplish. Many IYB partners would have liked to see greater 

engagement from Natural Resources Canada, Industry Canada, the Department of Fisheries and 

Oceans, and Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada. Studies on Canada’s 
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approach to biodiversity have similarly noted that sectoral integration remains a 

challenge (Bocking, 2000; Government of Canada, 2009; Prip et al., 2010). Canada has a largely 

resource-based economy that depends on the products of forestry, fisheries, mining, and oil and 

gas exploitation. Balancing the needs of these sectors with biodiversity conservation goals is 

challenging, as demonstrated by current debates on coastal fish farming or the exploitation of the 

tar sands (Prip et al., 2010). 

The lack of effective cross-sectoral engagement on the IYB also contributed to the 

perceived lack of internal coherence on the issue. When IYB partners reached out to jointly work 

on the IYB with various government ministries (e.g. through work with species-at-risk advisory 

councils) or political stakeholders (e.g. through outreach to members of parliament), they were 

met with a lack of awareness and limited interest. An organization working in Canada’s Atlantic 

provinces noted,  

We sit on probably eight or ten recovery teams for species-at-risk, we sit on a provincial 

invasive species council that includes federal and provincial partners, we sit on a regional 

invasive species council, which is run by the federal government, we sit on numerous 

fisheries advisory bodies, ocean advisory bodies… Yet not one of them, were talking 

probably… I'd hate to put a number on it… probably 20 or so various bodies, easily, 

whether they be provincial, regional or federal… and not a single one of them ever 

mentioned the International Year of Biodiversity. 

Faced with the lack of internal buy-in within various sectors of government, several 

informants agreed with an observation shared by one participant,  

… that from a Canadian perspective, one of the single biggest missed opportunity for the 
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IYB was the education of our public servants and our politicians… too many of 

them still view Canada as a frontier country. They don't realize the national and global 

impact that we are having on biodiversity, and how everything ties together.  

This need for biodiversity awareness-raising among federal government officials, higher 

political levels, sectors and the general population has been noted elsewhere (Office of the 

Auditor General of Canada, 2005; Prip et al., 2010). In Canada, biodiversity is often equated 

solely with species at risk legislation, and is not viewed in its broader context as a producer of 

goods and services vital for human wellbeing and the ongoing functioning of natural systems. 

Poor reach among a wide audience. 

A second theme to have emerged among barriers to using the IYB is its poor reach to a 

wide audience. Partners engaging with the IYB expressed a shared sense of frustration around 

efforts to reach the uninformed public, difficulties with “pitching” the concept of biodiversity, as 

well as the challenge of working with the mainstream media (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Barriers related to poor reach among a wider audience  

 

 

Although materials developed for the IYB (e.g. the Communication Guide) were largely 

aimed at those already working on issues related to biodiversity, those who used the Year were 

dismayed that it drew mainly conservation organizations, environmentalists, schools undertaking 

environmental projects, and other “usual suspects”. More than one informant remarked on the 

risk of “preaching to the converted” and hence needing to make messages on biodiversity more 

relevant to all. One informant offered, 

Biodiversity is not just an environmental issue, it’s a human issue. The environment is 

not problem, it is humanity’s unsustainable consumptive use of the rest of life and its 

support systems that is the problem. We need to find ways of reaching the ordinary 

person and making them care. 
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It was noted there are seldom people at biodiversity events and conferences in 

Canada that are outside of that discipline or unfamiliar with the field.  

If you were to walk into a financial or industry conference, they wouldn't even know 

what biodiversity meant. Likewise, biodiversity advocates don't go to investment or 

industry development conferences. There is no cross-fertilization. We exist in silos. I 

think some success could lie between the silos and trying to find ways that we can reach 

the non-converted, to understand their relationship to and dependence upon biodiversity. 

It was often noted that most people don’t know what biodiversity means, and if they do, 

they often equate it to the limited notion of “fish and birds and creepy crawly things”. 

“Biodiversity is an attempt to invoke the splendour of the living world with a single word”, 

writes one popular science writer, whose article on the IYB attempts to juxtapose intrigue and 

excitement for biodiversity with its informative underpinnings (Savage, 2010). Many 

respondents conveyed biodiversity as a tough sell. Some excerpts underscored the need to 

strengthen the science around Canada’s biodiversity and get it “off the shelves and into the hands 

of those who can use it,” a finding shared by several researchers (Council of Canadian 

Academies, 2010; Knapp & Boxshall, 2010; Primack, 2010). Other data pointed to a need to 

better link biodiversity to high profile concerns, such as health care, the economy, transportation, 

and job creation. It was observed that the IYB could have made better use of new approaches, 

such as advancing the economics of ecosystem preservation in Canada, a finding reflected in 

other contemporary research (Kenny et al., 2011).	  

