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Mountains are of immense ecological, cultural, and socio-economic importance. 
They cover about 12% of all terrestrial land area outside Antarctica (Körner et 
al., 2011); are home to about 10% of the world’s total human population (Körner 
et al., 2017), including some of the poorest and most politically, socially, and 
economically marginalized people (Wymann von Dach et al. 2016); host an 
immense biological, ecological, and cultural diversity (Körner 2004; Hassan et 
al., 2005; Wymann von Dach et al. 2016); and support vital ecosystem goods 
and services, including the supply of freshwater as well as timber and non-
timber products and the protection against natural hazards (Palomo 2017). 
However, the combination of increasing global demographic and economic 
pressure with high biodiversity and ecosystems service value makes mountains 
particularly vulnerable. The formulation and implementation of effective policies 
and management approaches to safeguard the natural assets underpinning 
human well-being in mountains requires a thorough understanding of the 
interactions between nature and people particular to mountain social-ecological 
systems. Yet, we are currently missing the mountain-specific assessments 
necessary to improve our understanding of these interactions, of the geogaphic, 
cultural, social, economic, and biological factors underlying them, and of the 
biodiversity-related opportunities that exist for sustainable development in 
mountains. 
 
Ongoing efforts at the Global Mountain Biodiversity Assessment (GMBA) aim at 
addressing this gap with a comparative assessment of the status of, trends in, 
and relations between biodiversity, ecosystem services, and human well-being 
across mountains worldwide. Data acquisition in the >1000 mountain ranges of 
the GMBA mountain inventory (Körner et al., 2017) broadly followed the 
conceptual framework of the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services (IPBES, Diaz et al., 2015), and combined an online 
questionnaire to the mountain research community at large with a literature 
review. The online survey in English, Spanish, and French included questions 
on (i) the mountain area assessed by each respondent, (ii) the status of and 
trends in mountain ecosystems (including their condition, coverage and 
biodiversity), the ecosystem services they deliver, and the well-being of their 
populations; (iii) the status of and trends in the direct factors driving the 
observed changes in these key components; (iv) the contribution of biodiversity 
and ecosystem services to human well-being; and (v) the governance of natural 
resources. Mountain ecosystems were grouped into five natural systems – 
above the treeline, forest, below the treeline, freshwater, and highly modified – 
and human well-being was assessed along five dimensions, namely material 
and social well-being, health, security, and freedom of choice. Direct drivers 
consisted of climate change, land use change, invasive species, 
overexploitation, and pollution, and the IPBES list of Nature’s Contribution to 
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People, NCP) was used as a selection of ecosystem services. The literature 
review was perfromed on a subset of review papers selected from Scopus 
based on a combination of keywords including (variants of) the word “mountain” 
and the various elements of the IPBES conceptual framework. This literature 
review was primarily performed to provide contextual information in view of data 
analysis and interpretation.  
 
The 141 survey received cover all continents, yet with a very low response rate 
in North America. Despite the numerous challenges associated with these 
survey data, including that the areas covered by individual responses ranged 
from watersheds to entire mountain massifs, preliminary analyses indicate 
interesting patterns across mountain areas, ecosystems, dimensions of human 
well-being, and drivers of global changes. Indications of a comparatively higher 
importance of land use than climate change in driving observed patterns across 
mountain ecosystems, for instance, are of particular interest in view of ongoing 
sustainable mountain development debates.  
 
By systematically examining the relationships between nature and people in 
mountains worldwide, these efforts contribute to a better understanding of the 
specific challenges associated with the sustainable management and 
conservation of mountain biodiversity (Sustainable Development Goal 15.4) and 
to identifying economically and ecologically efficient, socially acceptable, and 
politically feasible pathways towards sustainable development. 
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