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Thank you, Mr Chair, and thanks to the OECD for the kind invitation 

to this important meeting. Indeed, we are confronting many crises, 

including biodiversity alongside that of COVID-19. 

 

To introduce myself, I am the Secretary General of the Secretariat 

of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 

Wild Fauna and Flora (or CITES) and we are located in Geneva. 

 

Firstly, I would say, in response to your question, that the main 

focus of the CITES Secretariat during the crisis has been to maintain 

business continuity. The Secretariat had a slight advantage as we 

had already put in place the technology and equipment needed for 

maintaining internal and external communications during 

telecommuting; and the Convention has already an electronic 

mechanism for intersessional decision-making by our Parties. I will 

say more about this in a moment.  

 

During these times of uncertainty, our priority has been to place an 

emphasis on assuring our Parties that we are working in the same 

manner as always; that we are able to provide continued support 

to them and the CITES Management Authorities. In the spring – 

after a full year of the pandemic, the Secretariat did a survey to 

better understand how Parties and other CITES stakeholders had 

been impacted in their work by the pandemic. We received 160 

responses to the survey from all regions. While 96% indicated that 

their work had been impacted to some degree – only 3% said that 

the pandemic had impacted their communication with the 

Secretariat. However, it is also clear that the pandemic has 

impacted trade in wild animals and plants and their derived 

products – just as global trade has contracted in general. In 

addition, work that needed to be carried out in the field by Parties 

and project beneficiaries was interrupted. 

 



Regarding the intersessional decision-making procedure, it had 

originally been designed for urgent matters to be used in 

exceptional circumstances, for example, in situations where the 

survival of a species could be at stake unless measures were taken. 

However, this procedure turned out to be very useful to progress 

work during the pandemic. We have used it to establish our 

intersessional working groups to focus on specific topics that 

otherwise would have had to wait for the committees to meet. It 

also was used in a compliance matter where a decision was 

urgently needed. While the procedure allows for decisions to be 

made, the experience during the pandemic has also brought to light 

some of the flaws with this procedure: It is a relatively slow 

procedure that requires at least a couple of months for a decision 

to be made. It is not easy for observers and other stakeholders to 

provide information and comments on the proposed decisions – as 

they would be able to during a meeting. And, therefore, there are 

some concerns about the transparency of the procedure. So, the 

Parties may need to revisit the procedure in the future to address 

these issues.  

 

The third lesson learnt during the pandemic by the CITES 

community is that formal online meetings of the Committees is 

possible. All three permanent committees of the Convention held 

online meetings in May and June of this year. And while it was 

challenging and required a lot of preparation, the Committees 

actually made it through their agendas and were able to take 

decisions on matters assigned to them by the Conference of the 

Parties. Regarding participation, usually we have about 500 people 

present for Standing Committee meetings, as it’s the intersessional 

governing body. However, for the online meeting, we had about 

800 people connected to the meeting platform and it’s been 

viewed over 5000 times on YouTube. As we have no funding to 

bring non-members of the Committee to the meeting, it was 

encouraging to see a number of Parties that never been able to 

travel to these meetings actively taking part in the discussions. We 

were able to apply the existing rules of procedure to the online 

setting without any discussions or questions raised. 

 



But while holding the meeting online allows for more Parties and 

stakeholders to connect to the meeting, the time for interaction 

and discussion is seriously constrained and allowed for less 

interventions by non-Members and observer organizations. In the 

context of CITES benefitting from the interest of many different 

stakeholders, representing a wide range of views, and bringing 

important information and knowledge to the discussions, this is of 

course an issue.  

 

In the future, the Secretariat will continue to use online meetings 

for certain smaller technical discussions because there is a 

significant advantage – also environmentally and financially. 

However, we think it is likely that in-person meetings will be 

preferred for meetings where decision-making and negotiations 

are expected to occur on sensitive matters. 

 

In my view, the common thread in our priorities is the issue of 

transparency in decision-making.  

 

Thank you and I look forward to your questions.  

 

 


