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This article asks how politicization changes the standardization of biodiversity in the realm of corporate sustainable reporting (CSR) frameworks. The study encompasses three areas: First, the participatory processes in standardization; second, the substantive prioritization of conservation considerations over economic aspects within standards; and third, the interplay between private and public standard-setting bodies. It argues that the European Union (EU) is taking on a more assertive role, shaping corporate reporting practices and the standards established by private organizations. Additionally, the standard-setting process is evolving from a technical exercise to a more politicized undertaking. The introduction of the EU Green Deal (EUG) brought in new biodiversity regulations, CSR frameworks, and standards, resulting in a new dynamic in politicizing biodiversity standardization. As a result, the number of actors with opposing interests is increasing, thereby intensifying the contestation of the standardization of biodiversity. Therefore, political rather than technical considerations increasingly drive biodiversity standardization processes in the EU. The EU is progressively expanding its role in two distinct yet complementary ways. Firstly, it is implementing political objectives through targeted reporting. Secondly, it provides an arena in which various actors are included. To elaborate on this argument, a qualitative analysis in the European context is conducted, highlighting the dynamics in the development of standards in CSR frameworks. Accordingly, the analysis encompasses standards and frameworks proposed by the EU, as well as by private standard-setting bodies GRI, ISO, ISBB, and CDP.
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1 Introduction

The rapid global loss of biodiversity, unprecedented in human history, has prompted increasing regulatory focus on economic activities as a primary driver of this decline (IPBES, 2019). Despite the growing recognition of the impacts and dependencies of economic sectors on biodiversity, recent analyses indicate that large multinational corporations and financial institutions have been slow to implement comprehensive measures and objectives for the management of their impacts and dependencies on biodiversity (Ascui and Cojoianu, 2019; ECB, 2022; OECD, 2023). As a result, there have been significant challenges in mainstreaming biodiversity measures into sectoral policies, particularly in terms of operationalization and institutional innovation (Persson and Runhaar, 2018; Pröbstl et al., 2023; Runhaar et al., 2024). One of the causes cited for this is the absence of coordinated action, adequate data, and standardized metrics for operationalizing biodiversity impacts and dependencies (McKinsey, 2022; PwC and WWF, 2022).

The mainstreaming of biodiversity into economic sectors is a central approach to strengthening biodiversity conservation in this area, by reducing policy incoherence and raising awareness among economic actors of their dependencies and impacts on biodiversity (Huntley, 2014; Whitehorn et al., 2019; Visseren-Hamakers and Kok, 2022). A key element of mainstreaming is corporate sustainability reporting (CSR), through which standards are established, that furnish a resilient and comparable framework for biodiversity-related data measurement and comparability (Whitehorn et al., 2019; World Economic Forum, 2020). However, recent analysis surrounding the extinction accounting literature has highlighted the shortcomings of many current CSR frameworks and standards (Maroun and Atkins, 2018; Hassan et al., 2022; Kopnina et al., 2024).

It is evident from these studies that the design of CSR frameworks and standards should incorporate comprehensive disclosure requirements to facilitate a transformation process within organizations (Adler et al., 2018; Boiral et al., 2018). To achieve this, biodiversity conservation must be accorded a higher level of priority within the context of emerging CSR frameworks and standards (Zolyomi et al., 2023). Moreover, CSR frameworks should be designed to include both negative and positive information based on uniform indicators, taking into account both financial and deep ecological factors (Atkins and Maroun, 2018; Hassan et al., 2022; Kopnina et al., 2024). In doing so, operationalizable standards can enable companies and other relevant stakeholders to more effectively manage their impacts on biodiversity in practice and motivate them to preserve biodiversity (Maroun and Atkins, 2018).

Since the introduction of the European Green Deal (EUG) in 2019, a new dynamic has emerged in the EU, in which the political landscape surrounding standardization for CSR frameworks seems to be evolving. The EUG has led to the creation of several new frameworks for reporting and accounting for greenhouse gas emissions (GHG emissions), as well as the introduction of mandatory guidelines for biodiversity (European Commission, 2023e; Baehr et al., 2024). Thus, a trend toward the politicization of biodiversity standardization can be observed, which is leading to new participatory processes and changing contents of CSR frameworks and standards. This politicization process has the potential to address the criticism of standardization that has been highlighted in the literature. Furthermore, it could help bridge the implementation gap for biodiversity measures in the business sector.

