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Biodiversity basically refers to all
the different varieties and forms
of life. It breaks down into three
levels — diversity of ecosys-
tems, species and genes. In Eu-
rope alone, there are an estimat-
ed 2,500 types of habitat or
ecosystems and 215,000
species, 90% of which are inver-
tebrates. As for genetic diversity,
the numbers involved are quite
simply staggering, especially if
we take account of all the poten-
tial gene combinations.
If biodiversity simply meant ‘all
forms of life’, however, it would
be synonymous with ‘bio-
sphere’. There’s more to it than
that. Biodiversity is a property
of the living world — a genetic
reservoir that enables it to
evolve and adapt constantly. In
short, it is the net result of
three billion years of evolution.

Life itself is running
out steam

People are becoming aware
nowadays of the impact their
activities have on their sur-
roundings, particularly the living
world. The rise of agriculture
led to the creation and manage-
ment of new environments and
actually added to biodiversity.
Humans created clearings,

grazing land and hedgerows, all
of them opportunities that have
been gratefully exploited by
countless plant and animal
species.

And so it remained until very
recently. In our own time, how-
ever, changes in agricultural
practice (monoculture, fertilis-
ers, pesticides and so forth)
have joined a whole series of
other human environmental
pressures, from the pollution of
the air, water and soil, to urban-
isation and mass tourism. The
economic imperatives of our
society care little for the value
and role of biodiversity.

Urgent need
Since Rio ’92, everyone is
aware that we are suffering a
global loss of biodiversity and

that we urgently need to slow
down this process. The reasons
for acting are, however, both
numerous and diverse, reflect-
ing the complexity of the sub-
ject. In one sense, biodiversity is
a resource (in terms of agricul-
ture, animal husbandry and
pharmaceuticals) that has to be
preserved if we are to have a

useful stock capable of meeting
our future needs. Biodiversity is
also relevant to the field of ge-
netic manipulation. This is an
area with an immense future,
but whether this will prove pos-
itive or negative depends very
much on what we choose to do
with it.

As far as ‘natural’ biodiversity is
concerned, solving the problem
will also require measures to
protect ecosystems and species
and the setting up of a network
of sites to promote genetic ex-
change. Most institutions and
states have already acknowl-
edged the vital need to incorpo-
rate these ideas in the sectors
implicated in biodiversity loss,
such as agriculture, transport
and energy. In fact, the problem
touches every field of human
activity. The complexity of the
solutions matches that of the
problem, but the first step we
have to make is an intellectual
one. Before we can do anything
else, we have to learn to view
the earth’s living riches not only
as a resource for humanity, but
above all as a unique heritage to
be protected.

iodiversity has been a fashionable idea ever since
the spotlight fell on it during the Rio Earth Sum-
mit in June 1992. As with all fashions, however,
there is a danger that people will eventually get
bored with it. To make matters worse, ‘biodi-
versity’ is frequently mixed up with ‘nature’ or
‘environment’. In reality, it is much more com-
plex than that.B

Facts and Trends

Planet Earth - the new Ark

Distribution of higher plants by conti-
nent. Source : IUCN.

The beauty often goes together with
the ecological richness of a biotope.
(Cordillera Cantábrica, Spain)

CONTINENT/REGION PLANT NUMBER

Latin America (Mexico through S America) 85.000
Tropical & subtropical Africa 45.000
Tropical & subtropical Asia 50.000
Australia 15.000
North America 17.000
Europe 12.500
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Abundant life
Despite its relatively small
surface area and the fact that
part of its territory was com-
pletely covered in ice barely
ten thousand years ago, Eu-
rope presents naturalists with
a huge variety of landscapes,
ecosystems and species, many
of which are endemic (not
found elsewhere). The level
of biodiversity in the North is
not so high because of its rel-
atively recent glaciation, and
so the main nuclei are located
in the Mediterranean basin,
the Atlantic islands and the
terr i tor ies  lead ing to the
foothills of the Caucasus. Eu-
rope boasts roughly 5,000 en-
demic varieties of plants, al-
though many of these exist in
more than one Member State.
Consequent ly,  protect ing
them entails cross-border co-
operation. At the same time,
a great many domesticated
plants and the genetic materi-
al they contain come from
countries other than those
where they are cultivated to-
day. All the more reason for
formulating an international
policy in this field.