Within the theme of the IYB’s poor reach among a wider audience, coded excerpts also 

converged around a barrier of accessing mainstream media. Many reported futile attempts at 
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getting publicity for their IYB activities, and indeed, a review of media coverage of 

biodiversity from 2009 to 2011, as part of this study’s document review, shows little IYB 

exposure beyond conservation and nature-themed publications, newswire releases, and public 

service advertisements. Furthermore, media awareness connects to the theme of political support, 

as politicians tend to be sensitive to media. “Ministers get a briefing package in the morning 

about what the media issues that may affect or be relevant to their portfolio,” commented one 

respondent. Partners that worked on two separate releases of provincial reports on trends within 

biodiversity also noted the difficultly of gaining coverage of “disappointing and disturbing data”. 

An informant said, 

We need to get much better at juxtaposing bad news with forward-looking solutions. 

Governments tend to want to bury bad news, making media more leery these days. We 

need to be able to work with the media to develop stories that can be read in 3 or 4 

paragraphs, showing them that biodiversity is newsworthy. 

One informant from a large, established conservation organization noted they timed their 

media advisories to coincide with the SCBD’s press releases to mass media, which helped them 

to align with the IYB’s larger communication efforts and build greater momentum for uptake. 

Conversely, another informant noted they were numbed by the daily press releases distributed by 

the SCBD (on topics other than just the IYB), which become ineffective. Successful 

communication strategies require good coordination and strategic planning, another predominant 

theme uncovered during this research. 
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Absence of strategic coordination. 

While some coordination was accomplished through Environment Canada’s network of 

organizations, a frequently cited problem associated with using the IYB was the absence of 

strategic coordination. Respondents demarcated the difference between sharing information and 

circulating materials versus engaging in planned, targeted activities. For example, a subtheme 

that emerged from the excerpts around a lack of strategic planning includes “missing 

conversations” for the IYB (See Figure 6). A respondent shared, 

A strategic conversation on using the IYB across the country was simply not there. We 

were left on our own, versus situations in the 90s, when there was support for 

roundtables, discussions, and real coordinating mechanisms, which I remember to be 

quite successful in supporting cooperation. 

Some of the other interesting conversations that could have helped to shape the Year 

were identified as, “what could be done with the IYB collectively that organizations could not 

accomplish on their own?” or “What would success look like? Should it be measured solely by 

the number of events held, or some other benchmark?” Another barrier identified was the lack of 

a widely circulated work plan that would have helped to enable organizations to align their 

activities. “Other than a callout to ‘hold events, raise awareness, and tell us about what you are 

doing’, there was very little to guide a thoughtful use of the Year in Canada”, responded one 

partner. 
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Figure 5: Barriers related to missing strategic coordination 

 

Related to the absence of strategic coordination was the subtheme on the need for more 

effective and frequent communication between partners. One informant shared, 

We lacked something that would keep us engaged along the way, quarterly or once a 

month, some sort of digest to keep us informed of what others are doing. Or even a phone 

call, where someone picks up the phone and actually talks to someone like me. It doesn't 

have to be a formative evaluation, but an informal check-in among a smaller sample of 

partners to get a sense of any impasses in using the designation. 

 Given resource limitations, informants noted the limited use of technology and social 

media tools that could have been better employed to overcome geographical distance. Examples 

included a regular blog or a well-managed discussion board where partners could do more than 

simply post their events, but actually engage in a dialogue together. Many comments reinforced 

the need for “a good convener and good facilitation”. While the diversity and breadth of the 
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Canadian landscape of entities working on or affected by biodiversity was 

acknowledged, ideas converged around a need to pull all of the acting parts together, identify 

who is missing, and offer a well-moderated platform that encourages strategic collaboration. 

Weak partnerships and collaboration. 

The intricacies of effective partnerships and meaningful collaboration is an increasingly 

examined topic within the field of natural resource management (Oliver, 2004; Wondolleck & 

Lewis, 2000). Concern about partnerships and collaborations surfaced in the coding and 

interpretation of the data for the IYB in several ways (see Figure 6). The first was an indication 

that despite being engaged in the IYB in some capacity, some respondents expressed scepticism 

or demonstrated superficial buy-in. Initially, these respondents questioned the value of their 

participation to the study, indicating, “we just used the logo and that was it”. Others noted that 

despite their limited participation, they viewed the IYB as a distraction, or an added task to their 

workload, sometimes coming as an assignment from an Executive Director or Manager. One 

interviewee shared, 

To be quite honest, sometimes the IYB has been more of a burden then it has been a help. 

All of a sudden there's another thing to do, which is almost distracting, as opposed to 

advancing, the major issues we need to push forward. I know it is cynical, but there is a 

side of me that says, ‘how convenient, now we are off raising awareness, while Rome is 

burning’. 

