PI synthesis meeting on biodiversity & ecosystem function, Buenos Aires, 14-15 August 2010
Dear participants, 

As you know from the PI meeting held last year in Montevideo, the IAI is now developing a number of synthesis activities in order to fulfil its mandate to "provide scientific knowledge for informed decision making". For this, we need to: 

- document project results that contribute to science and networking in the region 

- "translate" major scientific findings that are of policy relevance 

- provide maximum outreach and visibility for important achievements 

- develop strategies to involve decision and policy makers across member countries 

- plan for further research needs that emerge from the work done so far. 

It will be your task in preparing for the meeting to explore these in the context of your work. We at the directorate, having read all reports etc., can provide an overview and ideas to help with the process. 

Within the biodiversity & ecosystem function areas we see opportunities to explore a number of possible synergies and important topics emerging from your work: 

Looking at the preliminary results as they were extracted from the project reports (Annex 1), several areas of overlap and synergy emerge. 
CRN 2005, 2015, 2021, 2031 and 2060 deal with land use change. 2031 has a special focus on biofuels in the LPB (and adds a hydrology component), 2060 looks at coffee growers‘ vulnerability in Guatemala. What drives this land use change? climate economics? At what level of LUC do we see significant impacts on landscape function? hydrology? regional climate?  What is the extent, fragmentation and conservation status of natural ecosystems (e.g. Tropidry: arid and semi-arid regions) of the Americas? Can lessons from case studies be generalized? Which insights can be transferred from one site to another and what can be used to guide land use policies?
CRN 2005, 2014, 2015, 2021, deal specifically with diversity and ecosystem function. 2015 is developing a framework for the role biodiversity plays in ecological functioning of ecosystems. 2014 is looking specifically at functional diversity of plant-mycorrhiza interactions. How can the ecological integrity of the affected systems be defined (a synthesis of ecological findings, e.g. on 1) ecosystem structure and composition, 2) phenology, and 3) pollinators (bats and birds)?  Can we make tangible links between diversity and function? Can we define critical levels of disturbance from climate change or human impact? Is the interaction of environmental change and human impact amplifying effects? What are approaches and techniques with which the projects could ‚cross-pollinate‘ each other methodologically? E.g., can a common [dryland?] observation system provide benefit to all those projects? 
CRN 2005 has a special focus on ecotones – the transition zones between ecosystems and their dynamics – which is also important in the mapping by the Tropidry program (2021) that looks at dry forest dynamics across the continent, and which may be supported by work from CRN2015. Are there common criteria to define boundaries and function? How can the lessons from both projects be synthesized? Can the functional traits of biodiversity be extracted for transition zones? Does this carry lessons for assessing vulnerability?
CRN 2015, 2021, 2060 have specific work packages dealing with how ecosystem services and benefits  are perceived by the land users and communities. Can a common methodology be developed and a handbook be written so that the approach is made available to other groups and provides standard approaches for better cross-site comparability, e.g. in the context of reporting to the IPCC or REDD+ efforts of the countries?
Most projects have some aspect or another regarding climate change. What are the common lessons across the continent from those studies of natural and anthropogenically used ecosystems? Where can we identify general trends (e.g. all forests tend to be substituted by savannas) and where is regional knowledge critical for conservation and landuse decisions? What is the response of arid and semi-arid environments to climate change (specifically tree mortality, ecosystems shifts and desertification)? What would be the key indicators by which to determine trends in ecosystem function and vulnerability, e.g. rainfall, temperatures, land use history, others? Can we translate this in ways that can be intuitively captured and thus ‚mainstreamed‘ into the general public and policy knowledge? Or is there no such „grand unifying theory for climate change effects“ and we need to develop many locally specific solutions ? 
Also some projects touch upon ecosystem conservation. What is, for example, the future of forests in the context of climate change and country policies (e.g. for example Costa Rica (conservation and payments for environmental systems program) vs. Brazil (removal of dry forests from the Mata Atlantica biome which will increase their deforestation))? What is specifically the situation and future of small, endemic, vulnerable ecosystems? Based on Tierney et al. (2009) (http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/units/netn/reports/Reports/Tierney_etal_2009_Frontiers_Forest_Monitoring.pdf ), can we develop an “intuitive stoplight symbology” that will provide, per country, issues of Good (green) (i.e. for dry forests Costa Rica), Caution (yellow) (i.e. Mexico), and Significant Concern (red) (i.e. Brazil, Venezuela, and Argentina)?
 

Please feel free to explore other topics, and look for gaps that might be important for designing future science programs. 

The mechanics of the meeting and the follow-up process: 

Program: 

The workshop will provide you with an opportunity for short (10 min) presentations on research highlights and opportunities for synthesis of your work in the context of the overall CRN programs. This should be result and task oriented and not consist of introductions, method explanations, lists of activities, etc.. It will help us to prepare, if you can send us a copy of your presentation a before the workshop. Please feel free to explore themes and ideas between the projects and with us by e-mail before we get together in Buenos Aires. We expect presentations from these people/projects: 

CRN 2005: Marcelo Cabido
CRN 2014: Ricardo Berbara
CRN 2015: Sandra Díaz
CRN 2021: Arturo Sánchez-Azofeifa
CRN 2031: Esteban Jobbágy
CRN 2060: Edwin Castellanos
 
These presentations will be followed by discussions and work group sessions to elaborate themes identified by the group (including those suggested above, if you agree with our assessment). A main goal of the two days is that all of us will be able (and motivated) to explore the science and communication opportunities identified and that this may guide the continuing work of the projects as well as enable the IAI to launch additional cross-cutting activities, workshops, training events etc. in combination with the ongoing programs. We will also use the insights developed to help define future programs and calls for proposals. 

Expected outputs are new strategies for conducting research; these should build on the synergies in the IAI program. This should guide future science programs and network development. Scientific synthesis papers and brief strategy papers to guide policy activities and future research on biodiversity & ecosystem function, land use change, climate change and ecosystem dislocation and change should aim at "actionable" information to resource managers, decision makers and the public. 

We will explore how the results from project activities complement each other, and how a synthesis (review) of this can provide new scientific insights. This may identify materials for “Science Snapshots”, Policy Briefs and other IAI output. We also hope to identify 

- implications for environmental, agricultural and developmental policies; 

- communication strategies to sectors such as agriculture, environment, development, at national, regional, local/municipal levels; 

- strategies for future work, "networking the networks", providing outreach opportunities, linking regional and international programs etc.. 

We are looking forward to some truly innovative collaboration across a broad spectrum of actors and activities, and are confident that your science provides an excellent platform to move this agenda forward. 

Best regards, 

Holm & Christopher 
