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Overview of Urban Biodiversity Planning
What we know in 2022

1. Consideration of biodiversity in local planning is atypical, though cities of 
all sizes and all around the world have initiated strategies and/or 
reporting for biodiversity. Ongoing commitment is challenging.

2. Despite availability of resources, no common standard framework, 
program, definition, or measurement system for urban biodiversity has 
taken hold even though this is needed to ensure efficacy and for 
aggregation and assessment at larger scales.

3. Local governments need support, legislation, and guidance from 
governments at larger scales to multiply and deepen their actions.



Status of Urban Biodiversity Planning

Source: UBHub Database, available at www.ubhub.org/map

Urban Biodiversity Plans, Policies, Institutions, and Other Initiatives

Urban biodiversity 
initiatives are 
happening 
world-round, under 
many differing 
governance 
approaches, and in 
cities of all sizes.

At least 922 cities worldwide have initiatives for biodiversity,
Many subnational and national programs for urban biodiversity also exist.



Status of Urban Biodiversity Planning

McDonald et al., 2018, “Nature in the Urban Century: a global assessment of 
where and how to conserve nature for biodiversity and human wellbeing.” p. 55

Biodiversity Documents at the Municipal Level by Continent

By 2018, 31 cities worldwide had 
produced both a biodiversity strategy 
and a report. 
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Lack of a comprehensive approach

Pierce 2014. “Planning for Biodiversity in a 
Divided World.” Thesis. Cornell University.

Comprehensiveness in Urban Biodiversity Plans
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Biodiversities plans 
often lack a 
comprehensive 
approach that 
incorporates themes 
across sectors.

More comprehensive

Less comprehensive

Assessment of 48 urban 
biodiversity plans, 
measuring the Integration 
Index across 5 sectoral 
themes.



Lack of standards and guidance

Source: UBHub Database

Municipal Application of Multi-national Biodiversity Programs 

This graph compares application numbers by continent of active and well subscribed biodiversity programs that 
span more than one country. * year indicates when this information was last updated.
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No program has 
achieved status as 
global standard.
Comparisons between 
systems are needed.
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Governance and Management

Ecosystem Services

Lack of measurement and consistency

In urban biodiversity 
plans, action 
statements often 
lack accountability 
such as measurement 
or stated outputs in 
biodiversity plans.

Assessment of 39 urban 
biodiversity plans 
according to the CBI 
indicator categories.

67% of plans specified 
any indicators

72% of plans specified 
any outputs

Pierce et al., 2020 “Actions, indicators, and 
outputs in urban biodiversity plans: A 

multinational analysis of city practice.” PLOS One.
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Working Definitions of Urban Biodiversity

Definition of urban 
biodiversity

The variety and richness of organisms and the structures 
and functions of their ecosystems as they relate to one 
another under the unique influences of human 
settlements.

Operational 
standard for 
biodiversity 
management

Prioritized urban biodiversity comprises the organisms 
and their supporting ecosystem features that enrich and 
sustain cities and their associated landscapes.

Definitions specific to urban conditions such as these can be adopted and applied by local 

governments.

Pierce et al., 2021, “Operationalizing Urban Biodiversity: A Guide for 
Integrated Action” chapter 18 in The Routledge Handbook of 

Sustainable Cities and Landscapes eds. Yang, Y., and Wessells, A.T. 



Comprehensive Approach

Equity & 
Justice

Consumption & Pollution

Societal 
Influence

Land Use, 
Conservation, 
& Restoration municipal 

in-boundary

hinterland

global

Pierce, 2021, “Cities and Biodiversity” section 
introduction chapter 17 in The Routledge 

Handbook of Sustainable Cities and Landscapes 
eds. Yang, Y., and Wessells, A.T. 

Urban Bioshed Impact Areas

Theoretical framework to 

ensure comprehensive 

approach to urban 

biodiversity plans.



Tips for practitioners

Pierce et al., 2021, “Operationalizing Urban Biodiversity: A Guide for 
Integrated Action” chapter 18 in The Routledge Handbook of 

Sustainable Cities and Landscapes eds. Yang, Y., and Wessells, A.T. 

When developing an urban biodiversity strategy:

1. Demonstrate how biodiversity is an 
urban issue.

2. Identify metrics for biodiversity that can 
stand alongside potentially competing 
socio-economic measures.

3. Ensure that actions for biodiversity also 
contribute to social and economic goals.

4. Connect biodiversity loss drivers and 
impacts across spatial boundaries.

Link biodiversity with benefits in 
other sectors, such as:

1. Human health

2. Economic development

3. Landscape maintenance

4. Climate change 
adaptation

5. Water quality and flood 
mitigation



Standardized Measurement

Characteristics

• Comprehensively 

captures urban 

impact on 

biodiversity

• Flexible so any city 

can apply it

• Supported by 

IUCN platform

Theme ID Indicator Topics

 1 

 Consumption  
 Drivers

1.1  Material Consumption
1.2  Harmful Harvest & Trade
1.3  GHG Emissions from Energy
1.4  Unsustainable Diets
1.5  Water Withdrawal

 2 

 Human  
 Pressures

2.1  Sprawl
2.2  Water Pollution
2.3  Noise Pollution
2.4  Light Pollution
2.5  Invasive Species

 3 

 Habitat Status

3.1  Land Use/Protection 
3.2  Ecosystem Restoration
3.3  Shorelines & River Banks
3.4  Vegetation
3.5  Connectivity

Theme ID Indicator Topics

 4 
 Species Status

4.1  Animal Species
4.2  Plant Species
4.3  Functional Diversity 
4.4  Microbiota
4.5  Endemic Species

 5 
 Nature’s  
 Contributions 
 to People

5.1  Exposure to nature
5.2  Access to Nature
5.3  Human Health
5.4  Livelihoods
5.5  Sacred Natural Sites

 6 
 Governance  
 Responses

6.1  Planning
6.2  Law & policy
6.3  Education
6.4  Management
6.5  Incentives & Participation

equity integrated 

into 6 topics
IUCN Urban Nature Indices



How to support biodiversity action by cities

Resource: Policy brief

Target: National and subnational 

governments

Aim: Guidance to accelerate local 

actions that contribute to the Global 

Biodiversity Framework 2030 Action 

Targets

April 2022



How to support biodiversity action by cities

Incentivize landscape-scale coordination through regional 
partnerships between governments and businesses.

Provide access to locally-relevant information and mainstream 
local efforts through sector-specific training

Guide local governments on interlinkages between biodiversity, 
social wellbeing and green and blue economics.

Adopt standards for planning, implementing, and monitoring 
biodiversity strategies and projects that allow local governments 
to report progress, engage with the public and private 
enterprise, and coordinate across scales.

Advocate for funding for local governments to have direct access 
to national and global funding mechanisms as well as private and 
philanthropic finance.

Enable regulatory freedom that allows piloting of 
biodiversity-enhancing projects and impact-reduction initiatives 
in agriculture, ranching, mining, trade, and consumption.

Recommendations for national governments



How to support biodiversity action by cities
Recommendations for meeting GBF 2030 Action Targets
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