For some, an underlying subtheme around the IYB was a lack of trust, and a fear that a 

divergent approach is unlikely to be heard, respected, or resolved. One telling excerpt states: 

Many organizations are willing to work hand-in-hand on this, but we need real 
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collaboration. But governments [sic] does not value that sort of thing, because 

they like to see numbers, they like to see that 12 turtles were saved today and it cost $113 

to do that, I mean, they are very results-based. And there is a place for results-based 

management. But we are so far behind in the building of relationships and trust amongst 

organizations, which needs to happen, if any of our work is to be effective. Otherwise, 

you wind up having a little project in Hamilton, and a little project in Kelowna, and a 

little project in Toronto, but nothing in a coordinated manner that's really going to make, 

in a generation’s time, or seven generation’s time, a result. That's the question that we 

keep asking… in seven generations, what is the going to be the result of this work? 

Another subtheme related to building partnerships links to the earlier finding around 

having sufficient lead-time. Several organizations felt that a more authentic collaboration could 

have taken place around the IYB if they had had time to integrate the Year’s objectives more 

fully into their budgets and work plans. Some took it a step further, noting that contacting key 

organizations ahead of the launch of the Year, and seeking their input into its use and the 

expectations placed upon its partners, would have been useful.  
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Figure 6: Barriers related to weak partnerships and collaboration 

 

The topic of accountability was also a strong subtheme identified within the impediment 

of weak partnerships around the IYB. A majority of partners interviewed expressed the desire to 

be held more fully accountable for their work around the IYB. Creating a waiver to use the logo 

and using the designation of “partner” seemed to create an expectation of greater support and 

follow-up. One informant shared, 

If I sign up to be a partner, I want to know what my obligations are, I want to be obliged 

to check-in and to report on how I am doing, and I want to be assured that others are 

doing the same. This way I know I am a part of something serious and legitimate, which 

has the potential to make a difference. 

In terms of reporting, while it may be difficult to streamline this function among a 

diversity of actors, informants had creative and simple ideas using web analytics, media scans, 

and word counts within internal planning documents and external, public-facing materials. 
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Overuse of UN designations. 

The last theme detected among the data collected on barriers to using the IYB is 

somewhat of an outlier, but important nonetheless. Some cautioned on the potential overuse of 

UN designations, noting Earth Day and Water Day, and most recently the 2011 International 

Years of Forests and the 2012 International Year of Oceans, to name but a few. The concern is 

that organizations and the general public can become saturated with observances and will either 

“tune them out” or “let them float right past.” Other views ran counter, in that each UN year 

attracts a variety of new stakeholders and that the benefits of operating within a larger 

framework outweigh the risks of proliferation. Most agreed however, that regardless of the 

number of years declared, if each is handled strategically and creatively, then they will achieve 

some purpose. This finding is encouraging for the use of the 2011-2020 Decade on Biodiversity 

and for the recommendations that follow. 

Taken together, the five categories of barriers and their various subtopics form a rich 

pattern of factors affecting the use of the IYB. Often when researching one barrier, it would 

resurface under the exploration of another. For example, the idea of  “missing conversations and 

questions” and “poor use of technology to overcome geographical distance” (ideas surfacing 

under the principle theme of “the absence of strategic coordination”) would also appear when 

discussing “inadequate accountability between partners” and “no coordinated work plan” (ideas 

surfacing under the theme of “need to engage in true partnerships”). As the boundaries between 

themes, subtopics, and related ideas began to blur, a complex overall arrangements of factors 

relating to barriers to using the IYB emerged, as summarized in Figure 7.  



Figure 7: Overview of barriers and related inter-linkages to using the IYB 

 



Conclusions and Recommendations 

The findings presented in this study, particularly the rich array of themes and ideas 

regarding some of the barriers and missed opportunities to using the IYB, offer insight into ways 

that future international designations could be strengthened, particularly for work around the 

2011-2020 Decade for Biodiversity in Canada. Already the Government of Canada has 

developed draft national targets in response to the CBD’s Strategic Plan for 2011-2020 and is 

seeking input from a wide variety of relevant stakeholders (R. McLean, personal communication, 

August 18, 2012). Identifying the favourable outcomes and the drawbacks of working with the 

IYB is an important step to begin addressing some of the broad issues to have surfaced 

throughout the process. None of the issues raised in this study - from needing to advance beyond 

raising awareness to garnering further political support for biodiversity to building true 

partnerships – offer easy solutions. Rather, this study’s recommendations offer a point of 

departure for a dialogue around improvements to using an international designation and represent 

an attempt to capture some of the ideas prompted by the study’s findings. Some of the 

recommendations are directed to the SCBD, some to the national focal point for the IYB (in this 

case, Environment Canada), some to all IYB partners more generally, and some are left open, as 

they could be undertaken by any entity passionate about improving the protection of biodiversity 

in Canada. 