In line with these current debates and novel policy dynamics, the following research question is posed: How does politicization change the standardization of biodiversity? The analysis is structured around three areas: First, the participatory processes of actor inclusion in standardization; second, the prioritization of conservation considerations over economic aspects within standards; and third, the interplay between private and public standard-setting bodies. The European Union (EU) was chosen as the case study for this analysis because it has become a global frontrunner in the establishment of new CSR frameworks and standards since the launch of the EUG. With the strong promotion of new and influential CSR frameworks and the creation of comprehensive policy regulations, new dynamics of the politicization of biodiversity standardization are most likely to be observed. To comprehensively capture these effects, the EU Taxonomy, the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS), as well as the private standard-setting bodies, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB), and CDP (formerly Carbon Disclosure Project), are included in this research.

This study explores how the increasing politicization of CSR frameworks in the EU is shaping new biodiversity standardization, with particular attention to participatory processes, conservation prioritization, and the public-private interplay in standard-setting. The analysis of these dynamics is essential to capture the diverse political requirements, that guide the subsequent development of accounting and reporting frameworks and data applications. This addresses a research gap caused by the predominant focus on technical aspects of standardization and by the political novelty of the issue.

The article is organized as follows: first, the theoretical and methodological framework, focusing on politicization and standardization concepts. Next, the study reviews biodiversity standardization challenges, followed by a qualitative analysis of politicization in three areas: participatory dynamics, conservation prioritization; and private and public standard-setting. Finally, policy implications for CSR and biodiversity conservation are discussed, and directions for future research are outlined.



2 Theoretical and methodological framework


2.1 Methodology

The approach of this research followed a systematic analytical procedure. It is guided by a definition of terms and an outline of the theoretical framework. This is the basis for the characterization of the politicization of standardization in current CSR frameworks, their interpretation, and the discussion of the role of various stakeholders in politicizing standardization processes and the prioritization of conservation in standards. The theoretical framework and the definition of terms are presented in section 2.2. The qualitative analysis addresses issues of participation in standardization processes, the substantive prioritization of conservation considerations over economic aspects within standards, and the alignment of private standard-setting bodies with public CSR frameworks and policy objectives. Methodologically, this analysis follows a three-step procedure: First, a review of current literature and relevant documents, second the identification of current policy dynamics and trends, and third the summarization and derivation of implications for future developments. The analysis is based on a qualitative evaluation of official legal documents, implementing regulations, delegated acts of the EU, and private standard-setting bodies since the introduction of the EUG in 2019. In the case of the EU, the delegated acts and regulations, annexes, and documents of public communication such as websites or press releases regarding the EU Taxonomy, CSRD, and ESRS were analyzed. The selection of private standard-setting bodies is limited to a selection of globally recognized organizations, namely GRI, ISO, ISSB, and CDP, and their latest standards. The analysis covers these biodiversity-related assessment and disclosure frameworks and standards, as they are widely applied and established new or revised during the period under review.



2.2 The politicization of standardization

The methodological approach is guided by the definition and theoretical framework of politicization and standardization, which are outlined as follows. The defining characteristics of politicization are the increased salience and contestation of an issue, the expansion of the number of actors with conflicting positions, and the emergence of political conflicts around that issue (Hutter and Grande, 2014; Brokema, 2016; Roland and Römgens, 2022). Consequently, previously non-political matters are introduced into the political domain by incorporating them into broader political discourses. This, in turn, results in heightened visibility, communication, and contestation of these matters in the public sphere (De Wilde, 2011; Ecker-Ehrhardt and Zürn, 2013; Botchwey and Cunningham, 2021). The range of issues that can become politicized is extensive and includes abstract political issues such as environmental protection or specific instruments such as CSR standards (Botchwey and Cunningham, 2021). The increase in the number of actors espousing conflicting positions is exemplified within the EU by shifting dynamics between EU-level institutions and non-governmental and EU actors (Schmidt, 2019; Roland and Römgens, 2022).

The contestation of specific issues and the expansion of actors exert a significant influence on the process of standardization. ISO/IEC (2004, p. 4) defines standardization as ‘an activity of establishing, concerning actual or potential problems, provisions for common and repeated use, aimed at achieving the optimum degree of order in a given context.’ As part of the wider political landscape, standards, in general, have long been incorporated into policy, beginning with directives for industry and extending to contemporary requirements for good governance (Timmermans and Epstein, 2010; Steffek and Wegmann, 2021). Following this, standards can be classified into two principal categories: technology- or product-based standards, and performance- or process-based standards (Stavins, 2003; Steffek and Wegmann, 2021). In this regard, they serve a variety of functions. This entails the generation of comparable and transparent data that inform the formulation of policies and the management of businesses by furnishing pertinent information (Runhaar et al., 2024). In the realm of the financial market, they define best-practice rules for companies, state regulators, and investors (Krewer, 2005). In doing so, standards play a central role in the construction of global economic spaces (Larner and Le Heron, 2004). In summary, standardization can be regarded as a practice that establishes uniformities by abstractly representing complexities through comparable indicators, rendering issues operationalizable and thus governable (Fransen and Bulkeley, 2024).

