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Five-dimensional sustainability 

assessment: developing and testing 

a new framework 

Background  
Sustainable use of wild species and biological resources is one of the three pillars of the Convention on 

Biological Diversity (CBD) as well as being supported by other biodiversity conventions including the 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), the Convention on Migratory 

Species (CMS) and the Ramsar Convention, and highlighted as a key element of Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) 15. The Assessment Report on the Sustainable Use of Wild Species 

compiled by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

(IPBES) and published in 2022 highlights how sustainable use is an essential part of sustainable 

development in the Global South. Without it the continued ability of government, private sector and 

community actors to manage wildlife populations, incentivise conservation, and/or tolerate human-

wildlife conflict are in doubt. In some cases, use of wild species is a key component of national or local 

economic development.  

Concerns have, however, been raised regarding the lack of regulatory frameworks governing 

sustainable use of wild species and also about the animal welfare and human health implications of 

some forms of wild species use (particularly prominent in the case of wild animals since the outbreak of 

Covid 19). Thus, the Kunming Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, adopted in 2022, includes 

targets to ensure the use of wild species is not only sustainable and legal, but also “safe”. While the 

definition of ‘sustainable’ is traditionally inclusive of ecological, social and economic dimensions, many 

practically applied standards and regulations — with few exceptions — focus on its ecological part and 

none that we are aware of include dimensions that reflect safety — from a human and animal health 

and welfare perspective.  

Sustainability science is complex and sustainability is technically challenging to assess. Nevertheless, 

an approach is needed that cuts through the complexity, is accessible to conservation practitioners and 

policy makers and increases confidence that alignment with the Global Biodiversity Framework Targets 

5 and 9 is being achieved, especially since Parties to the CBD will need to report against these Targets. 

It is equally important that Indigenous peoples and local communities and private sector actors are 

enabled to demonstrate that the use of wild species and products is sustainable and, where it is not, to 

identify the necessary improvements that need to be made.  

The ‘5-D’ Sustainability Assessment Framework 

(5DSAF) 
Recognising the challenge of assessing sustainability in a comprehensive, but accessible, way, IIED, 

TRAFFIC, IUCN SULi, Endangered Wildlife Trust and EPIC Biodiversity — supported through the UK 

Government Darwin Initiative and under the guidance of a multidisciplinary expert advisory group — 

have developed a 5-dimensional sustainability assessment framework. The framework adds the 

dimensions of animal welfare and human health to the more conventional social, ecological and 

economic dimensions of sustainability. For each of these 5 dimensions it articulates 7 key principles. In 

addition, 7 cross-cutting principles are relevant to all dimensions (Figure 1).  

The principles are derived from an analysis of existing global standards and guidelines that address one 

or more dimension of sustainability. For example, the CITES Non-Detriment Findings process (which is 

largely based on ecological criteria); the BioTrade Principles and Criteria (ecological, economic and 
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social criteria);  World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) guidance on animal welfare standards 

and WOAH/IUCN guidelines on wildlife disease risk analysis.  They also reflect the findings and 

recommendations on effective sustainable use policy made by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 

Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) in its Assessment Report on the Sustainable 

Use of Wild Species published in 2022.  

 
Figure 1. The 5-D Framework of principles1 

  

 
1 For a downloadable version click here 

https://www.iied.org/sites/default/files/uploads/2023/11/5DSAF_framework.pdf
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How is the 5DSAF used? 
Each of the principles is underpinned by 4 indicators which identify how closely the use of wild species 

is aligned with the principle. Each indicator has a score from 0-3. A score of 0 indicates no alignment 

with the principle (bad practice); 1 = emerging good practice with evidence for some but insufficient 

alignment with the principle; 2 = good practice with evidence for good overall alignment albeit with some 

weaknesses; and 3 = exemplary or best practice with evidence that the provisions of the principle are 

met or even exceeded (Figure 2).  

Figure 2. Examples of the criteria underpinning each of the 5DSAF principles 

 

The framework is accompanied by an Excel-based scoring tool (available here). The tool guides the 

user through the framework principle by principle. For each principle, it first asks if the principle is 

relevant to the wild species use under consideration (for example the animal welfare principles will not 

be relevant to plant and fungi uses). A reason why a particular principle may not be relevant must be 

provided. It then asks the user to assign a score of 0-3 to the relevant principles and to provide 

evidence to justify the score.  

The tool sums the scores under each of the sustainability dimensions and presents the results in the 

form of a radar chart which shows how the enterprise/initiative is performing based on a maximum 

possible score which is automatically worked out by the tool based on the number of principles that are 

relevant). 

