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Biodiversity is in crisis. This has been shown in the IPBES 

global assessment report, which states that a million species 

are in danger of extinction, and in the Nine Planetary 

Boundaries report, which rates the biodiversity crisis as 

posing the highest level of danger for the planetary system. 

Big business is one of the key drivers of the biodiversity crisis 

and accompanying deforestation and human rights 

violations. Yet many of those same companies that are 

causing the problem are claiming to be part of the solution, 

by becoming part of ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’ business 

coalitions. These coalitions are infiltrating the UN processes, 

ensuring that their interests are defended and that 

biodiversity ‘solutions’ don’t harm their profits. 

While business interests have been actively influencing UN 

processes since the negotiation of the Rio Conventions in the 

early 1990s, corporate presence has increased significantly 

over the past few years. The UN system in general, and the 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in particular, have 

been progressively more welcoming to corporate actors, 

actively setting up mechanisms to involve them in decision-

making processes. Other signs of this evolution include the 

appearance of business-oriented units in the CBD Secretariat, 

the inclusion of business representatives in Ad-Hoc Technical 

Expert Groups and other expert working groups, the pre-COP 

business fora, and ultimately the warm welcoming 

statements for business from the Executive Secretary. 

This is a summary of the fully referenced report The Nature 

of Business: Corporate influence over the Convention on 

Biological Diversity and the Global Biodiversity Framework, 

which exposes the strategies and tactics used by corporate 

actors in the CBD. The many business coalitions and their 

members, and the greenwashing proposals they come up 

with, are also explained in detail. 
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i Note that for the sake of brevity, we refer to ‘the CBD’ where we mean the processes of the CBD and/or the actors involved. 
ii For WWF International, it is not possible to know exactly how much corporate funding is received as the organisation does not publish accounts on this.

The tactics and strategies used by 

corporate interests to influence  

or capture UN agencies and processes 

To achieve their desired results, corporations have used a 

variety of tactics and strategies to influence CBD processes. 

These include the following: direct party lobbying; targeting 

individual delegations or becoming part of them; installing 

direct contacts in the CBD Secretariat; making use of revolving 

doors; co-opting civil society, academia and think tanks; 

funding UN activities; multistakeholderism; the distortion of 

language and concepts; and public-private partnerships. 

One strategy specifically stands out: the formation of 

purpose-built lobby groupings. Corporations seek to present 

themselves as ‘the willing’ by claiming to be part of the 

solution and advocating for sustainability via coalitions with 

green-sounding names. However, their ‘solutions’ are 

carefully crafted in order not to undermine their business 

models; they ultimately also do nothing for the environment. 

Some of these ‘solutions’ include offsetting (for example 

under the names of ‘No Net Loss’, ‘Net Gain’, ‘Nature Positive’ 

and ‘Nature-Based Solutions’), self-reporting, self-regulating 

and self-certifying. Interestingly, many of the corporations 

with the worse track records on environmental and human 

rights behaviour are very much involved in such coalitions.

The complexity of corporate lobby groups and their 

memberships is bewildering. This serves to obscure exactly 

who is behind which organisation and whose interests they 

serve – the reality being that a relatively small group of 

specific actors could be involved with a number of them. 

Their interests are further concealed by the participation  

in almost all these groups by specific international 

conservation organisations with strong links to corporations, 

both through funding and through corporate membership 

on their executive boards. These specifically include 

Conservation International, IUCN, The Nature Conservancy, 

the World Resources Institute and World Wide Fund for 

Nature (WWF). 

box 1: Case study: attempts by the biotech industry to influence the CBD 

The role of corporations in the CBD has been obscured due to the fact that they channel their efforts to influence the process 

through lobby groups. One such example is the Public Research and Regulation Initiative (PRRI), which though ostensibly 

representing a sub-group of ‘public sector scientists’ has close ties with the biotech industry and government regulators. 

According to Corporate Europe Observatory, important work in the CBD and under the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety 

(CPB) on risk assessment of living modified organisms was terminated under pressure by some of the country delegates 

also participating in the PRRI group. An inside source reported that PRRI acted as a coordination hub between lobby groups 

and industry-related delegates. As a result, the official endorsement of a major and long-awaited CBD and Cartagena 

Protocol guidance document on biosafety was blocked, and ongoing biosafety work stalled for at least four years. 

In 2017, an online forum discussing how the CBD should deal with the risks related to gene drives was swayed by the 

lobby firm ‘Emerging Ag’, which had been paid $1.6 million by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. This influencing 

was achieved through the recruitment of dozens of ‘experts’ to influence countries’ positions on a possible moratorium. 

This was revealed in the ‘Gene Drive Files’ published by civil society groups. The revelation that there had been an 

organised attempt to undermine a fair CBD consultation on technology led to the 2018 adoption by the CBD of 

procedures to avoid and manage conflicts of interest in expert groups. However, lobbying from a biotech interest 

perspective and the influencing of the CBD’s position towards minimal regulation continues. Several interviewees for 

this report specifically mentioned the active role played by Target Malaria, a group that describes itself as a “vector 

control research alliance”, to this end.  

Biotech companies and related interests have been extremely prolific in introducing representatives into national 

delegations to the CBD. Investigations have found that in COP14 in Sharm-el-Sheik, at least six African delegations had 

members who were sponsored by the biotech-related lobby groups Target Malaria or ISAAA. Linked to Target Malaria, 

London’s Imperial College itself brought at least eight experts to COP14, including communication and policy experts.   
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box 2: Key corporate actor World Business Council for Sustainable 

Development (WBCSD) describes itself as...  