Standard-setting bodies can be divided into two categories: public bodies, such as the EU, which can develop mandatory standards; and private bodies, which typically establish voluntary standards, including certification schemes and eco-labels (Marx et al., 2024). Within these standard-setting bodies, standardization usually involves specific stakeholders, such as industry insiders, scientists, or government representatives, who are considered to have a high level of expertise in the field (Timmermans and Epstein, 2010). Despite the technocratic character and apparent neutrality of standardization, it is by no means objective but is shaped by the interests and values of the actors involved (Brunsson et al., 2012; Broome and Quirk, 2015; Steffek and Wegmann, 2021). This entails the possibility that the participating actors will be able to assert their specific values and interests and thus shape the idea of sustainability incorporated into CSR standards (Elgert, 2010; Sullivan, 2018). As a result, increasing politicization can change the composition of the actors involved in standardization and thus also of the values and interests embodied in standards. Furthermore, standards determined by experts are subjected to public debate and their content becomes contested.

This is particularly pertinent in the field of biodiversity policy, given that conservation practice is, in itself, a normative process, that entails determining where and how certain elements should be protected or restored (Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017; Fransen and Bulkeley, 2024). The analysis of politicization in this area raises the question of how the content of standards and the participatory processes in standardization are changing. For example, there is a potential for a disproportionate influence of economic interests on the standardization process due to an over-representation of economic actors. This could ultimately result in environmental problems being inadequately addressed, thereby facilitating greenwashing (Elgert, 2010; Elliot et al., 2024).




3 Challenges and requirements of biodiversity standardization

Politicization leads to new dynamics in the design of biodiversity CSR frameworks and standards. These dynamics are leading to a change in standardization processes, which are constrained by the inherent complexity of biodiversity and the diversity of economic interests involved. The resulting negotiation between economic operationalization and conservation considerations is a key challenge for standardization. Before examining new dynamics in standardization, however, it is necessary to provide a more detailed account of the distinctive characteristics of the subject of this standardization: biodiversity. To this end, the concept of biodiversity and its inherent complexities are first delineated. Second, the specifics of biodiversity standards and the challenges and expectations associated with their standardization process are described. Third, current standardization approaches and their limitations are presented. These three sections set the stage for the subsequent description of the new dynamics triggered by the politicization processes of standardization within the EU.


3.1 The multifaceted complexity of biodiversity

The narrower definition of biodiversity encompasses three dimensions: genetic, species, and ecosystem diversity. All three describe a wide range of aspects, such as the approximately 1.75 million known species and an estimated 13 million unknown species, the diversity of chromosomes, genes, and DNA within species, and the wide range of ecosystems, such as deserts, forests, wetlands, rivers, etc. (CBD, 2023). However, biodiversity is characterized as a complex system, encompassing not only variation in genetic, species, and ecosystem diversity, but also a variety of factors, including the ‘diversity of structures, forms, colors, of physiology and interactions of organisms, and also the landscape level’ (Haber, 2008, p. 92). A broader definition of biodiversity is proposed by IPBES (2024) which defines it as the ‘variability among living organisms from all sources including terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are a part. This includes variation in genetic, phenotypic, phylogenetic, and functional attributes, as well as changes in abundance and distribution over time and space within and among species, biological communities and ecosystems.’ This definition is consistent with the understanding of biodiversity underlying this study, as it encompasses its complexity and the interconnectedness of its parts, which has strong economic implications. For example, the genetic diversity of ecosystems is an important factor in their resilience, which in turn is critical to the benefits that economic actors derive from them (Pörtner et al., 2021). These economic benefits are illustrated, for example, by the $44 trillion of economic value creation that is moderately or highly dependent on nature and its services (World Economic Forum, 2020). As a result, it is these complexities that CSR frameworks seek to reflect. However, the complexity, interconnectedness, and contextuality of biodiversity lead not only to the risks and benefits of biodiversity dependencies for economic actors but also to the barriers to the standardization of biodiversity by including all facets of biodiversity in standardization. The challenge for standardization lies in the need for comparable and therefore operational standards for use by different stakeholders while preserving the fundamental interconnectedness and contextual dependencies of biodiversity.