The study’s first two findings confirm that the IYB in Canada was used by organizations 

primarily as a communications tool, largely to augment and publicize existing work in the area of 

biodiversity. However, it is difficult to assess the impact of these communication efforts, a point 

that should be addressed in future work on international observances. Appropriately, the SCBD 

has declared an immediate priority for the UN Decade on Biodiversity to be the establishment of 
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baseline information on public attitudes and opinions regarding biodiversity (SCBD, 

2011b).  I therefore recommend that international designations maintain a communications 

and outreach dimension at the national level, including pertinent resources (such as a logo, 

fact sheets, website, social media tools), as well as support to measure the impact of related 

communications work. In the case of the Decade for Biodiversity, the SCBD is calling on 

national governments to work with public opinion research companies to collect the kind of 

information that will help to track and monitor the impact of communication and outreach. 

While much was done to support the achievement of the first objective designated for the 

Year, which was to enhance public awareness of the importance of safeguarding biodiversity, the 

study’s third finding indicates that other objectives, such as promoting innovative solutions and 

taking immediate steps to halt the loss of biodiversity, received far less attention. In order to 

increase the likelihood that each objective established for an international year receives equal 

commitment and uptake, I recommend that specific tools, guidance, and work plans be 

developed for each objective of a designation. For example, in the case of the IYB, the 

communications and outreach objective was supported by a suite of tools provided by the SCBD 

and promoted by Environment Canada, however matching support was missing for objectives 

related to immediate steps and innovative solutions for halting the loss of biodiversity. 

Throughout the course of this study it became clear that the lack of a common and shared 

approach to advancing all the IYB’s objectives was problematic and frustrating for many. 

The fourth finding suggests that those who were able to use the Year beyond 

communications did so because they had extensive experience and contacts that facilitated 

information gathering and advance planning. To support the achievement of more specialized 

objectives, I recommend that the designated focal point for a designation (e.g. Environment 
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Canada for the IYB) or leading civil society organizations should identify 

stakeholders who have a high degree of experience and expertise and invite them to play a 

leadership role in the coordination and use of an observance. Ideally, such convening agents 

should be drawn from a variety of constituencies and be supported to reach out and share 

information and knowledge to a wider group of interested stakeholders. For example, among the 

IYB partners that took part in this research, five were either self-identified or recognized by 

others as having excellent knowledge and skills to expand engagement around the IYB. As 

enablers who have amassed much experience and understanding, they could have leveraged their 

contacts and expertise to mobilize others, organize workshops, identify points of entry, undertake 

strategic outreach, and provide mentorship to newcomers to the field. But there was no context 

within Canada to do this, nor was their support for any group to take such a leadership or 

enabling role. 

A fifth finding to emerge from this research is that while the resources available on the 

IYB’s website, particularly the IYB’s logo, were applied widely to support the IYB, the 

Communications Guide was much less used. As much as possible, I recommended that 

communication guidelines around a designation be simply stated, with the understanding 

that not all organizations using such guidance will have a specialized communications focus 

or expertise. Efforts should be made to support the widespread use of communications 

guidance, through training, webinars and other feasible channels of support. As noted previously, 

resources should be developed in support of all of a designation’s objectives, beyond simply a 

communications function. 

While using the IYB to raise awareness was seen as valuable to working to protect 

biodiversity in Canada, many partners expressed willingness to work hand-in-hand towards more 
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ambitious goals. Beyond willingness, many organizations deemed this critical in light 

of the increasing threats to biodiversity in Canada. To this end, the study’s sixth finding on a 

range of barriers to using the IYB provide important considerations for an enhanced use of the 

Year. For barriers related to limitations in the role of government, steps must be undertaken to 

address a limited focus on outreach/public relations, nominal political support, and a lack of 

multi-sectoral engagement and internal coherence. For one, I recommend that the UN entity 

coordinating an international designation take steps to encourage national focal points to 

prepare strategies that go beyond communication and outreach. Member States should be 

encouraged to submit a work plan that coordinates tangible actions in support of a full range of 

objectives for the designation. Additionally, encountering minimal and fragmented political 

support when advancing aspects of sustainable development and pushing for concrete action is 

not uncommon, nor unique to Canada (Robert, 2011; Spellerberg & McNeely, 2010). 