The enemies 
of biodiversity

Many human activities inflict
irreversible damage on key
habitats for certain insects,
small mammals and wild plants
which are deemed unprof-
itable and hence undesirable.
Biodiversity is damaged for ex-
ample by:
— The canalisation of rivers

and the destruction of river-
banks.

— Intensive agriculture and
the use of pesticides.

— The increasing uniformity of
the agricultural landscape
(disappearance of
hedgerows and copses).

— The draining of marches
and wetlands.

Alternative practices have now
been proposed to farmers and

foresters in the hope of recon-
ciling economic development
with the need to promote bio-
diversity.

Legislating on a brand
new concept

The European Community ap-
proved the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity signed in Rio in
June 1992. The aims of the

convention are to preserve bio-
logical diversity, to engage in the
sustainable use of its elements
and to ensure the fair distribu-
tion of the benefits arising from
the exploitation of genetic re-
sources. Although these objec-
tives may seem clear enough,
the way in which they are to be
achieved is very complex. The

Community Biodiversity Strate-
gy, adopted in February 1998,
defines how these objectives
are to be achieved by the Euro-
pean Community. This strategy
focuses on the integration of
biodiversity concerns into the
development and implementa-
tion of relevant Community
policies and instruments.

Genetic manipulation
In this entirely new field, whose
commercial, medical and envi-
ronmental implications remain
difficult to predict, the Commu-
nity has chosen to legislate in
such a way as to protect the
health of its citizens and the en-
vironment, but also to create a
single unified market for
biotechnology.

Agriculture 
and biodiversity

Incorporating biodiversity in
other European policies will
also become a priority, particu-
larly with respect to the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy. This
has already been the case as far
as nature conservation is con-
cerned since the reform of the
CAP in 1992 (2078/92). More
recently, Member States have
undertaken to promote ‘green’

Europe in action

The fragile balance 
of biodiversity

‘The di f ferent species that
make up an ecosystem may be
compared with the countless
rivets, all apparently the same,
that  g ive an aeroplane i ts
strength. If we were to spring
those rivets, one by one, there
would not be an immediate
catastrophe. Sooner or later,
however, disaster would in-
evitably strike.’ Erlich & Erlich,
1981.

The destiny of the seatrout and the
horse are in the hands of man.
(Ireland)
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agricultural practices. Local
programmes have emerged to
encourage less ‘aggressive’ and
environmentally harmful farm-
ing. These new programmes
are long-term in character.
They aim to reduce the level of
soil enrichment and to manage
the environment in a way that
conserves nature. Measures of
this kind were successfully in-
troduced in 1994 and even be-
fore in certain countries (UK,
Germany, Netherlands).

One way to promote biodiver-
sity in agriculture is to support
the production of the kind of
old or local varieties that have
gradually been disappearing
from the market, where they
have been replaced by standard
products.

Forestry 
and biodiversity

Financial support is offered for
the reforestation and manage-
ment of woodland areas. Com-
mercial forestry is encouraged,
of course, but the planting of
several different varieties is en-
couraged, as is sustainable man-
agement, to avoid the negative
side-effects of monoculture.

Action on all fronts
The battle for biodiversity has
to be fought in the many differ-
ent sectors that threaten it.
Ecosystems and species suffer
from air, water and soil pollu-
tion and from the intensity of
many economic activities. If we
are to shield a greater area from
human activities (barely
2,000,000 km2 are currently
protected) and to reduce the
damage inflicted on all levels of
life, we have to act in all sectors
(agriculture, forestry, transport,
energy, tourism and finance)
and to address the problems of
regional development, soil ero-
sion, desertification, air and wa-
ter pollution. The complexity of
the task facing us is clear, as is
the need for a ‘multidisci-
plinary’ approach to solving it.