3.2 Standards are a measure to operationalize conservation goals

Environmental management and biodiversity conservation face the challenge that actors from non-environmental sectors are often unclear about their operational meaning (Runhaar et al., 2020). Standardization attempts to bridge this ambiguity by translating complex guidelines into a technical language (Broome and Quirk, 2015; Steffek and Wegmann, 2021). In the realm of biodiversity, conservation is promoted and inconsistencies in implementation are reduced through clear guidelines. For doing so, standards cover aspects such as management of protected areas, sustainable investment of funds, assessment of the condition of protected areas, development of adaptive management approaches, or alignment of practices with CSR frameworks (Dudley et al., 2004). Standards for CSR frameworks provide clear criteria for companies to disclose information to stakeholders, investors, or government regulators through a classification of company performance or value (Broome and Quirk, 2015). Such standards also have an impact within companies by providing a means of understanding environmental dependencies and impacts. In doing so, they incorporate practices and values into new economic spheres and guide companies’ environmental, social, and governance (ESG) activities (Larner, 2004; Friske et al., 2024). Consequently, as a measure of biodiversity policy, standards serve to make the highly complex field of biodiversity policy and conservation operational, thereby creating the necessary conditions for mainstreaming biodiversity into economic processes and enabling the further integration and development of biodiversity policies. To this end, standardization functions as a government technology, that translates complex ecological conditions and conservation goals into uniform criteria (Higgins and Hallström, 2007).

However, in doing so, ‘biodiversity is broken down into abstract and standardized units to make biodiversity legible, commensurable and exchangeable, and hence governable’ (Fransen and Bulkeley, 2024, p. 81). In this process, contexts that do not fit into standards are removed to create comparable indicators. The aim is to create a form of ‘constructed objectivity’ (Broome and Quirk, 2015, p. 821). However, the complexity and context dependency of biodiversity represent a significant challenge for standardization processes and the implementation of mitigation strategies to address biodiversity loss (Smith et al., 2020). For example, the impact of land-use practices on biodiversity varies considerably depending on factors such as the existing flora and fauna in the area, the type of intervention, climatic conditions, soil characteristics, and so forth. The complexity is further enhanced by the multiple interests and values associated with biodiversity. The concept of biodiversity has a high normative content that goes beyond ecological aspects to include values and moral considerations that encompass not only ecological but also social or economic aspects (Toepfer, 2011; Beierkuhnlein, 2012).



3.3 Existing standardization approaches and emerging EU dynamics

Despite these difficulties, concepts have been developed that attempt to quantify and operationalize biodiversity appropriately. Examples of these concepts include ecosystem services and natural capital. Natural capital can be defined ‘as the world’s stocks of natural assets which include geology, soil, air, water and all living things’, that provide a wide range of ecosystem services (Dasgupta, 2021, p. 36; World Forum on Natural Capital, 2024). Biodiversity is the integral biotic part of natural capital, which is inextricably linked to the quality, quantity, and reliability of ecosystem services (Houdet et al., 2020; Cordella et al., 2022). Ecosystem services describe the ‘benefits people obtain from ecosystems.’ (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Board, 2005, p. 5). These include services such as the provision of resources, pollination through insects, air filtration through trees or even cultural and spiritual aspects (IPBES, 2016). Here, a distinction is made between the stock of ecosystems, which includes ecosystem processes that ensure the health and functionality of ecosystems, and ecosystem services, which represent the actual benefits derived from these ecosystems (Dominati et al., 2010). The concept of ecosystem services seeks to align environmental aspects with financial and economic modes of reasoning, predominantly through monetary valuation (Stevenson et al., 2021).

Despite their highly anthropogenic perspective, it is essential to include established concepts like natural capital in CSR frameworks (Maroun and Atkins, 2018). As companies and investors can only consider the environment from a financial perspective, natural capital is a practical way to simultaneously consider the impact of biodiversity on companies and the impact of companies on biodiversity (Adler et al., 2018; Atkins and Maroun, 2018; Hassan et al., 2022). This dependency of businesses on biodiversity leads to risks such as production disruptions, loss of customers or market share, legal claims, and regulatory changes (World Economic Forum, 2020; Kedward et al., 2021, 2023). Sectors that are particularly dependent on biodiversity include agriculture, aquaculture, fisheries, and forestry (Cardona Santos et al., 2023). The disruptive effects of biodiversity loss on these sectors are reflected in the annual global decline of 2.5% of insect biomass, resulting in an estimated global loss of 4.7% of total fruit production due to insufficient pollination (Sánchez-Bayo and Wyckhuys, 2019; Smith et al., 2022). The total economic damage from biodiversity loss caused by global land use alone between 1997 and 2011 was estimated to be between $4.3 and $20.2 trillion per year (Costanza et al., 2014). Consequently, companies have a strong interest in standardizing biodiversity to effectively assess the associated impacts on business practices (Nedopil, 2023).