Overcoming political inertia requires strategic collaboration. I recommend that committed 

stakeholders work cohesively and strategically around gaining widespread political support 

for a designation, using it as an opportunity not only for public outreach, but also for a 

campaign to communicate with key decision-makers, as needed. Specific strategies proposed 

over the course of this research include finding high-ranking political and other influential 

champions; working effectively with the media; launching creative awareness campaigns within 

governments, for politicians and civil servants alike; working within a full range coalition of 

partners, to expand the circle to non-traditional advocates and find allies in unlikely places (e.g. 

local authorities, small and medium-sixed enterprises, young people, academia, faith-based 

communities); and linking the issue at hand to clear government priorities (etc. the relationship 

between biodiversity and health care, job creation, transportation). In Canada, some of the 
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stakeholder- or issue-specific networks identified by this study that can be tapped into 

for work on the Decade for Biodiversity include the Canadian Biosphere Reserves Association 

(CBRA), ICLEI Canada, a network of local governments, the Canadian Business and 

Biodiversity Council, and the Canadian Council of Ministers of the Environment, among others. 

Barriers related to poor reach among a wider audience were found to include difficulty 

reaching new advocates and a lack of mainstream media uptake. I recommend that outreach 

around an international observation extend beyond those already working on the issue and 

use compelling information, the latest science, and new approaches to an issue that makes it 

relevant to all, as well as pertinent to specific sectors. For example, a challenge could have 

been issued to a diverse range of interests in Canada asking, “How is biodiversity relevant to 

you?” or the topic tied to a local issue or concern. Working with mainstream media at both local 

and national levels is also fundamental to gaining broad based support, however it requires a 

specialized approach that requires creativity and possibly the help of media and communication 

professionals. I recommend that those involved with advancing a designation work from a 

comprehensive media strategy that targets specific media outlets with a range of tailored 

messages and approaches. Ideas that could be advanced in Canada include the creation of an 

advisory board of media personalities, editors, and other industry professionals, as well as 

collaboration with the Science Media Centre of Canada, which helps journalists to cover stories 

in which science plays an important part.    

Finding six of this study also revealed barriers related to the absence of strategic 

coordination, including a lack of planning and inadequate communication. There must an 

element of strategic planning when working on a UN designation, whether among the full range 

of relevant actors (the ideal), a smaller coalition, or within an individual organization. I 
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recommend that National governments create a strategic work plan to guide the 

use of the year. This should involve goal setting prior to the year (i.e. what will success look 

like?) and the exploration of strategic alliances. Several stakeholders should be involved, 

with regular communications and a thoughtful, facilitated process. Technology should be 

used to enhance face-to-face meetings. Certainly, planning for the Decade on Biodiversity in 

Canada would benefit greatly from a series of conversations among stakeholders on how best the 

Decade can be used, and how best outcomes and success will be measured (e.g. number of 

events vs. meaningful change). This will go a long way to building trust and understanding to 

move ahead with concerted effort. 

Effective use of an international year revolves around strong, reliable partnerships at all 

levels, including between the UN and national designated focal points, between national focal 

points and a network of partners, and among partners organizations themselves. In order to 

overcome barriers related to the absence of strategic coordination, I recommend that 

accountability measures be built into all levels of partnership, involving a set of clear 

obligations that can be reported on. In order to create real buy-in and mutual 

understanding, partners at the national level should be consulted on developing a strategy 

for using the designation, allowing for sufficient lead-time, as well as in the evaluation and 

follow-up from the Year. 

In order to counter barriers that may arise due to the proliferation of UN designations, it 

is recommended that a Year only be observed when processes have been put in place to 

support their creative and effective use. The UN General Assembly, in collaboration with 

designated lead UN agencies for UN observances, should facilitate a review of observances 

every five years, with a view to institutionalise a process of review and adaptive 
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improvement. Such a step would be consistent with the initiatives already afoot within 

the UN system aimed at strengthening the evaluation function, including the work of the United 

Nations Evaluation Group (Uitto, 2010; United Nations Evaluation Group, 2005). At the national 

level, UN observances provide an opportunity to undertake a form of developmental evaluation 

that supports the process of innovation. In this approach, an evaluator’s role becomes helping “to 

fine-tune what is going on, to consider and adapt to uncertainties and to inform decisions” 

(Gamble, 2008, p. 18). Without regular evaluation, UN designations risk losing their credibility 

and legitimacy, making it difficult to overcome indifference on the part of both engaged partners 

and the general public. All of the recommendations listed thus far will go a long way to ensure 

that designations are organized effectively and produce tangible outcomes that point to progress 

on a given issue. 