“the premier global, CEO-led community of over 200 of the world’s leading 
sustainable businesses working collectively to accelerate the system transformations 
needed for a net-zero, Nature Positive, and more equitable future”.  

Whilst WBCSD’s discourse is relentlessly proactive for the environment, and its public positioning on the GBF (both 

directly and through Business for Nature) radiates ‘ambitiousness’, its membership includes many corporations that 

have been accused of gross damage to biodiversity around the globe. These include Amazon, APRIL, BP, Cargill, Chevron, 

Bunge, Dow, Drax, DuPont, EDF, Eni, Equinor, Holcim, International Paper, McDonalds, Mondi, Nestlé, Shell, Smurfit 

Kappa, Sumitomo, TotalEnergies, Unilever, Walmart, Weyerhauser and Vale. 

For example, Vale was responsible for poisoning hundreds of kilometres of rivers with toxic mine tailings after two 

separate dam collapses in Brazil, in 2015 and 2019. BP is responsible for wildlife-destroying disasters such as the 

Deepwater Horizon rig explosion and oil spill in 2010, in addition to its long-term and ongoing biodiversity-threatening 

emissions of climate-changing gases. Smurfit Kappa is responsible for “widespread destruction of Andean and sub-

Andean forests in Colombia”, replacing biodiversity there with intensive pine and eucalyptus plantations. Unilever has 

been a major user of palm oil produced by the clearing of highly diverse Indonesian rainforests to create palm 

plantations. Bunge has recently been accused of biodiversity-damaging activities in both Brazil’s Cerrado region and 

in Indonesian forests. On top of its huge carbon emissions from fossil fuels, Equinor threatens extremely fragile marine 

ecosystems with its plans for Arctic oil drilling. Shell has long been accused of ‘contempt’ for both the planet and people 

due to its oil extraction and other environmentally catastrophic activities. 

Despite all of these accumulated environmental woes, the WBCSD comes across as proactive for the planet when it 

speaks on behalf of its members. 
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Saving biodiversity  

requires transformative change,  

not corporate capture 

From the outset, it was clear that the post-2020 plan needed 

to initiate “transformative change”: 

The Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services issued by the IPBES has cautioned that 

goals for conserving and sustainably using biodiversity and 

achieving sustainability cannot be met by current 

trajectories, and biodiversity goals for 2030 and beyond may 

only be achieved through transformative changes across 

economic, social, political and technological factors. 

There is a fundamental conflict of interest: corporations and 

their operations are the most important contributors to 

biodiversity loss and ecosystem destruction. They are also 

accountable to their shareholders, to whom they pay dividends. 

As the profound transformation of the economic sectors that 

damage biodiversity would certainly lead to a diminished 

operating space and thus reduced income for these corporate 

entities, it seems logical that they have a responsibility towards 

their shareholders to prevent such a transformation. 

The draft GBF bears the strong hallmarks of lobbying by 

business interests. It is difficult to disentangle what has 

resulted specifically from corporate lobbying from what 

certain Parties might have desired anyway, given their strong 

disposition towards ‘non-regulation’, voluntary action, market 

mechanisms, private sector implementation, and weak or 

non-existent monitoring, reporting and corporate 

accountability. Businesses in many countries are ‘pushing at 

doors’ that are already permanently open to them. The 

picture is further obscured by the collaboration of most of the 

major corporate lobbying groups with certain international 

conservation organisations. The lobbying of these groups has 

converged and merged around many issues. 

Corporate narratives have also become increasingly 

misleading. Each year, new PR-friendly ‘solutions’ are presented, 

one more ineffective than the other in addressing the real 

environmental challenges of our era. Yet, through the profound 

infiltration of UN bodies, governments, and even conservation 

organisations, these concepts are gaining terrain amongst 

policymakers and in final outcomes. Typical examples are 

concepts such as ‘Nature-Based Solutions’ and ‘Nature Positive’. 

The environment and the peoples are the ones who lose. 
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Recommendations 

Addressing corporate capture of the CBD is a precondition to addressing the underlying drivers of biodiversity loss. 

Several general recommendations for the whole UN system, as well as a number of CBD-specific recommendations, 

should be taken into account. The UN and its Member States should reiterate that their overriding prerogative is to 

serve the public interest, and should overhaul decision-making processes to ensure that industry’s influence is limited. 

General recommendations are: 

• The UN and its Member States must resist corporate pressure to grant business a privileged position in UN negotiations. 

• The UN and its Member States should take resolute action to strengthen transparency around lobbying. 

• Business representatives should not be part of national delegations involved in UN negotiations. 

• The role of the ‘business and industry’ major group should be limited. As the business sector holds significantly 

larger resources than any other sector, there should be a cap on its participation; business should not have more 

representatives than any of the other major groups in multilateral negotiation processes. 

• The UN must disclose all existing relations and links with the private sector. 

• A code of conduct for UN officials, including a ‘cooling off’ period during which officials cannot start working  

for lobby groups or lobbying advisory firms, should be introduced. 

• The UN should end all existing partnerships with corporations and trade associations and should not engage in 

any further partnerships. 

• The UN, in serving the public interest, should monitor the impacts of corporations on people and the environment 

and establish a legally binding framework of obligations that can hold companies accountable to environmental, 

human rights and labour rights law. This should include an obligation for companies to report on their social and 

environmental impacts.
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