However, recent research suggests that large multinational corporations and finance institutions have been slow in implementing comprehensive biodiversity management policies and targets (Ascui and Cojoianu, 2019; ECB, 2022; OECD, 2023). This is the result of the absence of adequate data and standardized metrics for quantifying objectives cumulates with the lack of coordinated action for regulatory requirements for the financial-economic sector, and the requisite knowledge and expertise (McKinsey, 2022; PwC and WWF, 2022). The inadequacy of current conceptual frameworks is evident in the context of ecosystem services. Due to challenges in quantification arising from a lack of knowledge and data foundation, the concept has proven inadequate for both practical applicability for economic and civil society actors and the effective conservation of biodiversity (Stevenson et al., 2021; Allan et al., 2022). Consequently, the concept has only been partially integrated into policies and practices (Zolyomi et al., 2023).

However, since the enactment of the EUG, the EU has adopted new regulations and CSR frameworks that address these gaps and requirements. These new frameworks align with the broader global and EU-wide development in corporate sustainability reporting on GHG emissions since the 1990s (Baehr et al., 2024). In the context of the EU, this trend is characterized by an increase in the mandatory reporting of emissions and the emergence of new regulatory initiatives to achieve climate neutrality by 2050. In contrast, the situation concerning biodiversity reporting and accounting is distinct. The EU’s approach to biodiversity regulation dates back to the 1992 Habitats Directive and the Natura 2000 initiative (European Commission, 2024d). Subsequently, the EU adopted three biodiversity strategies for the next decade in 2001, 2011, and 2020 (European Union, 2006, 2015; European Commission, 2020a). However, the issue of sustainable corporate reporting on impacts and dependencies on biodiversity was only addressed by the EUG, which came into force in 2019, and the most recent EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 (European Commission, 2020a, 2024a). As a result, mandatory reporting requirements have been defined in the EU Taxonomy (2020) and the CSRD (2023) (European Parliament, 2022; European Commission, 2023c). The EU Taxonomy establishes a common classification system for sustainable economic activities to inform investors and guide financial flows. It includes the ‘conservation, including restoration, of habitats, ecosystems and species’ (European Commission, 2023a, p. 2). Thereby, the EU Taxonomy addresses the criticism that previous standards and corporate practices lacked a unified definition of sustainability (Milne et al., 2009; Maroun and Atkins, 2018). The CSRD, on the other hand, is based on the ESRS standards adopted in 2023, which specify the information that companies must disclose on biodiversity and ecosystems (European Parliament, 2022; European Commission, 2023b). ESRS includes cross-cutting standards that ‘apply to all undertakings regardless of which sector or sectors the undertaking operates in’ (European Commission, 2023b, p. 5). Since 2024, the CSRD has applied to large EU companies with over 500 employees (European Commission, 2024b) (Figure 1).




4 Politicization creates new dynamics in biodiversity standardization

As a consequence of the new dynamics prompted by the enactment of the EGD, the political landscape surrounding CSR frameworks and standards is transforming. It is therefore worthwhile to conduct a more detailed examination of the standardization of biodiversity in the EU. The following section addresses the question of how politicization changes the standardization of biodiversity. This is done under consideration of previously discussed assumptions and challenges. It is argued that in all three areas, the EU is playing an increasingly important role, influencing both corporate reporting practices and standards set by private entities. This, in turn, is the result of the standard-setting process moving from a purely technical exercise to a more politicized endeavor. The subsequent sections are structured around three areas: First, new participatory processes and actor inclusion in standardization, second the shift in the priority given to conservation considerations in standards; and third, the changing interplay between private and public standard-setting bodies. The elements included in this approach and the results derived are presented in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Findings of current political dynamics and processes in the selected standards and standard-setting bodies.
[image: Table1]


4.1 A widening range of stakeholder inclusion

Standardization is increasingly integrated into broader policy frameworks and the range of actors and biodiversity aspects covered by standardization is expanding. The EU is actively promoting the involvement of a diverse range of actors in the development and evaluation of standards and indicators set out in the EU Taxonomy and the CSRD.

The broadening spectrum of actors included in standard creation is evident in the ‘Technical Expert Group on Sustainable Finance’ (TEG), whose expertise plays a pivotal role in the standardization processes of the EU (Technical Expert Group on Sustainable Finance, 2020, 36). The TEG comprises 35 members from civil society, academia, business, the financial sector, and other members and observers from EU and international public institutions (European Commission, 2020b). This includes NGOs such as the World Wide Fund (WWF), Finance Watch, and the CDP (European Commission, 2021). Another example is the Platform on Sustainable Finance, which aims to bring together expertise from the corporate and public sectors, industry, academia, civil society, and the financial industry to ‘advise the European Commission on the implementation and usability of the EU Taxonomy and the sustainable finance framework more broadly’ (European Commission, 2024c). Current members include organizations like the Climate Bonds Initiative and the International Sustainable Finance Centre (ISFC) (European Commission, 2023d).