Limitations and Areas for Future Research 

One obvious limitation of this study is simply the lack of certainty that respondents are 

representative of the full range of IYB partners. Though an extensive documentation review took 

place alongside data collection by interviews, findings from the research must be read with this 

in mind. Great effort was taken to reach as wide a range of respondents as possible and to 

undertake the maximum number of interviews within the time and resources available. Another 

limitation is that the findings derived from the study largely reflect IYB partners’ perceptions, 

perspectives, and opinions, not necessarily the actual reasons underlying their experience with 

the IYB. Lastly, the findings uncovered from the research are not necessarily generalizable 

outside of Canada. Here it is useful to keep in mind Yin’s distinction between analytic and 

statistical generalization (Yin, 1992). This case study uses the analytical generalization approach, 

with an understanding that the case study, unlike the experiment, does not represent a statistical 
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sample. 

The IYB was observed worldwide and an obvious area for further research would be to 

apply this case study’s design to other countries and their processes for marking the same UN 

designation and to compare the findings. Equally intriguing would be a study on a different UN 

designation observed in Canada, such as the recent International Year of Sustainable Energy or 

for Oceans. I have collected similar data for the observance of the IYB in Sweden, however I 

underestimated the time required to collect and analyse methodically the volume of data 

collected. In this regard, my thesis supervisor and I decided that one thorough case study would 

be more valuable than two of superficial quality. The thoroughness undertaken in this research 

gives more depth and confidence to its findings. 

As a final word, I hope that these findings and the work undertaken to uncover them 

motivate more people to engage in the work of the United Nations.  Everyone, as inhabitants of 

the planet, is a shareholder in the work and programs of the United Nations. Opportunities such 

as those presented by the IYB must be grabbed with both hands. The power of the United 

Nations to set out a sustainable future is a task that is shared by us all. 
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Appendix A: Overview of the documentation review 

 

Documents Selected  Data collected  

For establishing IYB parameters (i.e. general context, tools available, etc.) 

Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity. (2009). International Year of 
Biodiversity 2010, communications guidelines.   

- Stated objectives for the IYB, communication 
recommendations and tools, definitions of 
partners and examples of stakeholders 

 
International Year of Biodiversity website: 
www.cbd.int/2010/  

- Resources developed for the IYB, list of 
official partners (initial sample for semi-
structured interview data collection), overview 
of IYB activities and related reports. 

 
Futerra Sustainability Communications. (2010). 
Branding biodiversity - The new nature message. 

- Insight into the research and ideas behind the 
IYB communications tools 

 
Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity. (2011). Highlights of the International 
Year of Biodiversity 

- Broad-ranging results obtained from the IYB 
worldwide, indication of perceived successes, 
key outcomes and results as determined by the 
SCBD 

 
Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity. (2011). The Convention on Biological 
Diversity, Year in Review 2010. 

- Broad-ranging results obtained from the IYB 
worldwide, indication of perceived successes, 
key outcomes and results as determined by the 
SCBD. 

 
Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity [SCBD]. (2000). Sustaining life on 
Earth: How the Convention on Biological 
Diversity promotes nature and human well-being. 

- Information on the CBD and how the SCBD 
and its Parties perceive action and steps 
required preserving biodiversity at the national 
level. 
 

Implementation of the IYB in Canada 
Environment Canada. (2011). Canada’s Report to 
the CBD on the International Year of 
Biodiversity. 

- Environment Canada’s approach to the IYB; a 
comprehensive list of activities undertaken 
that could be verified and probed further in the 
interviews. 

 
Federal Provincial and Territorial Governments 
of Canada. (2010). Canadian biodiversity: 
ecosystem status and trends 2010.   
 
 

- Canada’s priorities for biodiversity; their 
approach to stakeholder engagement. 
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Documents Selected  Data collected  

Government of Canada. (2009). Canada’s 4th 
National Report to the United Nations 
Convention on Biological Diversity. 

- Canada’s implementation of the CBD, degree 
of concurrence with international biodiversity 
priorities, approach to stakeholder 
engagement. 

 
Government of Canada. (nd). Biodiversity 
Outcomes Framework 

- A more contemporary view of biodiversity 
work and stakeholder engagement in Canada; 
useful to understanding the evolution of policy 
and practice over time. 

 
Minister of Supply and Services Canada. (1995). 
Canadian Biodiversity Strategy - Canada’s 
Response to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity. 
 

- Priorities and strategies for biodiversity 
management in Canada. 
  

Office of the Auditor General of Canada. (2005). 
Chapter 3 Canadian Biodiversity Strategy: A 
Follow-Up Audit Report of the Commissioner of 
the Environment and Sustainable Development to 
the House of Commons. 
 

- A critical appraisal of Canada’s work on 
biodiversity issues, including its reporting and 
engagement with stakeholders. 
 

IYB partners websites, related reports, as well as 
emails and informal planning documents when 
shared by key informants.  