The results are presented visually in the form of a radar chart which highlights which dimensions a 

particular wild species use may be performing well against but also where there are weaknesses and 

opportunities for improvement. Figure 3 provides an example — based on a hypothetical wild species 

use — showing it is performing well against most dimensions of sustainability but that there is room for 

improvement particularly in terms of economic sustainability.   

  

https://www.iied.org/sites/default/files/uploads/2023/11/5DSAF_tool_pilot_updated.xlsx
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Figure 3. Example of an assessment outcome for a hypothetical wild species use 
 

 

Who should do a 5DSAF assessment and how? 
The 5DSAF has been designed initially for self-assessment with individual wildlife use 

enterprises/initiatives/supply chains in mind (e.g. a game ranch, a crocodile farm, a medicinal plant 

harvesting enterprise). We are, however, interested to test its applicability at a sectoral/programmatic 

level — for example a national (or sub-national) wild meat industry.  

At this prototype stage, wildlife enterprise/initiative owners/managers would undertake the assessment 

and it would be for them to judge to what extent they are meeting the principles and to make a 

judgement as to what score they should allocate against each principle (with supporting evidence to 

justify the score).   

Over time we hope the 5DSAF might gradually progress from a self-assessment tool to an 

independently audited standard. The desired long term end point for our work is that the 5DSAF 

becomes the gold standard that government, private sector and civil society actors use to assess the 

sustainability and safety of value chains for wild species and products. 5DSAF is intended to be used 

for all wild terrestrial species of fauna, flora and fungi, with certain principles relevant to only sub-sets of 

these species. In the immediate term, and in terms of self-assessment, there is no specific guidance as 

to how the process should be conducted. Much will depend on the context in which the wild species use 

takes place and the characteristics of the wild species use initiative that are being explored. For 

example, an individual owner/manager of an enterprise may decide to simply run through the tool in a 

desk-based exercise as a check-list to inform management practices. In other cases, it may be useful to 

bring a group of stakeholders together in a workshop to collectively go through the process. In a 

workshop scenario it may be useful for one person to conduct the assessment ahead of the workshop 

and then share the results, discuss and amend where needed in a multi-stakeholder meeting. Or it may 

be useful to complete the assessment collectively through the workshop process.   
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We welcome feedback on the application of the 5DSAF. If you do use it, please fill out the feedback 

form here: https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=TG_A1XfJ-

UGbqmxAUHGZc0caGARsp8RAnufksVP0xG5UQVJCMVVGUU5QQk5OQk85QldVUlBFTE83QS4u 

to help us understand how easy you found it, what approach you used, how long it took, how useful 

it was and any stakeholder feedback you received. Please also share the results of the assessment 

with us if you are willing to do so.  

For more details please contact: Dilys Roe (dilys.roe@iied.org) or Anastasiya Timoshyna 

(anastasiya.timoshyna@traffic.org). 

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=TG_A1XfJ-UGbqmxAUHGZc0caGARsp8RAnufksVP0xG5UQVJCMVVGUU5QQk5OQk85QldVUlBFTE83QS4u
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=TG_A1XfJ-UGbqmxAUHGZc0caGARsp8RAnufksVP0xG5UQVJCMVVGUU5QQk5OQk85QldVUlBFTE83QS4u
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The 5DSAF has been developed by:  

Project team:  

• EPIC Biodiversity: Dan Natusch, Patrick Aust  

• Endangered Wildlife Trust: Andrew Taylor, Tina Hiller  

• IIED: Dilys Roe, Olivia Wilson-Holt  

• IUCN-SULi: Dilys Roe, Rachel Hoffmann, Nik Long  

• TRAFFIC: Anastasiya Timoshyna, James Compton  

 Expert advisors:   

 Animal welfare  

• Simon Marsh, Wild Welfare  

• Paolo Martelli, OceanPark Hong Kong  

Health  

• Tiggy Grillo, IUCN Wildlife Health Specialist Group  

• Leopoldo Stuardo, World Organisation for Animal Health  

• Osman Dar, Chatham House Global Health Programme  

Ecological sustainability  

• Matt Child, South Africa National Biodiversity Institute  

• John Donaldson, Co-chair, IPBES Sustainable Use Assessment  

Social sustainability  

• Marla Emery, Co-chair, IPBES Sustainable Use Assessment  

• John-Mark Killian, Umsizi Sustainable Social Solutions  

Economic sustainability  

• James MacGregor, G37 Consulting Ltd  

• Frank Vorhies, African Wildlife Economy Institute  

Standards and certification  

• Khalid Pasha, IUCN Green List  

• Nigel Dudley, Equilibrium Research  

• Christine Lippai, Wildlife Friendly  

Wild species users/producers  

• Chanda Mwale, Zambia Wildlife Producers Association  

 

The 5-D Sustainability Assessment Project is funded by the UK 

Government through the Darwin Initiative  