However, environmental organizations, including WWF, left the Platform on Sustainable Finance, criticizing the political decisions that led to the criteria of the EU Taxonomy being too vague (WWF, 2022). The contested nature of the taxonomy is evidenced by the declaration published the following year by 45 NGOs, including the WWF, which called for the ‘extension of the environmental taxonomy to more categories’ and the adoption of ‘criteria for new activities’ (WWF, 2023). In 2024, NGOs and environmental organizations launched the Independent Science Based Taxonomy (ISBT) platform. It aims to independently evaluate the categories of the EU Taxonomy (ISBT, 2024; WWF, 2024). It can be observed that, although the participation process was initiated top-down by the EU, with the introduction of new formalized formats, it was also followed by the emergence of independent formats initiated by NGOs. As a result, there appears to be a growing trend toward greater politicization, resulting in the expansion of the number of actors with conflicting positions and an increasing prominence of biodiversity standardization. This aligns with other studies that demonstrate that the process of biodiversity standardization is being influenced by an increasingly diverse range of stakeholders, including those from civil society, industry, academia, and government (Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2011; Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017).

The broader engagement of diverse actors provides the opportunity for more cooperation, for example between civil society and economic actors. This offers the possibility of establishing new networks, enhancing transparency, anchoring the issue more firmly, and improving oversight by NGOs and state actors (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2017). It is therefore not only environmental organizations that require greater inclusion; there is also unused potential in engaging stakeholders of the financial sector and businesses (Cardona Santos et al., 2023). The broader inclusion of these stakeholders can lead to initiatives that aid in clarifying business expectations and supporting global objectives for improved biodiversity protection (Smith et al., 2020). To have an impact on biodiversity conservation, CSR frameworks, and standards must engage these business stakeholders and capture their attention (Atkins and Maroun, 2018).

In conclusion, the debate of participatory platforms and the contents of regulatory frameworks illustrate the growing politicization of biodiversity standardization. As a result, there is a noticeable trend in the inclusion of a wider range of stakeholders, either through the EU’s participatory platforms or NGOs’ platforms. However, the circle of actors included is still limited to specific experts from international organizations. A broad inclusion of the local level or even a democratization of the process is not to be observed. Given the significant barriers to quantifying and standardizing biodiversity with its economic and social implications, this still represents an opportunity to engage a wider range of values and interests. It also remains to be seen which actors will become the driving force behind standardization and which will ultimately be able to assert their interests (Figure 1).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Timeline of EU biodiversity regulations.




4.2 Prioritization between ecological and economic considerations is shifting

Due to the increase of regulations within the EU and the enhancement of international targets in the Convention on Biodiversity (CBD), CSR frameworks and standards are changing. Especially the Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF), calls to ‘encourage and enable business, and in particular to ensure that large and transnational companies and financial institutions: (a) Regularly monitor, assess, and transparently disclose their risks, dependencies and impacts on biodiversity’ (CBD, 2022). This political encouragement affects private standard-setting bodies, including organizations like GRI, ISO, ISSB, CDP, and public ones like the EU (CDP, 2021; IFRS, 2023; ISO, 2023; European Commission, 2024a; GRI, 2024).

As part of the EGD, the EU Taxonomy and the CSRD play a crucial role in providing guidance for investors and directing investments toward sustainable activities (Afolabi et al., 2022; European Commission, 2023c). Both CSR frameworks are mandatory and apply to companies with more than 500 employees. They set different cross-cutting standards that require companies to disclose their impacts and dependencies on biodiversity. The CSRD covers environmental, social and financial materiality, and includes both business dependencies and impacts on nature (European Commission, 2023b; Tin et al., 2024). Within the framework of the EU Taxonomy, companies are required to specify the condition of habitats influenced by their activities and how they affect these ecosystems or species populations, both negatively and positively (European Commission, 2023a). The regulations necessitate that companies determine the net impact of their biodiversity performance at specific sites and whether their mitigation activities outweigh the negative effects on biodiversity (Smith et al., 2019). In consequence, the CSRD has adopted a definition of double materiality that considers impacts in both positive and negative environmental impacts, thereby enhancing transparency (Hassan et al., 2022; Tin et al., 2024).

Within the EU Taxonomy, the principle of ‘doing no significant harm’ (DNSH) involves a more holistic consideration of sustainability criteria, shifting from focusing only on production to the entire lifecycle along the taxonomy criteria (Dusík and Bond, 2022). The principle states, that ‘an economic activity may not qualify as environmentally sustainable where it significantly harms at least one of the six environmental objectives’ (EPRS, 2022, p. 2). In addition, the EU Taxonomy describes ‘enabling activities’, that have, directly or indirectly, ‘a substantial positive environmental impact based on life-cycle considerations’ (EPRS, 2022, p. 3). This encompasses not only negative impacts on biodiversity due to economic activities but also positive environmental impacts. Therefore, companies are now not only obligated to describe their dependencies on nature’s services but also to report that they are not harming biodiversity (Dusík and Bond, 2022).