- Substantiate the information collected during 
the interviews (application of similar codes); 
provide greater understanding of information 
collected via other methods (interviews, 
subsequent validation step). 
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Appendix B: Interview recruitment email 

 
Dear Mr/Mrs/Ms. ---. 

I am currently a graduate student at Royal Roads University in Victoria, BC, Canada and 

I am undertaking research on the 2010 International Year of Biodiversity (IYB).  

I received your contact information from [the official list of partners of the IYB] OR 

[from referral XYZ], as an organization that was actively involved in promoting the IYB. For this 

reason, I would like to invite you to participate in my research. Its purpose is to examine how the 

IYB was used to promote actions that aim to reduce the loss of biodiversity at the national level, 

namely in Canada. 

Specifically, I would like to ask you to participate in a telephone or Skype interview, to 

be scheduled at your convenience over the next four weeks. I anticipate this conversation to last 

approximately 45 minutes to an hour, and have attached to this email a list of questions that will 

guide our discussion. 

While the UN has used designations such as the International Year of Biodiversity since 

1959, the results achieved from them are rarely evaluated. This research aims to produce 

recommendations that can help UN agencies use international designations as a means to 

addressing complex issues for sustainable development. The results will be shared with, for 

example, the Secretariat for the Convention of Biological Diversity, as they coordinate the 2011-

2020 Decade for Biodiversity. 

As an organization that was actively involved in the 2010 IYB, your contribution to this 

research is most valuable. I will ask for your permission to record our interview, which will be 

used solely for the purposes of this study. I will ensure your anonymity by coding your identity 
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and removing any participant identifiers from all published materials. Raw data that is 

collected will remain confidential, kept as password-protected files, and shared only between my 

research supervisor, and myself as needed. Five years after the study is complete, all data 

collected will be permanently and securely destroyed, with the exception of participant consent 

form.  

Following the completion of my informational interviews, you may be invited to 

participate in a follow-up, online webinar or email exchange. I will also be pleased to share with 

you the final report from the study, anticipated to be available in 2012. 

Please do not hesitate to contact me should you have any questions regarding this 

research. You may also contact my research supervisor, Dr. Richard Kool, to further verify the 

authenticity of this project.  

Thank you for your time and consideration and I hope to hear from you soon. 

 

Julie Larsen  
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Appendix C: Schedule of interview questions 

Data to be collected #
# 

Questions 

Guidelines - Let respondent determine interpretation 
of the question as much as possible; use minimal prompting; 

clarify responses as needed; length of the interview 
determined largely by the respondent’s answers. 

Establish rapport and context; 
collect background information. 

1
1 

Please tell me a little bit about your organization? What is 
your role there? 

 
General awareness of the IYB; 
determine how the IYB was used 
and its perceived utility.  

2
2 

Can you explain or tell me about how your organization got 
involved in the IYB? What motivated your organization to 
become involved? 

 
Determine the range of activities 
undertaken because of the IYB; 
verify information collected in the 
documentation review. 

3
3 

What activities did you undertake specifically for the IYB? 
 

Attempt to gauge the degree to 
which the IYB prompted action. 

4
4 

To what extent do you think the IYB was useful to your 
organization in promoting new actions, programs or policies 
to advance the protection of biodiversity in Canada? 

 
Better understand the mechanisms, 
tools, and processes that may have 
enabled action; collect guidance for 
future designations. 

5
5 

Were there specific tools, processes or support generated by 
the IYB that assisted your organization in undertaking actions 
to support action on biodiversity issues in Canada? Please 
explain. 
(Prompt as needed re: IYB tools included the logo, a 
communications guide, the official website, fact sheets, 
networks created by the organizing Ministry, etc.) 

Add to information on which of the 
five objectives of the IYB received 
the greatest amount of attention and 
why. 
 

6
6 

The IYB had five main objectives. (Prompt as needed: A) to 
enhance public awareness B) to raise awareness of current 
accomplishments to save biodiversity C) to promote 
immediate steps to halt the loss of biodiversity D) to promote 
innovative solutions and E) to start a dialogue for post-2010). 

 
Did the work of your organization support any of these 
prescribed objectives? Did you consciously prioritize some 
over others? If so, why? How? 

 
Leave open the possibility of 
unintended consequences or other 
new information to surface. 

8
7 

Do you think your efforts supported the IYB in others ways 
beyond these stated objectives? 

Add to data collected on the barriers 
that existed, if any, to using the IYB 
to promote action at the national 
level in each of the two countries. 

8
8 

What barriers existed, if any, in using the IYB to promote 
action at the national level in your country? 
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Leave open possibility of 
unintended consequences, 
unanticipated results, or other newly 
surfacing information. 

8
9 

Can you identify any unintended outcomes, positive or 
negative, from your work on the IYB? 

Collect information on barriers; 
possible lessons learned and 
guidance foe future designations. 