The example of the Loire 
‘Europe’s last untamed river’ 

Haute-Loire, France

The Loire rises in the Massif Central and flows a thousand
kilometres to the sea. In the process, it drains 20 % of all
French waters. Many birds, plants and invertebrates,
some of which are rare or vulnerable, have found a refuge
in its alluvial plain, formed by canals, oxbow lakes, islands
and sandbanks. Salmon, which are a migratory species,
have suffered badly from pollution and the construction
of barrages. Nowadays, only one tributary (the Allier) re-

ma ins  access ib le  to  sa lmon,  whose  popu la t ion  has
dropped to a mere 10 % of what it once was. In addition
to barrages, the Loire’s ecosystem has also had to con-
tend with sand extraction and the impact of intensive
agriculture on its plain.

The Loire is now protected by several programmes in-
cluding the Berne Convention and the Ramsar Conven-
tion, which led to the cancellation of two barrage pro-
j e c t s .  T h a n k s  t o  t h e  E u r o p e a n  U n i o n ’ s  L I F E
programme, eight conservation projects have been set
up along the Loire and the Allier. The aim of these pro-
jects is to conserve the river ’s biological wealth and
the quality of its water. At the same time, we stil l need
to raise people ’s awareness to allow sustainable use of
the river and its resources. Reconcil ing development
with nature conservation is another way of promoting
biodiversity.

Source: M. Rautkari, WWF.

BIODIVERSITY



116

Countries
Each country that has signed
the Rio Convention has under-
taken to develop strategies and
action plans. As far as the law is
concerned, this also includes
regulating access to genetic re-
sources, intellectual property
rights and technology transfers.
From the economic point of
view, it is useful to consider bio-
diversity in terms of the eco-
nomic utility of its preservation.
A shift in viewpoint of this kind
would highlight the importance
of biodiversity as a resource and
lend it additional weight as an
economic asset. From the clas-
sic viewpoint of nature protec-
tion, conservation measures
ought to reflect the need to act
at the core of each sector (ener-
gy, agriculture, transport and
planning). The application of
green farming practices is very
much a step in the right direc-
tion. These reduce inputs and
lessen the burden on our
aquifers and protect environ-
ments like hedgerows, copses
and peat bogs that encourage
wildlife. However, after years of
an agricultural policy that was
geared towards self-sufficiency
in food, it won’t be easy to
change attitudes.

AEuropeA
The Community Biodiversity
Strategy complements previous
existing initiatives in this field
which already help to promote
biodiversity. Two instruments
already at the EU’s disposal
since some years ago are the
Bird and Habitats Directives,
which have proved immensely
effective from the conservation
point of view. Europe is well
aware that it needs to shift its
emphasis in the near future to-
wards harmonising data gath-
ered in each Member State.
Our understanding of biodiver-
sity is even more vague than
that of ‘nature’ in general.

Scientists and citizens
Geneticists enjoy the almost di-
vine power of manipulating living
matter. They must be fully aware
of the implications and must also
comply with a rigorous set of
ethics, despite the commercial
or political pressures that might
be exerted on them. Take the
moratorium, for instance, that
the scientific community placed
on the manipulation of human
genes a few years ago. Although
biodiversity is a highly specialised
concept, which scientists would

not like to see debased, its basic
principles have already reached a
wide audience. In fact, this is a
field in which all of us can act at
our own level. We can manage
our own micro-territory, for in-
stance, planting indigenous vari-
eties, gardening extensively
rather than intensively or reject-
ing aggressive fertilisers. The
choices we make as consumers
are also important. We can opt
for local, organic or non-stan-
dardised products and for rustic
or old varieties. In short, there
are countless ways in which the
ordinary citizen can help protect
biodiversity through his or her
everyday actions.

Taking responsibility

Unite the protection of nature and extensive breeding.
(‘Marais poitevin’, France)
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