This shift underscores the importance of verifiable positive impacts on biodiversity by companies. To make a substantial contribution to the EU Taxonomy’s objective of ‘protection and restoration of biodiversity and ecosystems,’ companies, must demonstrate that their practices either maintain or improve the condition of ecosystems and habitats. This includes the ‘mapping of the current habitats and their condition’ and ‘characterization of the situation of the main species in terms of conservation relevance present in the area’ (European Commission, 2023a). This shows that the EU Taxonomy addresses specific environmental and conservation measures that companies must adhere to. Through such specific guidelines and objectives, best practices and values can be integrated into economic domains (Larner and Le Heron, 2004). In this way, companies are encouraged to improve the integration of these measures into planning and decision-making processes, leading to performance improvements (Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Brunsson et al., 2012). In this case, standards hold the potential to instill specific strategic goals for biodiversity protection within companies (Brunsson et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2020).

In summary, biodiversity standardization in the context of CSR in the EU is gaining political traction. There is evidence that policy objectives are increasingly giving greater weight to environmental sustainability and biodiversity within CSR frameworks and standards. In particular, the DNSH principle and the enabling activities of the EU Taxonomy require that not only negative but also positive impacts on biodiversity are covered. The EU Taxonomy also considers the inclusion of both direct and indirect impacts of activities throughout their lifecycle. In addition, the CSRD includes a definition of materiality, that includes financial, environmental, and social considerations. This demonstrates, that biodiversity considerations are becoming more and more comprehensively covered by these regulations.



4.3 Private standard-setting bodies align with policy objectives and EU CSR frameworks

Private standard-setting bodies are also responding to the increasing political pressure for greater biodiversity conservation by reevaluating their biodiversity standards. For example, the ISSB is currently developing and revising biodiversity, ecosystems, and ecosystem services (BEES) standards in a 2024–2026 work plan (IFRS, 2024). ISSB standards are applied globally in various jurisdictions, such as Australia, Brazil, Canada, and Mexico (Tin et al., 2024). The organization aims to address a fragmented landscape by developing standards for a global baseline of sustainability disclosures (ISSB, 2024). Another globally recognized standard-setting body is ISO, which has developed a large portfolio of standards since 1949 (Brunsson et al., 2012; ISO, 2024). In the realm of biodiversity policy, the ISO Technical Committee ISO/TC 331 is developing standards to enable companies and financial institutions to integrate biodiversity into their strategies. This includes the development of guidelines on specific biodiversity issues such as ecological engineering, nature-based solutions, and relevant technologies (ISO, 2020). For instance, the ISO/CD 17298 standard is designed to assist companies in the thoughtful consideration of specific measures for biodiversity conservation and the sustainable utilization of its components (ISO, 2023). GRI has also joined this process by developing or revising standards that guide companies to disclose their most significant impacts on biodiversity and, in turn, enhance their accountability (GRI, 2024). This includes the GRI 304 standard for ‘best practice on biodiversity management to support companies in addressing their impacts’ (GRI, 2024). GRI standards are widely adopted and are among the most widely used (Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017; Hassan et al., 2022). GRI’s 2023 report found that its standards were referenced in 512 policies in 92 countries (Chalmers et al., 2023; Tin et al., 2024).

The newly developed or revised standards are aligned with international and transnational frameworks, as is the case with ISO/CD 17298. This defines guidelines for ‘mainstreaming biodiversity’s protection, conservation, the sustainable use of its components and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising out of the utilization of genetic resources, within their activities’ (ISO, 2023; GRI, 2024). The wording is identical to that of the Nagoya Convention, which aims at the ‘fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of genetic resources’ (CBD, 2011, p. 4). Furthermore, the alignment of public and private standards is being actively promoted by both sides. The aim is to fill data gaps and create a uniform framework, for example, done by the CDP with the standards of ISSB, GRI, and ESRS (CDP, 2024). Also, the EU is actively exchanging information with private organizations such as the ISSB and the GRI (European Commission, 2023e).

In consequence, mandatory CSR frameworks, political objectives, and the promoted alignment of private and public standards increase the pressure on the technical exercise of standardization to align with the ideals of sustainable economies and biodiversity conservation. For instance, in the GBF, there is a requirement that reporting for ‘large as well as transnational companies and financial institutions’ must be designed to ‘progressively reduce negative impacts on biodiversity, increase positive impacts, reduce biodiversity-related risks to business and financial institutions, and promote actions to ensure sustainable patterns of production’ (CBD, 2022). Many private standard setters, such as GRI, refer to the GBF as they revise their own frameworks and standards for biodiversity to ensure their alignment with international objectives (GRI, 2024). As a result, GRI also includes standards on the type and quantity of wild species used and their risk of extinction at sites (Tin et al., 2024).