1
10 

Is there anything that you think should have happened during 
the IYB that did not, that is, do you think there were missed 
opportunities? If so, what? Why? How could things have 
been different in order to fully utilize the IYB? 

Collect views on the Decade, also 
could prompt further reflection on 
the utility of the IYB. 

1
11 

Does your organization intend to contribute to the Decade for 
Biodiversity that has been launched from 2011 to 2020? If so, 
how? Do you feel this designation will be useful in further 
advancing measures to protect biodiversity in Canada? 
 

Contribute to snowball sampling 
effect, broaden scope of data 
providers. 

1
12 

Is there someone else you think I should talk to who could 
offer insight into this topic? Would you mind if I contacted 
him or her? 
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Appendix D: Overview of codes and excerpt counts: interview data for Canada 
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Appendix E: Table of findings and recommendations 

 

Finding 1: Looking at the full range of activities that took place in Canada, the IYB designation 

was used primarily as a communications and awareness-raising tool.  

Finding 2: The IYB was more often used to augment existing and on-going work in the area of 

biodiversity, less to create new initiatives. 

Recommendation A: International designations should maintain, as relevant, a communications 

and outreach dimension, providing resources (such as a logo, fact sheets, website, social media 

tools) for this purpose, as well as support to measure the impact of related communications work. 

Finding 3: Of the IYB’s five objectives, Objective 1 concerning enhancing public awareness 

received the greatest amount of support among IYB partners. Other objectives appear to have 

been given far less attention. 

Recommendation B: In order to increase the likelihood that each objective established for an 

international year receives equal commitment and uptake, specific tools, guidance, and related 

work plans should be developed for each objective of a designation.  

Finding 4: Sound knowledge of global governance for biodiversity and its application in 

Canada, extensive contacts, and long-term experience in advancing the biodiversity agenda 

facilitate advance planning and being able to use the IYB beyond a communications tool. 

Recommendation C:  The designated focal point for a designation, or other convening 

stakeholder, should identify those who have a high degree of experience and expertise and invite 

them to play a leadership role in the coordination and use of an observance. Ideally, such 

“enablers” should be drawn from a variety of constituencies and be supported to reach out and 

share information and knowledge to a wider group of interested stakeholders.  
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Finding 5: The information and resources contained on the IYB’s website, particularly the IYB’s 

logo, were deemed helpful for using the IYB. The Communications Guide was much less used.  

Recommendation D: Communication guidelines around a designation should be simply stated, 

with the understanding that not all organizations using such guidance will have a specialized 

communications focus or expertise.  

Finding 6a: There is a need to overcome barriers related to limitations in the role of government, 

including a limited focus on outreach/public relations, nominal political support, and a lack of 

multi-sectoral engagement and internal coherence.  

Recommendation E: The United Nations entity coordinating an international designation should 

take steps to encourage national focal points to prepare strategies that go beyond communication 

and outreach. Member States should be encouraged to submit a work plan that coordinates 

tangible actions in support of a full range of objectives for the designation. 

Recommendation F: Interested stakeholders should work cohesively and strategically around 

gaining widespread political support for a designation, using it as an opportunity not only for 

public outreach, but also for a campaign to convince key decision-makers, as needed.  

Finding 6b: There is a need to overcome barriers related to poor reach among a wider audience, 

including not reaching uninformed people and new advocates, making the issue compelling, and 

addressing the lack of mainstream media uptake. 

Recommendation G: Outreach around an international observation should extend beyond those 

already working on the issue and use compelling information, the latest science, and new 

approaches to an issue that makes it relevant to all, as well as pertinent to specific sectors. 

Recommendation H: It is recommended that those involved with advancing a UN designation 

work from a comprehensive media strategy that targets specific outlets with a range of tailored 

messages and approaches. 

Finding 6c: There is a need to overcome barriers related to the absence of strategic coordination, 

including a lack of planning and inadequate communication. 

Recommendation I: National governments should create a strategic work plan to guide the use 

of the year. This should involve goal setting prior to the year (i.e. what will success look like?) 
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and the exploration of strategic alliances. Several stakeholders should be involved, with regular 

communications and a thoughtful, facilitated process. 

Finding 6d: There is a need to overcome barriers related to weak partnerships and collaboration. 

Recommendation J: Accountability measures should be built into all levels of partnership, at a 

minimum, involving a set of clear obligations that can be reported on. Partners at the national 

level should be consulted on developing a strategy for using the designation, allowing for 

sufficient lead-time, as well in the evaluation and follow-up from the Year. 

Finding 6e: There is a need to overcome barriers related to the overuse of UN Years.  

Recommendation: International designations should only be observed when processes have 

been put in place to support their creative and effective use.  
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