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ECOLOGY 
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Deck 

The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) were designed to inspire efforts to 
improve people’s lives by, among other pri-
orities, halving extreme poverty by 2015 (1). 
Analogously, concern about the global de-
cline in biodiversity and the degradation of 
ecosystem services gave rise in 1992 to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 
into which a target “to achieve by 2010 a 
significant reduction of the current rate of 
biodiversity loss” (2) was incorporated in 
2002. Our lack of progress toward the 2010 
target (3, 4) could undermine the achieve-
ment of the MDGs in the long term. With 
growing global challenges, such as popula-
tion growth, overconsumption and climate 
change, we need further integration of the 
poverty alleviation and biodiversity conser-
vation agendas. 

The links between poverty and the envi-
ronment are, unsurprisingly, complex ([Fig. 
1]see figure, left). Some attempts have been 
made to identify a relation between devel-
opment and biodiversity, but these have 
yielded mixed results (5). Action is urgently 
needed to estimate the elasticity of the link 
between biodiversity and ecosystem services 
on the one hand, and poverty reduction on 
the other, while taking into account the 
global, regional and local drivers of biodi-
versity loss in poor areas. 

Tackling the root causes of both biodiver-
sity loss and poverty can lead to complemen-
tary positive results. For example, reducing 
population pressure by promoting voluntary 

reductions in fertility in impoverished re-
gions could support conservation of biodi-
versity and faster poverty alleviation (6, 7). 
However, there may be complex trade-offs, 
especially in the short term, that may not be 
readily evident in macro- or global assess-
ments. Economic growth rates could, for in-
stance, initially dip as fertility is reduced, and 
rebound as pressure on resources is removed. 

Similarly, trade liberalization might in-
crease the supply of food commodities and 
could reduce prices in food-importing coun-
tries, which would remove some pressure on 
these countries’ natural habitats. But trade 
liberalization might also lead to increased ag-
ricultural production in food-exporting coun-
tries where commercial horticulture can in-
crease vulnerability to pests, diseases, and/or 
natural disasters, and might reduce the avail-
ability of ecosystem services (8, 9). Never-
theless, any countervailing efforts to main-
tain biodiversity must also be sensitive to 
human needs if they are to retain public sup-
port (10). 

With such cases in mind, the scientific 
and development policy communities should 
focus on jointly articulating and addressing 
the critical research questions that, when an-
swered, will help ensure that poverty allevia-
tion and conservation efforts produce win-
win outcomes, or at least minimize harm to 
either agenda. To ensure greater synergies 
between the development and the conserva-
tion agenda, we suggest the following ac-
tions. 

Attention must focus on constructing and 
meeting a new biodiversity target for the re-
maining MDG period between 2010 and 
2015, and beyond. The next target should be 
more specific, similarly time-limited, rea-
sonably achievable, and address the conse-
quences of biodiversity loss globally and for 
the most vulnerable people and societies. It 
should be supported by a small set of indica-
tors (11) that measure trends in the state of 
biodiversity and ecosystem services, drivers 
of biodiversity loss and activities to safe-

guard biodiversity. 
We need evidence-based interventions 

that can address both poverty reduction and 
environmental sustainability. In agriculture, 
for instance, we can use existing agricultural 
land more efficiently; we can pursue agricul-
tural development that protects or enhances 
biodiversity; and we can improve agricultural 
productivity in ways that maintain ecosystem 
services, through institutional changes to se-
cure better access to seeds, markets, and ex-
pertise, combined with evidence-based and 
adaptive applications of appropriate tech-
nologies (12). Similarly, finance and tech-
nology for adaptation, disaster management 
and reduced emissions from deforestation 
and forest degradation (13) are particularly 
important in helping developing countries 
deal with climate change. 

Future development projects should ex-
plicitly monitor the impact poverty allevia-
tion efforts have on ecosystems and their ser-
vices; similarly, conservationists must better 
document the impact their interventions have 
on the poor (14). Ideally, encouragement of 
interdisciplinary science that helps to identify 
the most cost-effective solutions will ensure 
that future environment and development 
projects are implemented, not just simultane-
ously, but in an integrated fashion. 

Both the poverty alleviation and biodiver-
sity agendas need to be presented to policy-
makers in an integrated fashion. Establish-
ment of a proposed Inter-Governmental Plat-
form on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Ser-
vices to complement the existing Inter-
Governmental Panel on Climate Change may 
provide a means to enhance the quality and 
timeliness of the interactions between scien-
tists and policy-makers at national scales and 
above. The GLOBE International Commis-
sion on Land Use Change and Ecosystems, 
made up of senior legislators from the G8+5 
and several developing countries, provides 
another opportunity to bring policy-makers 
and scientists together. Legislators set the 
agenda by identifying key ecosystems or 
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ecosystem services that are essential for hu-
man well-being and face degradation, and 
then work with scientists and economists to 
identify policy options and legislative solu-
tions. Similar initiatives will also be needed 
at the subnational scale. 

The United Nations will convene a sum-
mit in 2010 to consider the second 5-year re-
view of the MDGs and to catalyze action 
ahead of the 2015 MDG target year. The 
conservation and development communities 
need to advise policy-makers and civil soci-
ety organizations on the most critical initia-
tives we must undertake to achieve the 
MDGs without compromising biodiversity 
and ecosystem services for years to come. 
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Fig. 1. Map of poverty and potential biodi-
versity loss, showing the level of poverty 
(proxied by the log rate of human infant mortal-
ity) combined with the log number of threatened 
species of mammals, birds, and amphibians per 
one degree grid square (Behrmann equal-area 
projection). White areas represent missing data. 
Data from (15) and (16). 
 

 