In summary, standards can serve as a valuable policy measure to support the operationalization and implementation of biodiversity policy objectives in economic sectors. This is evidenced by the significant revision of existing and development of new private standards to meet international policy objectives. The revised GRI framework, in particular, includes biodiversity mainstreaming objectives and standards that now also cover aspects of species extinction. The dynamic is also reflected in the increasing focus of private standard-setting bodies on mandatory CSR frameworks by the EU, which is establishing itself as a standard-setter and expanding its role in this area. Consequently, the EU and GBF are becoming important reference points for CSR and standard setting. However, challenges remain in implementing these CSR frameworks and standards, as they often require companies to substantially review and restructure internal and supply chain processes. But therein lies also the transformative potential of these standards.




5 Conclusion

Mandatory and voluntary biodiversity standards for CSR frameworks are gaining political traction in the EU. Since the introduction of the EUG, several new biodiversity regulations and CSR frameworks have been established. This triggered new processes for stakeholder engagement in standardization, prioritization of conservation in new and revised standards, and the alignment of voluntary standards with mandatory EU frameworks. This is the result of the politicization of standardization, as evidenced on the one hand by broader participation formats and on the other hand by the increasing prioritization of biodiversity aspects within standards. As a consequence, standardization processes are becoming increasingly shaped by political considerations rather than technical ones. Due to the increased visibility and number of stakeholders, the formulation of standards, as evidenced by the participatory processes of the EU taxonomy, is becoming more contested. Hereby, the EU is progressively expanding its role in two distinct yet complementary ways. Firstly, it is implementing political objectives through mandatory CSR frameworks. Secondly, it provides an arena in which various stakeholders are included.

One recommendation for biodiversity policy is to utilize this politicization and increase focus on broader stakeholder inclusion. For example, the local level must be actively engaged in discussions, development, and implementation, taking into consideration local knowledge. This inclusion ensures that instruments and standards can be tailored to practices in specific locations, thus aligning policy with the realities of the local context. The initial positive indications can be observed in the broader inclusion of stakeholders, particularly environmental organizations.

A second policy implication arises from the trend toward more comprehensive and detailed reporting requirements and the alignment of private standard-setters. Although there is a shift toward a greater focus on conservation considerations in standardization, there is still a need for further mandatory inclusion of positive aspects and open disclosure of impacts at the local level. While there is a tendency for more and more impacts and dependencies to be included, there is still no evidence of a sustained trend toward a more ecocentric perspective that considers the intrinsic value of nature. Such a perspective would incorporate all aspects of biodiversity, not just those that benefit humans. A changed focus on biodiversity could serve as a counterbalance to the financial considerations that typically prevail in standardization processes within this field.

The establishment of more robust CSR frameworks and standards offers a pathway for more firmly anchoring biodiversity within the economic sector, thereby addressing the existing implementation gaps based on a lack of quantifiability and information. However, financial considerations continue to exert a dominant influence, because the primary objective of companies is still to maximize shareholder value. Consequently, the subject of biodiversity will be viewed primarily through an economic lens, with reporting being regarded as a mere boundary condition or even a nuisance. In addition, there is a risk that the sharp increase in mandatory disclosure of GHG emissions, together with the now increasing requirements for biodiversity accounting and reporting, will lead to a possible overburdening of companies. As a result, there is a risk of a trend toward process standards that lead to more reporting and documentation, but with potentially less and less substance.

Consequently, it is yet to be determined whether the politicization process will ultimately result in sufficient protection of biodiversity within the context of CSR frameworks and standards. Nevertheless, the politicization of this issue may offer a potential pathway to greater prioritization of biodiversity, particularly through the involvement of environmental NGOs. This may serve as a counterweight to the economization of biodiversity, which is a result of the disproportionate influence of economic actors and interests in the standardization of biodiversity. The politicization provides an opportunity to create a countertrend to greenwashing by CSR, as it brings biodiversity standardization into the public sphere.

However, the study also has some limitations, which provide opportunities for future research. Although the study includes international aspects, it is primarily focused on the European context. Even if the EU is a frontrunner and a politically and economically significant area, it remains open whether similar trends can be observed in other areas. Furthermore, while this article has provided an overview of the macro-level dynamics, there is scope for further research into the micro-level aspects of mainstreaming. This includes, for example, how standardization can stimulate organizational and institutional change within firms. This requires an examination of the internal dynamics of firms and financial institutions to determine their alignment with policy objectives and regulations, and how these are translated into the firm context. One of the most critical issues to be addressed is how to reconcile the goal of halting biodiversity loss with existing business models, with a particular focus on conservation.
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